ROBERT E. SLAVIN

Cooperative Learning and
Student Achievement
Remarkable claims are made about cooperative
learning, many of them true, but the research tells
us that to produce achievement gains, these
methods must include both a group goal and
individual accountability.

n recent years, axtperative learn
ing has been proposed as a solu
tion to a staggering array of prob
lems. Oxjperative learning methods
have been offered as an alternative to
ability grouping, special programs for
the gifted, Chapter I pull-outs, and
special education They have been
suggested as a means of introducing
higher-level skills into the curriculum,
of ensuring students an adequate level
of basic skills, of mamstreaming aca
demically handicapped students, and
of giving students the collaborative
skills necessary in an increasingly in
terdependent society Further, coop
erative learning methods have been
proposed as a major component of
bilingual and ESI, programs and as a
way to improve relationships among
students of different racial or ethnic
backgrounds.
There is evidence that cooperative
learning can in fact, under certain cir
cumstances, accomplish many of these
goals However, i am becoming increas
ingly concerned about a widespread
belief that all forms of cooperative
learning are instructionally effective
This is emphatically not the case
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Two Essential Conditions
Two conditions are essential if the
achievement effects of cooperative
learning are to be realized First, the
cooperating groups must have a group
goal that is important to them. For
example, groups may be working to
earn certificates or other recognition,
to receive a few minutes extra of re-
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cess, or to earn bonus points on their
grades (although I am philosophically
opposed to having grades largely de
termined by team performance). Sec
ond, the success of the group must
depend on the individual learning of
all group members That is, there must
be indnidtialaccouruabUity as well as
group accountability. For example,
groups might be rewarded based on
the average of their members individ
ual quiz scores.
We can only hypothesize reasons that
group goals and individual accountabil
ity are essential to the achievement ef
fects of cooperative learning. Some
plausible explanations are mat group
goals are necessary to motivate students
to help one another learn; they give
students a stake in one another's sue
cess Withoi:' group goals, students are
not likely to engage in the elaborate
explanations that have been found to be
essential to the achievement eflects of
cooperative learning (Webb 1985) Fur
ther, group goals may help students
overcome their reluctance to ask for
help or provide help to one another;
that is. without an overriding group
goal, they may be embarrassed to ask for
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or offer help. In addition, without indi
vidual accountability, one or two group
members may do all the work; group
members perceived to be low achievers
may be ignored if they contribute ideas
or ask for help

Achievement Effects of
Various Methods
Figure 1 presents data from a recent
review of the cooperative learning lit
erature (Slavin 1988). In the studies
from which the figure was derived,
cooperative learning groups were
compared to randomly selected or
matched control groups on fair mea
sures of the objectives pursued
equally by both groups. Study dura
tions were at least four weeks, with a
median length of 10 weeks.
Figure 1 shows that the success of
cooperative learning in increasing stu
dent achievement depends substan
tially on the provision of group goals
and individual accountability Methods
that incorporate group goals and in
dividual accountability include Stu
dent Teams-Achievement Divisions
(Slavin 1986), Teams-Games-Tour
nament (DeVries and Slavin 1978)
Cooperative Integrated Reading and
Composition (Stevens et al 1987),
and Team Assisted IndividualizationMathematics (Slavin et al. 1984).
In contrast to the relatively positive
effects of methods that use both group
goals and individual accountability,
those that use group goals but not
individual accountability have been in
effective in increasing student achieve
ment. For example, in Johnson and
Johnson's (1987) Learning Together
methods, students work together to
complete a single worksheet and are
praised, rewarded, and/or graded on
the basis of this common worksheet.
On fair measures of achievement
these methods have produced no bet
ter achievement than individualistic or
traditional methods (e.g., Johnson et
al. 1978). Two studies did find positive
achievement effects for a form of this
approach in which students were
graded not on the basis of one work
sheet, but on the average of individual
quiz scores, which ensures individual
accountability (Humphreys et al. 1982,
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fig. 1. Achievement Effects of Alternative Forms of Cooperative

Yager et al. 1986). However, it is im
portant to note that these studies are
highly artificial experiments in which
teachers did not present lessons to
students Rather, teachers only helped
individuals with worksheets, so that in
the "individualistic" control groups
students had no resources other than
the worksheets to help them under
stand the material.
Another major category of coopera
tive learning methods uses task special
ization, which means that each student
has a unique task within an overall
group objective For example, Jigsaw
Teaching (Aronson et al 1978) assigns
each student a topic on which he or she
is to become an "expert." This method
has not generally been instructionally
effective A much more effective form
of cooperative learning that uses task
specialization is Group Investigation
(Sharan and Shachar in press), in
which students take on subtasks
within an overall group task. In con
trast to Jigsaw, Group Investigation
bases individuals' evaluations on the
group's product or report, so this
method may in actuality be an in
stance of group goals and individual
accountability
Finally, studies of methods that pro
vide neither group goals nor individ
ual accountability find few achieve
ment benefits for this approach One
example is the Groups of Four math
ematics program in which students
work together to solve complex math
problems (Burns 1981).
Comparing the achievement effects
of the various cooperative learning

methods, we see that those incorporat
ing both group goals and individual
accountability are considerably more
effective than other methods (see, for
example, the following reviews of the
literature. Slavin 1983a, h; Davidson
1985; Newmann and Thompson 1987).
The misconception that all forms of
cooperative learning are equally effec
tive can perhaps be attributed to a meta
analysis by Johnson and colleagues
(1981) that claimed that 122 studies
supported the effectiveness of axipera
live learning in all its forms. However,
this meta-analysis was not restricted to
school achievement; it included playing
golf, card playing, swimming, block
stacking, solving mazes, and other per
formance outcomes. Most of these were
laboratory studies of a few hours dura
tion, and most allowed the groups to
work together on the task that consti
tuted the outcome measure while the
"individualistic" students had to work
alone Obviously, individuals will score
better when they can give each other
answers than when they work in isola
tion, but they may or may not learn
more from the experience (see Slavin
1984).

Consider die Research
I'm delighted to see the enthusiasm
with which school districts have em
braced cooperative learning. Regard
less of its effects on achievement, co
operative learning has many positive
effects, for example, on self-esteem,
intergroup relations, and the ability to
work with others (see Slavin 1983a)
However, when schools adopt cooper
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ative learning methods with the pri
mary intention of increasing student
achievement, they must take the re
search into account. There is no rea
son to expect that if teachers simply
allow students to work together or
reward them based on a single group
product or task, they will leam more
than will students taught traditionally.
Future research may identify effec
tive forms of cooperative learning that
do not require group goals and indi
vidual accountability; but schools that
use such programs now must do so
with a clear understanding that, at
present, nothing in the literature
promises that they will increase stu
dent achievement D
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PROACTIVE
CLASSROOM
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each lesson provides
teachers with concrete,
practical ideas for organiz
ing and managing an
effective classroom
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• Planning Routines (before
school)
• Teaching (not teling) Rou
tines
Whole School Routines
Smooth Transitions
deaf Direction Giving
Creating Positive Feeing Tone
Setting Up Cooperative Team
Learning
• Using Sponges
AUDIENCE: Elementary Staff. Ex
cellent models for preservfce or
inexperienced teachers. TWO texts
included: Managing to Teach &
Plan to Teach.

LENGTH: Two 6O-mlnute tapes
FORMAT: 1 /2' VHS
PRICE: $219.00
PREVIEW LESSON: S30.00 for three
days
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TEACHING. INC.

P.O. Box 788 .Edmonds. WA 98020
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