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This study investigated the effectiveness of cooperative learning (CL) in a graduate-level research methodology
course. Participants comprised 193 graduate students enrolled in several sections of this course. Eighty-one
students were in sections wherein CL groups were formed to undertake the major course requirements; 112 were
in sections wherein all assignments were undertaken individually (IL). Students’ conceptual knowledge of
research concepts, methodologies, and applications was measured individually in both groups via midterm and
final examinations. A split-plot analysis of variance revealed a group by examination time interaction, whereby
CL students had statistically significantly lower performance levels on the midterm examination than did IL
students (effect size = 0.48). However, no statistically significant difference in achievement was found with
respect to the final examination. Analysis of reflexive journals indicated that most students (70.4%) tended to
have positive overall attitudes towards their cooperative learning experiences. Implications are discussed.

Overview of Cooperative Learning

To date, cooperative learning is one of the most thor-
oughly researched of all instructional methods (Slavin,
1992). Over the last several years more than 1,000 stud-
ies have been conducted at the precollegiate level (Cooper
& Muech, 1992). The work of David and Roger Johnson
at the University of Minnesota, Robert Slavin at Johns
Hopkins University, and Elizabeth Cohen at Stanford
University emerges most frequently. They are considered
the pioneers in cooperative learning, having devoted years
of detailed research and analysis to clarify the conditions
under which cooperative, competitive, and individualized
goal structures influence student achievement, self-
esteem, and social skills (Smith & MacGregor, 1992).

Numerous benefits emerged from the flurry of coop-
erative learning research and the associated publication of
three major works (Johnson & Johnson, 1989; Sharan,
1990; Slavin, 1990). These publications expanded the
findings of earlier reviews and provided further evidence
that cooperation improved self-esteem, increased effort to
achieve, enhanced psychological well-being and caring
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relationships, and fostered the ability to take the per-
spective of another individual (Davidson & Kroll, 1991).

Cooperative learning is defined as “the instructional
use of small groups so that students work together to max-
imize their own and each other’s learning” (Johnson,
Johnson, & Smith, 1991a, p. I1I). This instructional strat-
egy is based on the social interdependence theories of
Morton Deutsch and Kurt Lewin (Deutsch, 1949; Lewin,
1935). These theories and related research suggest that
social interdependence positively influences individual
interaction with a given situation, which subsequently
affects the outcomes of that interaction (Johnson &
Johnson, 1989).

Johnson et al. (1991a) assert that grouping students to
work on a common assignment does not guarantee that co-
-operative learning will occur. Apparently, this learning
method requires more structured small group learning
around specifically defined tasks or problems. And
although there are a variety of ways to implement cooper-
ative learning in any discipline, researchers (Johnson,
Johnson, & Holubec, 1991; Johnson et al, 1991a;
Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991b) have identified five
essential elements: positive interdependence, face-to-face
promotive interaction, individual accountability, social
skills, and group processing.

The first requirement for a successful cooperative
activity is positive interdependence among group mem-
bers. That is, each group member’s efforts are indispens-
able and necessary for the groups’ success, and each
member has a distinctive contribution to make to the

Spring 2001

61

RESEARCH IN THE SCHOOLS






