USING GROUP ACTIVITIES TO CREATE UNITY, CO—-OPERATION, AND MUTUAL REGARD
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Unity is vital for all.
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Students should start with cultivating the spirit of mutual regard and
harmony.
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Unity of minds, natural love and co—operation, are the qualities we have
to develop today.
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By example and precept, 1in the classroom and the playground, the
excellence of intelligent co-operation, of sacrifice for the team, of
sympathy for the less gifted, of help...has to be emphasised.
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The quotations above refer to the values of unity, co—operation and mutual
regard which are essential to a peaceful community, whether it be in the
classroom or in society in general. One way to achieve these values is
through the use of group activities in the classroom.
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Group activities consists of two words: Group and Activities. The first
word is Group. We live in a group. We are social beings who live in
societies constantly interrelating to each other. Many of the problems
we face in the world today are because we are not able to get on with our
fellow human beings. National conflicts, social disorder, disharmony in
the family, problems at school, most of these stem from an inability to
agree or understand another 4 point of view. We all have a tendency to
think that our way of thinking is correct therefore everybody else who
thinks differently is automatically wrong. What we want our children to
grow up to understand is that although #2?may be right, it does not mean
that everybody else is wrong. There can be many ways of thinking and doing
things.
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The second word is Activities. In traditional teaching methods,
students spend a large part of their school day sitting behind a
desk. The only regular activity they have is during such lessons
as physical education or sports periods. It isextremely difficult
for children to sit still for such a long time. Young children need
movement to help them in the learning process. They do not just
learn with their heads but with their entire bodies. Putting more
activities into the lesson helps break up the monotony of sitting
in one place and brings a lot of fun and enjoyment value into the
class as well. Most children have very short concentration spans.
After a few minutes of listening to the teacher talking and
explaining, their minds start to drift. They need to be involved
in the learning process, not just to be passive listeners.
(Burrows, 1997, PP. 144-146
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Children are social beings. They need to cultivate SOCIAL SKILLS. They
need to develop the art of attentive listening and appropriate questioning.
Equally important is their ability and attitude to participate in
discussions or activities; work in small groups and work for others. Young
children are naturally inclined to want to help each other, and this
tendency can be capitalised on to encourage pupils to practise new or
difficult skills (Behounek, Rosenbaum, Brown and Burcalow, 1988).
Pupils can supply background information that others do not have (Hart,
1993). As well as developing skills of co—operation, having the pupils
working together for some of the time can free the teacher to devote more
quality time to individual or groups of pupils, rather than being needed
in many different places at once. Research has shown that these
strategies can be used equally as effectively for older learners.
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Behounek et al. (1988) reported that co—operative grouping can help pupils
to feel more accepted by their peers, and to enhance their self-esteem,
as well as increasing the quality and quantity of the time they spend on
task. They report that the pupils, too, respond favourably to
co—operative activities (p.13):
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Kate: When I have trouble, somebody is always there to help me so that
I can get done faster and do a better job on my work.
Lisa: I like it because I feel like I am sure of what I am doing when
we get together and I can ask my team if I am not sure of something.
Tracey: I like groups because I don’t know all the words and others can
help me.
Jamie: If we keep coming up to ask the teacher questions, she won’t
get done with her work and then she won’ t be able to do the really
fun things with us.
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As well as increasing awareness of their own abilities and the development
of confidence in them, co—-operative learning can encourage pupils to
develop respect for their peers’ abilities (Martin, 1987). ”An
atmosphere of mutual trust exists such that each child’ s opinion is
respected by the others, and the teacher is necessarily sensitive to the
possible potential mathematical constructions a child might make” (Wood,
Cobb and Yackel, 1993, p.58).
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A Teacher’ s Thoughts About Co-operative Discussion
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After experimenting with co—operative discussion in her mathematics
classroom, Ms Cheung made the following comments:
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Listening to what children say during discussion
offered me a continuous and detailed means of
assessing their understanding and progress.
Before this session I doubted whether
talk/discussion could be obtained in working with




a class of thirty—-six children. The class was
formed into groups, which would discuss mainly on
their own. I interacted with these groups by
circulating. I controlled a second level of
interaction between groups, by calling on
spokespersons to report, and drawing in other
children appropriately. I reinforce my belief that
children need more opportunity to talk about their
mathematics.

W T ZTATT RIS R )G, ARG VR 1
BIFZFAT 27 2] 125 R DA S ARATTNE i) R B AR o
XK L2211, FIEEMEES — I ANHZ 1L 63 4
[F] 7 FR) R PR AT R I RCER AR AT 1% o S T 0
BN, AR AR A /N TR U AE S ]
Z 58 A/NATE S . IR RN IR E AR
S b R [ = 1 7 [ D N1 v A 4 = v T e Y .
K RS AN 75 25 2 L2 25 e A T 2
7]

I learnt that children working together not only
have the opportunity to listen and learn from each
other, but also to try out some ideas in a
non—threatening environment. Every member of a
group has the chance of seeing the activity in more
than one way than if they were working alone.
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Team work can lead to better development of
mathematical wunderstanding because of the
communication that must occur for the group to
function. These activities necessitate that
children use all four components of language
skills: speaking, listening, reading and
writing. Interactions are indeed the heartbeat of
the mathematics classroom. Mathematics is learned
best when students are actively participating in
that learning. One method of active participation
is to interact with the teacher and peers about
mathematics.
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The social skills of co-operating with others in a group have to be
deliberately taught:
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"""" each group needs to have at least one member
who can explain the topic to others,
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"""" all members of the group must be

responsible for the welfare of every other member,
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°°°°°°° the teacher needs to demonstrate how to
help another child without just giving the answer,
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------- students need to be genuinely dependent on
each other to be able to complete the task,
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------- pupils should discuss what they did in the
group.
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Discussion — between teacher and pupils, and between pupils themselves
— 1is very important. The teacher can encourage the pupils to think, and
to help each other, by asking questions like:
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Tell me about this.
What does this mean?

How did you get that?
What did you think about next?
Can you explain...?

What did you do to get this?
What is the first/next thing you think

of?
How did you figure that out?
Why is this step necessary?
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It is important for teachers to select groups which will be able to work
effectively and constructively together, initially in pairs and later,
as they become more accustomed to this, in groups of three or four
(Behounek et al., 1988). One successful arrangement is to combine
high-level thinkers with above—average and average thinkers, and
low—level thinkers with average or above—average thinkers (Behounek et
al., 1988).
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Schoenfeld (1994, p.63) described his role as facilitator in the
discussion process:
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Firstly, 1 rarely certified results, but turned points of
controversy back to the class for resolution. Second, the class
was to accept little on faith. That is, “we proved it in Math 127"
was not considered adequate reason to accept a statement’ s
validity....Third, my role in class discussion would often be that
of a Doubting Thomas. That is, I often asked, “Is that true? How
do we know? Can you give me an example? A counterexample? A
proof?”, both when the students’ suggestions were correct and when
they were incorrect.
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Lewis, Long and Mackay (1993) also advocated, like Schoenfeld, that
the teacher should remain neutral when incorrect answers are given,
and encourage students to react to each other’ s ideas.
Lewis, Long and Mackay (1993) 1% Schoenfeld HSFEEFR, EITEF
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Sutton (1992) believes it is important that co—operative activities are
structured in such a way as to encourage “positive interdependence”, with
students being genuinely dependent on each other to be able to complete
the task.
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Martin (1987) suggested the use of a check-1ist named “What Did I Do In
the Group?”, which can include such skills as listening, taking turns to
speak, encouraging others, asking questions, explaining ideas and
checking each others’ understanding. She recommends that pupils
complete these and discuss them, as part of their own self-assessment as
group members. This analysis of the group’ s use of interpersonal skills
and overall function as a group is essential if the pupils are to be aware
that they are developing the desired qualities (Sutton, 1992). She also
recommended that, particularly in the early stages of introducing a topic,
the teacher should impose fairly rigid times for completion of various
aspects of the task.
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One critical decision is to decide at what stage of the teaching process
the use of groupwork is most effective. Martin (1987) reported two models.
The first of these was a four—week program based completely on small group
work. The other used group work activities for problem solving and
concept understanding, followed by individual practice and application
of skills. Sutton (1992) reported the use of groups of three to five
students for going over homework, reviewing and studying for tests, and
groups of two for understanding or reinforcing concepts.
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