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Abstract

The goal of this study was to explore the value in collaborative learning in the Adult Education classroom based on the learners having prior instruction in team building skills.  Using a number of previously conducted cases and other research techniques, the results indicated that there are extensive conclusions to indicate that collaborative learning and its many forms can provide enough positive results to continue the exploration and experimentation.  Three specific areas of focus were included: power of collaborative learning to motivate learners, development of social connectedness, and increased learning opportunities.  Collaborative learning will be defined in this paper as any form of learning that is shared with more than one person including group and team work.  
Introduction
Collaborative learning has been viewed to promote the sharing of learned ideas and new perspectives and social behavior.  Raelin (2008) believes learning teams provide many opportunities to develop interpersonal and professional skills. During my Adult Education course at Brock University, and through my own teaching experience where collaborative techniques are used, I am convinced collaborative learning has contributed to my understanding of how learning can be enhanced by opening up new lenses through contributions of group members.  Using the case study tradition of qualitative research to conduct my work, learner participation and other measurable objectives would be reviewed to determine that collaborative learning can contribute to the improvement of the learning outcomes.  Group activities and projects would be administered with proper consideration relating to skills and social competence in order to create a comfortable and collaborative environment.
Problem Statement
From my observation, most students question why they must work in groups.  According to Herrenkohl (2004), conflict and resistance is common in organizations and should be dealt with in order to succeed in this group environment.  This problem will always exist if the students are not provided with proper training to include a set of guidelines to follow to avoid complications.  It is evident that we need to study the value of collaborative learning in the classroom in order to prepare students for collaborative activities in the workforce. This study will open the door to help identify some conditions and environments that need consideration in making collaborative learning successful.  
Rationale
The rationale for choosing this topic is to satisfy my interest in finding ways to motivate students, to increase their learning and to make them understand social commitments and feel connected.  This can be achieved by sharing knowledge, skills and experience through team based learning, "A team coordinates diverse skills, knowledge, and perspectives in an effort to achieve a goal" (Herrenkohl, 2004, p.2).  Through sharing with others, the transfer of learning occurs in both directions.  Due to the numerous case studies found, it is becoming increasingly evident that collaboration plays a strong role in educational institutes and the workplace.  It opens doors to the unknown, provides support in our beliefs and values, satisfies social and cultural appetites and solidifies the experiences gained from the wealth of knowledge and perspectives that exists in others. 
Significance of the Study

This study is important if team work in fact increases learning at a faster pace with higher academic results, connects different cultures, and builds confidence through social interaction.  The research would then be deemed warranted.  The results of the study are important to those who are not familiar with the benefits of team work and to the facilitators who need to ensure the learners understand and accept this style of learning.  If it is to enlighten students to participate in collaborative learning and understand how they can achieve the learning outcomes, then perhaps putting it in perspective may help.  From the words of a dying man, Randy Pausch (2008) says that collaboration is treating others with respect and anger was never a way to make things better.  He believes that people need to find a way to help each other so they don't have to get there alone and that loyalty is a two-way street.  In the next section, I will speak about the method used to conduct research on this topic and why this method is appropriate.
Research Method
Qualitative analysis would be the approach of this study since the data collection is based on the results of case studies conducted from personal experience and is mostly subjective in nature. Case study is the best approach to answer the problem statement because it requires a fairly large number of participants in an organized setting with appropriate instructions to induce group work and interaction.  Qualitative research seeks explanation and predictions and is intended to determine or uncover relationships and generalizations to existing theories (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  Through the results of the analysis and observations, new theories can produce specific conditions to be synthesized for further testing.  There are many studies already conducted and although some combined qualitative and quantitative depending on the nature of the discipline, my focus will be based on quantitative analysis.  The following literature review will look at three case studies conducted with some interesting results that can contribute to this problem statement.
Literature Review
The literature review will include experimental studies through secondary research relating to the following three main areas:  a) power of collaborative learning to motivate learners, b) development of social connectedness, and c) increased learning opportunities.  The review is based on investigation of adult learners in a collaborative learning environment in post-secondary classrooms.  Presenting a variety of literature review will provide a diversity of issues and results to help the assessment of this problem statement.  Collaborative learning convincingly provides enough benefits to continue further studies (Vreven & McFadden, 2007, Delucchi, 2007, Summers et al, 2005).  The following case studies will look at the three main areas in more detail.
It is important to note that this paper primarily focuses on studies with the assumption that team building skills were provided.  However, I would like to point out that team building should be part of any course right at the beginning if that course requires extensive group work and should cover such areas as a) studying the differences in personalities and work styles, b) discussing the opportunities and potential roadblocks they may pose in the performance of the group, and c) trying to find ways to work together harmoniously to achieve successful results (Kapp, 2009). 

Power of Collaborative Learning to Motivate
Vreven & McFadden (2007) assessed two large lecture classes in a short-term course to measure student knowledge and motivation at the start and end of a three-week psychology course of which one used the Cooperative process.  Again, we will define "cooperative" as a form of collaborative learning and a willingness to be cooperative or compliant.  Knowledge significantly improved in both sections but no additional benefit derived from this process; motivation actually significantly decreased (p.85).  Recognition of the study's limitations concluded that cooperative learning has limited efficacy in large enrollment and compressed courses (p.85).  Speculative outcomes concluded that some of the causes were due to: exhaustion and anxiety caused by having a test on the day prior to the last exam, less time to form community in a compressed course, large class sizes, and information-dense courses for students new to the discipline.  It was difficult to monitor any group meetings outside the class.  I am confident that if the conditions were improved to allow the group members more time to get to know each other, that there would be increased confidence and motivation as they find comfort in each other.
It was concluded that no benefits to cooperative learning were yielded, and techniques used may be effective for more "traditional" courses where more time is given to contribute to group efforts and where groups can be monitored (Vreven & McFadden, 2007).  Neither class size nor a compressed schedule had negative effects on learning based on previous research according to Vreven & McFadden's (2007) study.  I agree with Cooner (2010) that technology may be an alternative to solving practical challenges faced in the large classroom.  It's quite evident that further studies under different conditions should be conducted.
Social Connectedness

To validate the effect of collaborative group-learning methods and differences in students' perceptions of social connectedness and classroom community, Summers et al (2005) collected data from 54 faculty between 1999 and 2000.  The faculty had various levels of group skills in a variety of course domains.  Students agreed to be audio taped to analyze the quality of interaction, participation, interpretation and group processing.  A modified evaluation scale was used to measure students' feelings of community in classroom (p.172).  Positive classroom community was evident and there was significant difference where no group work techniques were used.  Women formed more classroom community than men and class size had no significant difference (p.184).  Students retained better and the drop out rate was reduced due to social connectedness.

Student to Student and Student to Faculty contact is described to improve retention (Astin, 1993) and be an indicator of student investment (Astin, 1984) in college education.  I find connecting with students one-on-one allows me the opportunity to find out what obstacles may be preventing them from working with others and if they don’t clearly understand their role within the group.   Negative effects in retention were due to poorly designed group learning and further refinement of procedures is necessary (Johnson et al, 1991).  Some faculty from Summers et al's (2005) study never used group work and some faculty measured results through observation only.  I don’t think observational measuring alone, of student learning, is reliable and can validate how well they work with others.  The more measurable tools used the better the worldview that is presented.  Validation tools and generalizations using a multitude of students can measure perceptions of social connectedness and should be encouraged (p.185).  Researchers are also encouraged to study this useful and valuable instructional method more thoroughly (P. 185).  Summers et al (2005) quotes "When a class is divided into groups, a new social context is created in which students have the opportunity to share individual cognitions with their peers and come to a conclusion based on the sum of those cognitions" (p.168).  According to this study, the method of collaborative learning produces benefits in itself along with the social experience from the group learning (p.169).
Allowing students to participate in the construction of knowledge and skills and contribute meaningfully to social and academic life of the classroom affords students appropriate roles and relations of power in collaborative learning (Ares, 2008).  What he seems to indicate is that students may gain a wealth of knowledge and become more socially involved if they are able to think critically and engage in discussion.  I see this as a positive advancement towards the students' abilities to communicate with others and become open to new perspectives.  

A base for the construction of social knowledge is created through the assessment of others' knowledge, according to Leinonen & Jarvela (2006).  One person cannot always solve difficult problems alone so a team is brought in to help provide solutions, according to Billet, Salas & Fiore (as cited in Leinonen & Jarvela, p.897); otherwise, the individual may conclude with their own personal expression of opinion or resolution. It would be interesting to elaborate on these studies as it explores the need for individuals to have situational information from others' perspectives about the content of the group activity.  
Increased Learning Opportunities

In quantitative-based courses like math and statistics, it is always a challenge for faculty to deliver the material (Delucchi, 2007) and faculty are always searching for new methods to help students learn.  Delucchi (2007) studied the relationship between performance on collaborative learning group assignments and examination scores, in statistics (p.447).  Because collaborative learning group techniques were recommended to reduce student anxiety to improve skills in statistics, Delucchi (2007) decided to conduct this study to evaluate the effectiveness in collaboratively-designed group projects (p.447). 

Delucchi (2007) studied the challenges of teaching and learning statistics courses by conducting two back-to-back group projects.  Classes met for 75 minutes twice weekly for 16 weeks and 270 students were assessed in nine sections during 1996-2004 (p.447).  The study reviewed the connection between student collaboration and their statistical skills and knowledge through group performance on exam scores which challenged and supported the efficacy of collaborative learning (p.447).  Through the process of working together, students acquire new strategies, knowledge about subject and thinking (Slavin, 1995a, 1995b).  
The first of two projects scored less and there were complaints about members not fulfilling their duties (Delucchi, 2007).  Students preferred no intervention by teacher as to "not make trouble" and eventually sought more dependable group members for the next project (p.456) which scored better test results. Primarily, the students who formed a more homogeneous group were more successful on the exam results (p.456).  I believe students must apply their team building skills in order to handle conflicts within the group.  

According to the Delucchi (2007) study, it was recommended that faculty techniques need change when proof of learning cannot be empirically connected to the collaborative experience.  I would have to say that not all teaching methodologies can be used all the time and should be closely assessed for practicality and logistics.  Greater student satisfaction with the learning experience was reported by faculty (Cumming, 1983; Potter, 1995; Perkins & Saris, 2001).  It also reduced the students' anxiety (Schacht & Stewart, 1992; Helmericks, 1993).  The belief was that group performance was better than working alone (Helmericks, 1993; Wybraniec & Wilmoth, 1999; Auster, 2000).  These positive comments can ultimately provide a strong outlook for future consideration when planning new studies.
Delucchi (2007) is not convinced group projects enhance learning; however, he wants to continue group projects with changes.  It may be significant to mention that during 1996-2004 when he taught the statistics course, student evaluation exceeded overall campus average (p.457).  He recommends faculty should find new ways to teach statistics and continue to experiment with collaborative strategies and to assess learning outcomes systematically and be prepared to make changes (p.458).  It seems clear that team based learning has many creditable qualifications to stimulate further research.  Due to the diversity in the scenarios and criteria that can be derived in collaborative learning, such as, number of participants, environment, discipline, evaluation modes etc., testing can take many shapes and forms, therefore, should continue to be tested. (Vreven & McFadden, 2007, Delucchi, 2007, Summers et al, 2005).
Findings

For each study, I examined the criteria used and conditions by which they were conducted.  My findings focused primarily on the three areas:  motivation, social connectedness and learning.  My literature review indicated that time is needed to assemble groups and for students to develop a comfort level with group members and that they need to stay connected with the teacher.  (Vreven & McFadden, 2007).  I gave considerable thought to the time element given to the students to work in their groups and found that the course curriculum and amount of teacher monitoring sessions played a factor.  A comparison between the collaborative group and the control group was analyzed for similarities and differences within the three main focus areas. 

I agree with (Delucchi, 2007) that further studies are required based on discipline, institution and project design.  The course topic, type of institution and conditions of my study would be explicitly noted to find common themes in comparison to previous studies.  Delucchi's (2007) says that teaching assessments, student disposition surveys and final grade as learning outcomes do not sufficiently measure whether a method used increased learning.  These areas would be included as part of the triangulation of data to be analyzed when forming the conclusion of studies I would conduct.

Gender can make a difference as Summers et al (2005) concluded that females are believed more concerned with making connection with others.  Groups create a new social context where students share cognitions with peers and draw own conclusions (Summers et al, 2005).  Poorly designed teaching strategies can produce negative effects on retention in group projects (Johnson, Johnson & Smith, 1991).  This statement inspires the need for the teaching methodologies used to be clearly noted in my findings.  Time is needed to assemble groups and for students to develop a comfort level with group members (Vreven & McFadden, 2007).  Other key contributions to my findings were that the group needs to stay connected with the teacher (Vreven & McFadden, 2007).  This is where regular monitoring is a major component of the assessment process and can assist in continuity to ensure the group does not fall apart.  Overall, I think diverse modes of evaluation would provide many worldviews and in turn paint a clearer picture of the results.
Data Collection
The purpose of collecting data for my study would be to determine why the student failure rate is high in a specific course with consideration to the density of content.  Students would be required to work collaboratively in team activities both in and out of the classroom, discussions and projects during a 14-week period.  All "group" work assigned would be conducted with the same group members for the full period.  Students would be expected to build a support system within group.  Data would be gathered to assess at least three specific areas: motivation through level of participation and engagement and teacher-student interviews; social connectedness through assessing group progress, conflict, communication, cooperation and peer evaluation; level of learning using evaluation tools through tests, assignments and peer evaluation.  Motivation and social connectedness would be assessed primarily through unobtrusive measures (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010) where students would be observed and interviewed, and learning would be assessed through triangulation of the evaluation tools.  As triangulation (p.99) is common in qualitative research, it would include informal observations to find the common themes in both methods and determine what worked and what did not.
Other forms of data collection would include past students' scores, discussions with faculty teaching the same course and a review of the course outline, content, outcomes, tests and text.  A comparison of this case study to literature reviews would help validity and reliability of the studied environment and conditions.  External validity would be more difficult, but peer evaluation would help support it.  Feedback from the student's experience would only be subjective but a contribution, none-the-less.  I would use the peer evaluation to help monitor each member's contribution to the overall team performance.  In agreement with Kapp (2009), I would adjust the student's course grade to reflect their overall contribution with the condition that they were pre-warned (this is a current practise I use in my classroom today).  
A pre-case study survey would be conducted to obtain the background information on the students in a variety of context such as educational background, whether they had taken the same course before to determine if they failed it or just dropped out.  The results from interviews and surveys with students would be used to connect to the three main focus areas mentioned in the opening paragraph of this section; of particular interest would be their feeling of connectedness with the group members.  
The data collection would be conducted in a classroom in the form of a case study whereby 50% of the participants (collaborative group) will work as a group and the other 50% will work individually (control).  The term "control" was taken from Vreven & McFadden's (2007) study as interpreted to mean "working individually".  All students would be required to provide feedback on their feelings of their experience and a self-assessment of their work.  Once the course semester is over, the data would be collected and a report of the findings would be compiled and analyzed.  Recommendations would be included in the report and presented to my superior for review and further action.  I would request that a meeting be arranged to review the study and open up discussion with other faculty for their analysis and feedback.
Interpretations

My findings have made me realize how important collaborative learning is to me and how it is a forever evolving strategy to encourage motivation, social connectedness and learning and how important it is to me as an educator.  Through qualitative research, I can gain new knowledge, establish new ideas and work with the findings to overcome obstacles that can help me further develop and construct the methodologies I use in and out of the classroom (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  As an adult educator, collaborative learning has a strong hold on my belief that it serves many positive results and will continue to be the focus of my teaching.  The studies I researched have enforced my belief in using collaborative learning to help students become motivated through shared learning, connecting with other students in making conversation and building confidence and support, and finally increasing their learning through the assistance and perspectives of others.
It's obvious from the literature review that further research is recommended and that other researchers or anyone applying collaborative strategies such as teachers, should join in the investigation (Delucchi, 2007, Summers et al, 2005).  Although Vreven & McFadden's (2007) study proved unsuccessful, it still made reference to the recommendation that studies using alternative conditions continue along with suggesting that faculty test new techniques in their teaching.  Collaborative learning is a lifelong learning skill which is applied in almost everything we do.
Applications
Collaborative learning is being exercised everywhere, in the classroom, the workplace and in team sports.  Observations can open many worldviews to both the success and failures incurred from social intervention to lack of motivation to learning skills.  It is through these observations that often cause the initiation of conducting a study.  For example, a team coach sees conflict between members of the team, or some of the members are working in isolation rather than as a team.  In Leedy & Ormrod's (2010) example, "by studying the mating habits of a particular species of birds, an ornithologist might lead the way in saving that specifies from extinction" (p.44). In the same way a team coach studies the behaviour of his team and then gathers them together to speak on the importance of collaboration in the team's efforts to play cooperatively to achieve success.  
In my workplace, collaborative learning comes from individual discussions amongst the faculty who teach the same courses to help determine similarities and differences in student grades.  Promotional meetings are held at the end of each semester where faculty join to review student overall performance and general faculty meetings are held to review the effectiveness of curriculum and any changes through shared feedback amongst the faculty group.  Ideas and recommendations are brought to the meeting for discussion and decisions are made.  Ultimately, in the ideal world, everything that is thought of as good would happen immediately, not so.  I find it often takes time to discuss and resolve issues when others are involved and should be handled efficiently with a mediator and decision-maker.  
Recommendations

The findings from my research clearly indicate that in the real world of adult learning, it is important to consider ways we can improve our learning by working with others.  My recommendation based on the research conducted is to set the guidelines clearly at the start when it comes to group projects.  As far as further research, more experimental assessments in collaborative learning are needed.  Hard working students may have an apprehension in dealing with social loafers within their group so those lacking in motivation to participate should be made accountable for their portion in writing based on McKinney & Graham-Buxton (1993).  Another recommendation would be to establish permanent groups at the beginning of the semester to build community and establish relationships.  Monitoring groups to ensure all members are "rowing the boat" at the same time is essential in order to identify who is off course.  Mixed evaluations should be considered to provide an equitable scoring of contribution (Vreven & McFadden, 2007, Delucchi, 2007, Summers et al, 2005).  I think I have made it quite evident that I believe in collaborative learning.  I recommend ongoing studies on collaborative learning, team building skills as prerequisites, guidelines or ongoing guidance and monitoring of group work, and continual experimentation.  In order to pursue this, I will need to take diplomatic and appropriate action.
Call to Action

There are many studies being conducted suggesting there is enough value in collaborative learning to warrant further studies.  Firstly, based on previous studies and personal opinion, I would make my recommendations to encourage group work and general collaborative techniques in my workplace at our faculty meetings and in the form of a report that would be issued to all faculty.  Secondly, I would set up a discussion forum for their feedback to be communicated and discussed.  Then, I would present my recommendations and findings to solicit critical thinking from others.  I would also present a  to the College Chair requesting that a full case study be conducted through faculty involvement with clearly defined parameters.  Finally, I would synthesize the results for presentation to the Chair of the college in hopes that collaborative learning would be part of the teaching methodologies by mandating it into the entire curriculum.
Conclusion
It is evident from a review of the literature that a number of researchers believe collaborative learning to be an effective vehicle to increase motivation, social connectedness and learning (Vreven & McFadden, 2007, Delucchi, 2007, Summers et al, 2005).  Although only three main areas of collaborative learning were covered, there are many other aspects to be reviewed.  If students can feel a sense of community by interacting with others and sharing knowledge, improving performance and motivation, then collaborative learning and its context is worth applying and warrant more research.  Faculty must attain group skills capable of handling group work resulting in student success and becoming a win-win situation.
Through observations and discussions with students, and my own experiences as a young student, group work can be frightening and I have been challenged when trying to convince students that this is an essential part of preparing for the working world.  After reading many positive theories, I will continue to encourage team work as an instructional strategy as long as I provide them with the criteria and tools needed to support successful results.  While working with others, students still seem to find a self-fulfillment in taking ownership of their learning so it is important to address self-directed learning to ensure it compliments group work.  

The aim of this study was to bring me closer to the value in collaborative learning.  It was intended to provide the outcome of research studies in celebrating their achievements in concluding that collaborative learning in the adult education classroom can pull together new perspectives on learning by broadening the knowledge gained from others.  It was intended to enlighten us on the importance of social connectedness and the power within the learner, in particular the individual learner, which may otherwise not have emerged.  It is through further studies that we can identify the appropriateness and timing of collaborative learning and applying it accordingly.  As mentioned earlier in this paper by Delucchi (2007), faculty must continually find ways to improve their teaching to ensure it is meeting the students' needs.  Cranton (2000) says one way we measure instructional effectiveness is by the participants' learning.  This indicates to me that I must continually discover alternative and creative ways to reach the student and "reel them in" to cohesion with the learning material, in finding themselves and their purpose for being there and help them build team relationships.  

I would like to further conclude with a quote that sums it all up:  "One of the most exciting developments in modern education goes by the name of cooperative (or collaborative) learning and has children working in pairs or small groups. An impressive collection of studies has shown that participation in well-functioning cooperative groups leads students to feel more positive about themselves, about each other, and about the subject they're studying. Students also learn more effectively on a variety of measures when they can learn with each other instead of against each other or apart from each other. Cooperative learning works with kindergartners and graduate students, with students who struggle to understand and students who pick things up instantly; it works for math and science, language skills and social studies, fine arts and foreign languages" (Alfie Kohn, 1999).  Thanks to Alfie for his words of wisdom and for reconfirming my beliefs in the value of collaborative learning and its many wonderful contributions towards a potentially better way of learning.
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