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 Framing the Issue

Collaborative learning (CL) has been described as an umbrella term for a variety of 
educational approaches involving joint intellectual effort by students, or  students 
and teachers together. It is usually envisioned as a shift from teacher-centered 
classes to student-oriented activities that require participatory, socially mediated 
exploration and reflection of diverse topics. CL is seen as operating on three levels: 
as orientation, as a framework, and as a set of techniques for learning. This prob-
lematizes finding a specific definition, especially given that CL is based on the 
interrelationship of four variable features: situation (partner symmetry, degree of 
division of labour), interactions (symmetry, negotiability), processes (organization, 
grounding, mutual modeling), and effects (Dillenbourg, 1999). Each variable does 
not have simple, isolated effects on learning outcomes but interacts with each other 
in a complex way. Stemming from work carried out by Johnson and Johnson (1999 
[1975]), scholars have identified some basic principles for effective CL: (a) coopera-
tion as a value; (b) heterogeneous grouping; (c) positive interdependence; (d) indi-
vidual accountability; (e) simultaneous interaction; (f) equal participation; (g) 
collaborative skills; and (h) group autonomy (Jacobs, Power, & Loh, 2002).

There has been considerable debate on the differences (if any) that exist between 
collaborative learning and cooperative learning. Some scholars consider the two terms 
as interchangeable, however others argue that each term has developed special 
connotations and classroom applications in recent years (Matthews, Cooper, 
Davidson, & Hawkes, 1995). Cooperative learning, with its roots in educational or 
social psychology, was initially proposed for younger learner levels (K–12), there-
fore it involves more structured (although still creative) classroom techniques, 
with more instructional and organizational features that lead to skill development, 
including how to work in groups. Collaborative learning derives from theoretical, 
political, and philosophical theories about the nature of knowledge as a social 
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construction (Matthews et al., 1995, p. 40) and focuses more on the social relation-
ships in a community of learners.

Cooperation and collaboration differ in the way in which an activity is divided: 
in cooperation, the task is split (hierarchically) into independent subtasks and 
coordination is required for assembling partial results. In collaboration, cognitive 
processes may be divided into intertwined layers more similar to a network than 
a hierarchy, wherein the participants co-construct and share similar conceptions of 
a problem or task to be resolved (Roschelle & Teasley, 1995).

The core notions of CL have been introduced into TESOL contexts, principally 
based on the sociocultural and social constructivist premises that learner interac-
tion facilitates language learning. CL in TESOL has been further boosted by com-
municative language teaching (CLT) approaches such as task-based language 
teaching (TBLT) and computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL). 
Nonetheless, whether all studies published on collaboration and language learning 
fall within the paradigm of collaborative learning depends on whether a  narrow or 
broad definition is applied. As Oxford (1997) points out, collaboration, coopera-
tion, and interaction are three separate (yet arguably overlapping) strands of com-
munication. Moreover, “interaction is not a panacea” (Ortega, 2013, p. 177) as not 
all interactions in language-learning environments lead to actual learning, due to 
many different factors, not least of which is the learner’s investment in the need to 
communicate. Finally, it must be pointed out that dyadic or group interaction in a 
language classroom may not necessarily consist of all the criteria of collaborative or 
cooperative learning, in particular, interdependence in the learning process.

 Making the Case

This section first looks at the main paradigms and then considers CL in more 
recent contexts involving technology. The basis of collaborative learning princi-
pally derives from two major theoretical frameworks: socioconstructivist and 
sociocultural, both placing emphasis on the role of social interaction for develop-
ment. However, the socioconstructivist approach focuses principally on indi-
vidual development in the context of social interaction, viewing cognitive 
development as a result of intertwined causalities. At a given level of individual 
development, a participant is able to take part in specific social interactions 
which produce new individual states, making more sophisticated social interac-
tion possible, and so forth. The sociocultural approach focuses on the social 
activity as the basic unit of analysis leading to the development of higher order 
functions. There are three concepts that are closely associated with sociocultural 
learning theories—scaffolding, reciprocal teaching, and collaborative learning—
all highlighting the social and interactive processes that promote cognitive 
development.

A more recent approach to CL is that of situated cognition, which not only takes 
into consideration the social interaction but also the environment (both physical 
and social) in which the cognitive activity takes place. This includes social 
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communities (and branches off into notions of community of practice) in which 
the collaborators participate. Within this paradigm, social interactions cannot be 
studied outside their social structure—the study of a language implies the acquisi-
tion of the culture which is specific to its community (in this sense, culture of a 
community is understood as the social meanings and relationships of social inter-
actions in very specific settings, for instance, an academic culture is different from 
an online chat room culture). This approach has been especially fruitful for practi-
tioners and researchers interested in technologically or digitally supported lan-
guage-learning collaboration, as it combines the opportunity for learners to engage 
with other “communities” while helping them become independent thinkers and 
collaborative learners, qualities considered necessary to meet the challenges of 
today’s knowledge society (Garrison & Anderson, 2003).

Another prolific area of CL in TESOL is collaborative writing and language 
learning (both face-to-face [f2f] and online CL writing, for example, wikis and 
blogs). Results indicate that collaborative writing (in L1 and L2) activities are 
conducive to an increased sense of ownership, production of new syntactic forms 
and higher quality of output, as well as an incremental focus on language struc-
tures, lexicon choice, and grammatical accuracy. Studies also show that in online 
collaborative writing the time gap produced in asynchronous activities provides 
more opportunity for reflection on language use (coherency, accuracy, form), 
promotes the negotiation of meaning, and leads to uptake of corrective feedback. 
Also, due to the visibility of everyone’s work, collaborative writing (both f2f and 
online) has been shown to provide a space for comparison, thus facilitating 
opportunities for learning from others (work processing, self-correction based 
on others’ errors, self-regulation) as well as increased desire to improve for a 
public audience.

Studies on f2f oral production through collaborative learning indicate that peer-
to-peer mediation helps improve language-learning level with more incidences of 
lexical and syntactic negotiations, higher metalinguistic awareness, self-correction 
and autonomy in self-regulation. However, technology-supported CL in language 
learning and oral language development “remains both problematic and conten-
tious” (Nunan, 2005, p. 2) despite the continuous advancements in communica-
tion technology. Some studies indicate that while synchronous interaction may 
result in a greater volume of interaction in subsequent f2f discussions, it is not 
necessarily of better quality than learners engaged in asynchronous or f2f discus-
sions. Similarly, studies into intercultural gains through online collaboration show 
that cross-cultural understanding is not a given and must be promoted through 
carefully prepared activities.

It has been argued that the typology of the collaborative partners influences 
the final impact. One of the most significant factors is that the pairs or groups 
should have a “collaborative orientation” (Watanabe & Swain, 2007) towards the 
activity. Those displaying a “collective” identity are more likely to share their 
knowledge and co-construct resolutions to a range of language items. Research 
shows that in the case of online collaboration, this orientation can be influenced 
by learners’ affinity and familiarity with the technology, their language 
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proficiency (including partner mismatch in levels), as well as institutional and 
individual commitment to the collaborative effort. In short, “results vary widely 
depending on a range of logistical, pedagogical, and social factors” (Kern, Ware, 
& Warschauer, 2004, p. 244).

While there has been considerable longitudinal and replicated studies on col-
laborative learning in L1 contexts, research into CL in TESOL has tended towards 
case studies of one-off collaborative activities rather than research of language 
gains of embedded and sustained, varied collaborative activities over time. More 
studies on CL in language learning in network-based collaboration have emerged 
as social media gains a foothold in classrooms around the world, pointing to pre-
dominantly positive outcomes of collaborative language learning, although there 
are enough negative results to conclude that collaboration is in itself neither effi-
cient or inefficient, rather it is largely dependent on numerous variables such as 
the composition of the group, the features of the collaborative activity, and its 
context of collaboration and the communication medium.

 Pedagogical Implications

Research into collaborative learning in TESOL indicates that there are many ben-
efits but at the same time, there are notable hurdles for teachers and learners. 
Difficulties may emerge due to cognitive complexities of the collaborative activi-
ties as well as unfamiliarity with new social interaction required to carry them out, 
such as difficulties in articulating ongoing understanding about the joint activity 
(for example, specific discourse related to discipline knowledge as well as lan-
guage associated with knowledge building needed for reflection). This may be 
especially true in technology-supported collaborative learning wherein learners 
have to become familiar with the technology that will serve as the medium of 
exchange (in the case of online collaboration). Of course, technology in CL need 
not only include scenarios where the collaboration is taking place with individuals 
outside the classroom. Technology can also be used to support critical thinking in 
f2f groups (mindmapping tools, participatory documents, brainstorming or poll-
ing platforms, and so forth).

Thus, the design of the collaborative activities should be carefully considered, 
including learners’ discursive strategies and interpersonal skills needed for effec-
tive collaboration. Interpersonal communication should not be confused with 
good language skills. Effective interpersonal communication means that group 
members communicate with each other on a regular basis, and are careful to 
ensure that their communication is clear and relevant. For instance, in the case of 
online collaboration, learners and teachers will need to discuss issues of frequency 
and manner of communicating, especially given that expectations concerning 
online communication are socially constructed (see situated cognition, above).

Kessler, Bikowski, and Boggs (2012, p. 49) mention two discursive abilities 
required of a successful autonomous collaborative learner: “the ability to use lan-
guage to independently contribute personal meanings as a collaborative member 
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of a group; and the ability to use appropriate strategies for communicating as a 
collaborative member of a group.” They also refer to “the willingness to demon-
strate these abilities within the group.” Pre-tasks and preparatory activities focused 
on these discursive competences can help support and ensure more fluid com-
munication among collaborative groups (and more self-reliance to carry out the 
communicative tasks). Moreover, the gained confidence can bolster reluctant 
learners’ readiness to engage in the collaborative learning environment.

Likewise, it cannot be assumed that language learners will automatically engage 
in positive collaboration. Parks, Huot, Hamers, and Huot-Lemonnier (2003, p. 40) 
identify four types of collaboration that can be applied to collaborative language 
learning in general:

1. joint collaboration wherein participants assume equal responsibility although 
contributions to the final output may vary;

2. parallel collaboration made up of unequal responsibility with varied contribu-
tion to the final product;

3. incidental collaboration, that is brief, sporadic requests for help with the 
task; and

4. covert collaboration related to looking for resources that may or may not be 
used in the final output.

The first interactional characteristic (joint collaboration) would fall into the cat-
egory of the “ideal” collaborative learning setup in which there is positive interde-
pendence and learners are aware that their interaction in the group is linked to the 
others in such a way that success can only be achieved by everyone contributing 
their part. Each learner is responsible for the others’ learning. As has already been 
mentioned, this may require preliminary tasks focused on discursive strategies 
(for example, lexicon and phrases for lower-level language learners). It can also 
allow the teacher to distribute the tasks according to each student’s individual 
abilities. Specifying common rewards for the group, encouraging learners to 
divide up the labor, and formulating tasks that compel students to reach a consen-
sus can also promote interdependence within the group.

Some authors argue that collaborative interactions in an online environment 
are not as effective as f2f collaborative activities, in a large part due to the lack 
of social presence, which has been related to interpersonal involvement in a 
task. Once again, this underscores the importance of clear objectives and activi-
ties in the collaboration so that the contributions of each individual is instru-
mental to the final outcome as well as the whole group’s learning, in both 
goal-directed and open-ended tasks. Moreover, research demonstrates that 
network-based collaboration may provide opportunities for more equality in 
group work than actual f2f group work since in the latter approach group “deci-
sion-making” is often contingent upon which student has the loudest voice or 
who has the most confidence in the target language. Technology can equal the 
playing field in some respect because students who might be shy at voicing 
their opinion can use different technological tools (in both f2f and online col-
laboration) to express themselves, taking their time and thinking out carefully 
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exactly what they wish to say. Varied learning scenarios which stimulate dia-
logue, problem solving, and shared knowledge building are key to efficient CL 
and technology can motivate innovative social interaction that caters to  different 
learner styles.

Increasingly, educational curriculums call for preparing students to be responsi-
ble citizens in an increasingly technologically advanced society. Applying collabo-
rative learning that utilizes technology to connect with other learners, teachers, 
and experts is a means of mimicking practices that students will need in the near 
future. By putting emphasis on collaboration through technology, students will 
learn to think creatively, to solve problems, and to make decisions as a geographi-
cally distanced team—an environment that is becoming more and more common 
in many professional fields. Through online collaboration, students may come to 
see the importance of taking responsibility for their own learning (thereby pro-
moting life-long learning) and feel empowered to do so while learning to respect 
the opinions and work of their online partners. Furthermore, they will gain under-
standing of how to be in control of technology and not slaves to it.

Inevitably, providing an optimal environment for collaborative learning 
through technology may require a pedagogical shift for the teacher. Embracing 
the concept of dynamic, non-linear knowledge construction, as must occur in 
CL, entails losing part of the control of the learning process, with less regulation 
of the content and of the way content is represented and understood. The plan-
ning and sequencing of “learning events” must be more open to other partici-
pants, to other experts, and to outside knowledge that teachers may not be so 
informed about themselves. Of course, the teacher’s control over the learning 
environment has always been complex and fluctuating, even in f2f CL, requiring 
ongoing adjustments as learning progresses. Teachers need to be aware that the 
introduction of technology in CL signifies there is a new communication medium 
in its own right, and technology-supported CL is not simply f2f CL with an add-
on. Language learners often use technology for novel purposes, employing 
plurilingual, multimodal resources to explore creatively, not only with the lan-
guage but with identities and social positions (Kern, Ware, & Warschauer, 2004). 
When planning for CL with technology, teachers should bear in mind not only 
sound pedagogical parameters stemming from CL research in f2f environments, 
but also the way in which technological affordances can affect, and even enhance 
the collaboration.

SEE ALSO: Collaboration and Collaborative Practices; Online Learning; 
Telecollaboration
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