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Abstract 

Research has shown that language anxiety often hampers performance in spoken 

communication. However, research has also shown that students experiencing anxiety are 

helped significantly when teachers adopt cooperative and/or collaborative teaching strategies, 

two different approaches to group work. This study examines whether or not English teachers 

in Sweden, working in the context of upper-secondary school, actually perceive these 

strategies to be as helpful as research shows. It was hypothesized that English teachers 

employ the two approaches. To explore this topic and hypothesis, three semi-structured 

interviews were conducted. The results proved the initial hypothesis to be correct since all 

three teachers who participated use collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies and find 

them helpful, confirming research findings in other educational contexts; however, 

collaborative teaching strategies are less common than cooperative strategies. The results are 

discussed, and it is suggested that it is best if the teachers make the group formations since it 

facilitates the group work which in turn optimizes the teaching strategies employed and yields 

improved results for students with language anxiety. The results also showed that it is 

suggested that teachers not only assess the learners as a whole group, but also the learners 

individually.  

 

Keywords: Collaborative, Cooperative, Teaching strategies, Language anxiety, Language 
learning.  
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1. Introduction 

According to the syllabus for the English subject in upper-secondary school1, teachers should 

give students opportunities to interact and speak in order develop their communicative skills 

in English. Interaction is seen as a core content in the syllabus for the English subject five, six 

and seven. However, the core content and knowledge requirements in the syllabus for English 

six and seven builds on the core content and knowledge requirements in the syllabus for 

English five; so, the syllabus for all three courses are similar. The main difference between 

the three courses is that the core content and requirements in the syllabus for English six and 

seven is harder than in English five. Hence the similarities between the three English courses, 

this paper will only focus on the syllabus for English five. A core content in the syllabus for 

English five cites as “Muntlig och skriftlig produktion och interaktion av olika slag, �ven i 

mer formella sammanhang, d�r eleverna instruerar, ber�ttar, sammanfattar, f�rklarar, 

kommenterar, v�rderar, motiverar sina �sikter, diskuterar och argumenterar” ‘Oral and written 

production and interaction of various kind, also in more formal settings, where students 

instruct, narrate, summarize, explain, comment, evaluate, give reasons for their opinions, 

discuss and argue’ (p. 3). As a knowledge requirement for grade E, the syllabus for English 

five states that “i muntlig interaktion” ’in oral interaction’,” kan eleven uttrycka sig tydligt 

och med visst flyt samt med viss anpassning till syfte, mottagare och situation” ’students can 

express themselves in quite varied ways, quite clearly and quite coherently. With some 

fluency, students can express themselves. Students can, to some extent, adapt their interaction 

to purpose, recipient and situation’ (p. 4). According to research, collaborative and 

cooperative teaching strategies could enable learners to develop these communicative skills 

when conducted (Saha & Singh, 2016; Lin, Preston, Kharrufa & Kong, 2014; Richard & 

Rodgers, 2014).  

 

Research shows that language anxiety often hampers performance in spoken communication. 

Students with language anxiety are often afraid of making mistakes and/or lack confidence 

when speaking English (Haidara, 2016; Heng, 2012; Tanveer, 2008). The English subject 

syllabus for in upper-secondary school does however lists oral interaction and production as a 

subject goal. Teachers should give students the opportunity to interact and produce oral texts 

                                                      
1 All translations from the English subject syllabus in the national curriculum are mine. 



 

 

 

 
 

of various kinds. Therefore, teachers need pedagogical options for helping students who 

experience language anxiety.  

 

Research also shows that students experiencing anxiety are helped significantly when teachers 

adopt cooperative and/or collaborative teaching strategies (Ahlquist, 2014; Mifsud and Raso, 

1992; Zhou, 2016). After a cooperative play exercise where students took on the role of 

characters in a story, a shy student that Sharon Ahlquist (2014) studied spoke up and said, “I 

dare to speak more now because nobody laughs at me when I get it wrong. They didn’t before 

either, but now I know” (p. 51).  

 

In this study, three English teachers in upper-secondary school were interviewed in order to 

discover teacher perceptions about the pedagogical value of collaborative and cooperative 

teaching strategies, and how they used them in the classroom. The objective in conducting 

this study were to discover whether or not English-teachers in Sweden, working in the context 

of upper-secondary school, actually perceive these strategies to be as helpful as studies of 

other educational contexts show. 

2. Research questions and hypothesis 

In this section the research questions (RQ) are presented in Table 1. These research questions 

were chosen in order to explore Teachers’ perceptions of the pedagogical value of 

collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies and how they use them in the English 

classroom. In the section under Table 1, the hypothesis is presented.  

 

Table 1 

Research questions 

RQ 1 Do teachers of English in upper-secondary use collaborative and cooperative 

teaching strategies? If so, how?  

RQ 2 How do teachers understand students’ responses to these 

activities/strategies?  

RQ 3 What problems do teachers perceive and how do they solve them? 

 

Hypothesis: Teachers use collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies. Teachers conduct 

these approaches in small groups of students and they use these approaches in order to create 

safe environments for their students in order to promote positive attitudes towards spoken 



 

 

 

 
 

interaction. Teachers understand students’ responses to these strategies as positive, they have 

experienced that students like these kinds of strategies and that students feel motivated 

towards social interaction. A problem that teachers could perceive in these kinds of 

approaches to language teaching is unequal assessment when students are evaluated as a 

group. One solution is to have a sort of participation grade when assessing groups and have 

individual tests about something that the group work included and assess this test 

individually.  

3. Theoretical background 

In this paper, the notion of collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies in the second 

language classroom are in focus. This background section will first present definitions of key 

terms, and then move into what research in the field says about cooperative and collaborative 

teaching strategies. 

 

3.1 Basic definition of the differences between cooperative and collaborative learning 
 
Researcher Theodore Panitz clarifies the difference between cooperative and collaborative 

learning as follows: 

 
collaborative learning (CL) is a personal philosophy, not just a classroom technique. The 
underlying premise of collaborative learning is based upon consensus building through 
cooperation by group members, in contrast to competition in which individuals best other 
group members. Cooperative learning is defined by a set of processes which help people 
interact together in order to accomplish a specific goal or develop an end product that is 
usually content specific. It is more directive than a collaborative system of governance and 
closely controlled by the teacher             

  (Panitz, 1999. p. 1) 
 
 
Collaborative learning is a term that contains numerous of strategies, thus does cooperative 

learning. In order to make the difference between collaborative and cooperative learning 

easier to understand, a small description of the two will follow. In collaborative learning, 

learners with different perspectives on a subject, work together to solve a problem with 

minimum guidance from the teacher. Collaborative learning focuses on learner independence, 

which briefly means that learners take responsibility for their own work and outcome. A 

collaborative teaching strategy that is normally used by teachers to promote collaboration 

amongst learners is problem-solving assignments (Saha & Singh 2016). However, in 

cooperative learning, learners work together and follow a structured guide in order to 



 

 

 

 
 

complete a task. In cooperative learning, the lessons are usually teacher led. Cooperative 

learning focuses on promoting cooperation amongst students (Richards & Rodgers, 2014). A 

cooperative teaching strategy that is normally used by teachers to promote cooperation 

amongst learners is to assign roles to learners and then let the learners work together towards 

a common goal (Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 1994). In order to make a further definition of 

the difference between the two, one example of each term will be presented. The example to 

present collaborative learning is problem-solving activities amongst individuals with a diverse 

mindset. The example that will be presented to describe a strategy used in cooperative 

learning is a film crew that is shooting a movie by following a script. In the collaborative 

problem-solving task, the individuals have to build trust between each other and try to 

overcome each other’s differences in order to solve a problem. The individuals are not guided 

during the act of solving the problem, because the point of the task is to collaborate together 

and use every individual’s independent opinion about how to solve the problem and together 

discuss and/or debate which opinions that are the most logical and useful solution to solve the 

problem. Hence, in order to describe cooperative learning, the example of the film crew 

shooting a movie presented earlier will now be described furthermore. In this context, the 

main goal is to promote cooperation. Every member of the film crew has a crucial part in the 

production of the film. It is important that every member follow their assigned role in order to 

complete the task with efficiency. The film crew know what to do since they follow the script 

of the movie. In other words, they have a guide to follow all the way up till the common goal 

is reached, which in this case is the film being completed. 

 
3.2 Detailed definition of cooperative teaching strategies and cooperative language 
learning 
 
Cooperative teaching strategies are strategies that teachers use to promote cooperation. To 

understand what cooperative teaching strategies are, one has to understand the definition of 

cooperative learning. Richards and Rodgers (2014) clarify in Approaches and Methods in 

Language Teaching that cooperative learning aims at cooperation between learners rather 

than competition.  

 

Since this essay’s focus is set on language teaching strategies, this study will define 

cooperative language teaching and learning. Jose Antonio Prieto Saborit et al. (2016) define 

cooperative learning as “a pedagogical model based on small work group and student 

interaction, where students build their own learning searching for a common objective” (p. 



 

 

 

 
 

438). Kagan and Stenlev (2017) state in Kooperativt lärande – Samarbetsstrukturer för 

Elevaktiv Undervisning ‘Cooperative Learning - Cooperative Structures for Student-Active 

teaching’ that cooperative learning (CL) is usually structured in a way that makes it 

appropriate for a variety of different contexts and subjects. Kagan and Stenlev argue that CL 

is structure-based, and the structure of a CL-task is something that the learners will have with 

them all the way until they finish the task. In other words, the structure in CL usually includes 

different steps that the learners should discuss and work with together during the process of 

the task. According to Kagan and Stenlev, a simple structure of CL could be structured as 

following:  

 

 Step 1 The teacher hands out a task 
Step 2 Individual preparation for tasks, where the student considers own solutions and making 
notes 
Step 3 Dialogues with another student, where they discuss their thoughts and work together 
towards a common solution.  
Step 4 The pair presents their final solution and they discuss the solution with another pair in 
the group.                

    [My translation] Kagan and Stenlev (2017, p. 13) 
 

Kagan and Stenlev (2017) confirm that this type of CL structure includes every learner in the 

process. In addition, the authors highlight that the learner could feel as if he or she is “lyfts” 

‘lifted up’ during the dialogue with the other group because the learner’s knowledge about the 

subject was prepared in advance [My translation] (p. 13).  

 

Rickard and Rodgers (2014) claim that cooperative language learning (CLL) in second 

language teaching fosters verbal interaction in the classroom. They identify the goals of CLL 

as follows: 

 

• To provide opportunities for naturalistic second language acquisition through the use 
of interactive pair and group activities; 

• To provide teachers with a methodology to enable them to achieve this goal and one 
that can be applied in a variety of curriculum settings (e.g., content-based, foreign 
language classrooms; mainstreaming); 

• To enable focused attention to particular lexical items, language structures, and 
communicative functions through the use of interactive tasks; 

• To provide opportunities for learners to develop successful learning and 
communication strategies; 

• To enhance learner motivation and reduce learner stress and to create a positive 
affective classroom climate. 

            Richards and Rodgers (2014, p. 245) 
 



 

 

 

 
 

According to Richards and Rodgers, cooperative language learning aims at developing the 

learner’s critical thinking skills, which is seen as a core content of any sort of learning. 

Wichadee and Orawiwatnakul (2012) also believe that cooperative language learning has a 

positive effect on the development of a student’s critical thinking skills. They also claim that 

CLL has a positive effect on social relationships, self-efficacy and language proficiency.  

 

3.3 Detailed definition of collaborative teaching strategies and collaborative language 
learning 
 
Collaborative teaching strategies are strategies that teachers use to promote collaboration. To 

be able to understand collaborative teaching strategies, one first has to understand what 

collaborative learning is. Researcher Panitz (1999) defines collaboration as “a philosophy of 

interaction and personal lifestyle where individuals are responsible for their actions, including 

learning and respect the abilities and contributions of their peers” (p. 3). Panitz points out that 

collaboration is based on individual independence and interaction. Panitz presents a basic 

definition of collaborative learning. Panitz presents the basic definition of collaborative 

learning as follows: 
 

Collaborative learning (CL) is a personal philosophy, not just a classroom technique. In all 
situations where people come together in groups, it suggests a way of dealing with people 
which respects and highlights individual group members' abilities and contributions. There is a 
sharing of authority and acceptance of responsibility among group members for the groups 
actions. The underlying premise of collaborative learning is based upon consensus building 
through cooperation by group members, in contrast to competition in which individuals best 
other group members. CL practitioners apply this philosophy in the classroom, at committee 
meetings, with community groups, within their families and generally as a way of living with 
and dealing with other people.             

          (Panitz, 1999. p. 3–4)  
 

Dillenbourg (1999) writes that collaborative learning could be defined as “a situation in which 

two or more people learn or attempt to learn something together” (p. 1). The author does also 

suggest that learning something through collaborative learning could take the form of problem 

solving activities where learners collaborate in order to solve a problem. 

        

According to Oxford (1997), some practitioners of collaborative learning refer to the term 

“social constructivism” instead of collaborative learning (p. 447). Oxford writes about the 

Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky’s view on social constructivist, and Vygotsky 

acknowledged that ideas are created while communication with others. Vygotsky maintains 

that the teacher’s role in the classroom is to guide and offer support. The key idea that comes 



 

 

 

 
 

from Vygotsky is scaffolding. Oxford writes that Vygotsky’s idea is to, as a teacher, scaffold 

the learner. van de Pol, Volman and Beishuizen (2010) also write about Vygotsky’s idea of 

scaffolding, and defines scaffolding as following: 

 

Borrowed from the field of construction, where a scaffold is a temporary structure erected to 
help with the building or modification of another structure, the use of scaffolding as a 
metaphor within the domain of learning refers to the temporary support provided for the 
completion of a task that learners otherwise might not be able to complete.  
 

     (van de Pol, Volman & Beishuizen, 2010, p. 271) 
 

Furthermore, Oxford (1997) explains that when the teacher is scaffolding a learner he or she 

ensures that the student’s work will remain to develop. Once the student no longer needs 

scaffolding, the teacher may gradually lower scaffolding given until the student is working on 

his or her own. The author argues that collaborative language learning is focused on meeting 

the full potential of each participant, which is accomplished through precise dialogue amongst 

participants.   

 

I now have defined the two major terms used in this study and what they stand for. In the next 

section, I define language anxiety and safe environment. Research has shown that there is a 

connection between collaborative/cooperative language learning and language anxiety/safe 

environment. Research has shown that language anxiety often hampers performance in 

spoken communication. Students with language anxiety are often afraid of making mistakes 

and/or lack confidence when speaking English (Haidara, 2016; Heng, 2012; Tanveer, 2008). 

Nevertheless, research also shows that students experiencing anxiety are helped significantly 

when teachers adopt cooperative and/or collaborative teaching strategies (Ahlquist, 2014; 

Mifsud and Raso, 1992; Zhou, 2016). 

 

3.4 Detailed definition of safe environment 
 
Young (2016) writes that safe environment is defined as an environment where learners feel 

free to speak up about distresses they might have and feel free to experiment. She maintains 

that learners should feel that they can take risks and test their limits to be able to spot gaps in 

their knowledge. Similarly, in Principles of Language Learning and Teaching – A Course in 

Second Language Acquisition, Brown (2014) argues that language learning should include “a 

healthy level of risk taking” and the ability to make “intelligent guesses,” which is seen as 



 

 

 

 
 

important in the language classroom (p. 149). Brown writes that learners have to “gamble a 

bit” and “take the risk of being wrong” (p. 149). 

 
 

3.5 Detailed definition of language anxiety 
 

Brown (2014) defines anxiety as “the subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, and 

nervousness connected to an arousal of the autonomic nervous system, and associated with 

feelings of uneasiness, frustration, self-doubt, apprehension, or worry” (p. 366). Moreover, 

Brown defines language anxiety as “a feeling of worry experienced in relation to a foreign 

language, either trait or state in nature” (p. 375). Research has shown that fear of making 

mistakes, insecurity, and fear of negative assessment are some of the factors that cause 

language anxiety for learners (Haidara, 2016; Heng, 2012; Tanveer (2008). In addition to this, 

Wichadee and Orawiwatnakul (2012) claim that most learners feel that speaking to a whole 

class is a threatening experience. 

 

3.6 Overview of research in the field  
 
Now that collaborative and cooperative learning have been defined, our next step is to 

examine some of the teaching strategies that research in the field has showed.  

 

In his study about language anxiety in school, Tanveer (2008) found that students experienced 

the strict classroom environment one “where their mistakes are noticed and their deficiencies 

are pointed out” (p. 40). His study also showed that some students blame their language 

anxiety on formal and strict classroom environments. Tanveer used qualitative semi-

structured interviews, where he interviewed twenty participants. The participants were 11 

ESL/EFL2 practitioners, 3 ESL/EFL teachers with high experience, and 6 EFL/ESL learners.   

To support his study that students blame their anxiety on formal classrooms he quoted one of 

the students that participated in his study about language anxiety. One of the EFL/ESL 

learners that participated in Tanveer’s study said, “I feel more anxiety in the class because it 

is more formal but out of class I don’t feel stress, talk to my friends, not afraid of mistakes” 

(p. 40). Conclusion needed.  

                                                      
2 Tanveer claims that the participants in his research fall into both the category of ESL and EFL, therefore, a 
combination of the two terms is used in his study. ESL = English as a second language. EFL = English as a 
foreign language. 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 In his study about classroom learning orientation, Zhou (2016) suggests that work done in 

pairs could promote a more comfortable and relaxing atmosphere where students could feel 

more confident about interacting with others in their second language. The study collected 

data from a questionnaire that 303 students in China answered. The data showed that students 

experienced anxiety struggled to perform in their English-classes. The author continues to 

state that a pressure-free environment which promotes student decisions is to be valued highly 

in language learning and student motivation. In conclusion, the author presented results that 

emphasized that it is essential to create a “learner-friendly, collaborative atmosphere in which 

students do not mock each other for unsatisfactory speaking performance but encourage each 

other in making and correcting mistakes” (p. 97). Zhou also suggests that teachers could 

inspire students that risk-taking is something positive in language learning.   

 

Moreover, research about language anxiety has shown that students experiencing anxiety are 

helped significantly when teachers adopt cooperative and/or collaborative teaching strategies 

(Ahlquist, 2014; Mifsud & Raso, 1992; Zhou, 2016).  

 

Nancie Atwell (2015), however, reveals in her book In the Middle - A Lifetime of Learning 

About Writing, Reading, and Adolescents that she rarely lets students collaborate during 

writing exercises. Atwell argues that in order to assess and reply to the correct person’s ideas 

and thoughts in text students have to write individually. However, in the writing of parody 

texts, Atwell claims that collaboration between two students is desirable since it could 

produce better-quality ideas because “kids set each other off” (p. 569). Atwell supports her 

claim by describing a situation where students were to write creative names that they thought 

were to be the next millennium most popular first names for boys and girls. According to 

Atwell, the students showed great imagination and creativity in the process of generating the 

names. One of the generated names for boys was “Whincester” and another “Rockefeller” (p. 

570).  

 

In addition, in their study about collaborative learning, Saha and Singh (2016) presented 

another strategy for teachers to apt in order to promote collaboration in the English classroom. 

They studied if language games could be used as an approach to collaborative learning. It 

found that collaborative learning can take place in “the contemporary discussions of a small 

group, problem-solving activities, and face-to-face and virtual game settings” (g. 180). Saha 



 

 

 

 
 

and Singh argue that language games will motivate the learner and foster an environment for 

language learning. As a conclusion, they suggest that anxiety could be lowered through the 

participation in language games of various kinds and different intensities. The authors also 

argue that introverted students who usually do not participate could be encouraged to join, 

particularly when the language games are worked with in small groups. The authors highlight 

that language games, both virtual and face-to-face games, are not to be seen as something that 

takes place when the class has time to waste. Language games of various kinds were observed 

and seemed to be entertaining, creative and joyful to the students who participated. The 

authors write that this study showed that games produced collaboration between students, 

which helped them to develop their language and social skills.  

 

Similarly, Lin, Preston, Kharrufa, and Kong (2014) also studied an approach to collaborative 

learning. The authors studied how to use digital tabletops in the collaborative learning aspect 

problem-solving assignments in groups. The study focused on seeing if the use of 

collaborative teaching strategies obtainable through digital tabletops could offer EFL learners 

development in both linguistic and thinking skills. Lin, Preston, Kharrufa, and Kong introduce 

and describe ways in which modern technologies could be used as a collaborative tool for 

language learning and developed thinking. The study showed that using digital tabletop 

technologies as an aspect of collaborative learning had multiple positive effects. Learners in 

the study developed their critical thinking and interaction skills.  

 

Likewise, Oddvik (2011) studied the potential use of Computer-Supported Collaborative 

Learning (CSCL), which also had positive effects towards language learning. Oddvik’s study 

compared two groups who worked collaboratively. While one of the groups worked together 

on one computer and could talk face-to-face, the other worked with three computers and 

chatted with each other over the internet. Each group got the assignment to collaborate in the 

writing of an essay. The author claims that CSCL has the potential to motivate learners by 

letting them work together in a new way. Oddvik’s study showed that there are possibilities to 

foster collaborative skills and language learning when using CSCL in the English classroom.   

 

In their examination of collaborative dialogue as an approach to collaborative learning, 

Lightbown and Spada (2017) examined how the approach could be used in the second 

language classroom. The authors describe a situation where two students were involved in a 

jigsaw exercise in their second language class. Both students received four different pictures. 



 

 

 

 
 

Each picture was labeled with a number all the way up to number eight, one of the students 

received picture two, four, six and eight. The other student received picture one, three, five 

and seven. The students had to take turns when telling the story, picture by picture. After they 

had told the story, they exposed all the pictures in correct order and started to write the story 

they just told. According to Lightbown and Spada, the student interaction during this dialogue 

included “genuinely sharing information about how to complete the task” and “actively 

collaborating to reconstruct the story” (p. 138). The authors acknowledge that the students 

used metalinguistic discussion and reflection in their second language when they were trying 

to solve a problem having to do with choosing the proper grammatical form of a word. To 

illustrate, metalinguistic means in this case that they were talking about language as they tried 

to agree on the correct use of grammatical form. However, the authors write that feedback on 

errors did not occur during this dialogue since none of the students was certain about what the 

proper grammatical form of the word actually was. Then both students did in fact make many 

grammatical errors. In this task the students did at first negotiate in order to come to an 

agreement on what to write in the story. After so, they start to negotiate about how they will 

write what they have agreed upon.  

 

In contrast to collaborative teaching strategies, the following sections will present cooperative 

teaching strategies from research in the field. 

 

In brief, the question matrix is an approach to teaching critical thinking. The question matrix 

encourages students to lead and follow discussions by asking and answering a variety of 

question types. Richards and Rodgers argue that cooperative activities that are based on 

question matrix or similar exercises are believed to develop the learners critical thinking skills 

(Richard and Rodgers, 2014). 

 

In addition, various of cooperative learning activities are presented by Wichadee and 

Orawiwatnakul (2012) in their article. The authors do also present solutions on how to assess 

students when conducting cooperative language teaching strategies. The authors write that 

there could be didactic consequences when applying cooperative learning into the classroom 

due to grading. Wichadee and Orawiwatnakul affirm that “high achievers might lose 

motivation” and “Low-achievers might learn harder” when the teacher is assessing the 

learners as a group (p. 96). The authors suggest that the teacher not only assess the learners as 

a whole group, but also the learners individually. This suggestion could motivate both the 



 

 

 

 
 

low-achievers and high-achievers to participate and to work well together as a group. 

Wichadee and Orawiwatnakul propose that teachers grade learners in the process of a group 

work. Learners could work cooperatively together in a group and study towards an upcoming 

individual test. The authors explain that function of the cooperative group is then to prepare 

the learners for the upcoming test, which could be some sort of a quiz. Wichadee and 

Orawiwatnakul propose that the teacher will assess the quizzes with points from zero up to 

thirty. Then the teacher will compare the test score from past tests and compare them with the 

latest test in order to see if the student has made an individual improvement or not.  

 

In their study about teachers’ attitude towards cooperative learning, Saborit, Fernández-Río, 

Cecchini Estrada, Méndez-Giménez and Alonso (2016) claim that if teachers contribute 

poorly in group work then the work will not be effective. The authors also argue that teachers 

need to have a positive attitude towards cooperative learning. In order to follow up their 

argument that teachers’ positive attitude is one of the crucial elements for achieving a 

successful cooperative group work, the authors make a suggestion. The authors suggest that 

teachers need some sort of training in cooperative teaching strategies to be able to create the 

best possible outcome of the educational approach.  

4. Methodology 

To address the three research questions, and to examine the hypothesis; the present study 

collected data by conducting interviews. The aim of the interviews was to gather genuine 

answers of opinions and thoughts from English teachers that are currently working in upper 

secondary school. The interviews were semi-structured. According to Bryman (2017), semi-

structured interviews are to consider when the aim of the interviews is to gather the 

interviewees opinions and thoughts about the questions; and this is the present study’s aim 

and therefore, the chosen method for the present study were semi-structured interviews.  

 

The interviews were conducted in Swedish, later translated into English. All translations from 

the interviews are mine.  

 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

4.1 Ethical considerations 
 

The Swedish Research Council(2017) identifies four major ethical aspects that should be 

respected when researching: the first aspect is that the involved person(s) should be informed 

of what the study will process; the second aspect is that the involved person(s) should sign 

some sort of paper where that person gives her consent that her answers are to be used in the 

research; the third aspect is a demand that all personal information of the included person(s) 

are seen as confidential information. The fourth and last aspect is that the information gained 

through (in this case) interviews only has one purpose, which is to be used within the 

research. These ethical aspects were taken into consideration during the production of this 

study. 

 

4.2 Participants 
 

The participants are all teachers that are currently teaching English at upper secondary-school 

in Sweden. Interviews were conducted with three teachers.  In order to respect the ethical 

aspects that The Swedish Research Council presents I will not use the interviewees proper 

names. I will call the interviewed teachers: Teacher 1, Teacher 2 and Teacher 3.  

 

4.3 Procedure  
 

The interviews were conducted in Swedish, and the interviewees were invited to the 

interviews by mail. The mail invitation included short information about the interview’s topic 

(collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies). The interviews were digitally recorded 

and transcribed. During the interview the participating teachers were asked five main 

questions, these five questions are presented below in Table 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 

Table 2 

Interview Questions 

Question 1. Do you use group work during your English-classes? 

Question 2. What is your view on collaborative and cooperative language learning? Do 

you use these approaches? 

Question 3. What aspects of these approaches do you focus on? 

Question 4. How do you teach these aspects? 

Question 5. How do students respond to these types of group work? 

          

The questions in Table 2 were the main questions when conducting the interviews. However, 

the interviewees had the chance to change direction of the interview in order to present their 

views on the topic (collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies). These questions were 

used as a tool to stay on topic, reduce silence; and to guide the teachers to respond with their 

view of the topic. If the interviewed teacher continued to talk for a long time after one of the 

questions, he or she was usually let to finish as long as he or she stayed on topic. If the 

interviewed teacher became silent, the next question was asked. These questions were used to 

generate answers where the participating teacher’s opinions and thoughts about collaborative 

and cooperative are presented.  

5. Results 

In this section, teachers’ responses are presented. Each heading in this section presents an 

interview question. The participating teachers’ answers are presented under each heading.  

 

5.1 Do teachers use group work during their English-classes?  
 
All three teachers emphasized that they use group work in their English-classes. Teacher 3 

and Teacher 2 smiled and laughed a little when he and she answered yes to my question, as if 

they both believed that group work is something that is obvious to use in the language 

classroom.  

 

5.2 What is teachers view on collaborative and cooperative language learning? Do they 
use these approaches? 
 
When Teacher 1 was asked what her view on these two approaches was, she answered 

“��ldigt positiv, jag tror att det skulle vara v�ldigt��rt att undervisa utan dem” ‘very 



 

 

 

 
 

positive, I believe that it would be hard to educate without them’. Teacher 1 also highlighted 

that communication is necessary in language and she believed that these two approaches 

could promote great communication amongst learners. She affirmed that these two 

approaches have become a natural part of her language classroom, and she claimed that 

learners in her classroom always get time to talk English with each other. However, she 

pointed out that she does not think that students should be assessed during these two 

approaches within group work. Yet, her view on these two approaches as a way for students 

to learn remains very positive. Nevertheless, she stated that she thinks that students should be 

evaluated individually, and not in group. Teacher 1 told me that she felt that collaborative and 

cooperative language learning have a lot of similarities. Hence the similarities, Teacher 1 told 

me that she sometimes does not reflects on if she is promoting collaboration or cooperation in 

her classroom. Teacher 1 also told me that she from time to time use aspects of both the 

collaborative and the cooperative approach within the same group work. However, Teacher 1 

said that she promotes cooperative language learning on a regular basis because she believes 

that group work needs to be structured and led by the teacher. Yet, when Teacher 1 spoke 

about her view on collaborative learning and lessons that focuses on learner independence she 

said “jag har ju läst om det här, jag inser att det är väldigt positivt för eleverna äger då sitt 

projekt. Men det har jag nog inte gjort så mycket under mina lektioner, tyv�rr” ‘I have read 

about this, and I realize that it is something very positive because the students are owning 

their project. Unfortunately, this is not something that happens on a regular basis during my 

lessons’.  

 

When Teacher 2 was asked what his view on collaborative and cooperative language learning 

was, he answered “den är väldigt positiv, min syn på de två tillvägagångsätten är att de öppnar 

��ligheter��r elever att prata engelska, vilke���lar�����gonting positivt” ‘it is very 

positive, my view on these two approaches is that they create opportunities for students to talk 

English, which of course is something positive’. He believed that teachers are able to apt 

these different approaches into different contexts. In addition, he told me that in upper 

secondary school, collaborative language learning is something that he is trying to promote 

more and more during his English lessons. However, he believed that cooperative language 

learning is more traditional than collaborative language learning in Sweden, at least according 

to what he had experienced in his past. He told me that he wants to promote collaborative 

language learning more than he actually is. In conclusion, Teacher 2 confirmed that he 

promotes cooperative language learning most of these two approaches in his English 



 

 

 

 
 

classroom, simply because he usually wants some sort of teacher-led structure. Nonetheless, 

Teacher 2 believed that both collaborative and cooperative language learning are something 

positive, and both should have their own use in the English classroom.  

 

When Teacher 3 was asked what her view on collaborative and cooperative language learning 

was, she answered that “jag tycker att de��r v�ldigt viktiga” ‘I think that they are very 

important’. She revealed that she sees educational value in both of these two approaches. She 

also affirmed that she believes that these approaches to language learning could promote 

development in learners’ language skill.   

 

 

5.3 What aspects do teachers focus on?   
 
All three teachers emphasized that their English classes are often based on cooperative 

learning and led by the teacher. However, all three teachers revealed that their lessons are 

significantly less led by students as the collaborative approach insists.  

 

As an aspect of cooperative teaching, Teacher 1 and 3 emphasized that they assign roles to 

students when assigning group work in their English-classes. Another aspect of cooperative 

language teaching is discussions, which is something that all three teachers told me that they 

use during their English lessons. Teacher 1 pointed out that discussions and interaction are 

aspects that she values high in her English classroom.  

All three teachers found aspects of collaborative teaching strategies as interesting and of 

educational value, but they did use aspects of collaborative language learning significantly 

less than aspects of cooperative language learning.   

 

As for aspects of collaborative teaching, all of the participating teachers told me that problem-

solving activities and debates are something that they use from time to time. Teacher 1 also 

highlighted that when she uses debates as an aspect to language teaching, she normally 

assigns roles to the students. 

 



 

 

 

 
 

 

 

5.4 How do teachers teach these kinds of aspects? 
 
All three teachers emphasized that their English-classes normally are led by them. However, 

all three teachers did also say that they from time to time let the students control activities or 

discussions.  

  

Both Teacher 3 and Teacher 1 explained that they usually hand out questions that students 

should discuss in small groups, and then the teacher moves around in the classroom and listen 

while the groups discuss the questions. Teacher 3 pointed out that the questions that she hands 

out could for instance be about a book that all the group members have read in advance. In 

comparison, Teacher 1 pointed out that that the questions that she hands out could be 

questions about understanding a topic, or more free and open questions. Teacher 1 also told 

me that during these kinds of exercises, she always let the students sit in small groups and 

discuss the questions. Teacher 1 highlighted that she knows from experience that some 

students, some more than others, can have problems to begin the writing process in an essay. 

So, Teacher 1 emphasized that she normally lets students discuss and share ideas before 

individual writing. Because then, after the discussions, the students might have a less 

demanding time in order to begin the individual writing process.   

 

Likewise, Teacher 2 also explained that he normally hands out questions that students should 

discuss in groups. However, Teacher 2 also pointed out the suggestion to hand out a theme 

without questions and let the students discuss freely about this theme. Teacher 2 did, 

however, claim that “fria diskussioner kr�ver dock att eleverna��r me���l�����a och det 

kan bli komplikationer, en komplikation kan till exempel vara om eleverna inte är motiverade 

till att prata” ‘free discussions demand student independence and could come with 

complications, one obstacle could for instance be if students lack motivation to speak’.  

 

Teacher 1 highlighted that a teacher should let the student, from time to time, write or talk 

about things that the student is motivated about. Teacher 1 told me that she sometimes creates 

a theme for an activity, and then lets the students pick subjects within the chosen theme. This 

is something that she for instance could do during group activities. Teacher 1 picks a theme 

and asks students what they would like to discuss during this theme. She said that a theme 



 

 

 

 
 

could for instance be “prata om vad som motiverar dig” ‘talk about what motivates you’, and 

students would talk in the group about what motivates them.  

 

Teacher 1 emphasized that students are not able to interact much during her presentations in 

front of class. However, Teacher 1 also told me that she normally has short breaks during her 

presentations. In these short breaks students can discuss the presented topic for a few minutes. 

The short discussions are meant to strengthen students’ knowledge about topics that Teacher 

1 talks about during her presentations. 

 

Another example that Teacher 1 described was that she had let the students work with 

speeches of various kinds. The students were to create a speech in group or pair, and then 

present the speech in front of class. The students should follow rhetorical structures that she 

had taught them. Furthermore, the students could choose to imitate an excising speech or 

come up with a speech entirely their own. Teacher 1 said that she has noted that this exercise 

was something that the students really appreciated, she had noticed that the students like to 

present their created speeches.  

 

Teacher 1 implied that by her experience four members in a group work is the best, five are 

too many, and she said that “�r det bara������nter�� blir det inte riktigt de���r 

dynamiken” ‘a group of only two students does usually not have the most effective group 

dynamics’. Teacher 1 also told me that she normally creates the groups. Techer 1 claimed that 

if she creates the groups it will reduce some of the insecurity that she believes could strike 

students about how the group will be created. According to Teacher 1, group work works best 

if she creates the groups. Teacher 3 on the other hand, claimed that three is the perfect number 

of members for group work. She said that “I en grupp med tre elever så får alla elever chans 

att prata” ‘in a group of three students all gets the chance to talk and express themselves’. She 

claimed that if a group consists of two students there might be moments where both will sit 

quiet, and if there are groups of four or five students there might be moments where one or 

more student(s) will not be a part of the discussion.  

 

Teacher 1 emphasized that she from time to time conducts group work during her grammar 

lessons, and one strategy that she told me about was problem-solving activities in groups or 

pairs. She said that she could let the students discuss a text with grammatical errors and let 



 

 

 

 
 

them correct it together. Another strategy was that she could let the students work together to 

create sentences with correct grammatical structure.  

 

In Teacher 3’s example of assigning roles to students in cooperative group work she 

highlighted that she normally lets the students read a text while paired up. One student of the 

pair was given the role to read, and the other student was given the role to listen and try their 

best to assess their classmate’s pronunciation. After a few minutes the two paired up students 

will switch roles so both students will try read and try to assess. In this work of two Teacher 3 

highlighted that she tells the students that “misstag är accepterade och den som läser ska vara 

lugn och ���� g��a sit����” ‘errors are accepted, and the student who are reading should 

be relaxed and try their best’ 

 

5.5 How do students respond to these kinds of group work? 
 
Teacher 3 revealed that she received positive feedback from students after group works. One 

example is when a student told Teacher 3, during an evaluation call, that the student first did 

not like group work because the student was shy or insecure to talk. However, the group work 

forced the student to talk. The student was well aware that verbal interaction is necessary in a 

language course, yet the student did not feel confident when talking. Nonetheless, the student 

managed to talk in these group works. The student felt very proud of himself/herself after the 

group work, even though it was tough at first. Teacher 3 said that the student was very glad 

that he or she had participated in the group work. According to Teacher 3, the student felt 

more confident when talking after participating in the group work.  

 

Teacher 2 emphasized that students normally give positive response to these kinds of group 

work. He said that he thinks that “elever interagerar och pratar me���r do��� i sm�grupper 

����rt me�������r i helklass” ‘students interact and talk more when in small groups 

compared to whole class’. I asked him why he thought it was so, and he responded that the 

reason could be that students feel calmer and more secure when in small groups. However, 

something that he had noticed was that students could feel stress over how the groups should 

be arranged. Teacher 2 highlighted that, as a teacher, one has to reflect on how the groups 

should be created. In addition, Teacher 2 argues that there are many possible scenarios in the 

making of groups. Different examples of scenarios of this were presented by Teacher 2 during 

the interview. The first scenario that Teacher 2 presented was that students pick groups on 



 

 

 

 
 

their own. In addition, another scenario could be that the teacher creates the groups, and then 

one could, as a teacher, choose to mix the students completely or create groups by structure. 

In order to create a group by structure, Teacher 2 suggests that, the teacher could include both 

high-achieving and low-achieving students within the same group. When Teacher 2 creates 

groups he sometimes tries to create the groups after this kind of structure. To reduce the stress 

that could be caused in the making of groups, Teacher 2 emphasized that he normally creates 

the groups. When he creates the groups, the students know that everyone will have a partner, 

and that they will get mixed completely. Teacher 2 pointed out that he believes in regularly 

making new pairs, which allows students to get to know more people in the class. He said that 

“desto mer elever I klassen som��gar prata med varandra, de�����re” ‘the more students in 

the class that dare to talk to one another, the better’. However, Teacher 2 revealed that he 

sometimes thinks that it is hard to assess learners when they are working in group. He claimed 

that because learners in upper secondary school persists a variety of language skill, group 

assessment could be seen as unfair to some learners. Teacher 2 did however strongly believe 

that learners benefits from the collaborative or cooperative teaching strategies he uses in his 

English classroom. Therefore, hence the assessment problem, he still uses both of these 

approaches to language teaching. Yet, he argued that learners that are learning together in a 

group towards a common goal is not something to think poorly about. In addition, he revealed 

that he usually creates group tasks or challenges that learners should work with in groups to 

prepare them for an upcoming individual test.  

 

Teacher 1 revealed that she had encountered both the positive and the negative side of group 

work. She told me that the students with higher grades and higher skill in English usually 

disliked group work where there was assessment involved. The student with high grades 

usually asked questions like “what’s in it for me?” or “I can’t work with him because he will 

drag me down” and so on. As a consequence of this, Teacher 1 hesitates to assess students as 

a whole group. When asked what her view on assessing students as a whole group was, 

Teacher 1 answered “man kan g�ra det, men de��r inte�� him���tt” ‘it is doable, however, it 

is not that easy’. She also pointed out that there could be didactic consequences to have group 

work in classes where there are students who cannot work well together. I asked her if there 

could be a possibility to use collaborative teaching strategies to make the students work 

together even though they might have a diverse mindset because one aspect to collaborative 

learning that could be used is debates. Teacher 1 answered maybe to my question about the 

aspect of collaborative learning.  



 

 

 

 
 

 

6. Discussion 

 
The results and findings have shown that English teachers in Sweden use cooperative 

language teaching and find them helpful, confirming research findings in other educational 

contexts; however, collaborative teaching strategies are less common than cooperative 

strategies. In the following sections, the research questions and hypothesis will be discussed, 

and conclusions will be drawn. After that, the discussion will switch focus and present ideas 

for further research are presented.  

 

6.1 RQ 1 - Do teachers of English in upper-secondary use collaborative and cooperative 
teaching strategies? If so, how? 
 
The present study showed that all of the participating English-teachers used collaborative and 

cooperative teaching strategies in their English lessons. The present study did also show that 

all three participating teachers claimed to have had positive experiences when conducting 

these approaches in their English classroom. Likewise, research showed that these two 

approaches often have positive educational results when conducted in the second language 

classroom (Atwell, 2015; Saha & Singh, 2016; Lin, Preston, Kharrufa & Kong 2014; Oddvik, 

2011; Wichadee & Orawiwatnakul, 2012).  

 
The present study also showed that all of the participating English-teachers as a majority used 

discussions in groups of three to five, and teacher-led lessons as aspects to promote 

cooperative learning. All of the participating teachers pointed out that they often hand out 

questions of various kinds that students will discuss in groups. Likewise, research has 

suggested that discussions by asking and answering a variety of question types are believed to 

develop the learners critical thinking skills (Richards and Rodgers, 2014). In regard to aspects 

to promote cooperative learning, Saha and Singh (2016) also suggest discussions in small 

groups because they claim that this aspect could help learners to develop their language and 

social skills.  

 

Furthermore, the present study showed that Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 use to assign roles to 

students during cooperative assignments. One example of this aspect to promote cooperative 

learning was to assign one student in a pair with the role to be a reader, and the other student 



 

 

 

 
 

with the role to be an assessor. The student who was assigned the role to read, read out loud. 

The student who was assigned the role to assess listened and tried to assess the readers 

pronunciation. Likewise, research shows that students experiencing anxiety are helped 

significantly when teachers adopt the aspect of assigning roles to students in cooperative 

exercises (Ahlquist, 2014). In comparison to Teacher 1’s and Teacher 3’s example of 

assigning roles to students, Ahlquist (2014) describes a cooperative exercise where students 

are assigned roles of imaginary characters that the students should act to be during a play.  

 
In addition, research have shown that collaboration through problem-solving activities can 

motivate learners in second language learning and promote developed thinking (Saha and 

Singh, 2016; Lin, Preston, Kharrufa and Kong, 2014). Problem-solving activities is something 

that all teachers claimed to use during their English lessons. 

 
 

 

 

6.2 RQ 2 - How do teachers understand students’ responses to these 
activities/strategies? 
 
The present study showed that both Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 have experienced that students 

came up to them after a collaborative or cooperative activity and praised the activity. The 

students that praised the activity often said that he or she felt more confident to talk after he or 

she participated in the cooperative or collaborative activity. Teacher 2 revealed that he 

believes that students interact and talk more when in small groups compared to whole class. 

When I asked him why he thought it was so, he responded that the reason could be that 

students feel calmer and more secure when in small groups.  Likewise, research has shown 

that students experiencing language anxiety are helped significantly when teachers adopt 

cooperative and/or collaborative teaching strategies (Ahlquist, 2014; Mifsud and Raso, 1992; 

Zhou, 2016).  

 

The present study also showed that some of the participating teachers claimed that students 

can be stressed during the making of groups. Teacher 2 argued that these type of stress is 

lowered when he creates the groups. Teacher 1 also argued that stress could be prevented if 

she creates the groups.  

 



 

 

 

 
 

The participating teachers in the present study gave a variety of answers when they told me 

their preferred number of members in a group. Teacher 3 claimed that the perfect number 

members in a group is three; two were too little, and five were too many because then one 

student could sit quiet. Teacher 1, however, claimed that four members in a group is perfect; 

five are too many, and two are too few members. Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 argued that their 

preferred number of group members increased the outcome of social interaction and 

discussions within the groups rather than any other amount of group members. However, both 

Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 said that a group of two members was too small. Hence this, Zhou 

(2016) suggests that work done in pairs could promote a more comfortable and relaxing 

atmosphere where students could feel more confident about interacting with others in their 

second language. Zhou’s suggestion disagrees with Teacher 1’s and Teacher 3’s suggestion to 

not have a group of only two members.  

 

6.3 RQ 3 - What problems do teachers perceive and how do they solve them? 
 
The present study showed that all of the participating teachers thought that assessment in 

group has complications when conducting collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies in 

the English classroom. Both Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 emphasized that they experienced that 

high-achieving learners complains about unequal assessment when learners were assessed as 

groups. The participating teachers claimed that some learners are well prepared and are 

working hard during group work, yet there are learners who are not. Therefore, it would be, 

according to the participating teachers, unequal to assess groups with both high-achieving and 

low-achieving learners. Wichardee and Orawiwatnakul (2012) claim that high-achieving 

learners could lose motivation when assessed as a whole group. However, the authors do also 

claim that low-achieving learners could increase their learning when assessed as a group. 

Wichardee and Orawiwatnakul suggest a solution to the problem with assessing learners as a 

group. The authors suggest that the teacher not only assess the learners as a whole group, but 

also the learners individually. This suggestion could, according to the authors, motivate both 

the low-achievers and high-achievers to participate and to work well together as a group.   

 

6.4 Examining Hypothesis 
 
The present study showed that teacher use collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies; 

however, collaborative teaching strategies are used significantly less than cooperative 

teaching strategies. The present study did also show that teachers in fact use these approaches 



 

 

 

 
 

in small groups of students, and one of the reasons is to promote positive attitudes towards 

spoken interaction. Teachers use discussions, interaction and assigning roles to students as 

aspects to cooperative language teaching; and debates as an aspect to collaborative language 

teaching. However, none of the participating teachers talked about safe environment directly. 

Yet, Teacher 3 revealed that, during a pronunciation and reading activity she makes sure to let 

the students know that errors are accepted. Teacher 3 wants this activity to promote risk-

taking and let the reading student try to also pronounce words that they are new to them. Risk-

taking is a part of the definition of safe environment, and research has shown that risk-taking 

is something positive in the language classroom (Young, 2016; Brown, 2014). Teachers did in 

fact believe that unequal evaluation was a complication when assessing students as a group. 

However, none of the teachers presented a solution to this.  

7. Conclusion 
 

The present study showed that English teachers in Sweden use cooperative and collaborative 

language teaching and find them helpful, confirming research findings in other educational 

contexts; however, collaborative teaching strategies are less common than cooperative 

strategies. 

 

Moreover, the participating teachers believed that discussions in small groups of three to four 

students promotes student interaction. Most of the participating teachers did also believe that 

groups should be created by the teachers; and that the English lessons should be led by the 

teacher in order to promote the best possible outcome of language learning for the students.  

 

In addition, the present study showed that students’ responses to collaborative and 

cooperative language learning are often positive. Both Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 had 

experienced students showing a positive attitude towards cooperative or collaborative group 

work. Teacher 3 described one of the situations that she had experienced. The student told 

Teacher 3 that she was happy that she participated in Teacher 3’s group work. Before the 

group work the student was shy and did not feel confident to talk, but after the group work the 

student felt proud and more confident when speaking than before the group work.  

 

The present study also showed that all of the participating teachers thought that assessment in 

group could come with complications when conducting collaborative and cooperative 



 

 

 

 
 

teaching strategies in the English classroom. However, Wichardee and Orawiwatnakul (2012) 

suggest a solution to the problem with assessing learners as a group. The authors suggest that 

the teacher not only assess the learners as a whole group, but also the learners individually. 

This suggestion could, according to the authors, motivate both the low-achievers and high-

achievers to participate and to work well together as a group.   

 

Furthermore, this paper has presented multiple of collaborative and cooperative teaching 

strategies, both from data collected through interviews and from research in the field. 

However, this paper presents more collaborative teaching strategies from research in the field 

than cooperative teaching strategies. The present study showed that collaborative teaching 

strategies are less common than cooperative strategies in the English subject of upper 

secondary school. Therefore, more collaborative teaching strategies than cooperative are 

presented in this paper from research in the field in order to present more suggestions of 

collaborative teaching strategies to English teachers of upper secondary school in Sweden.  

 
 

7.1 Further Research 
 
The present study showed a limited sample of collaborative and cooperative teaching 

strategies. However, it would be interesting to read a more developed study that is conducting 

the same research but on a more advanced level. I believe that it would be interesting for 

English teachers in Sweden, who are teaching at upper-secondary school to read and learn 

about a various of different collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies. I believe that 

further research within collaborative and cooperative teaching strategies could increase the 

use of these approaches to language learning in Sweden. In addition, since the present study 

showed that collaborative teaching strategies were to be used significantly less than 

cooperative; one can assume that teachers in Sweden also would be interested to read and 

learn how to conduct collaborative teaching strategies in their language classroom.  
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