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1

INTRODUCTION

The power of collaboration is undeniable. Be it a business company or a sports team, neither
will succeed if the individuals in it do not join their efforts for the greater good. The same
holds good for classrooms as well; learning collaboratively can not only be more entertaining,
but also more effective when compared to individual learning. Especially in language learning
authentic communication between other language speakers is an essential part of the learning
process and cannot easily be replaced by anything that can be done individually.
Previous research on collaborative learning has focused mostly on teaching methods and
classroom procedures. In addition, the effects of collaborative learning and its sub-approaches
such as cooperative learning have been studied, with mostly positive results (see e.g. Crandall
(1999) and Ashton-Hay and Pillay (2010)). In relation to different learning contexts and
materials, computer mediated collaborative learning has been in the interest of researchers
(e.g. Beatty and Nunan 2004). However, little information on how collaborative learning is
realised in written learning materials is available. Considering the perceptible role of
published textbooks in the teaching of most school subjects, particularly that of second and
foreign languages, it is important to consider how the activities provided in them promote
teaching and learning methods that are demonstrably effective, such as collaborative learning.
Therefore, I have conducted this study to analyse how the activities featured in English
language schoolbooks support collaborative learning.
For this purpose, I will examine three EFL activity books published for the 9th grade in
Finnish comprehensive school. The analysis will focus firstly on identifying the types of
activities that make use of collaborative efforts, and secondly on evaluating which language
skills they practice. Most importantly, I will assess the quantity of collaborativeness in the
activities, with the theory for successful collaborative learning presented in this paper as my
main criteria.
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2

COLLABORATION IN LANGUAGE LEARNING

Collaborative learning is an educational method with several different descriptions and
approaches linked to it. This chapter will firstly focus on defining what is meant by
collaborative learning by discussing some of its most commonly used definitions. Secondly,
the central elements of collaborative learning will be listed and explained to further illustrate
what is expected from collaborative learning procedures. Thirdly, the topic will be approached
from an affective perspective, dealing with the effects and benefits collaboration has on such
things as learner performance and learning outcomes. Finally, the focus will be more
specifically on collaborative learning in terms of language learning, particularly on foreign
and second language learning. Additionally, some typical activity types used in collaborative
language learning will be outlined.

2.1

Definitions of collaborative learning

The general consensus on the meaning of the term 'collaborative learning' is that it stands for
learners working together to reach a shared goal. However, considering the number of
different conceptions on collaborative learning, it is challenging to exhaustively define what is
meant by the term. Although it is occasionally used as a synonym for cooperative learning,
and the two terms can be seen as similar in meaning, they follow, as several sources affirm,
slightly different principles. For example, Matthews, Cooper, Davidson and Hawkes (1995:
36) illustrate the differences between collaborative and cooperative learning in terms of the
role of the teacher, the involvement of students, and the relationship between the teacher and
the students. They clarify that in comparison with cooperative learning, collaborative learning
is less organised by the teacher, as the students are given more responsibility of their own
learning and evaluation.
Panitz (1996) distances collaborative learning even further from cooperative learning as he
suggests that the former is more of a philosophical approach rather than merely a pedagogical
one, where mutual respect and responsibility between group members is built on cooperative
efforts. Oxford (1997) similarly infers that collaborative learning is based on building
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functional learning communities that focus more on the learner's adjustment to the community
than on concrete learning procedures, as in cooperative learning. Collaborative learning can
then be, as Oxford (1997) concludes, associated with social constructivism, which focuses on
the whole learning process as opposed to single tasks to be completed.
The ideas of collaborative learning presented above provide a rather vague picture of which
aspects of learning the term is seen to involve. Dillenbourgh's (1999: 9) definition of
collaborative learning is among the most specific ones, as he mentions four features that can
serve as the criteria of evaluation when determining the meaning of the word 'collaborative'.
He states that situations, interactions, and learning mechanisms as well as the effects of
collaborative learning should all be considered when using the term, and emphasizes that in a
collaborative context the parties involved, who are equal in status, must work together
towards a shared objective via collaborative procedures. As in the definitions of collaborative
learning mentioned earlier, Dillenbourgh (1999: 11) too differentiates between collaborative
and cooperative learning, explaining that collaboration requires group members working
together, whereas in cooperation the workload is divided between the group members.
While these definitions view collaboration and cooperation as separate from each other, Smith
and MacGregor (1992: 11) view collaborative learning as a superordinate for several different
educational approaches:
"Collaborative learning" is an umbrella term for a variety of educational approaches involving
joint intellectual effort by students, or students and teachers together. In most collaborative
learning situations students are working in groups of two or more, mutually searching for
understanding, solutions, or meanings, or creating a product. (Smith and MacGregor 1992: 11)

This theory suggests that cooperative learning should not be distinguished from collaborative
learning, but rather be understood as one of its sub-approaches, allowing broader usages for
the term 'collaborative learning'. For this reason Smith and MacGregor's definition of
collaborative learning serves as the basis of the analysis in this paper.
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2.2

The basic features of collaborative learning

As it has been discussed above, group work is a significant element of collaborative learning.
Yet, it is important to remember that not all group work is necessarily supportive of
collaborative learning. In order for a group activity to be considered successfully
collaborative, it must fulfil certain criteria. Johnson and Johnson (1999: 75-88) list five
fundamental elements of cooperative learning that educators should consider when applying
collaborative approaches: positive interdependence, individual accountability, face-to-face
promotive interaction, interpersonal and small group skills, and group processing. First,
positive interdependence is a primary factor of cooperation, as the success of the group
requires all participants to complete their share of the workload. All group members have
been assigned a specific role in the group with relation to their personal abilities, thus the
group cannot function without all of its members' participation, as everyone's input is equally
important. Positive interdependence can be divided into nine specific interdependence types
(Johnson and Johnson 1999: 77). Second, individual accountability emphasizes the fact that
all members of the group, regardless their role during the collaborative learning activity,
should afterwards be able to perform a similar task on their own. It should therefore be
ensured that everyone in the group gains new knowledge and skills from the collaborative
activity in order for them to have the capacity to do the same on their own later. Third, faceto-face promotive interaction is needed for the group to both accomplish concrete tasks as
well as for mutual support. Fourth, interpersonal and small group skills should be taught and
practised, as collaborative learning involves not only working on different tasks, but initially
working together in a group. Finally, group processing is a way to evaluate the group's
success in order to see which procedures were helpful and which ones need improvement,
hence an important phase in developing the group's functioning. Providing a clear idea of
where collaborative learning activities should aim at, it is on these five elements that the
analysis on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) activity books presented in this paper is
founded.
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2.3

The effects of collaborative learning

Whenever examining and applying an educational approach, one should be aware of not only
the characteristics of the approach, but also its effects and benefits. The learners are naturally
the ones who benefit from collaborative learning the most, although the methodology is
advantageous for the whole classroom climate as well. The effects and benefits discussed in
this paper are presented mostly from the perspective of second and foreign language learning,
however, it is likely that the same benefits apply to other fields of education likewise.
Crandall (1999: 233-234) presents an overview of the reasons to use collaborative learning in
the context of second and foreign language learning. For example, collaboration in the
language classroom is believed to lower learners' anxiety level; therefore, students are likely
to be more actively involved in class activities, as increased opportunities to plan and practise
their answers and language with the group prior to performing to the whole class. Moreover,
Crandall points out that collaboration in the language classroom requires learners to adjust
their speech according to the other group members' requests of clarification, which results in
producing more coherent language use that is easier for everyone involved to understand. To
reinforce this argument, it has been found that collaborative learning can also improve
learners' critical thinking (Gokhale 1995; Crandall 1999: 239). Crandall (1999: 234-235)
concludes the discussion on the benefits for learners by noting how peer support has a positive
effect on learners' self-confidence and self-esteem as well as their motivation in a way that
collaboration and mutual encouragement creates a safe, supporting atmosphere for students to
participate in class, which furthermore leads to a higher motivation level to do so. As for the
learning environment, collaborative learning is likely to increase the quantity and quality of
learner performance, create a favourable climate for intercultural communication, and
promote learner-centered classroom procedures and learner autonomy (Crandall 1999: 235240).
Laal and Ghodsi (2012: 487-488) approach the matter from a different perspective as they
recite the benefits of collaborative learning collected from various sources in four main
categories. The first category is called social benefits, and it refers to the effects collaboration
has on the learning community such as increased cultural appreciation and better climate for
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learning. The second category holds the psychological benefits of collaborative learning, and
besides the effective factors on learners' self-esteem and anxiety discussed in the paragraph
above, it also includes the increase in positive student attitudes towards teachers. The third
category by the name of academic benefits emphasizes the improvement of learning
outcomes, and the fourth category calls attention to diversity of evaluation methods that
collaboration provides for both teachers and students. Considering the number of benefits that
collaboration has on different areas of learning, it is justifiable to use it in language teaching,
as well as in other education, which on its part provides a motive for the research presented in
this paper.

2.4

Collaborative language learning

It is reasonable to argue that one cannot fully learn a language without communication.
Likewise, equally justified is a claim that communication, at least if it aims to be successful, is
not possible without collaboration. So significant is the role of collaborative learning in
language education that it can, along with cooperative learning and interaction, be described
as one of the “three strands of communication” in foreign and second language teaching
(Oxford 1997: 443). In the context of foreign and second language learning, collaborative
learning is often associated with communicative language learning, as pointed out by
Richards and Rodgers (2001: 193). According to them, collaborative language learning seeks
to build naturalistic, elaborate, and motivating language learning environments that, by the
use of interactive activities, help learners in taking advantage of different ways of learning
and communication. The philosophy behind collaborative language learning is, therefore, that
language use is learned and meanings are created in authentic, collaborative communication
with other learners, as opposed to traditional teacher-orientated studying from books
(Richards and Rodgers 2001: 194; Ashton-Hay and Pillay 2010: 343). In addition,
collaborative learning is designed to give teachers the tools to enable all this, as well as
function as an approach that can easily be used in various contexts and different kinds of
classrooms (Richards and Rodgers 2001: 193).
There are several classroom activities developed for collaborative learning, most of which can
easily be applied to collaborative language learning. Crandall (1999: 229-232) discusses a
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number of common cooperative activities and how they relate to language learning. Among
the most frequently used activities is Jigsaw, where group members each hold different pieces
of information that they first elaborate in 'expert groups' with other learners holding the same
information, and then, having returned to their home groups, the group members combine
their knowledge to fill in the information gaps and thus complete the task. In language
learning this type of information gap activities can be used, for instance, as a listening or
reading comprehension task or, especially when groups are asked to consider different
perspectives of one topic, to promote higher-thinking skills in the target language. Another
well-known cooperative activity Crandall (1999) mentions is think/pair/share, a task that
involves learners to work at different stages of planning, sharing, and developing their ideas
individually, in pairs and finally with the whole group. Learners are thus offered numerous
chances to practice the content and language of their output based on the feedback they
receive from their peers. For brainstorming language teachers may use, as Crandall suggests,
Roundtable or Roundrobin, where learners share their individual knowledge and ideas with
the rest of the group. Either in writing, as in the former activity, or orally, as in the latter, each
learner contributes to the task in turns until time is up or no one in the group has anything new
to add. While the activities discussed above can be carried out during one teaching period,
Crandall (1999) also names a few activities that require a longer period of time to complete,
and thus offer a great opportunity for language development. For example, group
investigation includes not only several stages of planning, researching, and developing their
projects but also practising academic language skills. Similar kind of extensive contribution is
involved in collaborative writing, an activity developed particularly language learning in
mind. In collaborative writing learners practice their individual skills in writing and
negotiation as well as in socializing as they work on either their own products or on joint texts
produced in collaboration with other learners.
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3.1

THE PRESENT STUDY

Research questions

As noted above, it seems that research on collaborative learning in written learning materials
has not been made prior to this study. Therefore, the aim of this study is to fill this gap in
research by gathering information about how collaborative learning is used in Finnish EFL
activity books for the 9th grade in Finnish comprehensive schools. The analysis on the
activities found in the activity books is done according to the following research questions:
1. What kind of activities support collaborative learning in Finnish EFL activity books?
2. Which language skills are practised in the activities?
3. How do the activities support collaborative learning, i.e. how do they fulfil the criteria
set for successful collaborative learning?

3.2

The data

The data collection used for this study consists of three activity books for Finnish 9th grade
EFL learners (aged 15-16) in the comprehensive school: Smart Moves 3 (Folland et al. 2008),
Spotlight 9: Fact and fiction (Haapala et al. 2012), and Top 9 (Blom et al. 2013). These books
were chosen because they represent three different schoolbook series by different authors for
the same level in the comprehensive school, thus providing a decent, if a little narrow,
overview of the EFL activities designed for Finnish 9th grade learners. Moreover, apart from
Smart Moves 3 that was first published in 2008, the books are fairly recent and presumably
still used in schools, therefore showing how collaborative learning is applied to in the presentday Finnish EFL education. For a broader view of the state of collaborative learning in
Finnish EFL activity books, more data should be examined; however, according to the nature
and length of the present study, the research was restricted to three activity books. A total of
eleven activities have been selected for further analysis, two from Spotlight 9, four from
Smart Moves 3, and five from Top 9. The activities are listed below in Table 1, with reference
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to their contents and the abbreviations used in later chapters.

Table 1. Textbook activities
Textbooks
Types of activities

Smart Moves 3

Information gap / (simplified) Jigsaw SM3.1
SM3.2
Group investigation

Top 9

Spotlight 9

T9.1
T9.2

SM3.2

Translation

T9.3

S9.1
S9.2

Collaborative writing

(SM3.4
simplified)

T9.4
T9.5

Roundrobin

SM3.3

(T9.4/1c)

Oral communicational

all the activities all the activities all the activities

3.3

The methods of analysis

The data of this study is analysed by using descriptive analysis in order to answer the research
questions stated above. Since the aim of the study is to find out how collaborative learning is
supported in Finnish EFL activity books, the analysis is based on the theoretical framework
for collaborative learning presented in this paper. Furthermore, the analysis will draw on the
five fundamental elements of collaborative learning by Johnson and Johnson (1999): positive
interdependence, individual accountability, face-to-face promotive interaction, interpersonal
and small group skills, and group processing. These elements thus serve as the criteria for
selecting the activities as the sample collection. In other words, the activities analysed below
have been chosen for further analysis and regarded as supportive of collaborative learning
based on whether they are considered to fulfil one or more of the said criteria. Basically this
means that I looked for activity instructions as well as actual activities that suggested or
required collaboration between two or more students. Additionally, the activities have been
chosen and examined based on whether they resemble or can be applied to any of the
traditional cooperative activities discussed in section 2.4 in this paper.
Qualitative content analysis could have been used as the method of analysis if the aim had
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been to find differences in the use of collaborative learning between the different activity
books. However, the aim in my study, as stated above, is to merely see how Finnish EFL
activity books make use of collaborative learning in general, which is why I chose to analyse
the data descriptively. As my study is solely focused on collaborative learning activities in
existing written learning materials as they are presented in them, I chose not to compose
questionnaires or interviews to find out how those activities are used in Finnish EFL
classrooms; however, this could potentially be the continuation of the present study.

4

ANALYSIS

In the present study my aim was to find out how Finnish EFL activity books for the 9th grade
in comprehensive school employ collaborative learning. In this chapter the results and
analysis of the study are discussed. First, the types of activities that support collaborative
learning are outlined. Second, I analyse the language skills that are practised in the chosen
activities. Finally, the data is examined with regard to their support to collaborative learning,
based on the criteria set in section 2.2 of this paper. Throughout the chapter I reflect my
findings to the theoretical background presented in Chapter 2. A noteworthy detail from the
data that should be remembered while reading the analysis is that only in two of the activities
(SM3.2/Figure 4 and SM3.4/Figure 11) do the students work in groups, as is typical for
collaborative learning; in the rest, students worked in pairs.

4.1

Types of activities

Considering the amount of data I had for this study, collaborative learning was supported in a
relatively wide range of activity types. Among the eleven activities I collected as my data, I
identified a total of six different types of activities. All of the data fell into one main category
of oral communicational activities, and could be further divided into one or more smaller
categories based on the tasks assigned in them. This division was made due to the fact that
even though every activity from the data requires oral communication between two or more
people, it was not, in most cases, the main task to be completed, but merely a channel for
performing the main task assigned in the activity. Spotlight 9 and Top 9 even made use of
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small speech bubble illustrations placed next to the task instructions to indicate 'conversation
activities' among other types of exercises, though it appeared most of these activities had
additional tasks to complete.
To illustrate this, there were three information gap activities, where students work in pairs to
complete a crossword puzzle (SM3.1/Figure 1) or a table (T9.1/Figure 2) that is partially
filled in, or to continue an illustration used in a previous exercise (T9.2/Figure 3). Although
these tasks are performed via oral communication, students are not interacting merely for the
sake of conversation, but primarily to deliver and receive the information they need. In T9.2
(Figure 3) and SM3.1 (Figure 1) students are not even instructed to talk back to each other but
simply listen to each other's instructions.

Figure 1. A crossword puzzle for two from Smart Moves 3 (SM3.1):
a) Work with your partner. One of you chooses this puzzle A, the other the puzzle B on page 126. Begin
with explaining the words in your puzzle in Engish to your partner without using the word in the puzzle.
b) Write the words explained to your by your partner in this puzzle. (Folland et. al. 2008: 125)
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Figure 2. An information gap activity from Top 9 (T9.1):
Work with your partner. One of you is B and turns to page 244. Ask your partner for the missing
information in English. Write in Finnish. Take turns. A starts. (Blom et. al. 2013: 127)

Figure 3. A drawing activity from Top 9 (T9.2):
Draw three more things on the dump and tell your partner in English what there is in the picture and
where. Your partner draws according to instructions. (Blom et. al. 2013: 20-21)

This activity type is similar to the Jigsaw (see 2.4), although these activities lack the 'expert
groups' where students are offered the chance elaborate on their knowledge on the topic
before helping others to fill in their information gaps. In these activities, the required
information is given to the students in the form of correct answers (T9.1 and SM3.1) or
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imagined by the students themselves (T9.2), meaning there would be little to discuss in expert
groups. Therefore, I would refer to these activities as simplified examples of the Jigsaw.
However, this element is fulfilled in SM3.2 (Figure 4), a group investigation activity, where
students in small groups compile a poster or an advert, or perform an oral presentation about a
topic of their choice, which in this case is the country of England and its different
geographical, historical, and cultural aspects. As pointed out by Crandall (1999: 230), Jigsaw
in the language classroom can be applied to, for instance, country reports, where expert
groups choose to elaborate on different areas of a country in order to prepare a presentation
for other students.

Figure 4. A group investigation activity from Smart Moves 3 (SM3.2):
Find more information about England. Split into groups of 3 or 4. Choose one of the topics below
and compose a poster for your classroom wall. You can also make a tourist advert or an oral
presentation. (Folland et. al. 2008: 248)

Following the Jigsaw and other information gap activities, translation activities formed the
second most popular activity type in the data with a total of three examples. These included
translating sentences and phrases from the target language to Finnish together with a partner
(S9.1/Figure 5), from Finnish to English individually with the assistance of a partner
(T9.3/Figure 6), and summarizing the contents of a new text book chapter to a fellow student
(S9.2/Figure 7). The exercises promote collaborative learning in different ways; while in S9.1
(Figure 5) students collaborate on translating the same sentences, in T9.3 (Figure 6) they work
on translating individually assigned phrases while helping their partner to translate theirs. In
S9.2 (Figure 7) students read the same text and look for the same information, after which
they are asked to tell their partner what they learned from the text.

16

Figure 5. A translation activity from Spotlight 9 (S9.1):
Work with a partner. Read the sentences from exercise G3 and translate them. (Haapala et. al. 2012:
103)

Figure 6. A translation activity from Top 9 (T9.3):
Work with your partner. One of you is B and turns to page 247. Say the Finnish sentences and phrases
in English by turns. Your partner will help and check [the translations]. A starts. (Blom et. al. 2013:
241)

Figure 7. A translation / reading comprehension activity from Spotlight 9 (S9.2):
Read textbook pages 130-131. Tell your partner in Finnish what you find out about the following
matters. (Haapala et. al. 2012: 171)

Two exercises from the data supported collaboration in the form of collaborative writing (see
2.4). Both activities approach the same theme, film shooting, but from slightly different
perspectives, using various collaborative tools. In T9.4 (Figure 8) students use oral
brainstorming techniques based on a picture and questions provided in the book to plan and
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write their co-produced imaginary filming diary. In T9.5 (Figure 9), however, students draw
on personal experiences, as they collaboratively write a film scene based on real-life events
from the previous day that they are asked to share with each other. Several stages of
collaboration take place in this activity: firstly, the students use oral communication to talk
about their day, which is then summarized in writing by a fellow student, followed by
negotiation on what sort of film could be made out of the stories, and finally, when the
students have agreed on a storyline, they write a film scene in collaboration and perform it to
the rest of the class.

Figure 8. A collaborative writing activity from Top 9 (T9.4):
1c) What kind of film have they been filming on the location? [---] Take turns in describing in English.
1d) Write a filming diary in your notebook in English with your partner. (Blom et. al. 2013: 202-203)

Figure 9. A collaborative writing activity from Top 9 (T9.5):
9a) Tell your partner in English what happened yesterday. Your partner writes down the main points
in his/her notebook in English. Take turns. Discuss for what kind of film would your day be suitable.
9b) Write a film scene with your partner where you use the stories from exercise 9a. Present it to the
class. (Blom et. al. 2013: 207)

As mentioned above, most of the activities in the data used oral communication as means of
completing the primary tasks. Yet, this is not to claim there were no activities that could be
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classified as genuine oral communication activities. For example, in SM3.3 (Figure 10)
students pair up to discuss the theme of the new chapter, hobbies, by orally listing English
words for hobbies in turns until they run out of words they know. Titled 'Warm-up', this
activity is a typical example of a Roundrobin activity that, according to Crandall (1999: 230),
can be used for means of sharing and deepening mutual knowledge. Moreover, the
collaborative writing activities mentioned above possess conversational elements as well;
activity 1c in T9.4 (Figure 8) is another Roundrobin activity, and activity 9a in T9.5 (Figure 9)
makes use of free conversation.

Figure 10. A Roundrobin activity from Smart Moves 3 (SM3.3):
Try to remember hobby related words. Take turns with your partner in saying a hobby in English. Go on
as long as possible! (Folland et. al. 2008: 103)

One activity remained that failed to perfectly fit into any of the categories discussed above.
Considering that the task is to compile a set of commands and prohibitions using the
imperative form, the remaining activity (SM3.4/Figure 11) could be labelled as a collaborative
writing task. I hesitated to do so, however, seeing that the length and nature of the text
students are asked to produce is less extensive than in typical collaborative writing tasks such
as the ones analysed above. In addition, the instructions do not specify whether the commands
are to be produced in writing or orally. On the other hand, if the task should be performed in
writing, the process of completing the task resembles that of the collaborative writing process;
despite that the task is less extensive than in typical collaborative writing tasks, group
members are, nevertheless, obliged to negotiate and socialize with each other to complete the
task successfully. If this is the case, I would therefore describe this activity a simplified
collaborative writing task, as I did earlier with the simplified jigsaw activities.
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Figure 11. An imperative formation activity from Smart Moves 3 (SM3.4):
Compose guidelines for a friend who is going abroad to study. Use the examples below. The imperative
is formed by ---. In prohibitions you need ---. (Folland et. al. 2008: 151)

4.2

Language skills

The initial purpose of language learning activities, be they collaborative or not, is to practice
the learners' language skills. Therefore, I considered it important to evaluate the textbook
activities based on the language skills practised in them. I organised the data in five categories
in accordance with the four main language skills: reading, writing, speaking, and listening.
Additionally, as presented by Larsen-Freeman (2003), grammar is in this paper considered as
the fifth elementary language skill, thus it formed a fifth category for the analysis. Again, it is
noteworthy that several activities in the data practised more than one skill, the general
assumption being that the oral communicational skills, speaking and listening, are used in all
of the activities. For this reason, the analysis below is mainly focused on whatever skills are
primarily practised in each activity.
Out of the eleven activities in the data, there were a total of six activities in which the main
language skill that is practised was either or both speaking and listening. Particularly in the
information gap activities (SM3.1/Figure 1, T9.1/Figure 2, and T9.2/Figure 3) students use
both skills equally, as both are required in completing the task. Although this similarly held
true for most of the activities that were classified above as conversation activities, it is notable
that Roundrobins (SM3.3/Figure 10 and T9.4/Figure 8, activity 1c) practise mainly speaking
skills. While listening and understanding what other students say is always highly beneficial
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in any kind of oral conversation activities, in Roundrobin it is less of a necessity than in
typical dialogue exercises, as the task could technically be completed even if the interlocutors
did not understand each other.
Writing skills were promoted particularly in two activities. The general procedures of these
collaborative writing activities have already been discussed in section 4.1, however, greater
attention should be brought to the writing tasks themselves, namely to what type of writing is
required in them. As text types, the final products of these activities are significantly
different; in T9.4/activity 1d (Figure 8) students write a filming diary, that is, a narrative
report that could be compared to a fictional story, whereas the outcome of T9.5/activity 9b
(Figure 9) is a scene of a film, presumably supposed to be written in the form of an actual film
script, complete with roles, lines and stage directions. Working on various text types such as
these allows students to experiment with different collaborative strategies in order to find the
ones that they believe to be most suitable for completing the task in question. For instance,
having clear roles for each student in the scene and applying them throughout the task may
ease the writing process as well, in comparison to the process of writing a narrative
collaborative text, where compromises are likely needed to be made.
A remarkable detail from the data is that there was only one activity that could be categorised
as genuinely supportive of grammar skills. It can, of course, be assumed that grammatical
accurateness is expected even in those activities that practise mainly other language skills and
contents, but in SM3.4 (Figure 11) the focus is clearly on a certain grammatical element,
which in this particular case is the imperative. The lack of collaborative structure based
activities is surprising, considering the fact that students would be likely, in several ways, to
benefit from working on them together. Collaborative grammar activities might, for example,
help students to better understand and process grammar structures, when explained by fellow
students.
The translation activities (S9.1/Figure 5, T9.3/Figure 6, and S9.2/Figure 7) proved to be
problematic in terms of analysing the language skills practised in them. The major challenge
was in judging whether translating is, in these cases, the skill that is being practised or the
method used to practice other language skills. As the length, nature, and topic of the current
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study did not allow in-depth analysis on whether translating is an independent language skill
itself, I thus attempted to fit these activities into the five categories presented above. Most
suitably, these activities could be treated as supportive of grammar skills, as knowledge on the
structures of the target language is highly beneficial in translating. The difference between
these activities is, however, that they make use of various channels; in T9.3 (Figure 6)
students translate the phrases orally, meaning they practise their oral skills, while S9.2 (Figure
7) is fundamentally a reading comprehension activity. In S9.1 (Figure 5) it is unclear whether
the task of translating sentences from a previous exercise is to be done orally or in writing,
making it more difficult to claim which specific language skills are needed to complete the
task.

4.3

Support to collaborative learning

Based on the five elements of positive interdependence, individual accountability, face-to-face
promotive interaction, interpersonal and small group skills, and group processing (Johnson
and Johnson 1999), I evaluated to what degree the activities in the data are supportive of
collaborative learning.

4.3.1

Positive interdependence

A majority of the activities promoted at least one type of positive interdependence. For
instance, positive resource interdependence was most evidently realised in the information
gap activities (see 4.1). In these activities, students are dependent on each other for the
missing information they hold that is needed to finish the assignment. For this, students must
join their information or resources together, so that it becomes shared information. When
stated like this, it could be possible to interpret the reading comprehension task (S9.2/Figure
7) as supportive of positive resource interdependency as well. Although there is no noticeable
information gap, students must, in this activity as well, share their resources for more
thorough understanding of the new textbook chapter. As they explain to each other what they
learned from the text, they thus fill in the so called gaps in each other's knowledge they might
be unaware of having.
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The information gap activities fulfilled the criteria also for positive task interdependence. As
students are responsible for each other's ability to complete the task, they must complete their
own task of assisting their partner by providing them with the information they need.
Similarly, in the phrase translation activity T9.3 (Figure 6) support from the partner is a
central part of the activity, although the interdependency here is not as great as in the
information gap activities. Unlike in information gap activities, in this translation activity the
resources needed to perform the task, that is, the sentences to be translated, are already
provided in the exercise, and the partner's responsibility is merely to 'help and check the
answers'.
There were two activities in the data where positive role interdependence was realised,
although in slightly different manners. Of these two, in T9.3 (Figure 6) this is done more
explicitly by stating that students, in turns, must take the role of 'helping and checking the
answers'. In the other activity (T9.5/activity 9b / Figure 9.) students are asked to take roles
more implicitly by acting out the film scene they had written together. It can be supposed this
includes students taking different roles in the scene, although 'role' in this sense refers to
'impersonation of a character', whereas in T9.3 it is understood as a 'duty'. Nevertheless, in
both activities, playing these roles is a significant part of performing the task.
Activities that require more thorough planning and compromising naturally benefit from
group members having mutual objectives to achieve. Decent examples of these kinds of
activities from the data are the collaborative writing activities (T9.4/Figure 8 and T9.5/Figure
9), where positive goal interdependence is, if not a necessity, at least implied. The imperative
form in the second person plural used in the instructions of both activities suggests that
students are to reach a consensus on the details of the text they are writing. Therefore, it could
be inferred that attaining mutual ideas and goals is vital to the task, meaning both students
must commit to reaching these goals. Using this reasoning, positive goal interdependence is
also fulfilled by S9.1 (Figure 5), where the instructions specifically order students to work
with a partner and to translate the sentences together by using the imperative form in second
person plural. Likewise, in SM3.4 (Figure 11) there are shared goals to be achieved, as group
members are asked to work together on the same task of compiling sentences in the
imperative form, although the instructions are directed to individual students, in the first
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person singular.
Although the examples above demonstrated positive interdependence decently, there was one
activity where a more diverse set of positive interdependence types is likely to occur. The
group investigation (SM3.2/Figure 4) could be seen to fulfil the criteria for at least four
different types of positive interdependence. Firstly, positive goal interdependence is supported
in the premise that students, again, share the goal of completing the task successfully.
Secondly, as is typical to group projects, it is to be assumed the work load in this activity is
divided into different areas of expertise to facilitate the working process; thus, positive role
interdependence is maintained. Thirdly, like positive role interdependence, positive task
interdependence is enforced by the fact that the project cannot be completed unless every
group member plays their role, that is, finishes the task they have been assigned. Finally,
environmental interdependence is structured when the group congregates in the same physical
space to work on the project, which can help them bond more effectively in comparison to the
regular classroom environment. There is no mention of doing this in the instructions, but
considering the extent and nature of the activity, it is safe to suppose the groups are required
to leave their usual learning environment, or at least their language classroom, to gather the
appropriate materials and supplies.
One activity in the data (SM3.3/Figure 10) failed to evidently fulfil the criteria for positive
interdependence. To perform this Roundrobin, it appears there is no great need for students to
be bound with each other to the extent of the previous examples. For instance, there is no
clear goal to be achieved, as the task of listing hobbies could go on for as long as students can
think of new words. Neither are students committed to specific roles or duties. Perhaps the
only way in which positive interdependence is involved here is that at least two people are
needed for the activity to be useful; attempting to perform the task alone would be pointless,
as the opportunity to learn new vocabulary from other students would disappear.

4.3.2

Individual accountability

The second primary element of collaborative learning, individual accountability, appeared to
be a more challenging requirement to meet. Individual accountability was not truly featured in

24
any of the eleven activities in the data, that is, none of them involved students to perform the
same task individually after first having performed it in groups.
In two activities, however, this is realizable. One is the group investigation activity
(SM3.2/Figure 4), where, for the successfulness of the final presentation of the project, it
should be ensured that each individual in the group is equally informed of the contents of their
product. Even if the workload has been divided so that all students have their own specific
areas on which to focus, students should, nevertheless, be able to talk about the subject areas
that are not in their responsibility. The other activity where this can also be expected is the
imperative activity (SM3.4/Figure 11). This exercise should be carried out in a manner that
assures that after practising the imperative in groups, every student in the group knows how to
form the imperative and is able to form it by themselves. Without applying collaborative
strategies, this would come to nothing, as having one student do all the work would violate
this and all the other principles of collaborative learning.
In the translation activity T9.3 (Figure 6) and the reading comprehension activity S9.2 (Figure
7) students are especially instructed to give assistance to their partner. In this sense, these
activities take individual accountability into account, but only partially, because the initial
tasks (translating sentences, finding out about a new textbook chapter) are done individually
instead of collaboratively.

4.3.3

Face-to-face promotive interaction

All the eleven activities were able to support face-to-face promotive interaction. This is not
surprising, considering that the data consisted of oral communicational activities that are to be
performed in class. Face-to-face promotive interaction is particularly crucial in activities with
a high level of positive resource interdependence (SM3.1/Figure 1, T9.1/Figure 2, and
T9.2/Figure 3), as the resources students possess are most efficiently delivered face to face.
Group investigation (SM3.2/Figure 4) was the only activity where face-to-face promotive
interaction is not an absolute requirement for the entire duration of the activity, which
supposedly is spread on more than one class. Naturally, there is no doubt working on the
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project face to face is highly recommended. The danger of neglecting face-to-face promotive
interaction is real, however, if students divide the workload between each other and do their
share individually, for example at home, without consulting other group members. If carried
through in this manner, the activity no longer promotes collaborative principles.

4.3.4

Interpersonal and small group skills

No matter how well developed the activities used in collaborative learning are, they are
practically useless if students do not have the required interpersonal and small group skills in
their repertoire. As briefly discussed in 2.2, it is, therefore, highly recommended that these
skills be taught and practised in collaborative learning activities. A total of nine activities in
the present data appeared to practice these skills; however, in none of the activities these skills
are explicitly taught.
In activities such as group investigation (SM3.2/Figure 4) and collaborative writing
(T9.4/Figure 8 and T9.5/Figure 9) where students work on a task together, they
simultaneously practice negotiating and compromising, which Johnson and Johnson (1999:
83) mention to be some of the collaborative efforts that will help students reach their mutual
goals. Another effort they mention is the capacity for clear and accurate communication,
which is best realised by information gap activities, as the completion of the tasks is partially
due to the successful communication between students. SM3.1 (Figure 1) and T9.2 (Figure 3)
even provide concrete example phrases students can use when explaining words to their
partner, but in the other activities no such aid is offered.

4.3.5

Group processing

Group processing, as the final essential element of collaborative learning, was seemingly
promoted in none of the activities. Not once were students instructed to evaluate or reflect on
their performance as a group. However, this is understandable, seeing that group processing is
most efficient in cases where students work in the same collaborative group for a longer
period of time. In single schoolbook activities such as the ones that make up the data for this
study, students are likely to collaborate only for a relatively short duration, and often with
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different people from one activity and class to another.
In spite of this, in some cases there are ways within the activities themselves in which group
processing could potentially be carried out. In the information gap activities, students can
effortlessly evaluate each other's performances by simply checking the correct answers; if the
gaps have been filled appropriately, it usually indicates the task has been a success and
students have understood each other correctly. On the other hand, if students have failed to
come up with the correct answers, it suggests there have been misinterpretations, meaning
something should have been done differently.
To summarize the findings of this study, it was first discovered that the diversity of activity
types in which collaborative learning was used was fairly large, varying from information gap
to collaborative writing and translation activities. Next, it appeared that out of the five
language skills (including grammar), the activities practised mainly speaking and listening,
with a few exceptions of writing and grammar, and practically none of reading. Finally, it was
found that a majority of the activities were able to support some but not all of the basic
features of collaborative learning.

5

CONCLUSION

In this study I examined the state of collaborative learning supported in Finnish EFL activity
books. Using descriptive analysis, the aim of the study was to analyse firstly what types of
activities typically support collaborative language learning, and secondly which language
skills are practised in them. Furthermore, the collaborativeness of the activities was evaluated
based on the basic features of cooperative learning according to Johnson and Johnson (1999).
The conception of collaborative learning presented in this study was based on Smith and
MacGregor's (1992) idea of collaborative learning as a superordinate term for several
different educational approaches. The data for this study consisted of activities collected from
three EFL activity books for the 9th grade in Finnish comprehensive school from different
series.
The analysis revealed that although collaborative language learning is most commonly
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realised in classroom activities other than those provided in schoolbooks, the range of activity
types in which collaborative learning was supported was wider than it could easily be
expected. The activity types that were featured in the data varied from information gap
activities to those of translation and oral communication, covering decently a small number of
traditional collaborative learning activities, such as the Jigsaw, Roundrobin, and collaborative
writing. However, some of these activities resembled their traditional equivalents only
partially, which is why I used terms simplified Jigsaw and simplified collaborative writing task
to describe them more accurately.
The five language skills referred to in this study were practised unevenly in the activities,
which is a significant but an expected notice. Considering the interactive nature of
collaborative language learning, it was unsurprising that speaking and listening were practised
in all of the activities, and in a majority of them they were the main skills being practised. In
contrast, there were two activities that supported writing skills, and none that essentially
practised reading. Additionally, there were translation activities that were ambiguous in the
skills they practised. Perhaps most interestingly, there appeared to be only one grammar
activity that made use of collaborative learning, which raises questions about why
collaborative learning is infrequently employed in grammar activities, despite its potential
advantages for foreign language learning. This could be because it is believed that content and
grammar are most effectively learnt alone, with reference to the common perception that
grammar is an individual unit of a language, separate from other language skills.
There was great variation between different activities and the degree to which they supported
collaborative learning differently. A majority of the activities were able to promote some of
the basic features of cooperative learning decently, although none of them could do it
exhaustively. A curious finding was that the Roundrobin activities (SM3.3/Figure 10 and
T9.4/Figure 8) did not appear to support any of the five cooperative features, apart from faceto-face promotive interaction that was realised in all the activities by default. This is
interesting because Roundrobin is a generally considered as a traditional collaborative
learning activity.
Considering the fact that according to my knowledge no previous research has been done on
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collaborative learning in written learning materials, the present study provides a valuable
overview on the state of collaborative learning in Finnish EFL schoolbooks. In addition,
activity book designers as well as teachers might find the information presented in this study
useful when thinking of ways to improve EFL learning materials or looking for materials most
suitable for their needs. However, seeing that collaborative learning is usually considered as a
general classroom procedure structured by the teacher, it was to be expected that collaborative
learning would not be initiated to the same extent in written learning materials, thus the
findings of this study should not be regarded as a wholly truthful picture of how collaborative
learning is applied to Finnish EFL classrooms. Moreover, it should be remembered that due to
the length of the present study, I was able to analyse only a portion of the potentially
collaborative activities in the books, meaning their true degree of collaborativeness could not
be demonstrated.
Therefore, in order to receive more thorough information about the state of collaborative
learning in the Finnish EFL classroom, future research on this area could be continued by
concentrating more on classroom procedures and how the collaborative activities in language
school books are put into practice. This could take the form of qualitative research, where the
data could be gathered, for example, by conducting a field study on how the activities are
used in language teaching, or interviewing language teachers on how they use the
collaborative activities provided by existing learning materials in their teaching.
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