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Abstract 
This paper attempts to clarify the relationship between cooperative and collaborative learning and shows that 
cooperative learning could be more effective in the context of Pakistani higher education. It is argued that 
although both these approaches are forms of group work, cooperative learning is more structured and controlled. 
Collaborative learning, on the contrary, is not that structured and depends on students to work independently in 
groups without involving the instructor authority very much. Therefore, the researchers in this research paper 
tend to justify how the teaching of English as a second language (ESL) in Pakistani higher education is more or 
less teacher-cantered and exam-based and how a structured approach to group work like cooperative learning 
might be of a great assistance in teaching English language in Pakistani universities and colleges. Hence, the 
study, through the critical review of the studies on cooperative and collaborative learning, aims at providing the 
rationale that cooperative learning might be more effective in teaching ESL classes in the present context. 
Furthermore, with the help of the previous research, Pakistani teachers and educators are provided with useful 
methods and suggestions for how to use cooperative learning in their ESL classes effectively. Thus, the aim of 
the paper is to offer additional understanding on how instructors can efficiently adopt cooperative learning to 
ESL teaching-learning processes in their classrooms. 
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1. Introduction 
Both collaborative learning and cooperative learning are forms of group work. These both support small-group 
active student engagement over inactive, lecture-oriented teaching and require specific tasks to be accomplished. 
Each of them intrinsically uses discovery-based methods to learning. Laal & Laal (2012) use collaborative 
learning interchangeably with cooperative learning and very bravely associate five elements of cooperative 
learning with collaborative learning. It is strange, why the name is interchangeably used when the very they bear 
two names. Although both of them assign various group roles, collaborative learning could have fewer roles 
assigned. Thus, cooperative learning is generally more structurally defined than collaborative learning (Cooper 
& Robinson, 2002; Rockwood, 1995, 1995).  

Hence, the paper further examines the differences between cooperative and collaborative learning and attempts 
to justify how cooperative learning can be more effective in the context of Pakistani higher education. Since 
cooperative leaning is a very structured approach to group work, its structured nature might be used as assistance 
to the situation. Due to large size of classes and exam-based curricula, more loose approaches to group work 
such as collaborative learning may lead to disturbing situations in Pakistani context. To analyse cooperative 
learning being more effective in ESL classes in the context of Pakistan than collaborative learning, firstly, the 
contextual issues of English language teaching and learning have been explored through a brief but relevant 
literature review, and secondly, critical review of the available literature and arguments on these approaches has 
been conducted. These reviews aim to establish the ground for how cooperative learning may more effectively 
be adopted in Pakistan especially in ESL classes of higher education than other forms of group work such as 
collaborative learning. 
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2. Analysis of the Context 
2.1 English Language Teaching and Learning in Pakistan  

English, being the language of power in comparison with Urdu (national language of Pakistan) and other local 
languages of Pakistan, enjoys its status as the language of the elite class (consisting of 10-20%) of the whole 
population (Rassool & Mansoor, 2009; Shamim, 2011). Thus, English in Pakistan happens to be the language of 
all branches of knowledge from art to business. Furthermore, it has been introduced as a compulsory subject 
from class one to graduate classes (Ahmad et al., 2011). Although English language has been used as a lingua 
franca since the independence of Pakistan, the conditions for English language teaching and learning in Pakistan 
are not favourable. It is used as a language of offices and education specifically in the context of science and 
technology. Despite the fact that English is taught as a compulsory subject from class first, students, particularly, 
from rural areas, cannot communicate in English easily. They feel deficient in all four language skills. The main 
reason behind this situation about teaching and learning in Pakistan is that the techniques used to teach English 
language are not communicatively up to the mark (Warsi, 2004). In spite of its being a second language of 
Pakistan (Warsi, 2004), the syllabi of English language in Pakistan do not meet the specific curricular goals. 
Teachers are not trained and are not armed with modern teaching equipment; the majority of teachers use 
outdated teaching methods and contextually irrelevant textbooks to teach English as a foreign or second 
language. Examinations to assess English Language proficiency is entirely flawed and does not include the 
modern efficient evaluation and assessment methods (Warsi, 2004).  

Universities in Pakistan have achieved greater scope in terms of English teaching. Both private and public 
universities offer multiple courses of English (Rahman, 1999; Mansoor, 2003). The courses of English language 
are offered largely at the undergraduate level including some courses at the postgraduate level in particular 
departments, i.e. Business and public management sciences. These courses are conducted by the institutes of 
English in other departments and institutes in the general universities. These universities also hire visiting faculty 
to teach English compulsory and the permanent teachers are supposed to teach English Literature or Linguistics 
to the students of major subjects. A prescribed syllabus of English is taught to undergraduate students. In 
professional universities, the English language programme is controlled by the departments concerned or the 
faculty concerned. In the English language programmes of professional universities, teachers design the course 
for English themselves. The assessment and evaluation of the courses focuses on content and information 
(Shamim, 2011). 

In spite of huge efforts into English language teaching reforms on the part of government, the results fall greatly 
short of expectations (Mansoor, 2003). The usual length of the English courses is 48 hours or one semester 
during the first year of their study programme. The use of modern educational equipment is very rare in these 
classes even if the equipment is available, students get very little time for the activities to express and participate 
in the class; therefore they very seldom develop their academic skills. The process of teaching and learning 
focuses chiefly on securing decent grades in the course-based examination. Regarding feedback, students are 
given no or very little feedback on their oral and written tasks. These practices limit the opportunities for 
learning English to achieve high level proficiency needed for higher education and professional jobs. 
Unsurprisingly, graduates are found to be inefficient and incompetent at their current level of English which has 
created dissatisfaction among employers and job seekers (Shamim, 2011). According to Shamim (2011), the 
main reasons may be many, but the most important reasons for the failure of English teaching in Pakistan may be 
the lack of proper teacher training and their formal qualification for English language teaching, insufficient 
research on English language teaching and learning and large classes.  

2.2 Large Classes in ELT 

In the context of Pakistani colleges and universities usually classes are very large of around more than a hundred 
students in a class. Large classes create so many constraints which make the process of teaching and learning 
English language difficult for teachers and students. For students the course content becomes useless and 
meaningless due to the large number of students in the class (Bughio, 2013). The teachers become unable to use 
appropriate and interactive teaching methods in such large classes, therefore they normally pass time instead of 
teaching properly and meeting the needs of students’ interest and knowledge. The greatest number of the teachers 
of large classes agrees that large classes are a serious problem (Shamim, 1993). The students in these classes are 
mostly of multi-level and heterogeneous in regard to their mental abilities and socio-economic background; 
therefore, it becomes exceedingly problematic to gratify them with the help of outdated teaching techniques. The 
huge size of classes leaves no or tremendously little opportunity for teacher-student interaction. In such a large 
class, the teacher performs as an authoritative ruler rather than a facilitator (Raja, 2012). It is normally found by the 
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researchers that the traditional lecture method of teaching curtails students’ cognitive development (Raja, 2012). 
Therefore, there is a need of developing more appropriate teaching methodologies that may address large English 
language classes’ problems more effectively.  

The contextual overview of the situation suggests that specifically in higher education institutes of Pakistan, 
English language teaching and learning is not conducted through the methods which create communicative 
environment and engage students in the process of learning. The researchers, therefore, hypothesise that since the 
situation is very chaotic because it is swarmed with the problems arising from large classes and traditional teaching 
methods and outdated syllabus, unstructured type of group work such as collaborative learning may not be very 
effective. From our study of these two types group work i.e. collaborative learning and cooperative learning, we 
reach the conclusion that cooperative learning might address the issues of the context efficiently. Therefore, the 
following critical review would build the ground for our argument. 
3. Critical Review: Differentiating Cooperative and Collaborative Learning 
Despite the fact that many people think collaborative learning and cooperative learning are similar, they exactly 
are different. For example, those people who think that these are similar, they only consider team work in general. 
No doubt, they both are a type group work; they arguably differ. Collaborative learning is more intentional and 
wants teachers to structure or create their own activities; on the other hand, cooperative learning has already its 
well-organised techniques. Furthermore, some authors consider cooperative learning different on the traditional 
grounds. They believe that cooperative learning follows traditional line of instruction in which the teacher still 
maintains authority and students remain passive (Bruffee, 1995). Barkley, Cross, & Major (2014) argue that 
collaborative learning has its base in social constructivism. It aims to make students and teachers work together 
in order to co-construct knowledge. It is a teaching-learning method that assumes that people make meaning 
when they work socially in collaboration (Matthews, 996). This point put forward very much associates 
collaborative learning with cooperative learning. Cooperative learning is also associated with social cultural 
theory by its proponents and considers learning as social process in which individuals discuss and co-construct 
the meaning (McCafferty, Jacobs, & DaSilva Iddings, 2006).  

Collaborative learning generally means students learning together in pairs or small groups to accomplish 
common learning goals. It is termed as cooperative and group/team learning (Barkley, Cross, & Major, 2014). 
Barkley, Cross, & Major (2014) categorise three main features of collaborative learning: intentional design, 
co-labouring and meaningful learning. According to the researchers, it follows intentional design because unlike 
group learning, it does not merely make students sit together and work; rather teachers structure intentional 
learning techniques for learners by either innovating already existent strategies or by creating their own activities. 
This point here contradicts with cooperative learning because cooperative learning contains already tested 
activities, teachers do not need to create their own techniques. However, they might necessarily innovate or 
adapt them (Johnson & Johnson 2009). Co-labouring means that all learners in the group ‘must engage actively 
in working together’ towards the tasks objectives (Barkley, Cross, & Major, 2014). This means all learners are 
required to contribute fairly equally on average. This element, however, matches one of the objectives of 
cooperative learning, but it is not clear how. In meaningful learning, all learners, by working in teams, must aim 
to improve their understanding of the subject matter. It is not clear whether learners care for others learning in 
the collaborative learning setting. In contrast, in the cooperative learning setting, all learners are not only 
responsible for enhancing their own learning, but also learning of their group peers (Johnson & Johnson, 1989; 
Cohen, 994, Slavin, 1995; Johnson & Johnson, 2009). Collaborative learning is not likely to promote the shifting 
of responsibilities to learners because according to Barkley, Cross, & Major (2014), it renders the task 
meaningless if learners are not accomplishing the targeted learning goals. Collaborative learning rather focuses 
on co-labouring in which team-members work together to share the workload equally as they progress to the task 
accomplishment.  

Rockwood (1995, 1995) separates these methods by the teacher’s role. In cooperative learning, the teacher 
remains the central authority in the class, with group tasks commonly more closed-ended and sometimes having 
explicit answers. In contrast, in the collaborative learning setting, the teacher relinquishes his or her power and 
authorises the small groups who are repeatedly given more open-ended, multifaceted tasks. Rockwood suggests 
the use of both the approaches depending on the educational maturity of students. He supports the more 
structured cooperative learning style for foundational knowledge typified in gateway courses, and collaborative 
learning for higher level, less foundational knowledge content. Bruffee (1995), by distinguishing between these, 
argues that cooperative learning is a social process based on structured group work aiming to promote both 
social and academic achievement—learners acquire new social skills and learn the ways to work collaboratively 
in order to accomplish academic goals. These goals are achieved by imposing structure and control by the 
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teacher. The teacher holds learners responsible for learning together. Thus, the teacher becomes like a director 
who adopts teaching strategies to promote social skills, cooperation, positive interdependence, and accountability 
(Brody, 1995). Bruffee argues that students in higher education should not depend on the teacher. Therefore, 
according to him in collaborative learning, the teacher should not perform as an authority to monitor group 
learning, but rather he should have responsibility to become a member of the students’ community in search of 
knowledge. Bruffee, thus, further argues that the aim of cooperative learning is to make students work together 
in harmony and reciprocal support to find the solution, whereas the objective of collaborative learning is to 
develop independent, expressive, rational people, even if at times such an objective encourages opposition and 
competition that appears to challenge the principles of cooperative learning. Thus, Barkley, Cross, & Major 
(2014) further argue that cooperative learning is more suited for school and whereas collaborative learning is for 
colleges. This argument has some strength that more research on cooperative learning has been conducted at 
school levels. However, their argument that cooperative learning is conducted at school levels because it 
promotes close-ended tasks which are fit for school children and collaborative learning use open-ended tasks 
therefore it is suitable for college adult students is not entirely substantial. There are also many studies on 
cooperative learning which have been successfully conducted at higher education level. Although Barkley, Cross 
and Major (2014) make cooperative learning different from collaborative learning, they associate many of 
cooperative learning techniques to collaborative learning. It makes their argument paradoxical, and needs to be 
re-examined and re-investigated. 

Practically in terms of planning and operating learning groups in higher education classrooms, most teachers will 
not be considerably concerned with the theoretical and semantic differences between cooperative and 
collaborative learning, rather they will adopt and adapt the degree of power and control where they feel 
comfortable and accomplish their goals (Brody & Davidson, 1998). Barkley, Cross, & Major (2014) argue that 
although cooperative and collaborative learning are differentiated in terms of their being structured and 
unstructured or as two different of methods for school and higher education respectively, substantial confusion 
sways in the literature of higher education over terminology. Some scholars today in the context of higher 
education use the term cooperative learning instead of collaborative learning (e.g., McCafferty, Jacobs, & 
DaSilva Iddings, 2006; Johnson & Johnson 2009). Students in cooperative learning settings are required to 
become responsible for their own and their group mates’ learning. The existence of tests and quizzes ensures 
individual accountability because in these tests groups members do not help one another. Hence, although 
cooperative learning strategies require from group members to help one another, no peer in the group is 
supposed to hide or negatively depend on another. Proper grouping in cooperative learning guarantees that all 
groups encompass peers having different qualities so that the practice of problem-solving and social skills may 
be developed in all group peers (Millis, 2002). 

The following table and figure (Table 1 and Figure 1) clearly sum up the argument. Both cooperative learning 
and collaborative learning are not exactly similar and have differences and are created for different contexts and 
situations for the ease of teachers and educators. Based on the argument, it may be concluded that cooperative 
learning may be more effective for the difficult circumstances where teachers have lack of equipment, have large 
classes, traditional teaching and learning environment with exam-based syllabus. 

 

Table 1. Cooperative learning and collaborative learning 

Cooperative learning Collaborative learning 
1. Instructional  Non-instructional 
2. Very Structured Not very structured  
3. Targeting one common goal Without a common gaol 
4. Based on both closed and open-ended tasks Based only on open-ended tasks 
5. Success of the group depends upon everyone pulling his or her 

weight 
Students work together not necessarily for all members’ 
success 
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5. Discussion and Conclusion 
Based on the above critical review and the empirical evidence, it may be argued that cooperative learning, thus, 
appears to be more suitable for Pakistani higher education classes. In collaborative learning, there is no 
guarantee that each group member will learn and be successful as a result of the process. On the other hand, the 
five elements of cooperative learning (if carefully used) are intended to ensure that every member learns in the 
group. The learning and understanding of each member is measured through quizzes or tests (Slavin, 1995). This 
is not possible in collaborative learning. The main aim of this paper is to suggest how to create cooperation 
among students. Since ESL classes in Pakistani public universities and colleges are very large and large number 
of students creates disturbances, the methods like collaborative learning which focuses on constructing social 
knowledge through dissent and competition might create chaotic situation. On the other hand, cooperative 
learning focuses on constructing social knowledge through cooperation in a structured environment tends to 
more effective to address the issues mentioned. Cooperative learning is structured and aims at having students 
mastered specific topics. Therefore, we deem it to be more effective contextually than collaborative learning 
because the curricula in Pakistani universities are very structured and exam-based and follow specific topics to 
be mastered. Moreover, in the context of Pakistani education system, language learning is examination-based; 
therefore, cooperative learning might serve the purpose better.  

The most important purpose of using cooperative learning instead of collaborative learning in the context 
Pakistani higher education may be that students are new to such type of approaches and are mostly taught 
through traditional methods. Therefore, they might not take utmost responsibility of their learning and 
decision-making processes. We, therefore, assume that students may be made to start with cooperative learning 
in the context and then move to collaborative learning when they become experienced. Collaborative learning 
aims at enhancing free critical thinking with the goal to create new knowledge. In fact, it is unstructured. It aims 
to have group members reason about and solve conceptual problems that may have no explicit answers. 
Furthermore, in collaborative learning, all group members are not committed that each will learn and be 
successful as a result of the process (Olivares, 2005).  

Specifically, in terms of ESL teaching and learning at higher education level in Pakistan, cooperative learning is 
arguably discussed to be very appropriate and effective. Since language learning needs the maximum 
engagement of students in the process of learning, cooperative learning, especially, in Pakistan seems to be more 
workable. As discussed earlier that the contextual issues such as large classes, the use of traditional method for 
teaching language and exam-based syllabi might create chaotic situations in ESL classes when other 
unstructured forms of group work i.e. collaborative learning would be used. Therefore, the discussion in this 
article recommends greater use of cooperative learning in universities and colleges of Pakistan.  
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