RECOGNIZING IT

WHEN WE SEE IT

—

; hen people first encoun-
.\j\/ ter the concept of collab-

4 ' orative learning, they

often ask just what it is. This
entirely reasonable question is
surprisingly difficult to answer.
Indeed, it can befuddle even those
who are most experienced in
collaboration.

The steering committee of
AAHE's Action Community on
Collaborative Learning, consisting
of eight veteran collaborators, met
recently and struggled for several
hours for a concise definition.
While we did not succeed, we did
manage to extract from the concept
four key dimensions: 1) a distinct
pedagogical style; 2) a distinet
epistemology; 3) a distinct set of
effects upon participants; and 4) a
distinet culture.

Our best {irst attempt at a defi-
nition reads as follows: “Collabo-
ration in undergraduate education
is a pedagogical style that empha-
sizes cooperative efforls among -
students, faculty, and administra-
tors. Rooled in the belief that
learning is inherently social in
nature, it stresses common
inquiry as the basic learning pro-
cess. Although acadtmically and
culturally challenging, it benefits
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participants by making them
more active as learners, more
interactive as teachers, more bal-
anced as researchers, more effec-
tive as leaders, and more humane
as individuals.”

Collaborative learning, how-
ever, encompisses an extraordi-
narily wide range of programs,

projects, pedagogical technigues,
and classroom strategies. In a
recent compendium of collabora-
tive projects, we find students
being assigned to groups to
develop reports to the class, serv-
ing as mentors in science classes
or as writing tutors, working with
faculty in research projects, and
assisting in the redesign of
courses.' It is no wonder that it is
so difficult to explain just what all
these models, and many others,
have in common. It also explains
why our definition is incomplete.
The term “collaboration” is
itself difficult to define. Diction-
aries approach the word as a
synonym for “cooperation,” partic-
ularly treasonable cooperation
with occupying enemy forces. In
an educational context, such defi-
nitions make little sense. Liter-
ally, to collaborate means to work
together {co-labor}, but this by
itself is unsatisfying; a committee
that approaches a problem by
reducing it to a form that is offen-
sive Lo none of the members may
be working together, but it is not
collaborating. Whatever it is, col-
laboration is not groupthink.
Perhaps collaboration is one of
those words like “salad” or “game”
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P erhaps collabora-
tion is one of these
words like “salad” or
“game” that is
undefinable but can
be understood by
looking at the char-
acteristics with
which it is often
associated.

that is, strictly, undefinable but
that can be understood by looking
at the characteristics with which
it is often (though not invariably)
associated. Not all salads consist
of vegetables; not all are served
cold, or precede the main course of
a meal. But if the waiter does
bring a plate of cold lettuce and
other vegetables before bringing
the main course, we can safel
call it a salad.

When a concept is characterized
- in this way, rather than by defini-
tion, the outer limits of the con-
cept remain somewhat fuzzy (is a
bow! of gazpacho, served before
a main course, a salad?) but the
concept is well enough understood
to be useful. My aim here is to list
some of the characteristics that
commonly appear in collaborative
approaches to education. While
this may not uniquely define col-
laboration, it may help us to rec-
ognize the beast when we see it,
and may possibly be of use if our
aim is to make it appear.

Here, then, are a few character-
istics of collaboration, particularly
collaboration in educational
settings.?

1. Collaboration means that
beth teachers and learners are
active participants in the edu-
cational process. The need for
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active student involvement in
learning was the theme of the
National Institute of Education’s
1984 report on higher education,*
and continues to be emphasized as
a means for improving teaching
and learning. One of seven “prin-
ciples of good practice in under-
graduate education” developed by
Zelda Gamson and Arthur Chick-
ering speaks of the need for active
learning techniques.* Not all

- forms of active learning are col-

laborative, but almost all collabg-
rative situations encourage active
involvement. When students work
together on joint projects, partici-
pate in learning communities, or

- help to shape the curriculum, it is

difficult for them to remain
detached from the process of com-
mon inquiry that underlies educa-
tion. It should be noted that when
collaboration involves {aculty
members, as it does in many
cases, the result is a heightened
degree of facrlty involvement that
complements student involvement
in a synergistic fashion.’

2. Collaboration bridges the
gulf between teachers and stu-
dents. We are accustomed to

| sharp distinctions between those

who deliver knowledge and those
who receive it. Perhaps this arises
from our earliest experiences in

| education—-in elementary school
- where the teacher is physically so

much bigger than the student that

| there can be no confusion as to

which is which. In higher educa-
tion, these physical differences
may no longer exist, but still the
instructor is the adult, the author-
ity. Above all, the instructor is the
one who assigns grades, a fact
that inevitably places teachers
and students on opposite sides of a
“power line.”

Whether these sharp distinc-
tions really benefit the educa-
tional process is open to doubt. At
least in higher education, where
students are adults (and an
increasing number are adults
older than 25), it is likely that
this authoritarian structure is an

£
impediment to learning. When
students and faculty collaborate,
the power line is easily crossed.
The External Examination Pro-
gram at Swarthmore College is a
good example. Students are evaly-
ated by panels of external authori-
ties selected by Lhe faculty, rather

than by their instructors. This

programn has flourished for over 50

" years and has been remarkably

suecessful in generating a more
collaborative atmosphere between
faculty and students.

Even in collaberation between
students and their peers it
becomes apparent that knowledge

The sense of com-
munity produced by
collaboration does
not imply that all

 participants will
agree on everything

. . . collaboration is
not groupthink!

is not solely something that is

| delivered to students, Rather, it is

something that can emerge from
an active dialogue among those

who seek to understand.

3. Collaboration creates a
sense of communily. One of the
most powerful aspects of collabo-
ration is its challenge to the ethic
of individual competition, Ameri-
can culture, in particular,
celebrates interpersonal competi-
tiveness as a means to (almost a
definition of) success. But many
human activities require coopera-
tion rather than competition; and




some of the most important
human values are best advanced
when citizens respect and practice
cooperation. There is evidence
that some of the country’s most
effective academic programs are
successful, in part, because they
progressively encourage com-
munal, rather than competitive,
efforts among students.®

It is important to understand
that the sense of community thus
generated does not imply that all
of the collaborating participants
will agree on everything. What
was said before needs to be
repeated: collaboration is not
groupthink! In fact, it is precisely
through the sense of community
produced by good collaboration
that individuals become better
able to respect the differences and
diversities that make them
unique,

An analogy to family life may
be helpful. A good family does not
dissolve the individuality of its
members, but provides a base of
support upon which the individu-
alities of its members can rest.
Successful collaboration can do
the same.

4. Collaboration means that
knowledge is created, not trans-
ferred. Education does not consist
merely of “pouring” facts from the
teacher to the students as though
they were glasses to be filled with
some form of intellectual orange
juice. Knowledge is an interactive
process, nol an accumulation of
"Triviad Pursuil answers; education
al its boest develops the students’
abilities to learn for themselves.
Collaborative learning situations
encourage students to see their
task as the muking of knowledge
for themselves and their lives,
while encouraging teachers to
view as part of their craft the skill
of creating effective situations for
the creation of knowledge.

Another way to say this is that
collaboration results in a level of
knowledge within the group that
is greater than the sum of the
knowledye of the individual par-

C ollaboration
results in a level of
knowledge within
the group that is
greater than the sum
of the knowledge of
the individual
participants.

ticipants. Collaborative activities
lead to emergent knowledge,
which is the result of interaction
between (not summation of) the
understandings of those who con-
tribute to its formation. This does
not nullify the value of the indi-
vidual points of view that combine
Lo create the collaborative knowi-
edge. It is a common misconcep-
tion that collaborative beliefs
about knowledge ignore Lthe value
of each knower’s contribution.
Rather, in a collaborative situa-
tion involving, say, six persons,
there are seven distinct knowl-
edges represented—those of each
individual and that of the group
as a collective entity. The latter is
not antagonistic to the former;
rather it complements these to
provide richer soil in which ideas
can take root.

5. Collaboration makes the
bhoundaries between teaching
and research less distinct. Tra-
ditionally, we think of research ag
the creation of knowledge and
teaching as the transmission of
that knowledge. But if, as argued
above, knowledge cannot really be
transmitted, then every act of
teaching becomes an act of knowl}-
edge creation—that is, an exam-
ple of research. In this regard it is
interesting to recall the notion of
the “classroom laboratory” pro-

pounded by K. l’a!.riciu Cross.”
From a collaboralive point of

view, classrooms are necessarily
laboratories; what takes place in
the classroom is exactly the same
thing that takes place in the labo-
ratory: creation of knowledge,

6. Collaboration locates
knowledge in the community
rather than in the individual.
We are accustomed to think about
knowledge in a manner profoundly
influenced by the Cartesian mind/
matter distinction. Knowledge, in
this view, is an approach to real-
ity, and reality exists indepen-
dently and outside of the mind;
the mind’s task is to “reflect” (in
an almost visual sense) an accu-
rate image of that external real-
ity. The beneficiary of learning is
the individual mind, and the pro-
cess of learning consists of trans-
ferring into the mind reflections of
“true” reality.®

Collaborative approaches to
learning challenge the assumption
that knowledge exists within the
mind of the individual. If (as I
have claimed above) knowledge is
an emergent feature of the social
interaction among people, then
the knowledge lives in the com-
munity; individuals have particu-
lar viewpoints upon the collective
knowledge, but they cannot
absorb it in its pure form into
their minds. Only in what Ken-
neth Bruffee has called “the con-
versation of mankind” does
knowledge find its home, and only
through the unending evolution of
that dialogue can it be recreated
and refashioned into new forms
that will enlighten the under-
standing of future generations.?

As stated before, a particular
project or pedagogical technique
need not reflect every one of these
characteristics in order to be
called collaberative. But an
approach that is related to several
of these principles can legiti-
mately be called collaborative,
which means that it is part of the
emerging revolution in our ways
of thinking about the nature of
learning and the structure of
knowledge. |
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