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Abstract
It is essential for teachers to know how and when to structure students' learning goals competitively,
individualistically, or cooperatively. Each goal structure has its place. Goal structures determine the way in
which students will interact with each other and how the teacher will achieve an instructional goal. It is
important for students to learn which behaviors are expected in each situation. By using all three goal
structures students learn how to collaboratively work with others, compete for fun and enjoyment, and
work on their own. Johnson and Johnson ( 1987) stated that no aspect of teaching is more important
than the appropriate use of goal structures. Teachers have no choice but to choose a goal structure for
each lesson they teach.
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It is essential for teachers to know how and when to
structure students' learning goals competitively,
individualistically, or cooperatively.
has its place.

Each goal structure

Goal structures determine the way in which

students will interact with each other and how the teacher
will achieve an instructional goal.

It is important for

students to learn which behaviors are expected in each
situation.

By using all three goal structures students learn

how to collaboratively work with others, compete for fun and
enjoyment, and work on their own.

Johnson and Johnson ( 1987)

stated that no aspect of teaching is more important than the
appropriate use of goal structures.

Teachers have no choice

but to choose a goal structure for each lesson they teach.
Teachers can select from three methods of structuring
the student-student interactions in their classrooms:
competitive, individualistic, and cooperative.

According to

Johnson and Johnson (1974) a competitive goal structure has
students work against each other to achieve a goal that only
one or few students may obtain.
overuses competition.

The traditional classroom

A student's performance is constantly

being compared to the performance of another student.

When

the student-student interactions in a classroom are structured
competitively, someone wins and everyone else loses.
include:

Examples

spelling bees, reading the most books, rewards for
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finishing first, and grading on the curve.

Competitive

situations encourage individuals to prevent others from winning
or accomplishing a goal.
The Johnsons stated that a competitive goal stru.cture
does little to foster interdependence and cooperation in a
classroom.

Students often developed negative attitudes toward

individuals who were more successful than they were, as well
as toward the teacher and the school.

Schrom (1980) reported

that the negative experiences of ninth-grade students in
school led to attitude problems and was a major factor that
influenced students to drop out of school.

Students who were

continually placed in a competitive situation did not learn
for intrinsic reasons.
rewarding.

Learning for its own sake was not

Winning was the reward (Andersen, Nelson, Fox, &

· Gruber, 1988).
The Johnsons (1987) felt that not all competition was
harmful.

If not overdone, it can be energy-producing and

motivational.

It can also be a timely change of pace.

However, the inappropriate use and overuse of competition
could have many destructive outcomes which interfere seriously
with successful instruction (Johnson & Johnson, 1987).
The individualistic goal structure defined the
student-student interaction so that there was no competition
and no interdependence (Johnson

&Johnso~,

1975).

As an
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alternative to competition, individualized instruction became
popular in the 1970s (Andersen, Nelson, Fox,

&

Gruber, 1988).

In an individualized setting, students worked by themselves
to accomplish a goal unrelated to the goals of others (Johnson

& Johnson, 1987). An individualized program required,the
teacher to plan for each student based on an extensive
evaluation of each student.

According to the Johnsons (1987),

every student must be instructed individually because no two
students are working on the same task or at the same rate.
The main characteristic of an individualistic structure
is that each student faced the learning situation alone.
Examples included:

students having a workbook page to

complete, working on the computer, art activity to design,
set of math problems to answer, or reading a story.

With an

individualistic goal structure, one student's accomplishments
does not affect another student's accomplishment.· Grades or
other rewards are not tied to the classroom performance of
other students.

Andersen, Nelson, Fox, and Gruber (1988)

maintained that each student could earn the desired grade,
depending on the individual's accomplishment.
The Johnsons (1987) stated that individualized instruction
would be most desirable under conditions in which it would
be possible for each individual to achieve the goal.
times, students have to work individually.

At

When students do

4

not interact with each other, they have no opportunity to
practice skills needed to develop divergent thinking and
decision-making.

Further, students do not have the opportunity
"

to learn to appreciate others or to practice getting along
with their peers.
A third goal structure. is cooperation.

In the last

twelve years there has been a substantial awakening of interest
in applying principles of cooperation to the classroom as a
primary means of teaching traditional school subjects (Slavin,
1980).

A cooperative structuring of the student-student

interaction was an effort to build interdependence (Johnson

& ~ohnson, 1975).

In a cooperative goal structure, students

in heterogeneous groups work together to accomplish a common
goal.

Andersen, Nelson, Fox, and Gruber (1988) believed

cooperative learning means more than high-achieving students
helping slower students.

Group members are concerned about

the performance of all group members.

Students are rewarded

on the performance of the whole group.

Every student must

master the material and is individually accountable for
contributing a share of work to the group.

Examples of single

products in cooperatively structured groups include:

one

math paper, one report, or learning one list of spelling
words.

Individuals within each group are tied together by

the emphasis on a single product as well as a shared reward.
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Rewards might include an extra recess, lining up first, bonus
points, or a free period.
Johnson and Johnson (1985) determined that cooperative
learning does not mean having students share materials in
which each individual works on his own workbook page.
Andersen, Nelson, Fox, and Gruber (1988) pointed out that in
cooperative learning groups each member is responsible for
helping other group members.

Students learn vocabulary,

solve math problems, or write a story together.

Each student

in the group might learn a part of the problem, then teach
other group members their parts.
.able to:

All group members must be

know the answer, complete the.task, and explain

it.
In a cooperative learning situation, students are not
only evaluated on the final product but also on how well
they maintained good working relationships.

In cooperative

learning groups the social skills that students need in order
to work collaboratively, such as leadership, communication,
and conflict management, were taught directly (Johnson &
Johnson, 1987).

Teachers often assume that students already

have the skills necessary to interact effectively in groups.
These social skills need to be taught (Andersen, Nelson,
Fox, & Gruber, 1988).
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At the present time in education, the most under-utilized
goal structure is cooperation (Johnson & Johnson, 1987).
Cooperative learning had been relatively ignored by teachers
even though it is by far the most important and powerful way
to structure learning situations (Johnson & Johnson, 1987).
Coleman (1961) and Glasser (1969) have stated that a major
goal of school is to educate students to work cooperatively
with others.

"Ideally, a cooperative goal structure may be

used sixty to seventy percent of the time, an individualistic
goal structure, twenty percent of the time, and a competitive
goal structure, ten to twenty percent of the time" (Johnson

& Johnson, 1987, p. 18).
This paper examined the three goal structures that are
essential for the process of learning to occur.

In addition,

this paper summarized the major aspects of cooperative
learning.

Specifically, this paper elaborated on the research

of cooperative learning, primarily in the areas of achievement
and social development.

Sharan and Sharan (1987) revealed

that cooperative learning encompasses a wide range of
strategies for promoting academic learning through peer
cooperation and communication.

Slavin (1987) referred to

cooperative learning as aset of instructional methods in
which students worked in small, mixed-ability learning groups.
These groups usually had four members.

The groups' members
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consisted of:

one high achiever, two average achievers, and

one low achiever.

According to Slavin (1987), the students

in each group were responsible not only for learning the
material being taught in class, but also in helping their
groupmates learn.

A group goal was an important aspect of

the cooperative learning process.
Many teachers believe that they are implementing
cooperative learning when they place students into groups to
learn.

Putting students into groups to learn is not the

same as structuring cooperation among students.

In order

for a lesson to be cooperative, Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec
(1986), cited five essential elements that needed to be
included.

In a math class, a teacher might assign her students

a set or math story problems to solve.

Students are placed

in groups of three or four •. The instructional task is for
the students to solve each story problem correctly and
understand the correct strategy for doing so.

The teacher

now has the responsibility or implementing the five basic
elements.
The Johnsons (1989) listed positive interdependence as
the first basic element of a cooperative lesson.

Positive

interdependence exists when one perceives that one is linked
with others in a way so that one cannot succeed unless the
other members or the group succeed.

Johnson and Johnson
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(1989) believed that positive interdependence is the most
important factor in structuring learning situations
cooperatively.

Within the math story problems lesson, positive

interdependence is structured by group members agreeing on
the answer and strategies for solving each problem.
Face-to-face promotive interaction among students was
the second basic element of a cooperative lesson (Johnson &
Johnson, 1989).

The Johnsons (1989) defined promotive

interaction as individuals encouraging and facilitating each
other's efforts to complete tasks and achieve in order to
reach the group's goals.

This exists when students orally

explain to each other how to solve problems, discuss with
each other the nature of the concepts and strategies being
learned, teach one's knowledge to classmates, and explain to
each other the connections between present and past learning
(Johnson & Johnson, 1989).

The Johnsons (1989) discussed

that face-to-face interaction was promotive in the sense
that students helped, assisted, encouraged, and supported
each other's'efforts to learn.

In the math lesson, the teacher

must provide the time and encouragement for students to
exchange ideas and help each other learn.
The Johnsons (1989) listed individual accountability
for mastering the assigned materials as the third basic element
of a cooperative lesson.

Each group member has the
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responsibility to learn the.materials.

The teacher needs to
I

ensure that the performance of each individual student is
assessed and the results g:i. ven · back .to the group and the
individual.

It is important for the group to know who needs

more assistance in completing the assignment.

A common way

to structure individual accountability would be to give a
test to each student and randomly select one student's work
to represent the entire group.

In the math lesson, individual

accountability is structured by having the teacher pick one
answer sheet at random to score for the group and randomly
asking one group member to explain how to solve one of the
problems.
Social skills was the fourth basic element of a
cooperative lesson accordingsto the Johnsons (1989).

Groups

can not function effectively if students do not have and use
the needed leadership, decision-making, trust-building,
communication, and conflict-management skills (Johnson &
Johnson, 1989).

These skills have to be taught just as

purposefully as academic skills.

Many students who have

never worked cooperatively in learning situations lack the
needed social skills for doing so.

Placing socially unskilled

students in a learning group and telling them to cooperate
will obviously not be successful.

Johnson, Johnson, and

Scott (1978) stated that students must be taught the
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interpersonal and small group skills needed for high quality
cooperation, and be motivated to use them.

During the math

lesson the teacher might emphasize for the day that students
need to make sure all group members understand the problems.
When the teacher sees the groups engaging in this skill, she
verbally praises the group and puts a star on the group's
paper.
In order to achieve, students in cooperative learning
groups have to work together effectively.

Effective group

work is influenced by whether or not.groups process how well
they are achieving their goals and maintaining effective
working relationships among.members.

Johnson, Johnson, Snider,

and Yager (1986) listed group processing as the final element
of a cooperative lesson.

At the end of the math lesson the

groups process their functioning by answering two questions:
11

1 • What is something each member did that was helpful

for the group?
2.

What is something each member could do to make the

group even better tomorrow?" (Johnson, Johnson, Snider, &
Yager, 1986, p. 392).

Such processing also reminds students

to practice collaborative skills consistently.
Some of the keys to successful processing are:
1.

allowing sufficient time for it to take place.

2.

making it specific rather than vague.
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3.

maintaining student involvement in processing.

4.

reminding students to use their collaborative skills

while they process.
5.

ensuring that clear expectations of the purpose of

processing have been communicated.

(Johnson, Johnson,

& Holubec, 1986, p. 51)
Students who are unmotivated to learn do not learn.
The principle behind cooperative learning methods was that
by rewarding groups as well.as individuals for their academic
achievement, peer norms came to favor rather than oppose
high achievements (Slavin, 1984).

Small~group learning with

students working cooperatively in the s_tudy of academic .
materials lead to superior achievements in problem-solving
and higher-level thinking skills (Lazarowitz, Sharan, &
Steinberg, 1980).

These achievement gains were not at the

expense of rote-learning skills as students in small groups
seemed to do equally, if not better, on rote-level skills
than students who had worked in traditional classroom settings
(Lazarowitz, Sharan, & Steinberg, 1980).
According to Lazarowitz, Sharan, and Steinberg (1980)
students benefited from the help of their peers and from the
opportunity to hear and experience more ways to solve problems.
Small groups provided a safe place for low achievers to become
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involved in learning.

Encouraged to cooperate, students

were no longer left to succeed or fail on their own.
High achieving students also showed academic gains with
small-group learning (Lazarowitz, Sharan, & Steinberg, 1980).
In cooperative group, high achievers had the opportunity tp
clarify their own thought processes while explaining ideas to
other group members.

Group·activities were often open-ended,

problem-solving tasks that challenged students to extend
their thinking.
The primary task of schools is to provide instruction
effectively.

An instructional innovation that does not improve

instruction would be unlikely to be used in many schools,
regardless of its other effects.

Today schools are in an

educational climate that is increasingly holding educational
programs accountable for their effects on.student achievement.
Most of the cooperative learning programs were developed
with the improvement of instruction as the primary goal
(Slavin, 1983).
As varied as the cooperative learning methods are, there
are two primary factors in the area of achievement that
teachers must address.

Specific· group rewards based on

members' learning and task specialization were two critical
factors that achievement depended upon (Slavin, 1988).

Slavin

(1988) stated that group rewards must be based on the learning
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of all group members if they were ' to result in increased
learning for all group members. ·Task specialization refers
to the use of techniques in which each group member is given
a particular part of the group task to do.

Group members

depend on each other and cannot easily substitute for each
other in completing the group task.

For example, each student

in a cooperative group is gfven a piece of information that
his or her teammates do not receive.

Students depended

absolutely on their groupmates to get the information they
will need to do well on their tests.
Slavin (1983) identified forty-six experiments on
cooperative learning that were conducted in elementary and
secondary classes.

Criteria for being a part of this field

experiment included a control group and having evaluated a
cooperative learning method in regular elementary or secondary
classes from two to twelve weeks.

Of the forty-six studies,

twenty-nine (63%) showed cooperative learning methods to
have had significantly positive effects on student
achievement (Slavin, 1983).

Slavin (1983) found fifteen

(33%) of the experiments made no differences on.student
achievement and two (4%) had a significantly higher achievement
for a control group than for a cooperative treatment.

There

was a dramatic difference.in achievement outcomes among the
group study methods, depending on their use of rewards.

Of
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the twenty-seven studies that used group rewards for individual
j"

learning, twenty-four (89%) found positive effects on student
achievement, while three (11%) found no differences (Slavin,
1983).

According to Slavin (1983), cooperative learning

methods that used specific group,rewards based on group
members' individual learning consistently increased achievement
more than control methods •. ·
The results for studies that used task specialization
were less clear because only ten studies used this task
structure (Slavin, 1983).

Ziegler (1981) studied the use of

both task specialization and group rewards for individual
learning.

Ziegler's study showed that strong student

achievement was main~ained in a five-month follow-up.

Nine

of the ten task specialization studies in which students
were rewarded on the basis of group product found positive
achievement results (Slavin, 1983).

Slavin's research (1983)

showed that cooperative learning methods that used task
specialization could increase student achievement more than
control methods.

Presently, the data on task specialization

are inconclusive and the positive results are limited to
certain areas of social studies or related subjects.
The evidence from Slavin's field experiments (1983) on
cooperative learning clearly suggested that student achievement
can be enhanced by use of cooperative methods that used group
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rewards.

Hulten and DeVries (1976) also found that group

rewards were critical to the achievement effects or cooperative
learning.
Since the 1920s there has been.a great deal of research
on the relative effects of cooperative, competitive, and
individualistic efforts on achievement and productivity.
Deutsch (1962), Johnson and Johnson (1981), Sharan (1980),
and Slavin (1977) completed two meta-analysis:

one evaluated

the effects of cooperative, competitive, and individualistic
interactions on achievement and another examined the effects
of the different interaction patterns on acceptance of
differences in peers.

These data suggested that cooperative

learning experiences:
1.

tended to promote more learning than did competitive

or individualistic learning experiences.
2.

compared to competitive and individualistic

experiences, tended to promote higher motivation to learn,
especially intrinsic motivation.

3.

compared with competitive and individualistic

experiences, tended to produce more positive attitudes toward
the instructional experiences and the instructors.

4.

were linked with higher levels of self~esteem and

healthier processes for deriving conclusions about one's
self-worth than are competitive or individualistic ones.
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5.

compared to competitive and individualistic ones,

has been found to result in stronger perceptions that other
students care about how much one learns, and that other
students want to provide assistance.
Johnson and Johnson (1978) stated that many more learning
outcomes were positively influenced by having students work
cooperatively.

The Johnsons (1978) indicated that cooperation

should be the dominant interaction pattern in the classroom
and they cited advantages of a predominantly cooperative
setting over a predominantly competitive or individualistic
setting.

Johnson, Maruyama,,Johnson, and Nelson (1981)

determined that in a cooperative setting it was reasonable
to expect increased achievement, more positive attitudes,
and a climate for accepted differences.
Research indicates positive results from teaching students
social skills and using cooperative learning groups throughout
the school day.

Students preferred cooperative learning

groups over a competitive or individually structured classroom
(Johnson & Johnson, 1987).

"Cooperative interactions with

others are essential for the development of trust,
self-confidence, and personal identity, all of which are the
foundations of mental health" (Knight, Peterson, & McGuire,
1982, p. 234).

Social skills can be taught in a cooperative
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goal structure provided a motivational coritext in which social
skills could be learned and practiced.
In conclusion, the classroom goal structure greatly
influences the way in which students interact with each other
and with the teacher, which in turn affects the outcomes of
instruction.

Whenever a learning task is assigned, a clear

cooperative, competitive, or individualistic goal structure
should be given, so that students know how to behave
appropriately.

While all three goal structures are important

and should be used, the dominant goal structure in any class
should be cooperative.
Cooperative learning focuses on the development of a
student's social.competen~e and academic performance.

This

. goal structure goes beyond improving instruction.and increasing
student achievement.

Cooperative learning also teaches

students the ability to cooperate with others as well as
build and maintain stable families, careers, values, and
contributions to society.
Knowledge and technical skills may be critical but are
of little use if the student cannot apply these skills to
cooperative interaction with other. people. · Teachers can
teach technical knowledge in a realistic setting by having
students work cooperatively with their classmates to complete
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academic tasks.

Learning to use one's knowledge in cooperative

interaction with other people is'vital.
The future requires teachers. to open new windows to
producing academic and social competence in students.
Educators should be receptive to new.approaches that will
eleminate problems that interfere with teaching and learning.
The positive results of coop·erative learning allow educators
to keep pace with the demands. that society is placing on
them.
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