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ABSTRACT

The thesis, a study of collaborative learning in higher
education, takes for its starting point ideas about how the

allocation of power in educational settings affects how learners
participate in the formulation of knowledge.

The study commences by examining collaborative learning from
the standpoints of studies of communication and learning in school
classrooms; studies of lecturing and tutor-led small group teaching
in higher education; with reference to the concept of the learner
that teaching methods express; in relation to discussions of power
and autonomy in education; and with reference to the ideal of life-
long learning.

The thesis then turns to practical aspects of implementing
collaborative learning in higher education through a review of
published accounts of its use. Five broad ways of structuring
collaborative learning are set out (dyads, buzz groups, student-
directed learning groups, syndicate methods and group projects and
case studies).

Having established what collaborative learning is and why one
might want to use it, the thesis reports on a case study of the uses
of collaborative learning in a single institution of higher
education, drawing on interviews with twenty six tutors,
questionnaires and group interviews with students and observations of
collaborative learning in action. There is a detailed account of the
collaborative pedagogy: tutors' reasons for turning to collaborative
learning, what they hoped to gain from it, their repertoires of task
structures and institutional features, such as assessment, that
impinge upon its use. Students' reactions and the powers they
exercise are then set out.

The thesis concludes with reflections on the links between
knowledge, power and collaboration with particular reference to the
idea of the 'speaking voice' and the dialogic nature of under-
standing, suggesting that collaborative learning's greater degrees of

freedom support co-production, rather than consumption, of knowledge

and new meanings.
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INTRODUCTION

"It has become clear to us in the course
of this study that the allocation of
power affects how people take part in
the formulation of knowledge... Thus
what 1s learnt by discussion in a group
of peers will be different in kind as

well as content from what is learnt from
teachers."

(Barnes and Todd, 1977)

THE CONCERNS OF THE THESIS

This quotation, from the conclusions of an earlier study co-
authored by the present writer, serves as a useful starting point for
the work that 1s presented in this thesis. The thesis focusses upon
collaborative learning: that is, upon learning situations in which
higher education students join with small groups of peers to create
their own understandings in the course of co-operative discussions.

Collaborative learning situations use the simple (but to some,
dramatic) solution of temporarily withdrawing the tutor from direct
participation in the learning task. The tutor may physically leave
the room or may remain in the teaching room occupied by some work of
his or her own whilst students work independently in small groups;
or the learning task may require student groups to work outside the
classroom for a while to reconvene later.

Collaborative learning situations may to a greater or lesser
degree have a prior structure supplied by the tutor, or they may be
wholly structured and paced by the learners themselves. What they
have in common, and where they differ from non-collaborative learning
situations, is that co-operative student talk and action replace the
instructional monologue from the tutor and talk or action that 1is
orchestrated by the tutor.

The framework within which such groups operate is therefore
intriguingly different from that of the tutor-led small groups whose
use in higher education is already well documented. A major

difference has to do with the allocation of power, with the



potentially greater degree of freedom to shape their own knowledge
that is available to students working in this way. The prefatory
quote signals that the discussion of collaborative learning in the

thesis takes on board issues that collaborative methods necessarily

ralse about power and autonomy in higher education.

The thesis draws on a study of collaborative learning methods
as used by twenty six tutors - and their students - in a single
institution of higher education. Using data from this study it has
been possible to explore what leads tutors to call on such innovative
methods and the difficulties they encounter in their implementation.
The students' experience is also documented and their reactions to
the use of collaborative learning discussed. The study provides a
rich source of evidence, not only about the perceived effects of the
use of collaborative learning but also about the factors -
institutional context and assessment for instance - which predispose
towards its successful use.

The evidence provided by the study is used as a springboard for
reflection upon the inter-relationship between knowledge, power and
collaboration in higher education. The use of collaborative learning
would appear to provide students with a greater degree of freedom to
shape their own learning than is offered by more familiar teaching
methods but equally some apparent freedoms can carry hidden
constraints. Acknowledging that there can be no simple equation
between forms of communication and resulting understanding, the
thesis tries to tease out some of the complex ways in which
'educational conversations' (Inglis, 1985) express aspects of power

in the higher education setting.
The initial concerns of the thesis are summarised in the

following questions:
1. What do collaborative learning methods consist of, in practice,

in higher education?
2. wWhen teachers and students use such methods, what are the

consequences in terms both of everyday classroom events and at

the level of the institution?
3. What conditions pre-dispose to the success of collaborative

methods?



4, How do collaborative methods compare with other teaching

methods in terms of qualities of the learning experience?

J. What are the reactions of teachers and students to
collaborative learning methods? What do they hope to achieve
and how far do the perceptions of teachers and students
correspond?

As chapters One, Two and Three set out, these starting
questions were elaborated in the course of the study. However, the
exploration of these questions requires some initial definition of
what collaborative learning is. In one sense the thesis as a whole
provides an extended gloss upon this question. The next section

provides a working definition which will, it is hoped, provide the
basis for this extended development.

DEFINTTION OF COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

Previous publications concerned with learning methods similar
to those with which the thesis is concerned have used a variety of
terms, including 'self-directed groups' (Beach, 1974), 'leaderless
groups' (Powell, 1973), 'mutual tuition groups' (Meredith, 1976),
'autonomous groups' (Bligh et al., 1975) and 'student-directed
learning groups' (Todd and Todd, 1979). I use the term
'collaborative learning groups' as a summary term to include all of
these and others, suggesting as it does the active role played by
students in such learning without implying that they necessarily
organise such group work themselves without any help from the tutor.

I take the essential features of collaborative learning groups
to be as follows:

1. The tutor will leave small groups of students to talk and work
alone for some period of time

2. Students themselves therefore take over much of the
responsibility for talking and learning in the course of such
group work

3. The tutor may nevertheless provide a structure for the learning

task within which groups can work alone fruitfully. (The



extent of prior structuring is variable and some groups of
students may work entirely independently)

4, Within the framework of the task structure the tutor plays
a facilitative and non-didactic role.

It 1s with such forms of group work that the thesis is
concerned, although reference will be made, where appropriate, to
tutor-led small group work.

The four features above serve as criteria which must be
satisfied for a particular teaching approach to 'count' as
collaborative learning within the framework of this thesis. The
multiplicity of terms (referred to above) used to identify specific
instances of this general approach provides a strong hint about the
deeper nature of the task which this thesis has undertaken. This has
been to shift from a relatively simple to a more complex definition
of what collaborative learning is and what it implies.

RELATION TO EXISTING WORK

When the work for the thesis was commenced there was no pre-
existing corpus of work that defined itself as being concerned with
collaborative learning in higher education. Neither was there a
corpus of work on collaborative learning per se (although the term
had been used by one or two authors working on school-teaching
(Mason, 1970), albeit not quite in the same way as it is used here).

Instead, there was a cluster of accounts of the use of some
innovative teaching methods by higher education tutors; and there
was a corpus of work on the importance of pupil language and talk in
secondary school teaching. There was also a researcher with a long-
standing interest in both of these fields. To such interested eyes
there was a shadowy, scarcely discernible but potentially unified
entity (collaborative learning) which was struggling to take shape
out of these disconnected elements. The thesis is the product of

these connections.
It is important to note from the outset, therefore, that the

concept of collaborative learning in higher education is a construct




of the thesis, rather than the thesis having simply extended a pre-
existing, well-defined area of knowledge.

The accounts by tutors (mentioned above) of their own use of
collaborative learning pertain to a wide variety of types of
Institutions and academic subject areas. These self-reports tend to
concern relatively unconnected and isolated developments and are thus
limited in range and perspective. Relating directly to an author's
own teaching they are often 'how-to-do-it' reports, largely
a-theoretical, with a practical rather than an analytical bias.
Sometimes clearly written out of the flush of enthusiasm for an
exciting teaching method, a surprisingly high proportion of this
literature describes short-term, even one off instances of the use of
collaborative learning, and may be related to only a small section of
the potentially relevant literature. By contrast, more generalist
discussions of teaching methods in higher education often consider
collaborative teaching methods only as a sub-set of (or as an
interesting variation upon) tutor-led small group methods, on which
there is an extensive and well-integrated literature. Finally, the
'unit' of analysis is commonly the teacher. Students' perspectives
are under-represented; and it 1s hard to identify the influence of
institutional factors from these accounts.

The statements above about the limitations of existing
published work from a researcher's perspective should in no way be
interpreted as detracting from their overall worth and contribution
to the practicalities of improving teaching and learning in higher
education. These accounts are often admirably successful in setting
out a practical model that can be followed by a fellow tutor. If
they are less successful, taken as a group, in providing grounds for
generalisations about collaborative learning as a whole, or in
providing an analytical framework of understanding, it is because

that forms no part of thelr purposes.
It was clear, therefore, that a useful contribution could be

made by a study of collaborative learning in higher education which
emphasised the analytical rather than the practical, which moved away
from self-report, which adopted a larger unit of analysis than a
single teacher, which held an institutional context constant while



exploring different subject disciplines within that institution, and
which incorporated students' perspectives. Additionally, having
noted a bias towards relatively unconnected and isolated

developments, a useful contribution could be made by a study which
took a non-localised, non-discipline specific standpoint so as to
offer an inclusive framework providing a synthesis of what otherwise
remains fragmented and un-integrated. The thesis therefore firmly
places collaborative learning methods under the spotlight in their

own right, exploring those special qualities which warrant detaching
them analytically from tutor-led groups.

In order to achieve more than a description of collaborative
learning methods and to develop an analytical framework the net of
literature examined has been cast far wider than discussions of
collaborative learning in action in higher education. Before going
on to consider the range of perspectives that have been brought to
bear upon collaborative learning it may be illuminative to include
within this general introduction an introduction of a more personal
kind. For my research interest in collaborative learning in higher
education is rooted in the twin experiences of having participated in

such methods as a student and having used them in my own teaching as

a practitioner.

PERSONAL. EXPERTENCE OF COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

One would hope that the chosen topic of a research thesis would

always represent an area of personal interest - if only for the sake
of the candidates's sanity. But on occasion the motivation has its

origin in some significant experience through which an individual
finds an enthusiasm that will ultimately fill a substantial section

of his or her curriculum vitae.
In my case, thanks to an eminent and somewhat unorthodox

professor of psychology, I was lucky enough to participate 1n
collaborative learning groups as an undergraduate student. I have
documented Professor G. P. Meredith's use of what he called 'Mutual

Tuition Groups' elsewhere (Todd and Todd, 1979), and here I draw




substantially on the notes used for that account.

In the middle 1950s, Professor G. P. Meredith (author of
Instruments of Communication, 1966) instituted the use of what he

called "Mutual Tuition Groups' in the undergraduate teaching of the
Psychology Department at Leeds University. The idea developed
gradually, and changed through time, but in its initial form, this
1nvolved pairs of students, each pair consisting of one second and
one third year student.

Professor Meredith listed twenty topics pertinent to the
psychology course, and each student palr collaborated to produce a

paper on one of these topics. Subsequently, all time-tabled lectures
were cancelled for one week, in which the student pairs each

presented their papers to the whole of the second and third year
students and staff.

Discussing this venture at a later date, Professor Meredith
(personal communication, 1976) recollected substantial opposition to
this scheme from staff, a recollection that was supported by 'grape-
vine' information transmitted from one generation of students to
another, (including the author). Students, however, seemed to
approve of the scheme, and Professor Meredith judged the papers
delivered to be of high quality and the week as a whole to be a great
success. He noted that in the finals examinations that year there
were two first class honours degrees - the first 'firsts' in the
department's history.

During the period between the middle 1950s up to about 1962,
the use of mutual tuition groups was institutionalised in the
department as a regular practice. Third year students explained
their purpose to first years during the early weeks of the autumn
term, and the mutual tuition groups that were then set up worked
through topics chosen by the students themselves. (1)

However by 1966, the author's first year as an undergraduate

(1) This account is based on informal conversations with people who
were students at the time, with the department's then secretary, and
with Professor Meredith himself. There may be some small

inaccuracies of detail in these recollections, but the broad picture

is, I think, the true one.



in the Leeds Psychology Department, the use of mutual tuition groups
was no longer a regularly instituted or formally organised phenomenon
but instead had become part of a departmental underground movement -
and of folklore. Professor Meredith himself spoke of mutual tuition
groups and tried to encourage them but the longstanding opposition
from staff had finally prevailed at a departmental level. Only one

other staff member explained their use and suggested that students of

the year of '66 try them out. The main source of information and

guidance about mutual tuition groups for this year was second and
third year students,

Nevertheless, year of '66 students set up mutual tuition groups
some of which met regularly throughout the degree course, working on
the groups' own choices of topics. Membership of the groups was
fairly fluid; group size was between five and six members; and
membership consisted of people in the same year. Some of these
groups fizzled out almost immediately, others met on a sporadic basis
for a little while, others had a longer life.

In the group in which I participated, members took it in turn
to read papers to the rest of the group, this being followed by
discussion for which all prepared. The group occasionally invited in
post-graduate students to give papers on their research. It is worth
emphasising that the mutual tuition groups were run in addition to
time-tabled tutorials and seminars, and were not integrated with

these 1in any way.

It can be seen, then, that a technique which Professor Meredith
introduced in the 1950s ran successfully for about fifteen years,
continuing even after the withdrawal of official departmental
backing, and, indeed, after Professor Meredith himself retired.

Students tend to take whatever curious experiences thelr tutors
provide as part of the normal run in the new world of higher
education. At that time I only partially appreciated how innovative
this approach was, and the extent to which it went against the grain
of other university teachers. When after graduating I began teaching
an FE class twice a week, on each occasion for a three hour class, it
was already second nature to use my own variations on 'Mutual Tuition

Groups'. This collaborative group work was successful, and I have



used the method in my teaching ever since.

An additional perspective on learning in small groups came from
working on a research project on communication and learning in small
groups of secondary school children. This research drew on a
different theoretical and empirical tradition, that of language and
learning (to be discussed later) and in effect provided a new set of
principles to support the use of collaborative methods.

From personal conviction it is a short step to putting effort
into the conversion of others. The publication of the book from
which the prefatory quote is taken led to many opportunities for
1n-service work with both primary and secondary school teachers who
were keen to incorporate collaborative group work in their teaching
(Todd, 1978).

Later I carried out action research on collaborative groups in
my own teaching in higher education and used this work to develop
workshops and courses for colleagues (Todd, 1978; Todd and Todd,
1979; Todd and Todd 1981; Todd, 1981).

Finally, in yet another 'Knight's Move', I have been able to
introduce the use of collaborative techniques into continuing
education programmes for professionals (Todd, 1983), bringing another
strand, the lifelong learning perspective, into the pattern. Thus
academic research carried out for this thesis i1s informed by more
than twenty years of experience of collaborative learning, both as a
student and as a teacher, and at several different educational

levels.

PERSPECTIVES ON COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

It has been argued that reflective practice supports the
maturation of critical and systematic judgements. It makes possible
the examination of an accumulation of cases and their critical
interpretation in relation to relationships within a wider population
(Stenhouse, 1985, pp 265-6). Such a process, Stenhouse claims, leads
to a more mulivariate and complex view of a phenomenon than if a

field of study is approached 'cold'. In other words, praxis raises



1ts own brand of complicated questions and leads to the exploration

of diverse areas of inquiry - if it seems that they may throw light
upon the reflections that practice has prompted.

The later chapter on the research design of the thesis
discusses in more detail the way the research questions of the thesis
were i1nformed by the concerns of the author as a practitioner as well
as by previous research and became further refined in the course of
an iterative dialogue between theoretical perspectives and data.

This 'slow-maturing process', this development of 'rich and intimate
familiarity with the kind of conduct being studied' aids 'in
employing whatever relevant imagination observers may fortunately
possess' (Blumer, 1940, cited Glaser and Strauss, 1968, p 14). Such
imagination, if it exists at all, is provided greater play by
encounters with the conduct being studied in a variety of settings.
In this case to the contrasting roles of student-as-collaborative-
learner and tutor-as-supporter-of-collaborative learning have been
added insights drawn from the conduct of collaborative learning in
secondary schools, 1n higher education and in continuing education.
Each of these different areas of experience has led to the seeking
out of theoretical and empirical work from areas of study that might
seem disparate at first sight but whose common feature is that they
can be used to contribute towards a unified framework of
understanding of collaborative learning.

The important feature about this developing framework 1is that
it is inter-disciplinary, situating individual growth and development
within a social context and exploring the implications for the
development of understandings of social features of that context.
Collaboration cannot be achieved without dialogue and therefore the
study of collaborative learning begins to raise questions about what
it means at the individual level to have a voice in such a dialogue
and what it means at the institutional level to make a space in which
these voices can speak. In the thesis these questions are approached
from a starting point which admits the possibility of 'a relationship
between psychological phenomena and social-institutional processes'

(Wertsch, 1985).
If the question is asked: ''Why should one use collaborative



learning?" the answer that is given is likely to depend very much
upon the type of institution and the level of education that is used
as a reference point. Additionally, what we may think of as the
disciplinary location of the answerer will play its part, as will his
or her orientation towards the politics of education. Context is all
important. Accordingly, the thesis has sought out a range of
perspectives upon collaborative learning - perspectives which
otherwise remain largely separate.

I have noted six groups of potential answers to the question
above each fronting towards its own audience and drawing on a
separate set of theoretical and empirical work.

These frameworks are as follows:

1. The communication and learning strand, primarily located in the
secondary education world with, for a baseline, theories o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>