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Abstract
In the ever-changing healthcare arena, nurse educators have a responsibility to develop
independent lifelong learners. In the healthcare setting, students must progress to become
healthcare professionals that are able to work productively, independently, innovatively and
effectively in teams to promote patients’ outcomes. This implies that nurse educators have a
responsibility to develop nursing students’ skills and knowledge and equip them with strategies to
collaborate effectively to reach their academic outcomes. Students must be able to function as
independent knowledgeable members of the healthcare team. One of the strategies that can be
utilised to develop the above-mentioned knowledge and skills of students is collaborative learning.
This paper aims at sharing key considerations with nurse educators when utilising collaborative
learning.
Keywords: Collaborative learning, facilitation of learning, higher education, learning task
design, lifelong learner.

Introduction

Nurse educators are responsible for the education and professional development of students. Due to
the explosion of new knowledge and consequent continuously changing clinical learning
environment, students should be equipped to be lifelong independent and self-directed learners. In
addition to professional competence, students should develop human virtues such as respect,
authentic engagement, humanisation, forgiveness and leadership (Baehr 2013; Slabbert, de Kock &
Hattingh 2008). These human virtues are in-line with people-centred workplace cultures and inter-
professional collaboration that the WHO (2016) proposed as strategies to resolve the existing
healthcare workforce crisis.

Expectations of healthcare service providers and consumers led to a paradigm shift from teacher- to
student-centred education. One student-centred approach that can be used is collaborative learning
(Law, Chung, Leung & Wong 2017; Ferguson-Patrick 2018). However, ‘collaborative learning’ and
‘cooperative learning’ are often used interchangeably. These authors plot cooperative and
collaborative learning on a continuum. Both are student-centred small group learning strategies
(Law et al 2017; Ferguson-Patrick 2018) characterised by positive interdependence (Johnson et al
2013), individual accountability (Varvarigou 2016; Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010) and life-long
learning. Figure 1 illustrates cooperative learning when students share information and resources in
pursuit of foundational knowledge and development of intrapersonal human virtues (e.g., self-
confidence, motivation, perseverance). Collaborative learning is where individuals in a small group
take responsibility for completion of sub-tasks to synchronously complete a learning task in order to
maximise their own and others’ (group members’) potential (Curseu & Pluut 2013; Arnold, Ducate
& Kost 2012) thereby fostering higher-order thinking processes and the development of
interpersonal human virtues (e.g., humanisation, justice, respect). According to Davidson and M ajor
(2014), collaborative learning occurs when students work “with each other” towards discovering,
understanding and constructing knowledge to reach a common goal. It is imperative to understand

12111


mailto:Isabel.coetzee@up.ac.za

Gender & Behaviour, 16(3), 2018

that a student sitting with other students and working is neither cooperative nor collaborative
learning (Ferguson-Patrick 2018).

The aim of the article is to provide nurse educators with an introduction of the key considerations
when using collaborative learning as an educational strategy. The approach to the discussion in this
article is based on Kipling’s six wise men namely what, when, where, why, who and how. The
‘what’ has been addressed in the introduction of this article.

When to use collaborative learning

Ideally, the nurse educator should use collaborative learning when students have foundational
knowledge to solve unstructured real-life problems. Collaborative learning affords students
opportunities to rehearse clinical reasoning and problem-solving skills (Ennen, Stark & Lassiter
2015; Berge & Weilenmann 2014; Curseu & Pluut 2013; Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010). Where
students are engaged in learning in the community or outside of the hospital environment,
collaborative learning becomes a valuable teaching strategy and fosters working relationships
between faculty (educators) and hospital administrators. It further promotes onsite knowledge of
evidence-based care (O’Neal, McClellan & Jarosinski 2016).

Where to use collaborative learning

Learning takes place in specific contexts that have social and cultural dimensions with a clear
departure from the single rationality and narrow progressive path of learning (Thondhlana &
Belluigi 2014). Collaborative learning can take place in any context varying from the classroom to
all levels of healthcare service delivery (Yang, Woomerand & Matthews 2012). Immersive
simulation (Au et al 2016) and inter-professional education are ideal for collaborative learning
(YYang, Woomer & Matthews 2012.

Why use collaborative learning
The advantages of collaborative learning can be categorised into personal growth, learning, and
group gains.

Individuals grow through developing:

appreciation for diversity;

confidence and autonomy through affirmation and celebration of knowledge;
interpersonal human virtues;

positive attitudes toward autonomous learning, resulting in higher grades; and

social skills

(Ennen et al 2015; Johnson & Johnson 2014; Van Dat 2014; Celik, Aytin & Bayram 2013;
Curseu & Pluut 2013; Yang et al 2012; Shimazoe & Aldrich, 2010

SNENENENEN

Learning through collaboration results in:

achieving learning outcomes;

better retention of material;

developing higher-order thinking and problem-solving skills;

engagement with the learning tasks; and

transfer of learning beyond the classroom into the work world (Casey & Goodyear 2015;
Ennen et al 2015; Berge & Weilenmann 2014; Johnson & Johnson 2014; Thondhlana &
Belluigi 2014; Van Dat 2014; Curseu & Pluut 2013; Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010).
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Effective collaborative groups are:
v creative in problem-solving;
v/ committed to care for each other’s success and wellbeing and subsequently have
lower turnover and absenteeism;
v' committed to achieve the group’s goal; and
v willing to accept difficult tasks
(Barkley, Cross & Major 2016; Johnson & Johnson 2014; van Dat 2014)

Who shouldbe part of collaborative learning?

One of the important considerations is the composition and duration of the collaborative learning
group. This small group should consist of three to six members, with four being the ideal number
(Slavin 2014; Slabbert et al 2008). Although O’Neal et al (2016) and Nunnery et al (2013)
encourage diversity, others are of the opinion that diversity is not that important because group
effectiveness depends on willingness and the proactive nature of the individual members who want
to work hard and achieve good grades (Thondhlana & Belluigi 2014;Curseu & Pluut 2013).

Diversity involves educational background, culture/ethnicity, personality, social class, gender, and
aptitude level, among other things (O’Neal et al 2016; Farzaneh & Nejadansari 2014). Collaborative
groups should remain intact for at least a semester or the duration of a short programme (e.g., a 3-
month programme) because trust, norms, and interdependence develop over time (Scager, Boonstra,
Peeters & Wiegant 2016; Laal, Geranpaye & Daemi 2013). Group members should move their desks
together and engage in group bonding activities.

How to use collaborative learning:

Collaborative learning is a student-centred approach, where learning should be facilitated (Law et al
2017; Davidson & Major 2014). The role of the facilitator is to assist students in the development of
cognitive skills (Barkley et al 2014; Davidson & Major 2014). The facilitator develops social skills,
e.g. should solve contentious issues that arise within the group. The facilitator of learning must not
choose a learning outcome one student could do alone (Slavin 2014).The learning task should be a
complex real-life collaborative learning scenario (Davidson & Major 2014; Cruz & Isotani 2014).
Students should work towards a shared learning goal (Law et al 2017; Barkley et al 2014; Davidson
& Major 2014; Laal et al 2013).

The following core principles should be incorporated to ensure the effectiveness of collaborative
learning groups:

Group orientation

Appropriate selection of group members is vital to enhance meaningful interaction, robust learning
and intellectual growth (Cruz & Isotani 2014).Cruz and Isotani (2014) suggest that the facilitator of
learning should analyse and combine specific characteristics such as learning styles, cultural
background, knowledge, skills, leadership styles and personality traits to create a positive synergy
amongst group members to enhance meaningful interaction and learning. Orientation within the
collaborative learning group is very important to ensure the effectiveness of the group. Group values
and norms should be clarified from the outset (Jarveld, Volet & Jarvenoja 2010). Group members
should be motivated to achieve individual and group goals. All group members are expected to
master communication, collaborative, problem-solving and critical thinking skills (Naykki 2014).
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Group productivity

Group productivity is enhanced when group members share learning activities to promote individual
and the group’s knowledge and understanding of a specific learning task (Naykki 2014).
Productivity improves further when group members express their ideas clearly and listen to other
group members (Thondhlana & Belluigi 2014). In addition, productivity will be enhanced when
group members get along well, are good at brainstorming and accept responsibility for individual
learning tasks (Laal et al 2013; Thondhlana & Belluigi 2014). A vital aspect in collaborative
learning groups is that knowledge will be constructed through their interaction and communication
with each other. To stimulate interaction, they need to sit together (Davidson & Major 2014).

Individual accountability

Individual accountability means all students in the collaborative learning group are held accountable
for doing their share of the work/task and mastering all the material (academic content) to be
learned. Individual accountability means students ask for assistance, do their best work, present their
ideas, learn as much as possible, take their task seriously, and help the group (Law et al 2017;
Laguador 2014; van Dat 2014; Celik et al 2013; Laal et al 2013). During collaborative learning
students take substantive responsibility for working together focusing on making and sharing of
meaning (Davidson & Major 2014). Pierce and Gillies (2008) talking to each other within the group
can be categorised as a) social talk, b) presentational talk, ¢) meta-talk (making the talk visual), and
d) critical talk. The authors are convinced these forms of talking within the group are vital for
creating meaning as well as creating action to bring about change.

Collaboration within learning groups

Optimal collaboration within the learning group is dependent on communication and problem-
solving skills as well as teamwork and interpersonal collaboration (Law et al 2017; Curseu & Pluut
2013). Furthermore, the team’s ability to critically reflect on collaboration and planning a way
forward based on identified challenges will, in turn, support teamwork and enhance academic
outcomes as well as develop interpersonal human virtues (Baehr 2013; Slabbert et al 2008). Open
communication and critical reflection is vital to ensure optimal collaboration and functional learning
groups.

Positive interdependence

Positive interdependence focuses on how well team members work together, set goals, share
expectations for participation and performance, and receive feedback. Norms are established early in
interaction and serve as mediators in identifying and addressing problems as they emerge (Hillier &
Dunn-Jensen 2013). Group members provide help and assistance, share resources and encourage
contributions from the other members (Law et al 2017; Curseu & Pluut 2013).

Collaborative learning groups’ success relies on the leader’s behaviour, one who takes charge
through collaboration (skills set), is a democratic leader (ask who wants to), volunteers, is assertive
and meets expectations and deadlines (Lambertz-Berndt & Blight 2016). The most desirable active
leadership characteristic is a leader that is fun to work with, an effective communicator, and
respectful (Lambertz-Berndt & Blight 2016).

Conclusion
The main focus of this article was to assist nurse educators to consider or utilise collaborative
learning as an educational strategy and inform them about the most important aspects thereof. Future
research should explore the importance of the diversity of group members on the outcomes relating
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to personal learning and group performance. More research should be conducted on the design and
development of real-life collaborative learning tasks to assist educators in utilizing this method to
support the development of lifelong independent adult learners.

References

Allan, EG. (2016). “I hate group work!”: Addressing students’ concerns about small-group learning.
InSight: A Journal of Scholarly Teaching, 11, 81-89.

Arnold, N, Ducate, L & Kost, C. (2012). Collaboration or cooperation? Analyzing group dynamics
and revision processes in Wikis. CALICO Journal, 29(3), 431-448.

Baerh, J. (2013). Educating for Intellectual Virtues: From Theory to Practice. Journal of Philosophy of
Education, Vol. 47, No. 2, 2013

Barkley, EF, Cross, KP & Major, CH. (2014). Collaborative learning techniques: handbook for
college faculty. San Francisco, CA: Jossey -Bass.

Berge, M & Weilenmann, A. (2014). Learning about friction: group dynamics in engineering students’
work with free body diagrams. European Journal of Engineering Education, 39(6), 601-616.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2014.895708

Casey, A. and Goodyear, V.A., 2015. Can cooperative learningachieve the four learning outcomes of
physical education? A review of literature.Quest, 67 (1), pp. 56 - 72.

Celiak, S, Kdbra, A & Bayram, E. (2013). Implementing cooperative learning in the language class
room: opinions of Turkish teachers of English. Social & Behaviour Sciences:70 pp 1852-1859

Chambers, D, Theikotter, A & Chambers, L. (2013). Preparing student nurses for contemporary
practice: the case for discovery learning. J. Nurs. Educ. Pract. 3, 106-113.

Chiriac, EH. (2008). A scheme for understanding group processes in problem-based learning. Higher
Education, 55(5), 505-518. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-007-9071-7

Curseu, PL & Pluut, H. (2013). Student groups as learning entities: the effect of group diversity and
teamwork quality on groups’ cognitive complexity. Studies in Higher Education, 38(1), 87-
103. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.565122

Cruz, WM & lIsotani, S. (2014). Group formation algorithms in collaborative learning contexts: a
systematic mapping of the literature. N. Baloian et al (Eds): CRIWG 2014,LNCS 8658,
pp.199-214.

Davidson, N & Major, CH. (2014). Boundary crossings: cooperative learning, collaborative learning,
and problem-based learning. Journal on Excellence in College Teaching, 25(3&4), 7-55.

Ennen, NL, Stark, E & Lassiter, A. (2015). The importance of trust for satisfaction, motivation, and
academic performance in student learning groups. Social Psychology of Education, 18(3), 615-
633. https://doi.org/10.1007/511218-015-9306-X

Farzaneh, N & Nejadansari, D.(2014). Students’ Attitude towards Using Cooperative Learning for
Teaching Reading Comprehension.Theory and Practice in Language Studies, Vol. 4, No. 2,

. 287-292

Ferguson?gatrick, K.(2018). The importance of teacher role in cooperative learning: the effects of high-
stakes testing on pedagogical approaches of early career teachers in primary schools.
International Journal of Primary, Elementary and Early Years Education. VVolume 46, 2018 -
Issue 1

Hillier, J & Dunn-Jensen, LM. (2013). Groups meet teams improve: building teams that learn. Journal
of Management Education, 37(5), 704-733. https://doi.org/10.1177/1052562912459947

Hod, Y & Ben-Zvi, D. (2015). Students negotiating and designing their collaborative learning norms: a
group developmental perspective in learning communities. Interactive Learning
Environments, 23(5), 578-594. https:/doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2015.1063511

Jarveld, S, Volet, S & Jarvenoja, H. (2010). Research on motivation in collaborative learning: moving

12115



https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2014.895708
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-007-9071-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.565122
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-015-9306-x
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rett20/46/1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1052562912459947
https://doi.org/10.1080/10494820.2015.1063511

Gender & Behaviour, 16(3), 2018

beyond the cognitive-situation divide and combining individual and social processes.
Educational Psychologist, 45(1), 15-27.

Johnson, DW, Johnson, RT & Smith, KA. (2013). Cooperative Learning: Improving University
Instruction By Basing Practice On Validated Theory. Journal on Excellence in University
Teaching

Laal, M, Geranpaye, L & Daemi, M. (2013). Individual accountability in collaborative learning. Social
and Behavioural Science, 93, 286-289.

Laguador, JM. (2014). Cooperative learning approach in an outcomes-basedEnvironment.
International Journal of Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities Vol.2, No. 2 pp: 46-55
Lambertz-Berndt, MM & Blight, MG. (2016). You don’t have to like me, but you have to respect me:
the impacts of assertiveness, cooperativeness, and group satisfaction in collaborative
assignments.  Business and  Professional ~Communication,Quarterly,79(2),180-199.

https://doi.org/10.1177/2329490615604749

Law, Q, Chung, J, Leung, L & Wong, T. (2017). Perceptions of collaborative learning in enhancing
undergraduate education students’ engagement in teaching and learning English. US-China
Review A, 7(2), 89-100.

Miller, C & Peterson, R. (2002). Safe and responsive schools. Retrieved from Indiana University:
http ://www.indiana.edu/~safeschl/cooperative learning.pdf

O'Neal, PV, McClellan, LC & Jarosinski, JM. 2016. A new model in teaching undergraduate research:
a collaborative approach and learning cooperatives. Nurse Education in Practice, 18:80-84.

Pierce, K. M., & Gilles, C. (2008). From exploratory talk to critical conversations. In N. Mercer & S.
Hodgkinson (Eds.), Exploring talk in school (pp. 37-53). Los Angeles, CA: Sage.

Pifarré, M., Cobos, R.a7 & Argelagés, E. (2014). Incidence of group awareness information on
students’ collaborative learning processes. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 30(4),
300-317. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcal. 12043

Scager, K, Boonstra, J, Peeters, T & Wiegant, F. (2016). Collaborative learning in higher education:
evoking positive interdependence. CBE-Life Science Education, 15:ar69, 1-9.

Shimazoe, J & Aldrich, H. (2010). Group work can be gratifying: understanding and overcoming
resistance  to cooperative learning. College  Teaching, 58(2), 52-57.
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567550903418594

Slabbert, JA, de Kock, DM & Hattingh, M. 2009. The Brave new world of education. Creating a unique
professionalism. Juta and Company: Cape Town. South Africa.

Slavin, RE. (2014). Making Cooperative Learning Powerful. Five key practices bring out the
tremendous potential of this approach. Just about everyone loves the idea of cooperative
learning. Instruction That Sticks. Volume 72. Number 2 Pages 22-26

Thondhlana, G & Belluigi, DZ. (2014). Group work as “terrains of learning” for students in South
African higher education. Perspectives in Education, 32(4), 40-55. Retrieved from
http://search.proquest.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/docview/1681254237?accountid=12372%0
Ahttp://sfx.unimelb.hosted.exlibrisgroup .com/sfxicl41?url_ver=239.88-
2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtxjournal&genre=article&sid=ProQ:ProQ%3Aeducatio
n&atitle=Group+w

Van Dat, T. (2014).The Effects of Cooperative Learning on the Academic Achievement and
Knowledge Retention. International Journal of Higher Education. Vol.3, Nr.2 pp 131-140.

Varvarigou, M. (2016). “I owe it to my group members...who critically commented on my
conducting” — Cooperative learning in choral conducting education. International Journal of
Music Education, 34(1), 116-130. https://doi.org/10.1177/0255761414535564

World Health Organization.(2016). Global strategic directions for strengthening Nursing and
Midwifery 2016-2020. WHO Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data. [http://www.who.int]

12116



https://doi.org/10.1177/2329490615604749
http://www.indiana.edu/~safeschl/cooperative_learning.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcal.12043
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567550903418594
http://search.proquest.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/docview/1681254237?accountid=12372%0Ahttp://sfx.unimelb.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/sfxlcl41?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:journal&genre=article&sid=ProQ:ProQ%3Aeducation&atitle=Group+w
http://search.proquest.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/docview/1681254237?accountid=12372%0Ahttp://sfx.unimelb.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/sfxlcl41?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:journal&genre=article&sid=ProQ:ProQ%3Aeducation&atitle=Group+w
http://search.proquest.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/docview/1681254237?accountid=12372%0Ahttp://sfx.unimelb.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/sfxlcl41?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:journal&genre=article&sid=ProQ:ProQ%3Aeducation&atitle=Group+w
http://search.proquest.com.ezp.lib.unimelb.edu.au/docview/1681254237?accountid=12372%0Ahttp://sfx.unimelb.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/sfxlcl41?url_ver=Z39.88-2004&rft_val_fmt=info:ofi/fmt:kev:mtx:journal&genre=article&sid=ProQ:ProQ%3Aeducation&atitle=Group+w
https://doi.org/10.1177/0255761414535564

Coetzee IM., Heyns T., Botma Y.& van Rensburg GH.: Collaborative Learning:....

Yang,K, Woomer, GR & Matthews, JT.(2012). Collaborative learning among undergraduate students
in community health nursing. Nurse Education Practice 12(2):72-76.

Yu, CP & Kuo, FY. (2012). Investigating the development of work-oriented groups in an e-learning
environment. Educational Technology and Society, 15(3), 164-176.

12117



