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Cooperative learning, CL, has been gaining a momentum in various educational settings. Just like people attending this conference, a lot of teachers are trying to use various CL techniques in their own teaching contexts. I am one of them. I’ve been trying to incorporate CL tasks in my university reading classrooms in Tokyo, Japan for the past three years. While I was accumulating my knowledge on CL and experiencing it on a trial and error basis, I carefully observed what students were actually doing while they were working in CL groups. I also tried to understand how they felt when they worked in the CL groups. The questionnaire I administered last year revealed that the majority of the students viewed group work favorably, and many of them gave me positive opinions about the CL group work they engaged in.. 

However, I found that some of the students were not quite happy about the CL task, and there were always some non-participating students. In today’s presentation I would like to focus on those who, on the surface, are not participating in CL group work and discuss how we can view those students if we take the following two perspectives: sociocultural theory and situated cognition theory. What I am going to present are interim, still developing, ideas. 
I believe that we can better understand CL by shedding a different light on it. I am hoping that my presentation provokes your thoughts as well as deepens my understanding of CL and these perspectives by sharing my ideas with you. So, I would truly appreciate it if you would give me your feedback after this presentation.
Please note that throughout this presentation, I distinguish CL group work from group work. CL group work is group activity structured using CL principles, where 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, 1999, p. 5). On the other hand, I use group work to mean a broader concept than CL group work.
Last year, I conducted a small study on students’ perspectives of cooperative learning. The results showed that the majority of the students viewed group work somewhat positively. The mean score on the questionnaire items that asked about student response to group work was 3.33 on a 5-point Likert scale, with 5 being the most positive score. However, a qualitative analysis of the responses to an open-ended question revealed some students faced difficulties during the CL tasks. Two students out of 78 wrote that only a few groupmates talked a lot during their CL group work. Six students mentioned psychological difficulties involved in pointing out mistakes others made and making themselves understood. Two students were even worried that some classmates may have felt uncomfortable in the CL group work. These comments imply that not all the students fully participated in the CL group work. My observation of the CL group work also made me notice the existence of non-participating students. 

Then, how should we understand why some students don’t seem to be participating in CL group work? CL theories seem to view these students as problematic. Books on CL might suggest that something must be wrong with the way the task is structured (Jacobs, Power, & Loh, 2002; Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Cohen, 1994; Kagan, 1994, among others). They usually suggest that teachers closely look at the CL tasks, identify any flaws in them, and fix them, or that more attention be paid to teambuilding, processing of group interaction, and collaborative skills. Of course, this is what we usually do in many cases. And I do not deny that actually there were some problems in the tasks used by my students prior to them completing the questionnaire. However, can these be the only explanations for all the participation problems? 

Here, I see a limitation in CL theories, especially when they claim equal participation and active participation as essential elements for successful CL to occur. Kagan (1994), among others, proposes various CL tasks that promote equal participation. He seems to claim that students have to have equal opportunity to participate, and to him equal participation appears to be equal amount of talking time. And, students who do not speak up are viewed as not fulfilling their responsibility. However, what he claims as equal participation is a surface, visible participation. We cannot see whether a particular student is really learning just from the amount of her talking or writing time. Moreover, can we say that that student is not participating in group work just because she is not talking? She may be participating in the group work deep in her mind. Saville-Troike (1988) and Ohta (2001) point out similar problems often found in foreign language acquisition studies. They express their concerns over a tendency among foreign language researchers to believe that when overt production occurs, active learning takes place, and when there is no overt production, passivity and disengagement are assumed. Ohta (2001, p. 12) writes that the “seemingly silent learner is neither passive nor disengaged, but is involved in an intrapersonal interactive process.”
CL has been widely implemented in elementary level education (Bruffee, 1999), although many CL advocates claim CL can be effectively implemented at any settings (Jacobs et al. 2002; Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Johnson, Smith, & Johnson, 1991). Therefore, it is understandable that many CL techniques have been carefully structured so that even young students can realize the importance of equality of participation and cooperation. It is also reasonable to utilize rather rigidly-structured tasks in elementary classrooms because it is unrealistic to expect young school children to engage in unstructured interactions sensibly. 
However, as our students grow older, we hope they become more autonomous, independent learners. And we implement CL, in part, as a way to lead them to that direction. Especially, at the college level, I believe, students should be encouraged to more fully exercise their responsibility for their own learning. Student autonomy should be emphasized. When thought of in this way, then, tasks used in college classrooms should be designed to allow students to exercise their autonomy rather than focus on surface equality and activeness. In other words, students should be allowed to have freedom as to how they accomplish a task and how they participate in their CL group work, as Brufee (1999) suggests. However, this freedom often produces different degrees of so-called participation. While some students verbally exchange their opinions by talking, others may quietly listen to and observe their peers interact. And in CL this is often considered problematic.

Now, I’d like to look at this phenomenon from two theoretical perspectives. One is sociocultural theory and the other is situated cognition theories. 

First, I’d like to briefly talk about the main claims that sociocultural theory makes. Sociocultural theory, which originated in the work of Russian scholar Vygotsky, is probably familiar to many of you. Lantolf (2000, p. 1) explains that the “human mind is mediated”, that is, our relationship with other people affects our mind and in turn our mind influences that relationship not directly but indirectly through the use of psychological tools. And, language is a culturally constructed symbolic tool that mediates and regulates the “relationship between ourselves and the world”(p. 1) It is considered that knowledge is transmitted from an older generation to a newer generation via the mediational tool of language. Therefore, in order for learning to take place, interaction is necessary. I cannot go in detail about sociocultural theory today. I have provided some references on this handout, so if you are interested in the theory, please refer to them.

Many of you must be familiar with “zone of proximal development” and “scaffolding”, two widely-known concepts of sociocultural theory, because they are considered strong underpinnings of CL. However, what I would like to focus on today is another important sociocultural concept, private speech, which is often overlooked. 
Private speech represents verbal utterances that serve a self-communicative function and guide learners’ thinking (Lantolf, 2000; Appel & Lantolf, 1994). Social processes become individual-psychological process, from social speech to private speech, and eventually to inner speech and thought. It has been observed that even adults engage in private speech when facing cognitively difficult tasks or situations (Lantolf, 2000; Appel & Lantolf, 1994). Private speech serves many functions. McCafferty (1994) classifies them into four categories: 1) metacognitive and cognitive functions, 2) attentional processes, 3) social functions, and 4) affective functions. 
When looking at working in groups from this sociocultural perspective, we can hypothesize that some quiet students may engage in private speech when they perceive the assigned CL task as difficult. Group interaction itself may be felt to be too demanding for some of them. In such cases, it is highly likely that those particular students utter, in a soft or inaudible voice, their reactions to the task, their opinions, or their thinking process. 

Next, situated cognition theory, the other perspective I would like to talk about today, is a perspective that is considered to have evolved from the Activity theory in sociocultural theory, and this theory itself is still evolving as Kirshner and Whitson (1997) note. Detailed discussion of this perspective is beyond the scope of this presentation. Here I would just like to mention that I base my thoughts on Lave and Wenger’s “Situated Cognition” (1991) and Brown, Collins, and Duguid’s “Situated Cognition and the Culture of Learning” (1989). They do not view knowledge as something solely in our heads. Instead, they view “knowledge as situated, being a part of product of the activity, context, and culture in which it is developed and used.” (Brown, et al, 1989, p. 32)
Lave and Wenger (1991) view learning as participation. They consider that people join communities of practice as legitimate peripheral participants. They explain legitimate peripheral participation as the process in which “learners inevitably participate in communities of practitioners and the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural practices of a community.” (p. 29). In this process, newcomers observe what and how masters and old-timers do while they themselves participate in minor, peripheral work. Gradually they move toward the more central part of the community of practice, as fuller participants. 

Brown et al. (1989) expand Lave and Wenger’s concept of learning as a form of “apprenticeship” (p. 29), which is often seen in traditional communities of practice such as craft work, to learning in cognitive development. They propose Cognitive Apprenticeship Methods. In cognitive apprenticeships, knowledge is situated and developed in the context of learning communities where learners gradually adjust their way of thinking, logic, and reasoning to that of the communities (Nyikos and Hashimoto, 1997; Brown et al., 1989). Students are enculturated into authentic practices through activity or social interaction. In these methods, students are allowed to observe modeling and receive scaffolding and coaching from first the teacher, then gradually from more knowledgeable peers. This way, they gradually achieve a full participation in the learning community. Through collaboration, students are considered to be led to articulation of strategies, which allows them to see the activity from a new perspective, through which they further develop conceptual knowledge (Okada, 2004). For this reason, as Brown et al. (1989) claim, peripheral participation is extremely important for learning, and students must be given this opportunity.
Now, I would like to apply these two theories in an effort to understand non-participatory students better. First, when we think about students’ current abilities to participate in CL, they are not equal. Especially, since at the college level, students have quite long learning and life experiences, they are considered to be at diverse degrees not only in understanding of academic matters but also in familiarity with group work. Therefore, some students appear to be more ready for advanced type of CL that requires more autonomous and spontaneous interaction, while others are quite unfamiliar with group work itself. In this sense, some students can be equated with old-timers, while others should be considered to be new-comers in Lave and Wenger’s perspective.
Second, learning groups are situated in a classroom just like classrooms are situated in a larger social context. Each group is formed in each unique learning context, but the concept of group work itself is culturally constructed and has been passed down from teachers and more experienced peers to students or less experienced peers. Therefore, I believe that it is possible to consider each group to be a small community of practice. This idea might sound a little unusual because the expression, community of practice, is usually understood to refer to a larger context than groups in a classroom. However, Lave and Wenger writes, “A community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice”. (1991, p. 98). Therefore, if students work in CL groups that last for a certain period, say, for two or three months, these groups can be viewed as a community, at least sub-communities of a community. So, if we apply Lave and Wenger’s perspective to learning groups, the natural process of learning, or learning trajectory from peripheral participation/observation to fuller participation, is expected to occur. 

Third, all students are legitimate participants in CL groups because they are allowed and expected to be members of the group. But whether they are full participants or just peripheral participants depends on their previous experience of group work and some other factors. 
Fourth, it is also possible that even some of those who are not talking and, thus, do not seem to be participating may in fact be willing to become more overtly active members of the community. They may be engaging in private speech, reacting to others and trying to internalize the ideas presented by others. In this sense, they are participating in group work in a way that is invisible to others.
Therefore, opportunities to peripherally participate in CL group work should be secured to novice participants (newcomers) if we wish learning to take place. Not all of them should be viewed as problematic students just because of their quietness. If they are willing to participate in group work, it is likely that they will move toward fuller participation as they observe what and how old-timers, here more experienced peers, do and as they engage in more peripheral work at the beginning.

As a summary, I would like to present my hypothesis: Seemingly non-participating students should be allowed and supported to move from peripheral participation to fuller participation at their own rate. Eventually they will assume the responsibility as full, mature participants in the community of learners.

Then, how can we investigate this process in real classroom settings? First of all, such investigation is probably best done through longitudinal studies. Student questionnaires done on several occasions, ethnographic observation, recording of CL group work and private speech, reflective interviews with students done at intervals, and participation portfolios (refer to Rambo & Matheson, 2003, for a description of participation portfolios) would be enlightening tools. These research techniques will allow us to unveil students’ learning trajectories.

OK, now, let me point out some of the pedagogical implications that this line of study may afford. First, teachers should look at non-participatory students more carefully and see if they are peripherally participating or not. Second, if particular students are considered to be peripheral participants, the teacher and groupmates should patiently observe them and allow them to learn as apprentices. They should not be pushed to assume a role as full participants until they are ready. Instead, they should be assigned more peripheral jobs to work on. Third, teachers should look at CL interaction in a more relaxed manner. It is natural that some students are more prepared for group work and some are not. Teachers do not have to prematurely blame their CL tasks as deficient just because of those students.

Before I finish this presentation, I would like to point out some cautions. First I am not saying that instruction on how to cooperate more effectively in CL group work should be avoided. Instruction is necessary. Lave and Wenger (1991) themselves admit the necessity of instruction. Second, teachers must be careful to determine who are real non-participants and who are peripheral participants. Different approaches must be taken to deal with real non-participants, because they may not perceive themselves as legitimate participants or they may be opting out of group work for some other reasons. The perspectives I have presented do not address affective variables of learners, either.
Finally, what I have presented here is based on my interim understanding of sociocultural theory and situated cognition theories. Therefore, nothing is conclusive, and actually my thoughts are still evolving. I do acknowledge studies on CL to date have contributed to our understanding of it. And in fact, a lot of students have been benefited from CL classrooms. I hope looking at CL from new angles tells us something more, and thus makes CL even more learner-friendly. I would be more than happy if you would give me feedback and we could co-construct our knowledge of cooperative learning. Thank you for your attention.
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