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INTRODUCTION

This paper is concerned with the implementation of cooperative and collaborative learning techniques in Japanese university-level EFL classes. In the present study, a year-long cooperative learning-based syllabus was developed and implemented in two intact classes with non-English majors at a Japanese university. The first section of this paper gives a brief overview of typical learning styles and the history of cooperative learning in Japan. The second part is concerned with student reactions to the cooperative learning material and collaborative learning styles, and the third section deals with possible solutions to perceived problems with the implemented syllabus. 

Cooperative learning is a way of learning that has been, in its present form, around for decades.The theoretical base of cooperative learning gains support from Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory, Witrock’s Theory of Cognitive Elaboration, and Deutsch’s theory of goal structure. All three of these theories stress the benefits of problem solving and group work to achieve goals. There are several key elements to all cooperative learning approaches listed below which will be useful in our discussion of the present study (based on Jacobs, Power & Loh, 2002): 

1. Positive Interdependence –group work is structured so that all members of the group must meet individual goals in order for the group to succeed.

2. Team Formation –heterogeneous teams are formed and group cohesion is engendered through team building activities.

3. Accountability – activities are designed so that both individuals and groups are accountable for the tasks.

4. Development of Social Skills – cooperative learning emphasizes the explicit teaching of social skills necessary for group work.

5. Structuring of Materials – materials are organized so that interaction and tasks are controlled to a certain extent, allowing the students to focus on meaning.

6. Distributed Leadership – leadership is distributed so that all group members will, at one time or another, have a turn as group leader.

7. Group Autonomy – groups work to solve problems unaided so that the members of the group explain or work out ambiguities together.

8. Group Processing – groups are given time at the end of activities to reflect on performance and review skills they have practices.

9. Promotive Interaction – for cooperative learning to be effective, the members of the group have to be in close physical proximity to each other.

10. Cooperation as a Value – encouraging students to view mutual assistance as a goal to strive for. This is done by building a climate of cooperation in the classroom

In order to clarify how cooperative learning is different from other classroom learning styles, and indeed, other forms of group learning, a comparison might be helpful. Some learning groups facilitate student learning and increase learning activity in the classroom. Other types of groups hinder student learning and create disharmony in the classroom. Johnson and Johnson (1999a) suggest that pseudo-learning groups, and traditional learning groups, where the students are assigned to work together but have no interest in doing so or where students are in groups that require very little group interaction, may seem like cooperative learning structures, but in fact are very far from the mark. One of the results of a properly designed cooperative learning lesson is that the performance level of the group far exceeds the performance level of the individual members

cooperative learning and the educational atmosphere in japan

In the Meiji era (1868-1912) schools were places of intense competition, where students did their best to outperform each other. The culmination of all of this competition was the assurance of successful careers for the top students. Following World War II, a push for democracy and the introduction of humanistic forms of education led to attempts to create a new educational system based on independence and autonomy. One attempt at such a system was “Group Learning” (Suzuki, 1948), which presented students with a learning task which they then tackled by breaking it up into smaller parts, each part being assigned to a separate group. The task was completed by assembling the separate solutions of each group into a final solution. The Ministry of Education at that time encouraged the use of such methods as one way to foster cooperative spirit and solidarity (the Ministry of Education, 1946). However, group learning systems did not last long, as these values gave way to the values of reformists who advocated the use of systematized lessons and systematic learning.

In the 1960s, economic growth was a national priority, which drastically changed the social structure of the country. There was a greater emphasis placed on upward socio-economic movement, and the fact that great changes in socio-economic status were possible created increasingly intense competition among students, resulting in incredible pressures during university entrance examinations. This competition continued for well over two decades, despite the fact that economic growth stabilized in the 1980s. The results of this continued pressure have been mentioned as one possible cause of many of the serious social problems plaguing the public school system, problems such as juvenile delinquency, bullying, and truancy. The educational administration in Japan, being central in nature, repeatedly sought to deal with these problems by implementing top-down changes in the national curriculum. In 1977 the national curriculum was modified to give students more opportunities to learn in a group environment, and included ‘moral guidance’ criteria to offset what many educators believed to be a decline in moral values among the youth of the day. Further attempts to adjust general goals and objectives were evident in curriculum reform in 1989, which stressed the needs of individuals, although these changes were still difficult to implement due to the competitive nature of Japanese educational culture.


Despite past and recent attempts to change the teaching/learning styles in Japanese public educational environments, large classes and lengthy entrance examinations (not only for university, but for high school as well) stressing rote memorization are still the norm. This has resulted, in many areas of the country, in a split educational system: with elementary education being on the forefront of educational reform, and secondary and tertiary education adopting only cosmetic changes to their staid curricula. 

THE PROGRAM

participants

In an effort to promote analytical thinking, foster interactive communication in English, and increase negotiation in the EFL classroom, the author set up a two semester, 28-week cooperative learning approach-based syllabus. This course was implemented with two classes of high level (TOEFL 500 and above) second-year students at a large private university in Kyoto, Japan. Although the two intact classes were non-English majors, many of the 70 students had experience either studying or traveling abroad, with an average length of stay in an English-speaking country being 2.7 weeks.

materials

The core of the program was a number of cooperative activities using the jigsaw method (Clarke 1994), centered on materials from the All Sides of the Issue (1989) and Jigsaw Plus (1991) activity books (core materials). These core materials offer a general look at a topic/problem, and include exercises and quizzes for the students to complete. Average completion time of one core material jigsaw activity was two weeks, with the first week’s time spent mostly introducing the topic, having the students work in ‘expert groups’ and completing vocabulary and summary quizzes. The second week was spent in ‘jigsaw groups’ teaching the other students about the ‘expert group’ information and trying to come up with solutions via group discussion. At the end of the second week, a quiz was given on the core material that asked for general and specific information about the case and their opinion about possible solutions to the problem. A third week was spent on a supplementary jigsaw or cooperative reading on a current event related to the unit. 

In the supplementary jigsaw readings, students were given a long article and each cooperative group was asked to read and summarize a particular section of the article as homework. This summary would include important new vocabulary and a summary of the main points of their section. In supplementary cooperative readings, different groups were given different articles on similar topics and the groups were asked to summarize these as homework. Students checked their work in their ‘expert groups’ and then explained their parts in their ‘jigsaw groups’. At the end of the third week a quiz was given on the supplementary readings to gauge how well they understood the main points of the material and to give them the opportunity to offer possible solutions to the problems presented in the material.

It was felt that the pre-published materials (core material) and the related articles (supplementary readings) would give these students adequate time to think about the topics, study and remember relevant vocabulary, and discuss possible solutions to very complicated real world problems. Since most of the reading was to be done outside of class, class time was spent on checking answers to questions, reviewing group member summaries, and jigsaw group teaching/discussion. The original plan was to spend about twenty minutes of the 90-minute class on ‘expert group’ work and the rest in ‘jigsaw group’ work, since this is where most of the negotiation and discussion would take place. The results, however, were quite different.

RESULTS

the groups

The groups were arranged in a heterogeneous fashion, so that students of varying abilities and backgrounds were put together. Although students did, in general, perform the work, they often did the bare minimum. This bare minimum was frequently finished just before class, or by copying another student’s paper during the roll call. If students were absent one week (a common occurrence at Japanese universities) they would come totally unprepared for the day’s lesson, forcing the teacher and the groups to take extra time to explain the material. Thus, what had been planned as a twenty-minute ‘expert group’ meeting to review the homework/summary, often became a one-hour review for the sake of one or two students.

This lack of responsibility was reflected in a lack of accountability regarding the teaching of the material in the jigsaw groups. Expert groups would frequently gloss over important information, preferring to summarize in the briefest manner possible. New vocabulary were often used with little sensitivity as to whether the other members of the jigsaw group understood them. In general, the summaries were written down as a short paragraph. This in itself is not a problem, but the lack of negotiation and the brevity of the explanation left other members of the jigsaw group confused and lacking important information. In short, the expert groups did what they were asked, but no more, and taught what they felt they had to, and no more.

the individuals

As was mentioned above, many of the students lacked responsibility towards their group. Whether this was based on ambiguous group relationships or not is hard to say, since individuals also seemed to lack responsibility regarding their own performance. Although students were aware that they were responsible not just for teaching part of the material but for understanding all of the material, many students took a very passive attitude toward the group work, choosing to simply sit and listen while others spoke. That not much was understood by some of the students was evidenced by low quiz scores and poorly written essays based on the material. Based on the students TOEFL scores and speaking ability (monitored by the teacher during class), it was felt that the students could have performed much better.

This is not to say that all of the students performed poorly. In fact, there was a core group of students who always came prepared, took copious notes, and actively looked for new vocabulary. Unfortunately, this was not done in an interactive manner, as was the original plan. Rather, these interested students would either read their group members’ summaries and/or worksheets while others were talking, or read over the shoulders of those who were speaking. Occasionally I would find that they had also gone to the trouble of photocopying other’s materials, so that they could study them at home. Some of these students ended up complaining to the teacher that it was unfair to give them only 25% of the material (the expert group material) and then test them on 100% of the material. When it was pointed out that it was the responsibility of the groups to adequately teach the material to the other students, some replied that this was impossible unless all materials were available to all the students. 

So, what had started as an attempt to make the classroom more interactive and get the students to be responsible for their own (as well as others) learning, had turned into a situation where students were split into two camps: ‘pro-collaboration’ and ‘anti-collaboration’, with neither camp being satisfied with the design of the course. In order to investigate why the program was not working according to plan, the teacher had a colleague perform a series of informal interviews. 

interviews

The interviews took place at the beginning of the second semester, a little over half way through the course. Students were chosen at random as interview participants, and were told that the interviewer was doing research on beliefs, attitudes, and learning styles of Japanese students. The interviews took place during the lunch hour, with two interviewees per lunch period. It was hoped that the fact that there were two students in each interview, as well as the fact that the interviews were held in Japanese, would allow the students to relax and say what they thought (see Appendix 1 for interview details).

Results of the student interviews suggested the following points regarding students’ attitudes and beliefs towards language learning and learning in general:

1. The students tend not to be self-directed learners. They are passive learners who, at least until now, studied English only for the passing of examinations and tests.

2. They are not flexible, resourceful learners. They do not recognize or use any efficient study skills outside of rote memorization.

3. They believe the their basic knowledge is poor and as a result are not confident about their own potential ability to learn.

4. They are disappointed with the results of the English education they have received thus far.

5. Although their motivation to learn and communicate in English seems rather high, they feel a strong anxiety about communicating in English, both with their peers and with the teacher.

The course designer originally thought that group work and cooperative learning were tailor-made for Japanese students. One could say that collectivism is one of the characteristics of Japanese culture. Sensitivity to the needs of others is often cited as a Japanese trait, and group cohesiveness/loyalty is well documented (see Araki 1973; Kawamoto 1982; and Minami 1994). These traits are highly valued and students are often given explicit training in elementary school regarding manners, responsibility to others, etc. 

However, the competitiveness which accelerates during secondary education, and the pressure of studying for entrance exams, precludes any group cohesiveness in the classroom. This is not to say that there is no group cohesiveness in the classroom, but simply that in university classrooms, it is all right, if not desirable, to work on your own. Since high school and university entrance exams focus on the memorization of facts, and the testing styles lean more towards dichotomous grading (only one right answer), activity in and outside of class tends to focus on finding the ‘right’ answer to each particular problem. When there were open-ended questions in the jigsaw activities, students frequently just chose on group member’s answer as the right one, never even questioning the validity of the answer. In addition, due to large class sizes, students did not feel a sense of responsibility to the class as a whole. 

Added to their feeling that higher level academic study is a personal matter is the feeling of inadequacy felt by the students regarding their basic knowledge in general and English ability in particular. Many students felt that, yes, they made it into university, but this was due in large part to their abilities at rote memorization and test-taking skills. It had nothing to do with their grasp of a certain topic or their intelligence. This lack of confidence was also evident in their English ability in general. Although the activities were designed to promote discussion and interaction within the group, very often the students would either simply read what they had written or, in extreme cases, simply pass their paper around so that the other students could read it and copy down the information. 

In an effort to establish exactly why students were avoiding using English, a second wave of interviews was conducted (see Appendix 2 for details). These interviews were conducted by the teacher himself. It is interesting to note that although the teacher gave students the option of speaking in Japanese during the interviews, almost all students opted to conduct the interview in English. The results of the interviews uncovered the following points regarding NNS/NNS and NS/NNS interaction preferences.

1. The students reported enjoying the group work, although they felt that their English was not up to the task.

2. Although they felt that speaking English with other students was, in theory, useful, students felt more comfortable conducting group work in Japanese.

3. Students stated that they almost never solved communication problems in English, preferring to solve them in Japanese.

4. Avoidance (feigning comprehension or simply remaining silent) was a common strategy when listeners did not comprehend.

5. Asking a speaker for clarification was considered an unfavorable strategy.

6. When speakers were asked to clarify, they frequently resorted to handing over the written material, rather than rephrasing or elaborating.

7. Students felt that the group work in English was beneficial and would help them should they need to interact with native speakers of English. However, a number of students felt that listening to the teacher speak would have been of more benefit.

What the interviews highlighted was a general feeling among the interviewees that collaborative learning was, to some extent, useful and that working with other students was beneficial. This was counter balanced by students’ comments regarding the problems they found communicating with their peers and the resulting reliance of many students on Japanese as a problem-solving tool (something many of them felt would not be an option were they to engage in problem-solving tasks with a native speaker). This supports other interviewee comments that stated that negotiation and clarification would be more common in NS/NNS dyads than in NNS/NNS dyads, for the simple reason that when serious problems arise, Japanese is the preferred method of problem solving.

The present data supports the claims of researchers such as Kimura, Nakata and Okumura (2001) who point out that Japanese EFL learners have inhibitory factors operating against learning and employing English such as anxiety, past negative experiences, or preferring teacher-dominated lectures. It seems that in many cases the students were reluctant to engage in communication strategies that they felt were “high risk” or “low return.” The term “high risk” is used here to describe communication strategies that would either put the onus of comprehension on the speaker or that may contribute to more detailed explanations, which in turn may lead to more communication breakdown and possible loss of face. I use the term “low return” here to explain the speaker or listener’s judgment on the efficiency of using or not using a particular strategy.

Just as learning style preferences are related to cultural background, strategy preferences may also be related not only to task type, but also to cultural background and social constraints. In this study the students interacted with each other rather than with a teacher or native speaker of English. This peer interaction is felt to allow more opportunities for negotiation than a student/teacher interaction situation, where Japanese students may feel reluctant to interrupt, question or display their lack of understanding to the teacher. It has been suggested that Japanese students prefer a more passive learning style (Achiba, 1981; Reid, 1987; Tinkham, 1989; Fujiwara, 1990) with less teacher/student interaction and clearly defined roles and expectations for both the participants and materials involved in the educational setting. More passive learning styles may emphasize less overt risk taking on the part of the student. Rephrasing by the speaker and clarification requests by the listener as forms of communication/negotiation strategy may be seen as risk taking. This may account for the infrequent use of English when attempting negotiation and clarification by the participants in this study.

Finally, it must be pointed out that there may have been a ‘misfit’ between the goals and objectives of the course and many students’ impressions of what was expected of them and what they considered acceptable behavior. Sasaki (1996) points out that the behavior of university students in EFL classes does not match the preferences of their NS teachers. In addition to this, it must be noted that student attitudes towards studying (and their perceived importance of academic learning) change once they enter university, with studying frequently taking a back seat to club activities, part-time jobs and other social pursuits (Robb, 2002). So the challenge to this teacher was, given the results of this year-long study, how to improve future cooperative learning courses. What follows is a number of possible solutions which I plan to implement this year.
POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

classbuilding activities

The results of both interview sessions clearly indicate a learning style preference among the participants in the study. Many students preferred traditional styles of ELT pedagogy including a teacher-centered approach, learning isolated skills, and focusing on accuracy. Perhaps, since rote memorization and individual study had gotten them this far, students felt no need to change to a different learning style or adopt different learning strategies. These results are similar to other recent studies (for example, Matsuura, Chiba & Hilderbrandt, 2001) which found differences between student beliefs and preferences, and approaches employed in the classroom. 

What is needed then, are activities stressing the value of discussion and analysis, and activities which are more on open-ended and process-oriented. One possibility is to redesign the materials so that they focus on outcomes other than achievement, such as the exploration of morals, values, and cultural norms. In addition, as Murphey and Jacobs (2000) point out, students should be made aware of the long-term benefits of collaboration – not only from a personal standpoint, but from social and political standpoints as well.

teambuilding activities

Another key concept which needs emphasis is the development of collaborative skills. For collaboration to succeed, a set of collaborative skills is needed such as disagreeing politely, checking if others understand, and listening attentively. These collaborative skills are suggested to promote L2 acquisition by enhancing interaction. Murphey and Jacobs (2000) suggest a model of ‘collaborative autonomy’, a shift towards learner-centeredness in the collaborative sense, as one way to promote learner autonomy. They argue that autonomy is best fostered in a community of learners, where everyone will benefit from the synergistic results of collaboration.

Although teamwork and responsibility were stressed at the beginning of the course, perhaps more emphasis needed to be placed on the positive aspects of teamwork. Continued group activities such as forward snowball (Jacobs, et. al. 2002) should be included as activities through out the course, not just at the beginning. Perhaps, as Slavin (1995) suggests, we need a number of activities which focus on intergroup relations (Slavin has two excellent suggestions: Group Investigation and Co-op Co-op).

In short, the learning styles of the participants in this study seemed to be fairly rigid in nature (certainly more rigid than was suspected by the teacher). Thus, it seems unrealistic to expect overnight change regarding both learning styles and other factors such as environment and use of strategies. Constant evaluation of the activities by both the teachers and the students may be the only way to create a successful atmosphere for cooperative learning at the university level in Japan.

APPENDIX 1
PRELIMINARY INTERVIEW RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

The purpose of the interview was to uncover student opinions regarding:

Their beliefs and attitudes towards learning English

Communication in the ESL classroom

Their experiences with learning English

Their experiences with learning in general

How many years have you studied English?

What method of study do you feel has been most effective in learning English?

Are you still interested in studying English?

Do you feel comfortable speaking English in class?

What do you find difficult about the jigsaw activities?

Do you enjoy working with other students?

APPENDIX 2 SECONDARY INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

What do you think of the idea of working in student pairs and speaking English to another student?

When you don’t understand what your partner says, how do you react?

Are there differences in the way you would communicate with another student in English and the way you would communicate with a native speaker of English?

Have you noted any changes, positive or negative, in you ability to communicate with your partner(s) in the past few months?
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