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Fifteen to twenty years ago, three 
of the most recognized composition 
theorists, Peter Elbow, Kenneth Bruffee, 
and Harvey Weiner, advanced a new 
learning theory in composition and 
rhetoric called collaborative learning. 
While collaborative learning has its 
cynics, most composition studies 
indicate that, when teachers implement 
group work correctly, student writing 
and critical thinking improve 
consistently over time. 

Since most scholars acknowledge 
that collaborative learning has value in 
composition classrooms, many of us as 
teachers become frustrated when this 
theory does not translate automatically 
into successful practice. Often we either 
misinterpret the purpose of collaborative 
learning, or we do not understand how to 
implement it. My goal is to insure that 
English composition teaching assistants 
and secondary English instructors 
understand how to apply collaborative 
learning to the classroom. I will explore 
the two most common situations facing 
teachers: using small groups for reading 
assignments, and developing small 
groups for revising student essays. 

Before English teachers make 
collaborative learning a staple in their 
classrooms, they need an accurate 

definition of its theory and practice. 
Harvey Weiner states that collaborat~ve 
learning begins when a teacher assigns a 
specific task where groups must use their 
intellectual skills to arrive at a formal 
consensus (54-55). Kenneth Bruffee 
contends that those who apply 
collaborative learning accept a social
constructionist viewpoint that students 
improve their knowledge when they 
interact with their peers. In other words, 
knowledge does not develop individually 
or competitively or in relation to 
inanimate objects; rather, it flourishes 
when it is shared ("Art" 152). 

Collaborative learning is 
different from other learning theories 
which use group work. Muriel Harris 
argues that people mistake collaborative 
wntmg for collaborative learning. 
Collaborative writing involves two or 
more people who co-author an essay or 
writing assignment. Collaborative 
learning, on the other hand, is the active 
discourse between the writer and group 
members in order to develop the writing 
skills of the writer (369-70). 
Collaborative learning also differs from 
cooperative learning in terms of teacher 
authority, the latter assuming that a 
teacher must be an active member in 
each group who leads students through 
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the process of wntmg, the former 
asserting that students must arrive at 
their own conclusions (Bruffee, 
"Sharing" 17). David Johnson, Roger 
Johnson, and Karl Smith add that the 
real purpose of collaborative learning is 
to insure that students will learn the 
basic skills necessary to read and write 
effectively independent of a teacher's 
help (174). 

Synthesizing all of the experts' 
definitions, we can devise a thorough yet 
useful definition of collaborative 
learning. Collaborative learning 
involves teachers creating partly 
autonomous peer groups which actively 
engage in discourse on a chosen topic, so 
that they can arrive at a consensus at the 
end of each meeting. If teachers 
understand that this learning model 
alters the outlook of their classroom, 
then collaborative learning will move 
from theory to actual practice. 

Before establishing the 
procedures of collaborative learning, we 
need to acknowledge that some 
educators disagree with this pedagogy. 
Critics indicate two serious problems 
with poorly developed peer groups: 1) 
that careless teacher organization of 
group work hinders student 
performance; 2) and that teacher failure 
to model appropriate peer interaction 
produces no significant improvement in 
writing performance. Martin Nystrand, 
Adam Gamoran, and Mary Jo Heck, who 
support collaborative learning, state that 
teachers who do not provide groups with 
lesson plans, include too few or too 
many discussion questions, or fail to 
encourage student discourse, usually 
hinder their students' performance. 
They also add that problems arise when 
teachers are authoritarian and require 
groups to fashion discussion around 
rigid check lists and inflexible style 
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sheets (20-21). Diana George comments 
that students do not improve their 
reading and writing skills when they are 
not given accurate instruction on group 
interaction. For example, a common 
problem ass'ociated with poor or absent 
modeling is that group members will 
offer surface-level suggestions-i.e. 
improving syntax, changing punctuation 
and capitalization errors-without 
addressing the schematics of the paper. 
It is also common that group members 
will address problems without 
understanding why it needs to be and 
should be changed (322-32). 

While critics point out some 
serious problems with unorganized peer 
groups, teachers who implement this 
approach correctly will still be 
successful. One of the most common 
applications of collaborative learning is 
reading assignments. In order to engage 
students in the writing process, we 
require them to read books, essays, or 
fiction that relate to their communities. 
Since many linguists emphasize that 
reading development occurs when 
students interact with an audience, 
reading groups in classrooms become an 
ideal and practical avenue for achieving 
this end. James Reither and Douglas 
Vipond state that reading is a socio
linguistic act that helps students 
understand their relationship to the 
outside world. Reading, in other words, 
is like listening to a conversation-we 
understand our community when 
listening and responding to people in our 
environment (860-61). Ideally, small 
groups function in "knowledge making," 
a harmonious relationship between the 
reader and community. 

Developing small groups for 
reading assignments requires extensive 
planning prior to actual group work. 
The first major step is to organize 
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students to achieve a mix of abilities and 
personal backgrounds. Ven Jules argues 
that creating a homogenous group based 
on similar ability and ethnicity and 
gender negates the purpose of 
collaboration because it does not 
encourage students to think outside their 
own intellectual and cultural 
assumptions. She defines an ideal 
reading group as a heterogeneous group 
of four students, two males and two 
females, ascending from high to middle 
to low reading skills, originating from 
different racial and ethnic backgrounds 
(192). Her organization of a 
heterogeneous reading group supports 
Reither and Vipond' s notion of 
"knowledge making"-that discourse 
outside regular spheres of knowledge 
leads to new thoughts and ideas. 

After creating heterogeneous 
reading groups in a composition 
classroom, our next step is to create 
lesson plans which reflect the groups' 
needs and interests. Nystrand, Gamoran, 
and Heck emphasize that teachers should 
create for each group a lesson plan that 
identifies the goals of collaboration, and 
assert that clear goals improve peer 
group interaction and foster common 
direction. They also mention that there 
should be limits to the number of goals 
and tasks. At most, reading groups 
should accomplish three goals in one 
group meeting, since more than three 
will confuse and overburden group 
performance (17-19). 

One of the goals of any reading 
assignment 1s to improve 
comprehension, a task normally 
accomplished through discussion 
questions. Nancy Grimm maintains that 
good discussion questions ask for more 
than facts and details. Each group 
should receive one or two questions that 
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require the members not to just solve a 
questions but to draw conclusions about 
the reading assignment. Poor questions 
can be answered without a group's 
complete participation (92). 

If collaborative learning involves 
l 

autonomous reading groups working 
toward a common conclusion, then we 
must refrain from intervention. Christi 
Fenton argues that students recognize the 
importance of group knowledge when a 
teacher does not impose by answering 
assigned discussion questions. In simple 
terms, we must accept that this time 
belongs, for the most part, to our 
students (209). We should remember 
that students will accept group work as a 
viable method if they understand that a 
teacher will not give them the answers. 

Carolyn Knox-Quinn reinforces 
Fenton's perspective by explaining that 
the teacher's role is to facilitate student 
collaboration. While teachers are not 
responsible for giving answers to 
discussion questions, we can explain the 
purpose of each question and can help 
redirect students when they get stuck on 
a particular task. When teachers 
facilitate learning, we help students think 
about problems and questions in 
different ways (309-10). 

The final step to collaborative 
learning for reading groups involves 
everyone gathering as a class to discuss 
their results. Depending on the focus 
and difficulty of a reading assignment, 
Harvey Wiener asserts that reading 
groups should be given 15 to 20 minutes 
to explore assigned discussion questions 
(54-55). Next, the teacher asks the 
recorder from each group to summarize 
the group's ideas and accomplishments, 
and to detail any problems with the 
assignment. While the recorders report 
back to the class, the teacher writes their 
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responses on a chalkboard or an 
overhead projector, so that all groups can 
provide additional insight, suggestions, 
or agree with what has been said. 
During this process, Wiener warns that 
we should not judge their comments but 
demonstrate how they compare and 
contrast with the author and their peers 
(58-59). We should expect that 
completing all of the steps will take 20 
to 40 minutes of a class period. 

Using collaborative learning for 
reading assignments enriches a student's 
comprehension of a written text; it is 
also excellent preparation for groups 
beginning work on student essays. 
Collaborative learning for essay 
assignments essentially works in three 
broad stages: 1) using peer groups to 
generate ideas; 2) preparing mock 
conferences for peer groups; 3) and 
maintaining group work. While some of 
the steps for a writing group may sound 
similar to the steps for a reading group, 
we must realize that the above steps 
require more structure and often develop 
unforeseen complications. In other 
words, we need to be patient while 
students grasp the process of writing 
groups. 

Writing groups first need to 
generate topics for an assigned essay. 
According to Sharon Tsujimoto, 
collaborative learning enables students 
to discover new ideas and topics and to 
test them out on an audience. 
Collaboration to generate ideas begins 
when a teacher finishes discussing the 
framework of the writing assignment, 
providing students with a broad list of 
possible topics. Under each broad topic, 
students add to their teacher's list by 
filling in additional possible topics, 
giving them more specific ideas to bring 
to their groups. When they enter their 
groups, each member listens and writes 
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down all pertinent ideas form each 
member's list, allowing them to focus 
on a particular topic or idea and to 
expand it for their rough drafts (Bryant 
86-87). Using collaboration for 
brainstorming exercises is an excellent 
way to help students who routinely 
develop "writer's block" when 
beginning a new paper; it also reinforces 
the notion that the writing process starts 
with a writer's ideas and not a study of 
"correct" grammar. 

Once students have written down 
all the topics that interest them, they 
need to choose one that has the best 
chance of becoming a polished essay. 
Margaret Fleming states that once 
students have selected a topic from their 
lists, they need to free write for at least 
ten minutes, including thoughts and 
details which distinguish their topics. 
After · free writing on a single topic, 
students enter their groups and read to 
their peers what they have written, while 
one records the major ideas. When each 
member finishes, the others interact with 
the writer by discussing the recorder's 
information, helping the writer explore 
new ways to present his or her ideas in 
the paper (Bryant 79). The combination 
of Tsujimoto's and Fleming's 
procedures will take at least one class 
period. 

After students have chosen a 
topic and generated ideas, they need to 
organize their thoughts. Felicia Mitchell 
contends that students can learn how to 
organize their papers in collaborative 
groups. Using the notes from the 
teacher's lecture on the framework of the 
essay, group members should assist each 
member with organizing the elements of 
the essay, such as the particular topic, 
intended audience, purpose, ideas 
explored, and writing style (395-96). 
Although Mitchell's plan appears 
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advanced for most group work, her 
insistence that collaborative learning 
benefits organization problems makes 
sense, since each student learns to 
organize for the writer and an audience. 

Collaborative learning is one of 
the best methods for revising student 
rough drafts, arguably the most 
important step in writing any essay. We 
need to model the attitudes and 
behaviors necessary to complete this 
task. Depending on teacher preference 
and the difficulty of the writing 
assignment, the manner in which we 
model the steps and the amount of time 
spent during each step may differ, yet 
students will ultimately have to master 
these five behaviors: positive 
interdependence, face-to-face 
interaction, individual accountability, 
social skills, and group processing. 

Modeling positive interdepend
ence is the first step in assuring 
successful revision groups. Before they 
begin their revisions, groups must 
understand that relying on each member 
is not only acceptable but necessary if 
they want to improve their papers. 
Positive interdependence, therefore, 
means that everyone in the group must 
participate. In order to reinforce this 
behavior, additional points should be 
given to each writer's grade if every 
member of a group also improves his or 
her writing. For example, if all group 
members achieve a mark of 90 points out 
of 100, they should each receive an 
additional five points for their group 
effort (Mitchell 177). A point system 
based on external rewards appears to 
undercut self-improvement, but many 
students learn to internalize their 
accomplishments when they benefit 
others. 

While some may question the 
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necessity of teaching face-to-face 
interaction, it is not uncommon to see 
students distance themselves during 
group discussions. Fenton argues that 
successful interaction involves 
discussion, exploratory sqlution skills, 
and student assistance. When groups 
become silent midway through a writing 
assignment or choose to be uninvolved, 
it usually indicates that they are 
unskilled in the art of personal 
interaction, and that more needs to be 
done than just bringing their desks closer 
together. Even when their desks are in a 
circle, students may not be facing each 
other or may even refuse to look at other 
students' faces. Teachers should remedy 
this problem by moving their desks so 
that everyone can look at and talk to 
each other (207-08). 

Although we emphasize that 
collaborative learning is a group process, 
one concern, of course, is individual 
accountability. Fenton stresses that 
holding each stu~ent accountable 
prevents those who try to shift the 
burden of responsibility to other group 
members. In order to maintain 
accountability, teachers must explain to 
students that everyone will be 
responsible for finishing an assignment, 
that every student is integral in creating a 
writing group. One way to model this 
attitude is to have each group rotate 
responsibilities. When students hand in 
their responses to the writing 
assignments, teachers know what each 
individual accomplished (207). Her 
rotation system works because students 
can not relax and allow others to 
complete a group meeting; their peers 
will pressure them to perform, since 
groups can only succeed through 
interdependence. 

Proper social skills for 
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collaborative learning involve more than 
teaching students how to be courteous to 
each one another. Jules points out that 
social skills include two broad 
components: speaking and listening. 
Listening involves "hearing, filtering, 
focusing, interpreting, applying, 
discerning, and selecting" (193). 
Speaking, on the other hand, is the 
ability to "communicate, take turns, have 
respect for each other and others' points 
::,f view, and encourage discussion" 
(193). We can demonstrate these skills 
by praising group members when they 
incorporate proper speaking and 
listening into their discussions. Some 
may question the necessity of rewarding 
student interaction, but one of the major 
problems in many classes is that students 
leave never having said anything. 

The type and quality of questions 
raised during collaboration are important 
elements of social skill. Mara Holt 
provides a complex yet tenable method 
for helping teachers demonstrate the 
questions to be asked and answered 
during student revisions. Combining 
Elbow/Belanoff s discussion exercises 
with Bruffee's "paper five" sequence, 
she states that the first step is to have the 
writer ask one group member to 
"sayback" a passage that he or she 
enjoyed. When the member finishes 
reading a passage, the writer selects 
another student to summarize it (388). 
Next, the writer asks all of the group 
members to discuss the meaning of a 
particular passage. The group members 
tell the writer their understanding of the 
passage, including statements on what 
thoughts did not occur to them after 
reading the passage. If group members 
discuss the writer' passages in this 
manner, the writer understands where 
clarity and meaning need to be improved 
(388-89). 

Minnesota English Journal 

The final behavior tea~hers need 
to model is group processing skills. 
David Johnson and Roger Johnson state 
that group processing requires students 
to discuss their successes working 
together and the problems they had 
finishing all of the assignments. This 
method encourages inquiry into student 
behaviors and attitudes that improve or 
impede group performance. Effective 
group processing skills grow when 
students have enough time to use them, 
when teachers provide specific 
instructions for them to accomplish, and 
when students show a genuine interest in 
improving their writing groups. This 
step permits group members to evaluate 
their overall performance, and allows 
them to confront members who refuse to 
contribute. An additional note to 
remember is to have someone record the 
group processing discussion. 

Practicing all of the behaviors 
necessary to advance revision groups can 
not guarantee that problems will not 
develop. The first truth teachers need to 
accept is that groups need time and 
diligent practice when evaluating and 
revising student papers. In other words, 
we should not feel frustrated if students 
do not automatically grasp the point to 
collaborative learning. What we can do, 
however, is measure the progress of 
revision groups by evaluating four key 
elements: student responsibility, 
teacher's role during group work, 
dealing with group types, and evaluating 
group performance. 

Student responsibilities during 
group rev1s1on go beyond s1ttmg, 
speaking, responding, and listening
students will have changing roles during 
group revisions, four of them being 
elaborator, gate keeper, reader, and 
detailer. When a group discusses a 
writer's paper, the elaborator extends 
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any interesting ideas and problems in the 
writer's paper; the gate keeper intervenes 
after the elaborator finishes and asks 
group members how they felt about each 
point. Next, the reader explains how the 
ideas impacted the audience's perception 
of the paper, and the detailer provides 
specific ways the writer can improve the 
content of the paper. The recorder 
records all their comments and returns 
them to the writer (Grimm 93-94). 

Student responsibility also means 
that students spend enough time reading 
and commenting. Harris and Mitchell 
both claim that students should spend 
two SO-minute sessions discussing and 
revising student essays. Each group 
member should read his or her paper 
aloud while others listen and make 
mental notes. When the writer finishes 
reading, each group should spend 15 
minutes discussing the writer's paper 
using assigned roles (Harris 372; 
Mitchell 399). Mitchell maintains that 
the simple process of listening to others 
read their papers reinforces the notion 
that writing is a recursive process (399). 
Although Harris's and Mitchell's views 
are accurate, teachers should ask group 
members to make copies of their rough 
drafts for their group members so that 
they can critique them prior to group 
activity, since most students need 
additional time for reading and 
evaluation. 

As with collaborative reading 
groups, we must refrain from intervening 
in collaborative writing groups. 
Teachers should not disrupt student 
discussion because it sends a 
contradictory message that a teacher 
does not care about small group activity. 
Wiener states that many teachers become 
too involved in the collaborative process. 
A common scenario is a teacher who 
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roams from group to group answering 
countless questions, giving endless 
advice, and guiding responses. 
According to Wiener, this form of 
teacher-student interaction undermines 
the mission of collabora\ive learning: 
that students maintain autonomy over 
their writing groups (57-58). In other 
words, w~ should be present to answer 
questions occasionally, but our goal is 
not to become a group member. 

One role we still maintain is that 
of the classroom manager. Wiener 
mentions that we should pay close 
attention to group activities, asking 
ourselves the following questions: do the 
students listen to each other, do they 
move their chairs so they can see each 
other, do they need more time to finish a 
writing assignment, and do they work 
together to reach a common consensus? 
All of these question reveal whether they 
learned from teacher demonstrations, 
and what course of action should occur 
to correct group problems (57). 
Although these methods seem too 
complex for most classrooms, and at 
times we need to be more involved in 
group learning that he permits, they still 
encourage group members to take 
control of their writing process. 

As observant teachers, we 
discover that groups develop their own 
personalities. Basing her views on 
teaching experience and empirical 
research, Diana George defines three 
common group types: task-oriented, 
leaderless, and dysfunctional. Some of 
the characteristics of a task-oriented 
group include unified group discussion, 
excellent speaking and listening skills, 
and limited teacher involvement. The 
leaderless group differs from task
oriented in that they have problems 
engaging an assigned task, rely heavily 
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on teacher advice and assistance, and 
allow one group member to dominate 
discussions. The dysfunctional group, 
however, refuses to be a group. They do 
not form a circle, refuse to engage in 
discussion, question the purpose of 
collaborative learning, and make no 
effort to achieve the assigned tasks 
(323). 

George provides some thorough 
yet understandable solutions for 
leaderless and dysfunctional groups. 
Dysfunctional groups resist the authority 
of teacher-driven exercises; therefore, a 
good method for expanding discussion is 
to have them create their own questions 
before class and later read them to their 
group members. The benefit is that they 
learn that they own their own process, 
and it obligates other members to answer 
individual concerns. Leaderless groups 
can benefit from the recapitulation 
method, since group members can not 
move to the next paper without 
answering the writer's questions. Before 
or after reading a paper, the writer 
summarizes his or her paper, stating 
problems with the assignment (324). In 
addition to these detailed solutions , 
Jacqueline Thousand, Richard Vila, and 
Ann Nevin stress that teachers can 
improve troubled groups if they embrace 
three broad rules: 1) empower the 
students to work for the benefit of 
others; 2) create a classroom 
environment where students belong to a 
community; 3) and reinforce positive 
behavior in a school environment (379). 
Teachers can't expect that leaderless and 
dysfunctional groups will interact at the 
same level as a task-oriented group; the 
real way to measure success is if a 
troubled group gradually improves its 
collaborative skills. 

Whether it is in two class days or 
in a two-hour session, group members 
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eventually finish discussing student 
papers. All groups will gather as a class 
again and report their results, a recorder 
from each group summarizing both their 
successes and problems. The value of 
this step is' that students and teachers 
receive an evaluation of their use of 
collaborative learning. Johnson and 
Johnson assert that teachers learn more 
about their strengths and weaknesses 
when groups reveal consistent problems 
with a writing assignment. Together, the 
teacher and groups should clarify ariy 
problems with the assignment, the 
teacher, if necessary, revising lesson 
plans, remodeling group exercises, or 
emphasizing more repetition during the 
writing process (178). 

Elbow, Bruffee, and Wiener, 
along with other composition theorists, 
professors, and teachers, have advanced 
the study of English composition with 
their development of collaborative 
learning. While critics accurately detail 
the serious disadvantages to unorganized 
peer groups, they assume these problems 
are an outgrowth of its theory and not its 
implementation. Their unwillingness to 
accept this learning theory ultimately 
resides in a traditional teaching 
philosophy which assumes that most 
students become competent writers on 
their own, in competition with others, or 
through long lectures on grammar. The 
perception of language, according to this 
approach, is that it is somehow 
stationary, rigid, and unchanging. While 
most instructors acknowledge that they 
use an eclectic approach for teaching 
composition, and agree that group work 
can not solve every writing problem, 
many substantiate that the key to 
advancing writing lies in a writer's 
awareness of the other ways to express 
and organize thoughts on paper. 
Collaborative learning, therefore, seems 
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to best answer this truth with its 
insistence on student interaction and 
shared knowledge and its belief that 
writing skills constantly change as a 
student interacts with an audience. 
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Best Strategies 
Life is Drama: Helping Adolescents Find "Self' 

George Ashe 

As adolescents struggle to find 
personal identity, we, as educators, must 
ask ourselves, "What are we doing to 
help them?" As we try on articles of 
clothing in a store, so the adolescent tries 
on different roles or identities in search 
of that "best fit." Often students find it 
profitable to engage in vicarious activity 
through literature or television because 
they identify with certain characters who 
face the same dilemmas. Drama also 
can be used to help students in their 
search for self, especially because it 
allows students to investigate themselves 
first, before trying on someone else's 
psyche. 

Why Use Drama? 
Research shows that developing 

drama skills in high school has a positive 
effect on social maturity. In a study by 
J. Beales and B. Zemel, drama students 
were matched against a control group of 
art students to determine changes in 
social maturity. The results indicated 
that significant improvements were 
made by drama students in areas of 
social presence, tolerance, achievement, 
and independence ( 49-50). 

Psychologists F. Rogers and H. 
Sharapan ( 1993) investigated a different 

realm of drama related to children's 
play. They suggest that through 
dramatic play children learn how each 
person's real self, not an imaginary super 
self, does the important things in life. 
Rogers argues that dramatic play is a 
problem-solving technique: 

Play can continue to be an 
important tool for creative 
problem solving throughout our 
lives if we have been encouraged 
to develop our creative capacities 
when we were young. These 
capacities are the ones that are 
most helpful in bringing us 
unexpected and satisfying 
answers to the great puzzle of 
who we are becoming as we 
grow. (9) 

Rogers maintains that dramatic play 
should remain an integral tool for coping 
with life and where we fit into society. 

The greatest evidence in support 
of classroom drama comes from the 
experience of students in a Roanake, 
Virginia public school. After several 
students committed suicide, other 
students produced a drama in order to 
deal with their grief. Not only did they 
gain national acclaim, but also they dealt 
with some serious personal feelings and 
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