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Rationale 

Cooperative learning is a pedagogy that has been the focus of significant and ongoing research 
worldwide (Johnson & Johnson, 2017; Kagan & Kagan, 2015; McAlister, 2010; 

 Gilles & Boyle, 2005). Johnson & Johnson’s meta-analysis of this research has found that the use of 
cooperative learning “results in higher-level reasoning, more frequent generation of new ideas and 
solutions, and a greater transfer of what is learned within one situation to another” (2017, p.7). Closer 
to home, the educational reforms we have seen in Scotland, have largely been based on evidence from 
research into what makes learning effective with the aim of this new curriculum being to develop 
“skills for learning, skills for life and skills for work” (Scottish Government 2009, p.8). Not 
surprisingly, the Curriculum for Excellence advocates the use of cooperative learning in classrooms to 
support and develop these transferrable “skills for life” and as such requires all practitioners to focus 
on how learning and teaching takes place using active learning strategies (Building the Curriculum 4, 
2009).  

At its simplest, cooperative learning means that learners work together in small groups to accomplish 
shared goals. Individuals within each group, seek outcomes that are beneficial not only for themselves 
but for all other members in the group thus encouraging a positive interdependence among students 
where for everyone to succeed, the whole group needs to succeed. Cooperative learning is structured 
using five basic elements, the fourth of which is social skills. A group cannot begin to function 
effectively if students do not have or use verbal and non-verbal communication skills. So important 
are these skills to the success of the group that researchers have recommended that they “need to be 
taught just as purposefully and precisely as any academic skills” (Johnson & Johnson, 2017, p. 4).  

In line with Assessment is for Learning (AifL) techniques, most practitioners share a learning or 
academic intention with students at the beginning of a lesson. Including a social intention along with 
this academic intention is a practice more commonly seen in cooperative learning where social skills 
are an essential component of an effective group dynamic. It therefore seemed appropriate to 
investigate what effects introducing a social intention to pupils had on their ability to develop skills 
such as good listening, contributing and reaching agreements while they worked cooperatively with 
their peers.  

 

 



Aims 

 To evaluate the impact of setting a social intention on pupils’ abilities to:  

• display intended social behaviours such as effective verbal and non-verbal skills. 
• work cooperatively with their peers 

 
 

Methodology 

A mixed ability Secondary 1 class with a range of additional support needs was chosen for this 
intervention (normal class size 23). At the beginning of each lesson, a social intention was shared with 
students along with the learning intention.  

Week 1 

• Social Intention-To contribute to the discussion. 
• Graffiti task used to assess individual pupil contribution (different coloured pens 

issued to each group member). (Teacher Assessed) 
• Exit passes as a plenary to assess how easy or difficult each student found it to 

contribute and two stars and a wish to highlight which social skill pupils were most 
and least confident in using. (Self-Assessed and Teacher Assessed) 

 

Week 2 

• Social Intention-To respond to what is being said using appropriate language and try 
to reach an agreement as a group.  

• Word bank of useful phrases to open discussions, make contributions, disagree and 
reach an agreement constructed by each group. 

• Success criteria was to use at least one of these phrases when making a contribution 
and identify any phrases used by other team members.  

• Initials to be put beside phrases used personally (Self- Assessed) and peers to 
highlight phrases used by other team members. (Peer Assessed) 

 

Week 3 

• Social Intentions: To be able to show I am a good listener by using effective verbal 
and non- verbal skills. To be able to summarise what I have listened to and feedback 
to my group. 

• Success criteria for what good listening looks like co- constructed and used to peer 
assess shoulder partners listening skills in a ‘Think, Pair, Share’ activity. 

• Summarising skills assessed by individual pupils writing one sentence that sums up 
each team member’s opinion following a group discussion. (Teacher Assessed) 

 

 

 



Week 4 

• Social Intention: To use all our prior knowledge of verbal, non-verbal and listening 
skills to effectively contribute to my group’s discussion. 
 

• Word bank of useful phrases and success criteria for good listening used to assess 
individual contribution, effective verbal and non–verbal skills and listening skills. 

• Individual pupils initialled what they used themselves (Self -Assessed) and 
highlighted phrases and listening skills used by other team members. (Peer Assessed) 

• Exit pass to assess how whether pupils found it easy or difficult to contribute and two 
stars and a wish to identify social skills that they are now confident in or still feel 
unsure of. (Self-Assessed and Teacher Assessed) 

 

 

Findings 

The results of the introduction of a social intention as part of the learning criteria were as follows and 
can be demonstrated by both quantitative and qualitative data: 

On the whole, the inclusion of a social intention at the beginning of a cooperative lesson appears to 
have had largely positive outcomes. Evidently, pupils’ ability to contribute to a discussion improved 
(Fig. 1&2), listening skills were built on (Fig. 3&4), and there was an overall increase in willingness 
to partake in group discussions (Fig. 5&6). Pupils also reported that they felt more confident in the 
areas of talking and contributing than they had at the beginning of the teaching and learning (Fig. 7). 
Pupils’ self-assessments of willingness to contribute generally reflected their actual engagement in the 
various group discussion the class had as demonstrated by their notes, and from the teacher’s 
observations. 

 However, there is little evidence to suggest that these improvements in confidence and skills were 
due to the inclusion of a social intention rather than a growing familiarity with the concepts 
introduced. Also, the learning and social intentions and success criteria were made implicit at the 
beginning of each lesson. In real terms this means that pupils are aware of what is expected of them 
and therefore far more likely to produce the skills that have been highlighted as desirable by the 
teacher.  

While the introduction of a social intention did seem to increase the confidence levels of those pupils 
who were less comfortable in speaking to their peers, it is not clear whether this improvement 
occurred because these pupils actually felt better or they just forced themselves to contribute as they 
didn’t want to attract undue attention by not making some offering to the discussion. As such, the 
initial feedback from these pupils who found contributing an effort did not reveal anything that the 
class teacher did not know through her own knowledge of these pupils’ personalities. Their previous 
reticence to contribute to any class discussion prior to this block of learning had been due to nothing 
more than these pupils being too shy rather than them being ‘social loafers’ (Sharan, 2010, p. 302) 

It should also be noted that there was one pupil for who the inclusion of a social intention achieved 
absolutely nothing in regards to their confidence in participation, enjoyment of the activity or amount 
of contribution to a group discussion. This pupil reported that they found the whole series of lessons 



“very uncomfortable” and “dreaded group work” which may well have been the response that some of 
the more reticent pupils were thinking rather than saying. 

Pupils reported a reduction in listening skills in the self-assessment of Week 4 (Fig. 7). When 
questioned, students said that they had thought that they were better listeners at the start of this unit of 
teaching because they had never assessed it before and so “didn’t know all the things you had to do to 
be a good listener.” Following self- assessment of listening skills in Weeks 1 and 4, 31% of students 
identified this skill as their “wish” or area to work on. This represented a 13% drop in confidence 
levels in listening skills from Week 1. This finding does not reflect the 25% increase in listening skills 
noted by peer assessment between Weeks 3 and 4 (Figs: 3&4).  

 

Conclusions  

Introducing a social intention as part of the learning criteria had a positive effect on some, but not all 
pupils. Students did display intended social behaviours such as effective verbal and non-verbal skills 
and they worked cooperatively with their peers. 

Therefore, the observations and figures do favour the inclusion of a social intention but the evidence 
that the improvements in confidence and social skills are due to the inclusion of a social intention 
rather than a growing familiarity with the concepts introduced is far from clear or convincing. Also, it 
is unclear if the inclusion of a social intention resulted in the fall off in perceived listening skills. It 
could be argued that pupils felt overwhelmed by the amount of success criteria associated with 
gaining this particular skill which may suggest it was the teaching that was at fault rather than the 
intention. 

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Assessment of literacy in English is tracked over four curricular areas: Reading, Writing, Listening 
and Talking. As such, pupils would naturally be taught the skills of how to be an effective contributor 
in a group discussion (LIT 302a, ENG 3-03a) and deliver a solo talk (LIT 3-09a, LIT 3-10a) as part of 
delivery of the English course. I have previously delivered these lessons sharing a learning intention 
with pupils but without including a social intention. 

 My observations of pupil interactions, notes and assessments during this trial period has led me to 
believe that giving as much weight to a social intention when teaching areas of the curriculum such as 
talking and listening can result in greater pupil understanding and engagement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendices 

			 	

Figure:1																																																																						Figure:2	

	

Blue:	(86%)	Contributed																																										Blue:	(95%)	Contributed	

Orange:	(14%)	No	Contribution																													Orange:	(5%)	No	Contribution	
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Figure:	3																																																																						 				Figure:	4	

	

Blue:	(48%)		All	Success	Criteria	Met																				Blue:	(73%)		All	Success	Criteria	Met	

Orange:	(19%)	No	Questioning																															Orange:	(10%)	No	Questioning	

Grey:	(14%)	No	Summarising																																		Grey:	(9%)	No	Summarising	

Yellow:	(19%)	No	Verbal	or	Non-Verbal																Yellow:	(8%)	No	Verbal	or	Non-Verbal	
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Figure:	5																				 	 	 	 			Figure:	6	

Blue:	(67%)	Happy	to	Contribute																													Blue:	(85%)	Happy	to	Contribute	

Orange:	(28%)	Contributing	is	an	Effort																	Orange:	(10%)	Contributing	is	an	Effort	

Grey:	(5%)	Dislikes	Contributing																														Grey:	(5%)	Dislikes	Contributing	
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Figure:	7	

	

	

	

	

			

72%	

85%	
82%	

69%	

61%	

72%	

Exit	Passes/Self-Assessment	of	Social	Skills	
Week	1	&	Week	4	

Week	1	 Week	4	
Blue:	Ability	to	Contribute-	(72%)	 Blue:	Ability	to	Contribute-	(85%)	
Orange:	Listening	Skills-	(82%)	 Orange:	Listening	Skills-	(69%)	
Grey:	Language	Skills-	(61%)	 Grey:	Language	Skills-	(72%)	
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