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The roles of a student tutor in the process of cooperative problem solving

Toshiko SUZUKI

The purpose of the present study was to investigate a characteristic of learning
support provided by student tutors and its effect on junior high school students.
Based on the qualitative analysis of the transcripts of the discourse between a
student tutor and three junior high school students, it was found that the university
student switched her role as a tutor in learning support and adapted to the flow of
interaction with the students. The tutor was spontaneously playing such roles as “a

”

mock teacher,” “ a big sister” and “a peer” while supporting the students in solving
math problems cooperatively. In addition, she provided the students with help
based on her own experience as a learner. On the whole, by switching the roles, the
tutor kept the students focused until they reached the solution cooperatively. The
results of the analysis suggested that the tutor’s learning support is unstructured and
not well-planned, but beneficial to the students all the more for its accessibility to

them.

VRS o — 8 — Ik BEREBEMEDO Y 2 7 A M, T20F 2 — 7 —Hl3#BHERO Vb 2 fiiE TS
DEEA, EiERDIMHAERERICOVT, 2 L THHICEYPRETICOVTT EAL 22 LTH5 ) 2 ENTEE
T (WMERER) ) TREOBITPRAETOEMIC D EZET (BB RS A0) ) DEROMA - 5m 7% -
BEEDBERN 2 EOMFRIIGE L T ET UNETHYE) ) "AEATELREZ TR WICIEELTVWE S, 2L, ML
BOODKHiHR (WREFEREBER) ) 72 L O EHEB I L Tn 3,

DTS 2=y —DFB &) 13 APERDF 2 — 5 —HIAIRHCE b - LB 2 HM & T 2 REFADHREL b D
TH5s,

¥ Goodlad&Hirst 1 FEHR 721 T2 { BAER OB H R A & - CHRER P I 22 EIFEE % peer tutoring
L LTw3% (Goodlad&Hirst, 1990),
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Promoting Equal Opportunity to Participate in
Language Learning

Kumiko Fushino
(Tokyo Keizai University)
George M Jacobs

(James Cook University Singapore)

Much of the literature on teaching ESOL recommends the use of group activities to
promote communication among students. However, these group activities can suffer
from difficulties, such as some group members dominating discussions. Students and
teachers need to address this, and this article explains ten strategies for promoting
equal opportunity to participate among group members. These ten strategies consist of
the use of small groups including groups of two members, writing tasks that students
do before or after they speak to groupmates, writing tasks that students do without
speaking, group members taking turns to speak including the use of timed turns,
students playing roles in their groups, tasks that involve a variety of abilities beyond
language abilities, the use of talking tokens, creation of information gaps which
students need to close to complete a task, observation by students of the equality of
participation among their group members, and an emphasis on cooperative skills by

group members including the skill of encouraging others to participate.

Keywords: equal opportunity to participate, language learning, communicative

language teaching

Students in a Secondary 1 (approximately 13 years old) ESOL class are doing
a task in groups of two. In the various groups, each member seems engaged in the
group’s task and contributes approximately the same amount to the discussion,
although one member may speak more at the beginning, while their partner speaks
more near the end of the task. In a next door classroom, another Secondary 1 ESOL
class is doing the same task, but in this class, in many of the groups, one person
seems more engaged and is doing most to the talking, while their partner says little
and is not even listening to the other person or watching what they are doing.

Unfortunately, the second classroom scenario, in which participation is very unequal
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within students groups, may be the more common scenario.

This unequal participation deprives students of many of the benefits of peer
interaction for language learning. These benefits include opportunities to receive
more comprehensible input (Krashen, 1985), i.e., hearing and reading language that
is challenging yet understandable; to engage in interaction to clarify input that they
receive, e.g., asking for vocabulary to be repeated or explained so that they have a
better chance of understanding it (Long, 1983) and to produce output (Swain, 1995),
i.e., to speak or write as part of helping the group achieve its goals. Furthermore,
peer interaction offers the possibility of creating a friendlier, more enjoyable
atmosphere, an atmosphere in which students feel more motivated (Dornyei, 2001),
and learning is more likely to take place (Johnson & Johnson, 2013).

From the perspective of Socio-Cultural Theory (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006;
Vygotsky, 1978), language development occurs when tasks are in students’ zone
of proximal development, i.e., tasks that students can do in collaboration with
others. Peer interactions offer a prime form of such collaboration. Not only can
peers assist each other; students also bring different strengths and perspectives
to tasks. In many language classrooms, these collaborative activities flow from
communicative language teaching (CLT) principles (Savignon, 2001). By adding
flavours of cooperative learning to CLT activities, students’ language development
will be further assisted, because the cooperation can take place more efficiently and
pleasantly.

However, there may be good reasons for one student (whom we will name
#2) to talk longer at least initially than their partner (whom we will name #1).
Firstly, perhaps, #2 knows more on the topic, and uses the extra talking time to
teach #1. A second possibility is that the class is using a flipped classroom approach
(Chen Hsieh, Wu, & Marek, 2017) in which before class, students study content
(e.g., via reading or watching videos) and then in class do activities related to that
content. Unfortunately, #1 has not done the pre-class preparation, and #2 needs to
speak more to compensate for this. Still a third possibility is that #1 is more of an
introvert and also more reflective than #2; thus, #1 prefers to think and listen for
a while before talking, whereas #2 prefers to go right ahead and speak, and fix any
errors later. Fourthly, in multicultural classes, group members’ different cultures
can contribute to unequal participation even when group members take turns to
speak (Nishimura, Nevgi, & Tella, 2008). What is important is that teachers should
carefully look for reasons behind unequal talking time.

The above four possible reasons for participation to be unequal, at least at
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the beginning of groups’ interaction, suggest that forcing everyone to speak for
exactly the same amount of turn time at all points in the interaction may not always
be the best strategy. First, if #2 knows more or is more skilled than #1, more equal
time can be achieved later in the interaction by #1 asking questions of #2 or #2
coaching #1 and then #1 checking their understanding and performance with #2
giving feedback. Second, in the case of students who have not prepared for class,
partners can be charged with contacting each other before class to see how their
preparation is coming along. Third, in the case of some group members being more
introverted or reflective, or being from quieter cultures, as suggested in the next
section of the current article, communicating by means other than speaking might be
useful. Furthermore, students can reserve the right to provide input at a later time. In
any case, teachers should carefully observe students’ engagement in the task.

The current paper presents strategies for promoting more equal participation
among group members. The term used is equal opportunity to participate. Please note
the word “opportunity.” The paper does not advocate the each group member must
speak or write an exactly equal amount of time. In every learning context, different
people will have different amounts of information, and some people may prefer to
listen for a while before speaking. However, the opportunity to participate should
remain open to everyone, and the literature on cooperative learning has several
ways to lessen the chance that groups are dominated by one or two members (e.g.,
Jacobs, Power, & Loh, 2002). These strategies are students learning in small groups,
writing before or after speaking, writing without speaking, taking turns, playing
designated roles, doing multiple ability tasks, using talking tokens, communicating
across information gaps, observing their groups’ participation patterns, and using
cooperative skills, such as encouraging others to participate. The next section of the
present article elaborates on each of the above suggestions.

Ways to Promote Equal Opportunity to Participate
Using Small Groups

The size of groups in cooperative learning can vary greatly. Larger groups
make available more people to contribute ideas and perspectives, as well as more
people among whom to distribute the work. However, large groups can be more
difficult to manage, and each person has fewer opportunities to take part in the
groups’ activities, thus potentially exacerbating problems with equal opportunity to
participate. Therefore, the authors of the present article often begin with groups of
two. Then, in order to reap some of the advantages of larger groups, two groups of

two can combine into groups of four, or groups can exchange members.
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Writing Before and/or After Speaking

Writing (as well as drawing, producing — such as producing a video — and
other forms of sharing ideas) gives all students a chance to develop their ideas
and the language for expressing those ideas (Storch, 2005). Writing can be done
before students discuss with peers. For instance, students can write their answers
to discussion questions before discussing their answers with groupmates. The hope
is that the act of writing prepares students to participate more actively, accurately,
and insightfully in the discussions. Alternatively, the writing can take place after
discussions, with the goal of improving the quality of students’ writing based on their
interaction with groupmates. Instead of writing, some student might prefer to have
thinking time before discussion. This would certainly be the case with students who
have not yet learned to write.

Writing without Speaking

Some people, especially in a second or foreign language, may be reluctant to
speak (Philips, 1992), perhaps due to lack of confidence in their pronunciation, their
grammar, or their vocabulary. Also, the often rapid back and forth of a discussion
provides little time for students to prepare what they will say. Writing, in contrast,
offers time to check and reflect on grammar and vocabulary and avoids pronunciation
concerns. These characteristics of writing compared to speaking become particularly
prominent in the case of asynchronous communication (Pohat, Mancilla, &
Mahalingappa, 2013), which is very common online, but also takes place in hard copy
communication, e.g., when students take time to provide each other with written
feedback.

Some educators may argue that for well-balanced language development,
writing alone is not sufficient. However, good speakers are not always good writers,
and quieter students who prefer writing to talking can be good writers. If these
students are allowed to write without worrying about talking, this helps them
have confidence in their writing ability. Research has found this self-perceived
communicative competence is the strongest predictor of students’ willingness to
communicate (Fushino, 2010; Yashima, 2002). It is likely that if students perceive one
of their English abilities (e.g., writing) to be good, this confidence may be transferred
to the other English skills and lead them to engage in other communication activities
more actively. Eventually, they not only develop their strong point (e.g., writing) but
also their weak point (e.g., speaking).

Turn Taking
Perhaps the best known way to encourage equal opportunity to participate is
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for group members to take turns to speak. For instance, if students are in groups of
two, and each person has a number, 1 or 2, #1 can speak, then #2, then #1 again,
etc. If students engage in turn taking, there still may, nonetheless, be some issues.
Firstly, #1 might speak for only five seconds, while #2’s turn lasts three minutes. This
can be addressed by using timed turns.
Designated Roles

Giving group members designated roles offers another way to move toward
equal opportunity to participate. Roles fit with the concept of distributed leadership
(Feng, Hao, Iles, & Bown, 2017), i.e., that everyone, regardless of their current level
of skill, knowledge, and experience, can play an important leadership role in groups.
One potential benefit of distributed leadership flows from the hope that students who
see themselves as leaders are more likely to be motivated to learn and facilitate the
learning of peers.

Many roles have been suggested for cooperative learning groups (e.g., Jacobs,
Power, & Loh, 2002). These roles include:

a. facilitator,

checker (who checks groupmates’ understanding),
praiser and thanker (who praises and thanks group members),
questioner (who asks both lower and higher order questions),

timekeeper,

- o oa0 g

observer (who observes for particular behaviors, such as the use of a designated
cooperative skill or how much time each group member speaks),
recorder (who takes notes on the group discussions)
h. language captain (who monitors group agreements as to what language the
group should usually use in its communications)
i. health captain (who reminds the group to occasionally drink water and stretch)
j. smile captain (who tells jokes, shows cute cat videos, etc.to inject a little levity
into the group’s discussions).

Teachers and students might want to keep in mind a few points about using
roles in cooperative learning. First, roles should rotate, so that certain students do
not always do the same role, for example, lower achievers should not always do the
more menial roles, such as timekeeper, and everyone should have a chance for the
more obvious leadership roles, such as facilitator. Second, students may need some
coaching in how to exercise a role, e.g., phrases that the checker could use include,
“Please rehearse what you will say if you present our group’s answer,” and “Can you

please give an example of ?” Third, usually, all group members, regardless of
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their role, should also participate in the main part of the group activity, rather than
only doing their role. Yes, it is challenging to both facilitate the group’s interaction
and also participate in that interaction, but students need to learn to wear two hats
simultaneously.

Multiple Ability Tasks

The use of multiple ability tasks (Cohen & Lotan, 2014) supports equal
opportunity to participate in a way similar to roles. In second language learning,
multiple ability tasks are those which also involve skills that are predominantly
non-language, such as drawing, acting, singing, producing (of videos, etc.), and
percussion. Such tasks provide opportunities to shine to those students who are
relatively less proficient in the language being studied, because these students now
have opportunities to step forward to teach their peers. Indeed, they should be
teaching their peers, not doing for them, e.g., the best writers in groups should do
little writing and, instead, should coach their less proficient peers, as those peers do
the writing in the groups. By giving everyone in the groups opportunities to coach
others, multiple ability tasks help to lessen status differences within groups (Cohen
& Lotan, 2014), and by boosting students’ self-esteem, these tasks encourage more
students to participate in their group’s activities more willingly.

Cooperative Skills

Many materials on how to do cooperative learning (e.g., Johnson, Johnson, &
Holubec, 2013) emphasize the value of groups learning and using cooperative skills.
Such skills include asking for reasons, giving reasons, disagreeing politely, responding
politely to disagreement, and praising others. One skill that particularly promotes
equal opportunity to participate is encouraging others to participate. Many gambits (set
phrases) can be used to enact this skill, such as, “You have lots of good ideas. What
do you think, please?” and “Are you ready to share your ideas, please, or would you
like more time?” Note that when practicing these gambits, the main task should be
cognitively less demanding because it is difficult for students to pay attention to both
learning gambits and thinking deeply.

One aspect of cooperative skills is known as processing group interaction
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2013). This involves groups taking time during or at
the end of an activity to discuss how well the group is interacting. Everyone having
opportunities to participate constitutes part of what makes groups successful. These
discussions of group effectiveness can be informed by data collected by one or more
group members and/or by teachers. For instance, one group member could play the

role of observer and give each group member a tick each time they participate in the
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discussion. These data could be part of the group’s processing of their interaction.
Talking Tokens

Talking tokens (Kader, 2013) provides a game-like way to promote equal
opportunity to participate. In talking tokens, at the beginning of an activity, each
group member receives the same number of tokens, e.g., three. Tokens can be made
of many different materials, such as cardboard. Each time someone speaks, they
surrender a token, and when they have no more tokens, they can no longer speak,
except perhaps to ask questions of those who have tokens remaining. Often, when
using talking tokens, one or two group members quickly use all their tokens, while
one or two others have most or all of their tokens remaining, thus highlighting the
matter of equal opportunity to participate. Once, everyone has used all their tokens,
the process starts again, with everyone once more receiving the full number of
tokens.

As with most learning tools, talking tokens has many variations. For instance,
for second language students, speaking in the first language can cost double the
number of tokens. In another variation, tokens can be of different kinds, e.g., tokens
for praising, tokens for giving explanations, and tokens for disagreeing. This use of
tokens encourages students to pay attention to a particular collaborative skill and
can lead to students engaging in more polite and deeper discussions. Therefore, here
again, choose easier topics to discuss so that cognitive load does not exceed students’
cognitive capacity.

Information Gaps

Some tasks in language classes can be done alone, even though teachers
may encourage them to be done in groups, e.g., if a textbook has a reading passage
followed by a set of questions, each student can answer the questions on their own.
Interacting with their groupmate(s) might be useful, but it is not necessary. One way
to increase the likelihood of student-student interaction involves creating information
gaps, i.e., each student has different information, and they need to exchange
information to complete the task. For example, by modifying an individual worksheet-
type task into an information gap task, we can increase peer interaction dramatically.
Let us use the reading comprehension questions as an example. Teachers divide the
comprehension questions into two and give a set of questions to Student #1 and
another set to Student #2. Thus, students need to exchange information to complete
the task, and they cannot just show the questions to their partners; they need to
tell the questions to their partners. Regardless of how students and teachers create

information gaps, the resultant information exchange encourages all group members
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to participate and to encourage their peers to participate as well (Brandl, 2012).

A well established cooperative learning technique, Jigsaw (Aronson, 2017), uses
the idea of information gap to promote a feeling of positive interdependence among
students, i.e., to encourage them to believe that by helping their groupmates succeed,
they are helping themselves succeed. In one version of Jigsaw, students form Home
Groups of four members. Each receives a different piece of related information, e.g.,
a different rationale for reducing their consumption of animal based foods. Students
read that information and then move into Expert Groups consisting of no more than
four classmates who have the same piece of information. The goal of the Expert
Group is to understand their piece and prepare to teach it to their Home Group. After
students have returned to their Home Group and taught their piece, students take an
individual quiz that involves knowledge of all four pieces. Alternatively, they can do
a task related to the four pieces. Note: Many language teachers are perhaps familiar
with Jigsaw. However, use of Expert Groups is often skipped, and thus less proficient
students do not receive any help while reading their parts. By using Expert Groups,
everyone has a better chance to teach their assigned part well to their Home Group
members.

Discussion
Positive Interdependence, Individual Accountability, and Equal Opportunity to Participate

One point of clarification should be made about the link between equal
opportunity to participate and the two principles found in most of the cooperative
learning literature: positive interdependence and individual accountability. Positive
interdependence represents the feeling that individuals’ own outcomes are positively
correlated with those of others, i.e., they feel as though they sink or swim together.
Individual accountability means that each group member receives encouragement
to do their fair share in aiding the group to meet its goal(s). How do these two
cornerstone principles fit with equal opportunity to participate? One way to see this
is that equal opportunity to participate comes before individual accountability, i.e.,
equal opportunity to participate provides students the chance to do their fair share, to
be individually accountable to their group, and positive interdependence provides a
mutually supportive environment in which everyone can do their best.

An example of a lesson which explicitly promotes individual accountability
but does not explicitly promote equal opportunity to participate would be one in
which students study together and then take individual quizzes. The quizzes promote
individual accountability, and many ways exist to promote the feeling of positive

interdependence, e.g., if the combined scores of the group members exceeds their
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combined score on previous quizzes, the group does the group cheer that they
developed, e.g., a chicken cheer in which the group members flap their arms in a
way similar to chickens flapping their wings. Thus, the lesson has an explicit means
of promoting individual accountability, the individual quiz, and an explicit way of
promoting positive interdependence, the possibility of doing the group cheer, but
no explicit way of promoting equal opportunity to participate. Fortunately, the ways
suggested above of encouraging equal opportunity to participate could be used.

For instance, the cooperative learning technique Exchange A Question could
be used in the situation in the previous paragraph to make it more likely that students
will have equal opportunity to participate as they study together for the quiz. The
technique involves the suggestions that students combine writing and speaking and
that they learn in small groups. In Step 1 of Exchange A Question, each member of
the twosome works alone to write one or two questions, in this case, questions of the
type that might appear on the quiz. Teachers can facilitate this by teaching students
how to write various types of questions. In Step 2, students write answers to their own
questions. In Step 3, students exchange their questions, but not their answers with
their partner, and answer each other’s questions. Finally, the group members discuss
their answers.

Conclusion

Students’ engagement and participation in activities is necessary for learning
and developing a new language. Teachers wish to increase students’ participation by
using CLT. However, unequal participation is all too often observed. By combining
CLT and CL, teachers promote maximum participation in language learning tasks
by each student, and thus promote the language development of all. When students
see each other as their indispensable peers, they are more prone to communicate
with and help each other. In such a class, by using the ways to promote equal
opportunity to participate we have suggested in this paper (as well as ideas that you,
your colleagues, and your students develop), all students can contribute their fair
share to achieving their group’s goals. One of teachers’ roles lies in fostering this kind
of classroom atmosphere, where not only is language development fully promoted
but also where students come to respect each other and develop friendships which
transcend artificial barriers, such as race, religion, class, and clique. In this way,
classrooms serve as places where students and teachers develop and strengthen skills

and attitudes needed for a harmonious world.
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