GROUP DYNAMICS IN LANGUAGE CLASSROOMS: A COURSE SYLLABUS FOR PRE-SERVICE LANGUAGE TEACHERS
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Description of the Target Population and the Instructional Context


The syllabus is for an undergraduate level course in foreign language teaching methods.  The students had taken courses such as theories of second language acquisition, L2 acquisition and development, and various method courses before they have taken this cooperative learning course.  The students have background knowledge about second/foreign language teaching and learning.  


This course syllabus aims to give information about what cooperative learning is and how it can be used effecticely and successfully in a classroom.  The students will understand the strengths and the weaknesses of this method and improve their critical thinking on the implementation of this method.  In other words, at the end of the course, the students will have a pespective in terms of how cooperative learning can be promoted, what cooperative learning’s potential is for changing how learning takes place, how children interact with one another, and how individual educators can become more reflective about implementing cooperative learning.  

Course Objectives: 

--Students will be able to understand what cooperative language learning is and the basic elements that make it work.

--Students will be able to learn how to structure and form cooperative learning groups.

--Students will be able to know the research results that validate the use of cooperative language learning in instructional situations.

--Students will be able to understand the teacher’s role in cooperative language learning.

--Students will be able to assess their students’ performance in cooperative group work.

--Students will involve themselves in critical analysis of the cooperative learning method and become aware of the strengths and weaknesses of this instructional method.  

Textbooks:

Cohen, E.G. (1994).  Designing groupwork: Strategies for heterogeneous classrooms.  New York: Teachers College Press.

Johnson, D.W., Johnson, R.T., & Holubec, J.E. (1993).  Circles of learning: Cooperation in the classroom.  Edina, MN: Intercation Book Company.

Kessler, C. (1992).  Cooperative language learning: A teacher’s resource book.  Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Procedures: The topics in the syllabus will be covered by using assisgned readings, lectures, and class discussions.  Practical experience in cooperative langauge learning will be obtained through observation of classroom instruction, and micro teaching.  Students will write weekly logs about the class readings in order to improve their reflective thinking ability and be more critical about the strengths and drawbacks of this method.  Students will also work on group research projects and investigate the issues surrounding cooperative language learning.  

Assisgnments and Grading: 
Regular attendance is required in the class.

A. Written reflections on assigned readings (i.e., reactive comments and questions).  The written reflections or logs should be submitted to the instructor every week. (10%)

B. Critical Review of three reports on cooperative language learning.  The reviews should be two pages in length, double-spaced.  Students will also give a brief presentation about the research reviews. (20%)

C. Students will be required to observe a language class in which group work is frequently used.  Either a qualitative or a quantitative approach can be used in the classroom observation report. (20%)

D. Students will prepare a lesson by using cooperative learning method and teach it in the school where they are doing their practice teaching.  They will videotape the lesson and write an evaluation report about hteir teaching.  The micro-teaching will take approximately 20 minutes. (20%)

E. Small group or individual research papers on cooperative language learning will be submitted.  Students will consult with the instructor before selecting their research topics.  A short research proposal needs to be presented in class.  Final research reports are due on the last day of the class.  Students will also give a short presentation about their research findings at the end of the semester. (30%)

Weekly Syllabus:

Week 1: The instructor will orient the students to the course and she will review the syllabus with them.  The instructor also gives information about what cooperative learning is and a brief history of this method.  Students will also discuss the key elements and the characteristics of cooperative learning.  The class will discuss the benefits of cooperative group work, such as increased frequency and variety of second language practice through interaction, opportunities to integrate language with content-based instruction, and opportunities for students to act as resources for each other, assuming a more active role in their learning.  

Week 2: The class talks about the significance of student-student interaction in second language acquisition.  The students review their background information on the theories of second language acquisition.  Based on the theoretical discussions, students discuss the role of group work as a way of promoting language interaction in classrooms.  The class also focuses on the problems of unequal participation and undesirable domination of groups be certain students.  The class period focuses on what cooperative, competitive, and individualitic learning situations are.  Basically, the emphasis is on cooperative learning and the communicative approach.  As the students know, ESL/EFL curricula have recently developed communicative objectives for language learners and one of the goals of language teaching is to teach students how to communicate effectively in second/foreign language classrooms.  Based on the importance of the communicative approach for language learning and teaching, the students discuss the communicative functions of language: how to use the language in order to carry out intentions, such as persuading, apologizing, and the organization of ideas by using the rhetorical patterns of classification and comparison.  Then the students will discuss the role of cooperative learning in a communicative curriculum.   

Week 3: The class discusses forming groups (heterogeneous and homogeneous), group size, and grading.  The pros and cons of heterogeneous and homegeneous grouping are also explored.  The class discussion will be on geared toward assigning groups, determining group size, and deciding when to use cooperative group work.  The students will also talk about research on social interdependence, achievement, and positive interpersonal relationships.  In the last twenty-five minutes of the class, five students will present their review articles on the topic about cooperative language learning.  

Week 4: The students talk about the main areas of consensus and contreversy in research on cooperative learning.  For instance, the students will learn that there is a general agreement that the cooperative learning method has a positive effect on student achievement, and the researchers also agree that group goals and individual accountability play a significant role in the achievement effects of cooperative learning.  The students will also find the research results on language and cognitive development.  

Week 5: The class period is devoted on to teach cooperative social skills (i.e., asking for clarification, checking comprehension, and asking for help).  According to the cooperative learning literature, for cooperative learning groups to be productive, students need to be able to engage in collaborative skills.  Without effective communication, cooperative learning groups will not increase their productivity and effectiveness.  For this reason, the class discussion will be focused more on how to teach students cooperative skills and how to build and maintain a trusting environment during group work.  

Week 6: The class will read and discuss four kinds of cooperative skills: forming skills (i.e., staying with the group, using quiet voices, and taking turns), functioning skills (i.e., sharing ideas and opinions, asking for facts and reasoning, giving direction to the group’s work, and asking for help or clarification), formulating skills (i.e., summarizing out loud, seeking elaboration, and checking for understanding), and fermenting skills (i.e., criticizing ideas without criticizing people, asking for justification, and probing by asking in depth questions).  The students will also watch a videotape about the types of classroom routines and the necessary social skills that need to be taught for cooperative group work.  The goal of the class will be to focus on how to teach cooperative skills to students working together.  The students will learn what the skill is and when it should be appropriately used, how social skills may be continuously improved, and the basic elements of cooperative learning are also reviewed.

Week 7: The instructor briefly presents the cooperative learning techniques (i.e., jigsaw, group investigation) to the students.  Furthermore, these techniques are classified in a scheme according to the nature of student interdependence, interaction among cooperative groups, basis for eveluation, and scoring.  Several sample lessons using these cooperative learning techniques are incuded in the agenda of the class.  The goal of the class will be to focus on jigsaw, a cooperative technique of classroom organization, and provide suggestions for the use of jigsaw activities in the language classrooms.  In other words, the students will read and learn about how to organize jigsaw activities (i.e., grouping and division of the task, working in the expert groups and working in the jigsaw groups) and how to create and use materials for jigsaw.  Week 8: The goal of the class is to discuss the group investigation and co-op co-op techniques.  The class discusses the elements of co-op co-op and the cognitive and the affective impacts of these techniques.  The class learns about the group-investigation method and talks about the stages of imlementation of this method, such as identifying the topic, organizing students into research groups, carrying out the investigation, and presenting the final product.  

Week 9: The students will talk about the key elements of the cooperative learning teacher’s role, such as the teacher as inquirer, the teacher as creator, the teacher as observer, the teacher as facilitator, and the teacher as change agent.  The students will explore the strategies in the teacher’s role when implementing cooperative learning (i.e., specifying the objectives for the lesson, making decisions about forming groups, explaing the goal of a learning activity, and evaluating students’ performance).  The class will also discuss the decisions that a cooperative learning teacher has to make, such as deciding on the size of the group, assigning students to groups, arranging the room, planning the instructional materials to promote interdependence, and assigning roles to ensure interdependence.  

Week 10: Week 10 will also focus on the teacher’s role since the teacher is a central component affecting the performance of groups.  The students discuss the teacher’s responsibilities in delagating authority (the “no hovering” rule), managing of conflict, and holding students accountable for their tasks.  The students will review the characteristics of teacher-talk style in cooperative learning classrooms.  For instance, teachers provide broad questions to challenge thinking and teachers assist students with the learning task rather than providing error correction.  The class discussion will also be geared toward the role of the teacher in preparing students for cooperation in terms of responding to the needs of the group, teaching specific cooperative behaviors, special norms for group behavior, and effective group functioning.  

Week 11: The purpose of the class is to introduce and then to discuss the assessment and the evaluation methods that can be used for cooperative group work.  The assessment options include the traditional paper-and-pencil format, performance assessments, authentic assessments, and assessing the quality of learning.  Some effective tools (i.e., peer editing, class presentations, self and other rating, and peer evaluation forms) to use in evaluating group and sample participation scoring calculations are presented to the students in the class.  

Week 12: The discussion on assessment and evaluation of students’ performance in group work continues.  The students discuss the theory and practice of cooperative learning.  The students also give their opinions about how administrators and teachers can promote and support cooperative learning in their schools.  Then the teacher writes some questions on the graffiti paper, hangs them on the wall and asks the students to get into groups of three (five students in each group) and discuss the questions on the papers.  The students get into groups and talk about possible answers for each question.  Then one student from each group writes their ideas on the graffiti papers.  At the end, the whole class shares what tey think about the issues posted.  The goal of this activity is to encourage students to be critical about cooperative learning and find solutions to the possible problems or issues that a teacher can experience when he or she is using cooperative learning.  

Sample questions are:

1. How can cooperative learning be used with low proficiency students?

2. How can cooperative learning be used with large classes?

3. How can cooperative learning work in which competition is stressed in the school system and the larger society?

4. For what learning objectives may cooperative learning techniques be most appropriate/useful?

Week 13: The students present their research projects in the class and talk about the findings of their research studies.  

Rationale for Course Design and Course Objectives


Offering a course on cooperative learning might be useful for language teachers who are teaching English in large classrooms.  Particularly in English as a foreign language contexts, the students may not find opportunities to practice the target language outside of a classroom.  For this reason, teachers need to provide opportunities for their students to use the target language as extensively as possible in a classrom context.  To satisfy the need for increased language use in EFL classrooms, this course can create a language context where students use the target language actively and effectively in order to promote their language proficiency.  The purpose of the course is to inform student teachers (pre-service language teachers) what cooperative learning is and how it can be implemented into language classrooms.  In other words, the goal of the course is to offer pre-service language teachers the opportunity to become familiar with this method, critically evaluate it, and then decide to what extent they can benefit from the use of this method.  In the course, the instructor aims to provide the students information about the history of cooperative learning, the key elements that make it work, the techniques used in cooperative group work, the teacher’s role, and assessment and the evaluation of group work.  

Rationale for Evaluation


Reflection and inquiry are the basic components of teacher development.  Reflective teaching is considered a process that can facilitate both learning and understanding.  Procedures commonly used to promote critical reflection are journals, class observations, reaction sheets, and audio or video recordings (Richards, 1998).  Reflective logs, observation reports, review articles, video-teaching and critiques, and research projects are the evaluation methods used for this course.  Wallace (1991) states that in received knowledge, the trainee becomes familiar with the concepts of the subject, research findings, and the theories of the subject matter.  In experimental knowledge, the trainee will practice the knowledge and have more opportunities to reflect on it.  For this reason, the assignments required for this course (i.e., readings, reflective logs, observation reports, video-teaching and critique, and research projects) will help students both learn the basis of knowledge for cooperative learning, and then practice that knowledge in classroom settings.  


Johnson and Johnson (1996) also think that students often do not spend enough time reflecting on what they are learning and how it relates in a personal way to their lives.  Learning logs can help students document and reflect on their learning experiences.  The students write entries concerning personal observations, feelings, and opinions in response to readings and their experiences.  Thus, the logs that the students submit every week will help them read the chapter and articles critically and reflect on what they have learned and how they put the new information into practice.  Writing logs will also increase the students’ participation in the class since they are supposed to read the assigned readings critically for their logs.
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