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INTRODUCTION TO THE TEACHER RESEARCH PROJECT

As a teacher in training and then as a young teacher, you are told so much about how to educate your students and what strategies work best.  You are inundated with hoards of educational psychology, pedagogy, technology, and content specific knowledge.  Every year that I have been a classroom teacher has been a learning experience. No one group of students has received or needed the same instructional style.  It was through my teacher research project that I began to wonder about collaborative group work or cooperative learning. 

I began my research study by surveying students about classroom activities that they like best.  As part of the survey, students had to rank typical classroom activities from best liked to least liked.  Typical classroom activities included: completing worksheets, listening to the teacher explain things, working on projects by myself, using computers, working on projects in a group, and conducting research on the internet.  From the student surveys I was able to gather that students like working on projects in groups the best overall and completing worksheets the least overall.  
Based on the student surveys I decided to observe student collaboration, since students noted that they liked working in groups best.  I really wanted to understand how collaboration worked and whether students were deeply synthesizing information and relying on one another for support.  I began by looking at how student collaboration could be designed to support students’ learning and understanding of the social studies curriculum.  I decided to design a collaborative activity that involved a real-world application to a topic that we were currently studying; the colonization at Jamestown, Plymouth, and Massachusetts Bay.  During this activity, students first completed part of the assignment independently.  They had to choose between three questions that had real-world application.  The first question asked them to create a radio advertisement for the Virginia Company of London convincing Englishmen to journey to America and become a part of the Jamestown Colony.  The second option was to pretend to be a pilgrim that had journeyed to America to join the Plymouth Colony and write a dialogue between you and a separatist friend, still living in England, which was hesitant to make the trip.  The last assignment that students could choose from was to pretend to be John Winthorp and give a speech to King Charles I of England to convince him to let the Puritans leave England and establish a colony in America.  Once students completed the activity independently, they then joined their group to share their question responses and make improvements before submitting their final work.  
I decided to select group members during collaborative activities so that I could ensure student diversity among groups.  From past experience with student selected groups, I have learned that some students will choose to work with students that get them off-task.  I wanted to limit the ability for this to happen.  My observations, during the assignment, revealed that my highest two groups were able to discuss ideas with one another and then return to periods of focused writing and completion of their question assignment.  The goal of collaboration is that students are collaborating to create a product or learn from one another.  In the case of these two classes, I believe that learning took place and that the best student work was created as a result of positive discussion and contribution.  My lower groups were a different story.  I felt that they needed to master discussion skills before collaborative activities would reach their full potential.  
To close this initial collaborative activity I had students reflect on one aspect of the assignment that they disliked and one aspect of the assignment that they liked.  The student reflections revealed that students liked the fact that the activity was conducted in groups and they also liked that it provided the opportunity to be creative.  The student reflections revealed that students disliked the fact that more assignment options were not available and also that all assignments were writing based.  Student reflections were useful because they showed me how I could improve upon cooperative learning, from a student perspective, prior to the next activity.  
Upon meeting with my research group, I realized that I was struggling with having students complete collaborative activities with real-world applications.  I began to feel like this aspect of my teacher research was forced and that student learning would suffer if I forced a collaborative activity on students simply for the sake of compiling research.  Therefore, I decided to change my research focus slightly by instead looking at how the design of student collaboration could support or distract from student learning.  With the tweaked question in mind I embarked on a second collaborative activity.  In the next activity students were asked to construct a graphic organizer, called a fishbone, based on colonial life.  For this activity, collaborative groups were given a basic fishbone graphic organizer and asked to design their own based on a given topic dealing with colonial life.  Topics included family life, town life, roles of men, roles of women, roles of children, the gentry and middle classes, and indentured servants and slaves.  This activity forced students to collaborate more than the previous activity because it required students to construct one assignment instead of three individual group assignments.  Most groups started by discussing their fish design; deciding who would draw the fish and what colors and design to use.  Then groups started discussing ideas for the bones by sharing smaller fishbone graphics, which they had created independently prior to grouping up.  Overall student work for this assignment was creative and well synthesized for all classes at all levels.  Although students did not complete reflections following the assignment, my observations of their collaboration revealed that students were more engaged with their groups than before and still allowed to be creative; two aspects that they enjoyed from the previous cooperative activity. 
During my teacher research project, students’ schedules were changed for the second nine weeks, which occurred on November 1st.  The schedule change was unusual for students because they were forced to take their social studies class with groups of students that they had hardly interacted with throughout the school day previously or in previous grades.  The change in student schedules forced me to regroup students for collaborative work.  In their new collaborative groups, students conducted research on a new law that King George III of England enacted prior to the American Revolution.  Each group was given a different law and they created posters to display their research in order to present their findings to their classmates.  I noticed that the new groups that included my lowest two groups of students were more focused than previously.  Perhaps this was because my classes had become more heterogeneously balanced than before.  This meant that students of differing abilities, race, and sex were now in social studies class together; which provided me with more diversely mixed groups than before. Although the new schedules were difficult for students to accept, I believed that students were more likely to learn collaborative communication skills in these new groups.  During my observations I noted that none of the collaborative groups argued during the assignment and instead worked smoothly to get the assignment done with the best quality of work presented.  Throughout my research study, I began to realize that the best way to utilize cooperative learning was to select collaborative groups that were heterogeneously mixed and design learning activities that required active learning.  

It is important that educators discover the teaching methods and style that works best in their classrooms.  Before conducting this research study, I was using collaborative groups aimlessly.  The study showed me that there are rules that need to be followed when using collaborative groups in order for students to receive the maximum benefit of this teaching method.  Beginning teachers especially need to receive training on cooperative learning so that they know how to effectively use this teaching method in their classrooms.  The training needs to take place throughout the school year and continuing support needs to be provided by teacher-mentors.  Teachers need to be allowed time to investigate what student collaboration should look and sound like so that they can begin to develop lessons that are thoughtfully constructed.  Student collaboration is not about students getting to work with a partner or in a group, but it is about students learning together and from one another.  

Geoffrey Scheurman and Fred Newmann (1998) discuss how to create social studies lessons that require students to partake in authentic intellectual work by requiring that students construct knowledge, practice disciplined inquiry, and participate in activities with value beyond school.  Collaborative group assignments can be designed to engage students in authentic intellectual work.  One of the collaborative assignments that my students participated in provided students with some value beyond school, but the other collaborative assignments that I created were lacking.  I learned from my research project that collaboration is not beneficial unless students are engaging in authentic intellectual work.  Scheurman and Newmann offer suggestions of authentic intellectual student work and a suggestion that was valuable to my research was substantive conversations.  When substantive conversations are taking place then students are engaged in “extended conversational exchanges with teachers and peers in a way that builds shared understanding” (Scheurman & Newmann, 1998, p. 4).  As I observed my students interact I was listening for substantive conversations and would occasionally join a group conversation to stimulate the learning process.  I feel that the design of my collaborative group assignments needed to incorporate more opportunities for students to engage in dialogue for the purpose of learning. With more time, I believe that I would have been able to construct lessons that required authentic intellectual work.  In hindsight, I think that would be the ultimate goal of student collaborative work.   
In the book “Psychology Applied to Teaching,” the authors indicate that some studies have shown that cooperative learning can increase academic self-esteem, and in some cases, social self-esteem.  Cooperative learning has even been shown to positively influence student attendance (Biehler & Snowman, 1997).  I believe that cooperative learning fosters classroom community because students are forced to get to know their classmates and interact with them frequently by working and learning together.  Throughout my research, I looked to see that students were in collaborative groups that would foster learning and sometimes growth for a student.  Groups were changed depending on behavior and quality of work until students were in groups that benefited them to the fullest.  As a result, I saw communication skills and social interaction among my lowest students improve and leadership characteristics in my highest students improve.  
METHODOLOGY
The data collected during my teacher research project varied in type, but was all qualitative.  During the teacher research project I kept personal thoughts and classroom or student observations in a research journal.  This process allowed me to keep the data collected in one central location.  During the research process I also had students complete a classroom activities survey and a collaborative activity reflection which was analyzed in the research journal.  At times before, during, or after collaborative activities, students would speak to me briefly about their groups.  These sporadic interviews were documented in my research journal.  Another type of data that I collected included collaborative student group work samples.  
I began the data analysis process by analyzing the classroom activities student survey.  I analyzed the survey by creating a chart that allowed me to tally the results of the survey.  Students were asked to rank classroom activities from least liked to best liked using numbers.  I used the tallied chart to help me draw conclusions about the survey. I found that the survey results were easy to analyze because they were straightforward.  I analyzed the student reflection assignment in a similar way.  I looked for themes, or like responses, in the student reflections and categorized student responses based on the themes I discovered.  For instance, in the student reflections one student commented that the activity “was too much to do” while others said that they had a “short time to do the activity.” These comments were put together during the analysis since they had similar meaning.  The remainder of the data was analyzed using a theme strategy.  As I went through my research journal, I wrote important quotes or reflections on index cards and looked for themes.  I then used the themes developed from my research journal as I sorted through student work samples from collaborative activities.  As I found connections, I filled out index cards and placed them with the themes developed from my research journal.  An example of a theme I discovered in the research journal was that all students contributed to cooperative activities, according to my observations.  When I looked back through student work samples, I could pick out what parts of the assignment each student contributed; a drawing here, a writing piece there, etcetera.  Seeing this in the student work confirmed the observation notes I had taken.  
FINDINGS

The data analysis process revealed several important findings related to my research question of how collaborative groups could be designed to foster student learning. These findings are described below: 
· Student cooperative groups should be hand-selected by teachers and heterogeneously mixed, although some students preferred selecting their own groups. Of the thirty-nine student reflection responses, only four students expressed disappointment at not being able to choose group members.  I was surprised that this was not a complaint made by more students.  However, as the school year progressed more students began to express wanting their groups changed.  One student in particular had a difficult time working well with others.  Even when she was allowed to select group members, she would often get into disagreements pertaining to their work.  By November, collaborative groups were changed due to unforeseen schedule changes.  When schedules were changed, my lowest two groups were mixed in with students from my highest two groups; thus making the collaborative groups more heterogeneous in ability.  As a result, I observed that this student’s social skills improved and not once did she complain about group members or argue over the assignment.  I observed that student work improved in quality overall and that students depended less on the teacher and more on their peers.  During the third cooperative activity I only noted two questions asked by my lowest students whereas the first cooperative activity I noted nine.  
· Students liked cooperative activities that allowed them to be creative and that provided them with choices.  After the Jamestown, Plymouth, and Massachusetts Bay cooperative activity, six out of thirty-nine students wrote on their reflections that they wanted more options.  One student wrote, “One thing I didn’t like though, is how there isn’t an abundance of choices.  I like having more choices than there are group members.”  When naming one thing they liked about the assignment, twelve of forty-one students made comments related to the creativity of the assignment.  One student wrote that “you can incorporate humor and your own style.” Another said, “I liked being able to express myself being a pilgrim.” 
· Overall, students enjoyed sharing work created in cooperative groups with their other classmates because they were proud of their efforts. Besides working in groups and getting to be creative, students’ next most liked part of the first cooperative assignment was how much fun they had sharing their work.  In my first block, a particularly quiet student volunteered to show his group’s poster first.  When he shared his poster, I noted that he seemed proud of his work because he was smiling and holding it for everyone to see.  Students were most proud of their fishbones and asked if there could be a prize for the best fish.  I agreed and allowed students to vote on their favorite fishbones at the end of the presentations.  Students who would normally score low on individual assignments won prizes and were proud to show off their work on the classroom bulletin board.  Several students asked to hold another group competition in the future. 
· Students needed ample amount of time to complete cooperative assignments.  One of the biggest student concerns, documented in student reflections and classroom observations, was the concern that students did not feel they had enough time to complete collaborative assignments.  One student asked me if they could “share our poster tomorrow because I don’t think we are going to finish?” When reflecting on collaborative activities, I noted that students need time to engage in discussion and decision making as a group.  When working individually this process can come quickly, but working with others requires processing time and time for students to reach conclusions.  When working in a group, students want the opinions and approval of their peers before moving forward with the work.  
· Students contributed their best work when they knew that their classmates were depending on them. When analyzing student work, I compared the individual student work of fifteen students to the work they completed in their collaborative groups.  The work samples revealed that all fifteen students contributed work that was of higher quality than work they completed individually.  During one observation, I noted that one of my students wrote lengthier and neater sentences on his group’s fishbone than he would have done individually. The fact that he was contributing at all surprised me because he normally would have had his head down during class.  His group members seemed to motivate him to participate.  When I asked him about his participation he said, “they (meaning his group members) asked me to write, so I did.” 
· Cooperative activities must be carefully designed so that students must collaborate. Unless the activity is carefully designed, many students will try to complete group work individually by breaking it into pieces instead of working together.  I observed students in the first cooperative activity doing just that.  The design of the first cooperative activity did not foster collaboration.  I noted that students could do the assignment individually and never once had to communicate with peers to complete the assignment.  To avoid this, teachers must design cooperative learning activities carefully.  For the next cooperative activity, I forced students to collaborate by discussing with one another the information that they wanted to include on their fishbone graphic organizer.  Students were forced to collaborate because they were not given poster paper, to begin the fishbone activity, until they could show me that they had discussed the information that would go on their fish.  By allotting students twenty minutes of mandatory collaboration, students could not complete the activity individually.  Cooperative learning activities should force students to learn from and with one another.  Some of my assignments did this, others need improving before future use.  
DISCUSSION

Ultimately, my research study taught me that cooperative learning is not a teaching practice that can be utilized on the fly.  It is more than just having students find a partner to work with or group up and answer questions on a study guide.  Teachers must take time to create cooperative learning assignments that are highly structured in order for authentic intellectual work to take place.  Teachers must also be prepared to take time to model to students the appropriate collaborate etiquette.  When used appropriately, cooperative learning can be a powerful learning tool and can engage students in higher order thinking.  The study made me realize that I did not know how to use cooperative learning in my classroom to its fullest and that I am still learning.  By focusing on my students and their work in collaborative groups, I was able to see how cooperative learning needed to be designed to reach its fullest potential.  I am now prepared to design cooperative learning groups in a way that will benefit my students’ learning.

The findings of my study can be extremely useful to beginning or even veteran teachers that do not fully understand how to use cooperative learning in their classrooms.  By sharing the results of my study, other teachers can become informed about how to appropriately use cooperative learning as an instructional learning tool in their classrooms.  By reviewing my findings, other teachers will see suggestions for how to design cooperative learning groups. These suggestions are reliable because they have been tested in my research study.  However, teachers conducting their own action research can use my study to help guide them in their own research on cooperative learning or student collaboration.  Professional learning teams can use the information from my study to design whole units based on student cooperative grouping.  Based on test data, professional learning teams could utilize cooperative learning to increase test scores and student understanding of topics through collaborative activities that are designed with authentic intellectual work as the focus.

Completing the action research project allowed me to grow in numerous ways as an educator.  The research project showed me that there are many areas of my teaching that I need to develop and action research can help me accomplish this.  I learned that I am continuing to grow as an educator and need to listen to what my students are telling me vocally and through their work.  Most importantly, the project taught me that I was not appropriately using cooperative learning as an instructional tool and made me aware that there may be other areas of my practice that I need to work on and learn more about. Learning does not stop simply because you become a teacher.  My students showed me that every one of them is capable of quality work.  I also learned that my higher achieving students are capable of great patience when it comes to working with lower achieving students and students with special needs.  I realized that students can often bring out the best in other students and can therefore serve as valuable resources in the classroom.   
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