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Common Misconceptions about

Cooperative Learning and
Gifted Students

Response to Allan

By clarifying misunderstandings about cooperative
learning and high achievers, perhaps we can
resolve the conflict—to the benefit of all students.

he controversy abour coopera-
tive learning in general is per-
plexing
and

because it is such a

benehcial  innovaton

Given its effects in the personal, social
and academic domains. how can any
one object to teaching students how o
cooperate in learning?®

When we

specthcally  consider

whether cooperative approaches o
learning are suitable for gifted students
we often find the discussion clouded
by questions abou
rinuing GATE programs and concern
about the adverse affects of tracking

» wisdom of con-

The question of whether cooperative
learning benefits gified students, how-

Misconceptions about
Cooperative Learning
I repeatedly hear four erroncous as
sumptions about cooperative learning
in the arguments against its for
gifted and ralented students
Assumprion Cooperative
learning refers to only one approach to
teaching Some objections 1o the use of

use

NOy |

cooperative learning are based on an

ever, 1S imporant in its own right and |

| needs to be settled as an issue separate

from the mater of tracking. Otherwise |

it will persist. whether GATE programs
SUMVIVie ©Or nes

Several misconceptions fuel the dis-
pute about cooperative learning and
gifted students If we can clarify these
assumptions. perhaps we can resolve

the controversy

The issue of
whether cooperative
learning benefits
gifted students

| needs to be settled

as an issue separate
from the matter of
tracking.

impression of one wechnigque that has
been overused or misuscd somewhere
Rejection of that techmigue is then ex
tended ro all cox P TATIVE AP roxi hes to
learning, when, in actuality, there ar
micony ways of generanng cooperative
activity in the achieve
1991)

classroom 1o
specific purposes (Jovee et al
For example

® Toy increase arntention o divergent
thinking, teachers use Svnectics (Gor
don and Poze 1971). which combines
individual and cooperative activity to
teach students how 1o use metaphors

and analogics in writing and problem

solving
® |0
modes of scientifi

take the

inguiry, teachers

help  students on

| select the inducrtive models of cooper

in which students work
hoth separately and rogether 1o build

Anve activiry
and test hypotheses (Joyee et al. 1991)

® For the analysis of public issues
and personal values, eachers use Ju
risprudential Inquiry and Role Playing
which help students capitalize onin
dividual differences in perception to
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| dents I

fucl thew personal and collecive e
vestgatons dovee ¢t al 19491

® For cducanon i cooperation i
self, there are the techmgues devel-
oped by Johnson and Johnson (1990),
among others

® For the study of specihe academg
comtent. thoere are the approaches de
veloped by Aronson eroal (1978
Shavin ¢ 1988, and Kagan ¢ 19911

® Torcach soennbic oy and the
demow ratie simultancousiv,
there s Group Investganon (Sharan
1088 )

AL of these technigues address ob
jecnves frequently mennoned as spe
cial necds of gifted and alented st
A teacher the
catalog of pubhicanons and idea-Dooks
put out by the International Associ-
tion for the Sndy of Cooperation an
now n-

oSS

aned Shachan

needs others

Edlucation, SO0 puges long,
cludes nuny echnigues not men-
nonedd here (Graves and Granaes 1990)
Fhe grear vange produced by thas ter
nle communiy provides avenoes 1
can benehit agay student popualation
Assumption  Noo 2 Coaoperatine
lecernnge s the onlv epe of fearnig
clfafreni Boter tese Just because the sowial
approiiches o educanon are supported
I o hine resestrch hase does not imphy
that all activiny should be developed
around cooperatve projects. Howeve
s fundamental o all weachimg o banlded
dconununiy ol IL'.III‘R'["\ \\IH YISO IR
learming tools o achieve ther ends
CJowee and Werl 1980, fovee eral 1991)
Novdoubt, some disseminators of coop
cranve approaches overclam therr res
serch and advocane greater use of spe
cibe technigues than is reasonable. b
learmmg
suggest thar any one techmigue wall be
effectve all dav long. Burlldimg o leam-
l”.": [RETARTARTNIATIAS
OGSV
Asstmption. Noo 3

N0y CXPCTTS 0N Conperinnege

honwever, needs o be

Crifteed el teil
crtedd streelernts core misnetcheed with co
oferatie leeormme 1 simply know of no
supporting evidence o uphold the be
Lk thar gificd and cdemed soodens are
s group, immune w0 the benefis of
cooperanng o order o leam or thar
they antbwhies th
ke cooperatve acoviy actually harm-
ful o them  Corainlv, mdividual st
mcluchng those thoughn o Twe

possess  pavehie

tlenis

Maketn 1941

That something
works well for
average and
below-average
students should not
lead to the
conclusion that it
must, ipso facto, not
benefit the
above-average.

gifted. respond differentv o any educa-
nonal eonvironment. buat that s a chif
ferent question from whether they have
the social skill 1o profit from coopera-
e activiey Qust about all students doy
or whether they can or should Team
those skills af they donce luve them
The literamre contins stnning x-
amples where students of a wide
range of academic hustories profied
dr:
AUV e Il“.'

e Classroom (See. es-
pevially, the Andings 0 Sharan and
Shichar 19588) The discomtort gener
atcd v Jeaming o do o unfamihiar
things mav, n fact, be a cnocal mech-
anism for growth (ovee 1986 1991)

There is evidenee, from the time of

the carly Terman stuches, thar manifes
s o learmmg alnhiy are ofien
accompanicd by general problem-
solving  apritude. enabling students
thus blessed o profr from a wider
vange of environments than many of
therr cohorts: That something works
well for average and  below-average
students should noe Tead o the con

clusiom that it must. ipso facto, non
Benetit the above-averige
For example, Bavepn, Jovee, and

Showers (Bavep 1958) combined co-
operanve  learming  with induciive
thinking, strategics with studenes se
lected because of a combunation of
outstandimg acadenie and athlene ap-
mude (ralented i two o areas)
course. The resulting effect
size was 1O for lower-order resis, and

ST

mancally from the eovironment of

amean for higher-order west nems was
siv times greater than the mean of the
matched control group

In another recent study of coopera-
tive learmning—in this case. through
Group Invesuganon—Sharan and Sha-
char (1988) illustrated how rapidliy siu-
dents of differing learning histones can
accelerate their learmning rates They
prepared social studies wachers w or-
ganize their swdents oo learming
commumtics and then compared the
chissroom  imeraction and - acadenmc
achievement  in classes  with
classes taught by the customany “whole-
class” method. In Israel. where the
sty was conducred. students of Mid-
dle Eastern or generally belong o
the disadvantaged populaton. whereas
students of European-onigin generally
are more advanaged. Surdents from
Both ongims were muxed in the classes
stuchied

Sharan and Shachar found that the
students of Middle Eastern orgin taught
with Group Investigation achieved aver-
age gams nearly two-and-a-half nmes
those of ther whole<class counterpans
In fact, the “socially dhsadvantaged ™ stu-
dents tught with Group Tnvestiganion
learned ar riates above those of the
crallv: advantaged” studens aught In
wachers who did not have Group Inves
tganon in their repenoires. For the
students of Western ongin, the average
wamn was feice that of thew whole-class
counterpans. Thus, the model was ex
ceptionally: effective for students, from
Both backgrounds, as it med out, sto
dents from both backgrounds were dis-
advaniaged i the classes where coop-
cratve leaming was not used

Assumption No. 4 Cooperative leam-
ing and extrenme helerogeneons gronp-
e go beand tr band. This assumption is
no douby based on a mustaken exirapno
lation of a Anding from the research on
social models designed o make use of
hererogeneiny for speahic purposes. An
example is Symectices, where heteroge-
nemy frequently benehis learnming. Bun
sowial models of waching can be used
with cither specially selected or ran-
domlv assembled  populatons Some
models capalize on heterogenceiny in
ability. herage. and pomt of view. but
moany group of students, there s
enough varance 10 make anv of the

these
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conperative formars ¢ 1oy the benefin oo effect Jiould sem see s

of all iclents. o grouping 1 e dlaubr | oces studlenr—nor just an

LT arianc e is a marrer of chodce the simple avorchimce of Eolure., buar an acoelera

rather neCessin J owill now | non of richness and rates of learming
CQuestions about variance i class- | | r. the issug unantcared even o foew vears ago

roxoams olften  get heosund up W IDOLUT COH ) erativi L | B A G | ind for all

difficult question of rracking, gene rate on

ing emations that cloud important is

sues Given the e v (see for ex- | Cooperating for Better Refervte

ample is clear r | Solutions

trackir s not a good thing However A W ath rey clesien betrer educa

lence, although long-standing. | tional

failed o

CIrTant as ¢

ce practice In | tions may

1 : for tracking ing W We have o
the mi school wement—hy in acknowle indmvadual  dhiffer
Creasir cgreganon by ability and so- | ences exast and that they need o e

ial background—has been a disasrer | accommaodared much more effectively | Gordone W ET and T Poee (1971 ik

for many students in our larger cities than in rthe st o Nnging o unwn Weteiphomicedd Weny of

(See The New Improved Sorting Ma Fante imions in the face of ev Ruewcing Cambindge Po

chine by Moore and Davenport 1989) | denc ontrary will not help us | OF and T Gra

Thus. advocates of afl programs for | in that task. Bur if we COnpUrate o ative Learning A § e G AN
- ¥ Cruz The Interr o Assowctatiem Bor

stucler h special needs will develop betner solutions and  frech ;

i e _.- ; ; il s R, iz L the Stucly of Coey atrery i il

o search for wavs o carry them out MIETGWT ITam OIRETS 160 NOUrsh. Our | o owecn D% and BT o
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Application deadline: April 5, 1991.
For information on this or other programs, contact:
Programs in Professional Education
339L Gutman Library
Harvard Graduate School of Education
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