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International Learning and Research Centre

Working Group - How to establish collaborative learning

The aim of this guidance for teachers is to establish successful, collaborative learning in class, based on teachers’ practical experiences from the Learner Identity tasks done.  Through discussion and comparison of strategies and lessons learnt from experience we have charted a list of practical advice to accompany the collaborative frameworks on the website.
· Task design – types of task ensuring collaborative work rather than individuals working in a group 

· Information gap leading to a joint outcome
· Sorting according to subjective opinion involving discussion

· ‘Snowballing’ – pooling information between groups dependent on constructive collaborative communication

· Investigation involving a variety of sources 

· Division of labour (e.g. to investigate a variety of sources) to achieve a joint goal

· Reporting back from listening to a variety of sources or from an extended presentation where individuals are required to report on specific aspects
· Features of instructions to pupils that ensure pupil interaction

· Open ended questions

· Avoid ‘spoon-feeding’ instructions

· Time limited

· Emphasis on goals and success criteria

· Judgement not just on outcome but on way task achieved

· Encourage use of polite, constructive, interactional language in pupil conduct of the task

· Grouping of pupils for maximum collaborative impact

· Pros and cons regarding pupil choice of grouping versus teacher allocation of groups. Decide according to task type and duration, according to professional judgement.

· Experiment with both to get pupils used to working with a variety of people and encourage them to evaluate success of both.

· Random grouping/pairing can work well depending on the expected outcome. It can be perceived as fairer than teacher allocation.
· Stressing the joint outcome, possibly with joint assessment to develop group responsibility

· Public presentation of the joint outcome focuses minds on achieving collaborative success
· Allocation of roles to achieve collective outcome
· ‘Contribution cards’ – a set number of cards per pupil to hand in when making a contribution to discussion. Limits those pupils that tend to dominate. Requiring all cards to be handed in encourages less confident pupils to contribute.
· Possible roles within a group; timekeeper, observer, chair of a discussion, expert on a given topic, arbitrator.

· Seek to make less confident pupils an expert in something

· Allow review of roles, particularly in longer tasks

· Rotation of roles for longer tasks, with ‘training’ of new holder of role by previous.

· Balance the importance and extent of the different roles in the task design

· Providing a structure for the task that guides collaboration

· Importance of an explicit set of rules for groupwork. This might be self created, with the involvement of the class after discussion of how to achieve effective groupwork

· Use of an existing structure such as PPAR, see Collaborative Framework on the website, or TASC wheel (Thinking Actively in a Social Context)
· Any structure used must place great emphasis on the essential stage of reviewing work. Research suggests that the most powerful learning comes not from the product of the task, but from the evaluation of how effectively the task was achieved.
· Value and timing of teacher intervention – is it more valuable to allow a group to fail in order to learn, or to intervene in order to re-focus towards success?
· Importance of reflection – developing pupils’ skill in recognising when something is going wrong
· Use of SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-limited) targets

· Use of success criteria, agreed with pupils at the start, to which they can refer (or teacher can remind them of) during the task. Asking a group if they are on target to achieve these is less de-motivating than telling them they are failing

· Importance of review at the end of the task. Failing to achieve the targets can be very productive if pupils can analyse and identify exactly why they failed and learn to avoid this in future. Equally important is encouraging pupils to analyse how they could have made a successful outcome better.
· Process of training a class in collaborative learning – how long before you see positive results?

· Successful collaborative work will take time to develop. After each collaborative task focus on evaluating specific skills used with the pupils to focus on improving in the next task. These may include;
· Good listening skills

· Good turn taking skills

· How to be a supportive group member

· Working to a time limit

· How to plan a group task to ensure success

· Importance of persistence and analysis by the teacher and pupils of success (or otherwise) of each task

