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Abstract
The present study investigated the effect of cooperative learning strategies on Iranian intermediate students’ writing achievement. The researchers selected 83 English students in Khorasgan
Islamic Azad University. The researcher assigned Oxford Placement Test by [1] test with 100 multiple choice questions as the homogeneity test and selected 60 students and divided them equally
as the experimental and control groups to teach them how to write TOEFL essays in cooperative
and traditional ways. Based on a pretest-posttest experimental design, the students wrote two
different essays at the first and the last sessions of the study as the pretest and posttest and the
results were analyzed. The findings of the writings revealed a statistically significant difference
[t(58) = 15.748, p = 0.000] between experimental (M = 92.97, SD = 1.752) and control (M = 80.20,
SD = 4.080) groups with writing ability. Accordingly, the data obtained from the findings indicated
the experimental (cooperative) group’s better performance. Therefore, the null hypothesis was
rejected by the results of the study.
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1. Introduction
English writing plays a prominent role in English language writing. Since there is a very close relationship between writing and thinking [2], it is a valuable and important part of any language course. A factor that seems to
be very clear about writing and speaking is the way and the process chosen and used by the writers or speakers
for transferring their message. The final product shows the writer’s ability in doing his duty which is writing a
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good and qualified text. He has enough time to change and modify it in the planning and drafting processes before presenting the final product. This process is what the professional and in fact successful speakers do. They
try to reduce their speech errors by planning and drafting before presenting it. This is one of the factors that
make learning the writing skills more important and vital for those foreign language learners who want to use it
in different circumstances to show their language skills and attract more and more addressees from listeners to
readers.
The salient role and duty of a good writer is to predict the situation in which his message is going to be transferred and try to imagine about the particular readers who are going to receive his message. When a writer pays
attention to the principles of the writing skill and applies them in a correct manner, consequently the message
ambiguity is reduced and its comprehensibility is increased. It seems that this is the major problem for students
in writing a passage especially in a foreign language.
“Cooperative learning is a strategy which is based on the psychological aspects of cooperation and competition for learning. It mainly refers to the techniques in which students work in separate small groups or teams. In
this way, they can help each other directly to master various academic materials being taught by their teacher. In
fact, the teammates apply a variety of learning activities to improve their understanding of a subject. Each
member of a team is responsible for learning the taught material and for helping teammates learn and thus
creating atmosphere of achievement” [3].
Writing is a contextualized activity and contains three elements: the writer, the reader and the texts that are
basically interacted to each other and can represent in various knowledge genres and different skills. “Collaborative writing’’ involves developing instructional arrangements whereby, adolescents work together to plan, draft,
revise, and edit their compositions [4]. In contrast with mere traditional methods, this is a technique that sees the
English classes as the learner-centered structures and the teachers do not have salient roles for choosing and applying different activities for learning and doing exercises. Graham & Perin believe that cooperative writing
shows a strong impact on improving the quality of participants’ writing skills [5].
Collaborative writing is a sub-group of cooperative learning which has different approaches. The approaches
of CL by Smith B. L. & MacGregor, J. T. [6] consist of, for example, problem-centered instruction, writing
groups, peer teaching, discussion groups and seminars, and learning communities. This kind of learning seems
to have different forms that teachers try to apply them based on their own background, previous experiences and
teaching methods.

1.1. Statement of the Problem
As Rivers [7] mentions with so much writing in foreign language classes over so many years one would expect
to find highly effective methods for teaching writing skill and marked success in learning it. There are many
students in different levels, from school students to college ones who have studied English as a foreign language
for years and are in intermediate, upper-intermediate and advanced levels but can not talk about particular subjects, fields, and even themselves correctly in writing. This is not the case for those who use the foreign language for their job. Of course, these students follow some particular rules or format for business letters, reports
or other kinds of business written texts and they, mainly, keep a format and just change the needed words for a
particular passage.
The principles, rules, and factors related to the characteristics of both writing and speaking or each of them
separately make students pay more attention about how to apply them carefully and correctly in order to have a
satisfactory product especially in writing because the final product shows the writer’ abilities and knowledge in
presenting a message. This leads them to test different learning methods and approaches in order to learn a skill
more effectively. It is basically the teachers’ duty to choose a beneficial method with various and suitable activities for teaching a skill for students to help them learn it better and apply it in different situations.
Also, a lot of students wish highly to learn some skills such as writing perfectly or in an acceptable level, but
they do not have enough motivation to study about that and look for their weak points and shortcomings in order
to remove them. They just wish or need to learn this skill but they know it takes a lot of time to study it individually in order to use it practically with the least mistakes or errors. They need some more help from others from
good books, teachers, other skillful students or other accessible resources. In a study by Mandal [3], it is claimed
by the researchers that cooperative learning can reach this goal because in comparison with other kinds of
learning methods, it has some significant advantages for students with different levels of proficiency.
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1.2. Significance of the Study
In cooperative leaning and subsequently in cooperative writing, since the students’ goal is the same and they
write the same text altogether, they try to use all of their knowledge and abilities to do their best and present
their best writing as a final product. The students in each group have access to other members of groups’ mind
and follow their goals collaboratively. The teacher is not omitted or excluded from the members of the groups.
He can be a pair or a member in all of the groups to help student to remove their shortcomings or add some
strong points that they have forgotten to consider. The main role of collaborative learning is to ask students to
write a unique text with the help of other members of their group. In this way, all the members of the group are
responsible for the final product not an individual student. Harmer [8] claims “for these reasons, collaborative
writing has a strong power to foster writing habit in a unique way in all groups or teams.”
There are many activities that are related to the collaborative learning and can be used in the cooperative
writing too. From all of them, two activities are more salient and practical which are: using the board and writing in groups and pairs. The former is used mainly for teaching and learning such as 1) individual sentences and
2) dictogloss. But the latter is used for writing texts such as 1) rewriting and expanding sentences, 2) looking at
first and last lines of a story or happening (to extract students’ imagination), 3) applying directions, rules, and
instruction and finally, 4) using story reconstruction.
So, each of group members is responsible to study about the part that has been chosen for them to do completely or at least acceptably. In these conditions, it is better to use jigsaw activity in which each member is assigned some material to learn by the teacher’s help and teaching or by studying themselves and to teach to his
group members.
The significance of using cooperative learning in different classes may lead to various strategies and activities.
Cooperative learning (CL) activities can be used by teachers to provide students opportunities to practice new
skills and concepts. By certain activities, teachers can help students make “connections between the concrete
and abstract level of instruction through peer interactions and carefully designed activities” [9]. Apple & Shimo
[10] add CL activities also show that each group members has a specific role, and if each one of them does not
fulfill his or her roles, the effort of the group does not lead to its final goal.
Collaborative skills are in fact those skills which require to be worked together not by each student individually. Some of the skills needed for successful collaboration are: “checking that others understand, asking for
and giving reasons; disagreeing politely and responding politely to disagreement and encouraging others to participate and responding to encouragement to participate”. On page 99 Jacbs & Hannah [11] refer to the matter
that some students may lack these skills themselves, or the language needed using the skills or a combination of
both.

2. Review of Literature
According to Bowker [12], writing is a skill that is required in many formal and informal contexts throughout
life and Richmond [13] refers to it as a continuous process, not an instantaneous activity. Students, for centuries,
have practiced these skills in their classrooms. The approach of learning writing skill does not relate just to the
first language and has transferred to the foreign language learning too. It does not consider whether it is appropriate for the students who are not professional enough in spoken yet or not. Writing exercises keep students
busy and out of mischief (p. 291) [7]. Of course, based on Onozava, 2010 [14], “L2 (second language) writing
did not attract much attention until the 1960s; however, writing has been getting more attention recently and its
importance in learning a foreign or second language has been understood” (p. 153). He discusses about the importance of the writing skill and learning it which is necessary in schools and in our daily life.
“One of the main reasons that teaching writing is so different from teaching speech is that the two types of
discourse differ in some basic characteristics or rules” (p. 159) [15]. He outlines the differences between written
and spoken discourses in the following characteristics: 1) permanence, 2) explicitness, 3) density, 4) detachment,
5) organization and slowness of production, 6) speed of reception, 7) standard language, 8) a learnt skill, 9)
sheer amount and 10) importance.
Based on Harmer studies [8], there are a number of approaches to the writing skills which are about the practice of this prominent skill inside and outside the classroom environment. Hadely [16] refers to approaches of
teaching writing in a different categorization such as product approach, process approach, social-constructionist
approach, genre approach, creative writing, writing as a cooperative activity, writing-for-learning, and writingOALibJ | DOI:10.4236/oalib.1100961
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for-writing. “Cooperative writing works well whether the focus is on the writing process or on genre study”.
Harmer, [8] claims that both teachers and students can take advantage of taking part in groups to do class activities such as writing in a cooperative environment”. Working in groups as a cooperative activity can be motivating for students in many parts such as research, discussion, peer evaluation and writing. Sometimes writing instruction may occur in small groups with a teacher or teaching assistant. Small group instruction helps children
who may need extra attention develop strategies needed to become independent writers [17].
Cooperative learning is a structural and systematic strategy which is famous in Europe and US [18] and follows a method in which students are assigned into different groups, work together and encourage each other’s
learning and achievement and finally improve their learning effectiveness. Since scholars have found many good
results about the effects of cooperative learning, many models have been developed by researchers that have
some main common characteristics (p. 289): heterogeneous students, individual accountability, group-processing, collaborative social interpersonal skills, face-to-face interaction, and positive interdependence. In fact, Bowen [19] mentions to the matter that cooperative learning has been defined differently by different researchers
and theorists such as Abdulkarim & AlJadiry [20] in different models which one of the most famous models is
Johnson and Johnson’s.
Based on a study [21], both students and teachers have some particular roles in cooperative learning and then
cooperative writing. They outline the teachers’ roles in six main categories with two sub-categories in each
group that represent twelve roles for the teachers (pp. 7-14): the information provider (the lecturer & the clinical
and practical teacher), the role model (the on-the-job model & the role model as a teacher), the facilitator (the
learning facilitator & the mentor), the assessor (the student assessor & the curriculum assessor), the planner (the
curriculum planner & the course planner), and the resource developer (the resource material creator & the study
guide producer).
There are many potential roles for the students too, but the most common role include [10] and [22]: “facilitator—a person responsible for ensuring that the group stays on task, recorder—a person responsible for writing
down group answers and decisions, summarizer—a person responsible for summarizing the group answers, reporter—a person responsible for conveying the group’s ideas to another group, time-keeper—a person responsible for checking the time left to finish the task” (p. 75).
Compared with traditional teaching methods, the cooperative learning groups have some characteristics which
are different from traditional groups. Chauhan & Yadac [23] refer to these differences into two different categories (p. 273). Based on their categorization, traditional learning groups have a kind of “low interdependence; the
members take responsibility only for themselves not the other members; the focus is on individual performance
only not the group performance; there is individual accountability only; assignments are discussed with little
commitment to each other’s learning not a vast commitment; teamwork skills are indirectly taught; the leader is
appointed to direct member’s participation; there is no group processing of the quality of its work; individual
accomplishments are rewarded; there is more prejudice, stereotyped, escapists and withdrawal/absenteeism from
the situation”.
Hassaskhah [24] refers to “cooperation” as the key to cooperative learning. She states that cooperation is a
structure of the interactions existed between group members which facilitate “the accomplishment of a specific
end product or goal achieved through people working together in groups” (p. 75).
Writing is considered, in fact, as a highly productive skill and actually the most difficult of the four language
skills [25]. Collaborative writing involves “developing instructional arrangements whereby adolescents work
together to plan, draft, revise, and edit their compositions. It shows a strong impact on improving the quality of
students’ writing” [5].
According to Oskoz’s research into collaborative writing [26], both in the first language (L1) and second language (L2) has shown that this pedagogical approach has great potential and important effects on learning mastering this skill.

3. Method
3.1. Participants
The study was conducted on about 60 Iranian EFL students aged 18 - 26, with the mean age of 22. They were
selected from 83 college students in Khorasgan Islamic Azad University and had passed the related courses of
grammar. All the participants’ first language was Persian. These students were living in Isfahan at the time of the
OALibJ | DOI:10.4236/oalib.1100961
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study and did not have any particular contact with English as a second language or any English people around
them. Their main experience of writing was limited to the writing paragraphs or summaries. The selection of 60
participants of this 83 college students was based on the result of the Oxford Placement Test (OPT)’s administration as the homogeneity test. Since the number of participants in each group should be at least 25 and during
the study, some of them may leave the study, accordingly, students were divided into two groups, the control
group and the experimental one, with 30 subjects in each.

3.2. Instruments
To determine the effect of cooperative learning on the intermediate students’ writing achievement, the following
instruments were employed in the present study:
Homogeneity Test the Oxford Placement Test [1] which was applied to ensure the researchers of the level of
participants’ language proficiency for taking part in the study. It consisted of 100 grammar and vocabulary items
and the passing point was 70. The participants had 75 minutes to answer this multiple-choice test. The researchers presented a pilot test for 45 students to estimate the reliability. The results showed 7.7 by Cronbach Alpha
which was an accepted reliability for the OPT. The instructions were read in Persian orally to the participants to
remove any problem that they could face.
Pretest was, in fact, an in-class essay which students wrote in the first session about unique subjects for both
groups. They had 45 - 60 minutes to write the essay. The essays should contain 250 - 300 words. The students
were assigned two topics to choose one arbitrarily and write about. The topics were of the “explaining’’ and the
“preference’’ type: 1) what are some of the qualities of a good parent? Use specific details and examples to explain your answer; and 2) some people prefer to live in a small town. Others prefer to live in a big city. Which
place would you prefer to live in? Use specific reasons and details to support your answer.
Posttest was, in fact, the last essay which students wrote in the last session of the study about unique subjects
for both groups with the same period of time like the pretest. They were given 45 - 60 minutes to write the essay.
The essays should contain 250 - 300 words. The students were assigned two topics to choose one arbitrarily and
write about. The topics were of the “explaining” and the “comparing’’ types: 1) choose one of the following
transportation vehicles and explain why you think it has changed people’s lives: automobiles, bicycles, or airplanes; and 2) some people prefer to live in a traditional house but others prefer to live in a modern apartment
building. Which one do you prefer? Use specific reasons and details to support your choice.

3.3. Procedure
To accomplish the purpose of the study, the following research question was posed:
Q. Do cooperative learning strategies have any effect on Iranian intermediate students’ writing skill? To come
up with reasonable results on the basis of the research question, the following null hypothesis was proposed:
H. Cooperative learning strategies has no positive or negative effect on intermediate students’ writing skill.
To reach the sufficient results, the following procedures were presented:
The researchers applied a pretest-posttest experimental design in which they provided the Oxford Placement
Test (OPT) for about 83 students who volunteered to take part in the writing TOEFL essays. The passing point
was 70. The students who got grade 70 were assumed to be proficient enough to enroll in the study. Those students who got the grades higher than 85 were assumed to be more proficient students. After the final and random
choosing the study participants and since the study was on the basis that there should be at least one more proficient student in each group, these students were placed randomly in the groups to follow the base of heterogeneity of them. It does not mean that in each group may not be two strong students. In fact the basis is that there
should be at least on strong student in each group that is the teacher’s responsibility to put them in the groups.
Other students can be chosen randomly. The rationale was that all of them had some practice in writing paragraphs and summaries. However, this test was for being sure that they were homogeneous in two major factors
such as grammar and vocabulary that were essential for a good writing. However, they were going to learn other
factors of writing during this process to be good writers.
From those who passed the test, 60 students (scores 70 and above that) were selected and were divided into
two groups (control group and experimental group) in each 30 students. The result of just this number of students’ achievement were used and calculated. The students supposed that they were taking part in a learning-towrite period to learn “how to write TOEFL essays’’; therefore, they did not know that they were under the invesOALibJ | DOI:10.4236/oalib.1100961
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tigation. Since the participants were taught writing TOEFL essays volunteerily during a particular semisterm, the
real sample was 60 students that the researcher knew, not all the 83 students. The purpose of this study was that
students write some passages. The teachers were different who taught writing in different methods (the control
group’s teacher taught writing traditionally and the experimental group’s teacher taught writing cooperatively)
but the elements of their lesson plan and the materials taught were the same. None of the teachers could teach
any material more than the other class. They just had different strategies in teaching writing, doing the writing
task in the class, giving the comments to the students, replying the students’ problems and the kind of relationship with their students.
In the first session, the participants in both groups were asked to write an essay about the same subject. This
in-class essay, which was written in 60 minutes, was assumed as the pretest. The papers were collected by the
teacher to be corrected in order to determine the number and the kind of the errors and the amount of proficiency
they had over writing.
After pretest, before beginning the treatment, the participants in the experimental group were divided in seven
groups (four participants in each group and two participants left). Group working was one of the parts of the
cooperative learning. The teacher tried to put at least a more proficient and stronger student who had the grade
85 or higher in each group. Since the students worked in groups to accomplish their work, they tried to help each
other by paying attention to the words, sentences, paragraphs, or the whole passage they wrote based on their
own knowledge. When they tried to write a draft and represent the final piece of writing, they consulted with
each other and provided the last draft. However, there might be students who were active in both or none of
them. When they tried to write a draft and represented the final piece of writing, they consulted with each other
and provided the last draft. In this way, even the students who were poor in some parts could learn from other
student and review the subjects they knew and had learned before.
The techniques used in the experimental group were: using the board, dictogloss, writing in groups and pairs,
and first lines & last lines. These techniques made them to work cooperatively not individually and write thir
last writing with the help of other members of their own group.
Although the styles of teaching how to write TOEFL essays were different in each group, the scoring style
was the same and based on the basic elements and factors of TOEFL essays [27].

4. Results and Discussions
An efficient way for teaching cooperatively was to have a group of students which receive some major strategies
related to cooperative learning, to determine the amount of its participants’ achievement in writing TOEFL essays, and to compare the results with the amount of its participants’ achievement who receive traditional strategies in writing. In order to find the answer to the research question raised and to analyze and interpret the gathered data, some certain statistical processes were performed.
The data obtained from the participants’ writings in both experimental and control groups for the pretest
changed into the scores by two raters. The data were divided into two parts. One of the parts related to the kind
and amount of errors the participants had in their writings. The researcher assigned score 20 for them. This part
was a main sub-part of the other part which was related to determining the basic elements and factors of TOEFL
essays [27]. The researchers assigned six as the final score for considering all of these factors as a whole. The
total score was considered six.
Score six showed that the writer had very strong organizational, structural, and grammatical skills. Score five
showed that the writer had good organizational, structural, and grammatical skills. However, the essay contained
some errors. Score four showed that the writer had adequate organizational, structural, and grammatical skills.
The essay contained a number of errors. Score three showed that the writer showed evidence of organizational,
structural, and grammatical skills that still need to be improved. Score two showed that the writer showed a minimal ability to convey ideas in written English. Score one showed that the writer was not capable of conveying
ideas in written English.
As Table 1 shows, the independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the results of the pretest for the
participants of both control and experimental group. There was no significant difference in scores of control
group [(M = 48, SD = 2.948)] and scores of experimental group, [M = 48.87, SD = 3.893; t(58) = 0.972, p =
0.335]. The results of Table 2 confirmed the homogeneity of the participants at the outset of the study.
The data obtained from the participants’ writings in both experimental and control groups for the post-test
changed into the scores by two raters.
OALibJ | DOI:10.4236/oalib.1100961
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Table 1. Results for independent samples t-test for writing scores in pre-test.
Independent sample test
Levene’s test for
equality of variances

F

Equal variances assumed

3.745

t-test for equality of means

Sig.

0.058

t

0.972

df

58

Sig.
Mean
Std. error
(2-tailed) difference difference

0.972 54.029

Lower

Upper

0.335

0.867

0.892

−0.918

2.651

0.335

0.867

0.892

−0.921

2.654

Pre-test
Equal variances not assumed

95% confidence interval
of the difference

Table 2. Results for independent samples t-test for writing scores in post-test.
Independent sample test
Levene’s test for
equality of variances

F

Equal variances assumed

13.089

t-test for equality of means

Sig.

0.001

t

15.748

df

58

Sig.
Mean
Std. error
(2-tailed) difference difference

95% confidence interval
of the difference
Lower

Upper

0.000

12.767

0.811

11.144

14.389

0.000

12.767

0.811

11.127

14.406

Post-test
Equal variances not assumed

15.748 39.337

Since the test was not a complete TOEFL test to represent all the participants’ skills such reading, listening
and speaking, the total score was considered six to represent both qualitative and quantitative data.
The independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the results of the post-test for the participants of both
control and experimental group. As the results of Table 2 show, there was a statistically significant difference [t(58)
= 15.748, p = 0.000] between experimental [(M = 92.97, SD = 1.752)] and control [(M = 80.20, SD = 4.080)]
groups with writing ability. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected.

Results of Research Hypothesis
In this part, the researchers tried to present the answer to their study’s main question. Based on the results of the
data for independent samples t-test for writing scores shown by two raters in pre-test and post-test and the difference between the two groups in their performance on writing tests indicated that the cooperative learning had
some effects on the manner of participants’ achievement in writing TOEFL essays and there was a significant
difference between the experimental and control groups’ achievement.
Although the total scores obtained from the tables presented by the raters seem near to each other, but the participants had some difference in separate parts of the essays. Considering each part separately showed the effect
of cooperative leaning on certain parts more than other parts of the essays. It, also, showed that there is not any
difference especial in writing cooperatively or traditionally. In fact, the results of the data obtained from the
posttest showed some similarities and some differences in both learning strategies in both experimental and control groups.
For example, both groups had some problems in applying the correct words in their writing which were categorized as errors [28]. The posttest showed that both groups had some improvements in their performance but
this improvement was clearer in the experimental group. But the results were somehow different in the other part
which was the amount of the participants’ achievement in applying the elements of TOEFL essays basics. The
scores show that both groups are nearly the same in applying some TOEFL basics (items) such as: structure,
continuity/cohesion, reader orientation, evidential sentences, Conclusion, conclusion summary, and closing.
However, the scores showed that the experimental group had a better performance in applying other TOEFL
basics (items) such as: introduction, thesis statement, topic sentences, appropriate registers, and grammar, spelOALibJ | DOI:10.4236/oalib.1100961
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ling, or punctuation (coherence).
In all, the effect of using a special learning style showed itself in the final product which in this study was
writing an essay. Even if it was effective in some parts more than others, the results of the final product and its
comparison with the first product represents the main effect of using that particular learning or teaching style.
Therefore, the data and the scores obtained from the study results showed that the null hypothesis was rejected.
As an answer to the research question, the researcher found out that the application of cooperative leaning had a
positive effect on Iranian intermediate students’ writing achievement.

5. Conclusions
The deployment of cooperative learning for writing TOEFL essays had some certain results which were analyzed via SPSS (18th) software. It indicated that the null hypothesis was rejected. The results showed that deployment of cooperative learning had a positive effect on the Iranian intermediate students’ writing achievement.
The findings of the study are in agreement with that of Graham & Perin’s study [5] in which shows “a strong
impact on learning improving the quality of students’ writing”. Since the cooperative learning approach can be
viewed from different points, there are some categories of benefits created by cooperative learning such as improving students’ learning, retention and academic achievement, and developing and mastering social skills [29].
The scores obtained from the essays written by the participants in the posttest which was based on the grading
scale of TOEFL book (2003) represented some major facts about the results of the posttest and its comparison
with the pretest. Comparing the scores presented that there was not only the difference between the deployment
of the cooperative learning strategies and the traditional method, but it also presented the differences and similarities between the results of both methods.
The items that could be affected by cooperative learning were those which needed some reliance on other resources such as group members or the teacher. They needed to be presented more professionally in order to have
a stronger essay. These items could be thesis statement, grammar, spelling, punctuation (coherence), or topic
sentences. In fact, it was not important for the students how to learn the first group of items in writing an essay
(structure, continuity, etc.) and what method or strategies they followed. They applied the rules or basics they
had learned.
In all, although both groups acted similarly in some parts such as using TOEFL format, the cooperative learning showed a more positive effect on the intermediate participants’ final writings in the experimental group. Because the participants used their group members’ knowledge and skills to present their writing, they had better
final writings in comparison with the control group. Of course, different parts of the wittings’ analysis showed
that they were almost the same in both groups but there were some other parts that indicated the cooperative
learning had been more effective for the final result which was the writing scores as a whole. The data obtained
from the writings in the pre- and post-tests indicated their better performance. Therefore, the null hypothesis was
rejected by the results of the study.
However, this study had its own limitations that were common among all the participants such as the number
of and the kind of students’ prior experiences, duration of the study, the amount and kind of feedback, and the
impact of their native language on the study and product.
However, future studies are suggested to find the effect of age, kind of feedback, and their level of proficiency
on the participants’ achievement in writing essays.
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