Chapter 12
Group Work in Primary Schools in Hong
Kong

Peter Kutnick

Abstract Simply placing pupils in classroom groups and expecting that effective
learning will take place has proved naive — often to the frustration of teachers, pupils
and parents. Examples of effective group work in classrooms have been found to
positively affect cognitive and curriculum-based achievement and social behaviour
of children. But development of interventions to support effective group work must
account for a culturally relevant pedagogy, relational development of children,
changes in the role of the teacher and flexible use of classroom furnishings and task
assignment. This chapter considers the development of effective group work within
the Confucian heritage context of Hong Kong primary schools, explains underlying
theoretical assumptions and reviews substantive studies — including the introduction
of two recent case studies of group work in Hong Kong.

Keywords Social pedagogy ¢ Classroom mapping ® Relational approach ¢ Effective
group work

Preface

I have worked with Maurice Galton in one capacity or another over the last 30 years.
During this time, I have always found Maurice absolutely consistent in his desire to
provide evidence-based understandings of primary school (and other) classrooms.
The evidential base has accounted for authentic classroom life — understanding and
describing the roles of pupils and teachers within classroom contexts, collaborative
contexts, communities of learning and in response to (and often contrasting with)
government policy. Throughout these years, Maurice always maintained a strong
belief in the potential of pupils to learn with their teachers and peers within their
classrooms. Maurice has been fundamental in the codevelopment of a theory of
social pedagogy of classrooms (Blatchford et al. 2003) within which pupils’
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potential for learning can be promoted or inhibited by the social context of their
classrooms.

Introduction

In line with many themes being pursued in this volume, this chapter will describe
and explain the potential for group work in classrooms, especially in the Confucian
heritage culture (CHC) of Hong Kong. The chapter is in keeping with previous
research by Galton (see especially Galton et al. 1980, 1999; Galton and Pell 2010);
it will draw upon an authentic view of classrooms and an understanding that class-
room actions and styles have developed over time in association with participants
(teachers and pupils) and within perceptions of cultural heritage. Particularly with
regard to cultural heritage, the background to this chapter acknowledges the exis-
tence of an ambiguous field of enquiry often dominated by government policy and
interpretations of various pieces of ‘evidence’ of classroom structure and process.
Before considerations of CHC and authentic classrooms can begin, a brief devia-
tion from the intended content of this chapter will be made to acknowledge the
socio-political context of group work. In searching for previous research on the role
and development of group work in Hong Kong classrooms, a series of critiques have
come to light in the literature. The critiques concern the political context within
which educational policies have developed in a number of Asian countries over the
last three decades. Key terms drawn upon in this political context have been
Confucian heritage culture, standards and comparisons in educational achievement,
globalisation and colonialism. CHC has been described by numerous writers and
researchers (see Biggs 1994; Flowerdew 1998; Oxford and Bury-Stoke 1995;
Kennedy 2010) and provides an initially simplistic picture of Hong Kong learners
as authority oriented, passive, face-saving and noncreative. This classic view of the
CHC learner contrasts with the high levels of school-based achievement that char-
acterise many Asian countries in international comparisons of mathematics, science
and language achievement (OECD 2010; Mullis et al. 2012). When education pol-
icy and its development within Hong Kong (and other Asian countries) are taken
into further consideration, the existence of a true CHC applied to classrooms is
called into question. The policy-based literature has shown that government recom-
mendations for teaching and learning practices in classrooms in Hong Kong are
aware of Western-based pupil-centred recommendations, although these recom-
mendations have been criticised for a perceived political imperative of ‘the West
versus the Rest’, neocolonialism (Nguyen et al. 2006; Nguyen et al. 2009) and a
‘false universalism’ that one pedagogic size fits all (Whitty et al. 1998). In particu-
lar, this chapter’s focus on group work in Hong Kong needs to be read within a criti-
cal awareness that there cannot be a ‘simplistic transfer’ of Western group working
practices of cooperative or collaborative learning to countries such as Hong Kong



12 Group Work in Primary Schools in Hong Kong 189

(Elliott and Grigorenko 2007), while effective group work in Hong Kong class-
rooms must look to ‘culturally appropriate pedagogies’ (Nguyen et al. 2006).

Contexts for Group Work in Hong Kong Primary School
Classrooms

Confucius background: Before initiating a general consideration of group work in
classrooms, it is necessary to provide a background as to the meaning of Confucian
heritage culture, how CHC may apply to Hong Kong classrooms, government pol-
icy in support of teaching and learning in Hong Kong classrooms and descriptions
of authentic teaching and learning processes in Hong Kong classrooms. As identi-
fied in the introduction, CHC has been used to describe the classroom-based teach-
ing and learning (social pedagogic) contexts in a number of Asian countries. CHC
also provides a critical pedagogic basis upon which to challenge whether practices
such as group work are culturally appropriate for teaching and learning in Hong
Kong classrooms.

A review of the literature concerned with group work and CHC finds a number
of assertions, stereotypes and a variety of realities, essentially stating that: (1) group
work may not be possible in CHC classrooms; (2) group work is a natural applica-
tion/explanation of CHC within classrooms; and (3) the descriptive realities of ped-
agogic processes within and outside of Hong Kong primary school classrooms.
Assertions and stereotypes concerning group work and CHC classrooms have been
evident in the literature since the 1990s. The traditional CHC learner has been
described as: passive, reluctant to express opinions, and deeply respectful of the
teacher and the teacher’s authoritative knowledge (Murphy 1987), preferring con-
crete (as opposed to abstract) knowledge and structured learning that does not
require personal reflection (Oxford and Bury-Stoke 1995; Marton et al. 1996;
Hofstede and Hofstede 2005), highly competitive with classmates (in an
examination-driven system; Salili and Lai 2003), pursuing an individual approach
to learning and not participating in discussions, asking questions or engaging in
group work (Su 1995 as cited in Oxford and Anderson 1995; Tang and Williams
2000). Explanations for these learner characteristics have been laid to the foot of
Confucius (Lao Tzo) and his descriptions for a harmonious Chinese society 26 cen-
turies ago (Astorga 2002). Literature relating the resulting CHC to the possibility of
group work in classrooms has described classroom practices of rote learning, reli-
ance on memorisation, passivity among pupils and teacher ‘virtuosity’ (Mok and
Morrison 2000; Kennedy 2010). These descriptions are based on three fundamental
Confucian concerns: ‘respect’ for teachers and elders (Nguyen et al. 2005); main-
taining ‘face’ of self and others (in creating a harmonious atmosphere in the class-
room, where no one is challenged or may lose face in public, Liu 2002; Kennedy
2002); and ‘collective’ culture which combines respect with harmony — the realisa-
tion that life is maintained within a hierarchy with an equitable (as opposed to an
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Fig. 12.1 Traditional Hong Kong primary school classroom layout (from Fung 2014)

equal) distribution of benefits (Chan 1999; Hofstede and Hofstede 2005; Nguyen
et al. 2006). Perception of the teacher within this, seemingly, oversimplified view of
CHC is an individual who — both commands and expects respect from pupils
(Hofstede and Hofstede 2005) — has little willingness to engage in argumentation
with pupils (Biggs 1996), and presents a teaching approach that is highly structured
and detailed (Oxford and Bury-Stoke 1995) and based on a model of ‘instruction-
practice-feedback’ (Stevenson and Lee 1997; Kennedy 2002). All of these CHC
assertions concerning student, teacher and pedagogy take place in relatively large
classes (by Western standards) of 35-40+ pupils, short lesson periods of 35 minutes
and a perception that group work may be an anathema (Galton and Pell 2010).
Figure 12.1 approximates the typical layout of a Hong Kong primary school class-
room, with pupils seated/working individually, and the teacher at the front control-
ling the classroom and curriculum in a ‘virtuoso’ manner.

Confucius Confusions

For each of the traditional, formally taught examples of CHC, there have been a
number of studies which seriously qualify the existence of the Chinese learner as an
authority-dependent individual who prefers to learn alone via memorisation and
rote. From the 1990s, Biggs (1994) typified Hong Kong classrooms as ‘student
centred’ rather than teacher centred (moving at a pace that promotes understanding
for all pupils in the class and encouraging high levels of cognitive understanding, as
opposed to low cognitive challenge of rote learning; also see Li 2003). Watkins and
Biggs (1996), Cortazzi and Jin (1996) and Cheng (2000) further assert that the CHC
classroom blends international approaches to learning, while Western classrooms
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tend to polarise approaches; hence, Hong Kong pupils are seen as ‘active’ learners
who are open and reflective rather than passive recipients of teachers’ instructions.
There is also evidence that Hong Kong pupils engage in critical analysis when
offered group learning experiences in their classrooms (Tang 1996). Even Flowerdew
(1998; similar to Nelson 1995) found that group work could be effective in CHC
classrooms if teacher-structured groups drew upon the children’s collectivist orien-
tation and did not ask pupils to overtly challenge one another.

Explanations for these contrary CHC findings draw upon two separate issues and
identify three key considerations related to the use of group work to support learn-
ing. The issues are concerned with support for learning inside/outside of the class-
room and explanations for the adaptability of the CHC learner. While most studies
cited have only referred to observations made within classrooms, the literature does
identify at least three separate aspects of CHC learning outside the classroom.
Initially, many studies (Biggs 1994; Flowerdew 1998; Nguyen et al. 2005) have
noted that respect for teachers and learning in schools is strongly supported by par-
ents — there is encouragement to accept the way that teachers structure their class-
room learning opportunities — no matter whether this is structured in a traditional or
nontraditional manner. Children’s respect for the teacher is also based on the time
and consideration that teachers provide for their pupils both inside and outside the
classroom. Cortazzi and Jin (1996) noted that even when classrooms were struc-
tured in a formal manner, pupils’ learning problems were often resolved with the
teacher outside of the classroom — helping the pupil to avoid falling behind in the
classroom. The third outside classroom aspect is pupils’ willingness to collabora-
tively engage in spontaneous group-supported reviews of classroom lessons to
ensure that everyone has reached a high level of understanding (Biggs 1994; Su
1995 as cited in Oxford and Anderson 1995; Wong 1996); this outside-of-classroom
group learning demonstrates shared cognitive strategies that support a deep approach
to learning. The second issue concerns the adaptability of the CHC learner and notes
that in contrast to the passive recipient of knowledge, children and adolescents in
Hong Kong can adapt their learning practices as teachers change their teaching
styles (Kennedy 2010). In an early realisation of the adaptability of the Chinese
learner, Tang and Biggs (1996) suggested that it is pragmatic for pupils to draw
upon a more passive learning style within their classrooms due to the hierarchical
presentation of knowledge by a respected teacher and the individualised layout of
their classroom; this suggests that pupils will draw upon/use alternate learning
styles such as group learning if these styles are legitimised/encouraged by their
teacher and the classroom is set up for group learning in a culturally appropriate
manner (Whitty et al. 1998).

While the traditional CHC classroom has characterised much of the research
concerning Hong Kong primary school classrooms, the government’s education
policy has encouraged teachers to move away from this teaching style over the last
20 years (e.g. the Target-Oriented Curriculum (Curriculum Development Council
HK 1995) and Learning to Learn (CDCHK 2001)). In both of these curriculum
recommendations, teachers were asked to adopt teaching styles that included
enhanced pupil participation and engagement via discussion, argumentation and
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group work within classrooms. And, there is some evidence that Hong Kong teach-
ers have heeded the recommendations to incorporate a greater range of teaching
styles in their classrooms and increased pupil engagement via group working pro-
cesses (Mok and Morrison 2000; Keppell and Carless 2006; Education Bureau
2008). At the same time, though, there have been continuing regional arguments
that group working strategies such as cooperative and collaborative learning are dif-
ficult to integrate into CHC classrooms (Messier 2003; Nguyen et al. 2009). Larger-
scale studies of classrooms in Hong Kong tend to describe most teachers as
maintaining traditional teaching styles. Even with a recent government initiative to
reduce class size in primary schools, teachers were observed to maintain whole
class teaching, individualising of learning tasks and rarely use groups to enhance
learning (Galton and Pell 2010). Wong (2001) attributed the lack of change in Hong
Kong teaching style to the short class period, the physical layout of classrooms, a
competitive classroom climate that does not encourage shared thinking, teachers’
lack of confidence in changing their classrooms and little focus on creative or criti-
cal thinking by pupils.

The portrait of Hong Kong primary school classrooms, thus, tends to be domi-
nated by a traditional CHC practices — although there are counterexamples of the
potential for group working and its limited use. Based on the review thus far, three
considerations appear fundamental to the adaptation and use of group work for the
enhancement of pupil learning in Hong Kong:

1. The role of the teacher — is she/he prepared to move away from perceived and
established traditional practices and how can this movement be supported?

2. The classroom context — can both the physical layout and curricular practices
that characterise the traditional classroom be changed to allow for more and
effective group work?

3. The relational involvement of pupils — while classroom-based studies have
acknowledged that CHC classrooms can include collectivistic/group orientations
to learning, will children incorporate their (out-of-class) group learning potential
within their current individualistic and competitive classroom?

Group Work in (Western) Classrooms

While it may appear late in the chapter to arrive at the actual topic of effective group
work in classrooms in the promotion of pupil learning, it has been essential to pro-
vide a political and cultural context before effective group work can be considered
in Hong Kong primary school classrooms. Group work in Western classrooms has
been explored extensively in recent years (see Wilkins 2011; Kutnick and Blatchford
2014). These explorations acknowledge that there are good reasons to promote
group work in the enhancement of learning although Western teachers rarely take up
this opportunity effectively in their classrooms. Group work to enhance classroom
learning has been the topic of study and innovation for centuries (see Piaget 1959;
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Pepitone 1980; Wagner 1982; Johnson and Johnson 2003a; Slavin et al. 2003; and
others). Each of the studies concerning group work and learning has been clear to
separate the simplistic placement of pupils into groups from structured group work
for learning (Chiu 2004; Kutnick and Blatchford 2014). Even with this separation,
there is a variety of group work strategies that may be structured in classrooms.
These strategies include: cooperative learning, collaborative learning, team learning
and study groups. Virtually all Western models or theories underlying effective
group work emphasise aspects of interpersonal motivation via interdependence and
equality of participation (from Deutsch 1949) affecting children’s cognitive under-
standing, school achievement and interpersonal relationships — yet, there are com-
paratively few studies that have shown that effective group work has been
incorporated into classrooms on a long-term basis (Fung 2014).

Why group work in schools? Theoretical explanations: Since the advent of
schooling, placing pupils in classrooms has meant that children’s learning experi-
ences take place in the presence of others — whether in some form of seated group
or task-related learning group (Kutnick and Blatchford 2014). These pupil-based
groups can vary in size from a large number of individuals (grouped as a class), to
pairs, to triads, to other small groups (4—6 pupils), to larger groups (1015 pupils)
and to the whole class (Baines et al. 2003). At the same time, dynamics of group-
based learning can include tutorial-based learning with peers or adults (Wagner
1982), mutual problem-solving (from Piaget and Inhelder 1972) and scaffolded
zones of proximal development (from Vygotsky 1978; Wood 1998). Most studies
that explore the learning that might be gained by effective group work have focused
on pairs, triads or small groups and have taken place mainly within classrooms.
These studies draw upon cognitive, socio-cognitive (including sociocultural) and
social psychological theories.

The Western-based theories that underlie group work for learning tend to see the
child as an active agent in her/his own learning and the learning of others. Children
actively co-construct their learning through social interactions with peer and teach-
ers. Piaget (1971) identified that cognitive understanding was promoted in the pro-
cess of equilibration, a dynamic rebalancing of the individual’s existing knowledge
with the need to integrate new knowledge into the child’s cognitive repertoire. This
process is promoted in the child’s social interactions with adults and peers and is
greatly enhanced with the child’s increasing linguistic competence and shared activ-
ity with others (see Piaget 1959; Vygotsky 1962; Goswami and Bryant 2007). From
a Piagetian-cognitive perspective, emphasis in this socially enhanced learning pro-
cess is placed on mutual interactions between peers — where a multiplicity of per-
sonal perspectives encountered in social interaction facilitates equilibration mainly
via language-based interactions. Examples of these encounters include: children
solving problems jointly (Doise and Mugny 1984; Perret-Clermont 1980) and
engaging in explanations, making judgements and predictions with others (Howe
and Tolmie 2003; Howe 2010). In a seminal review of research in this area, Damon
and Phelps (1989) identified that the effectiveness of the social interaction leading
to cognitive development will be mediated by a climate of ‘connectedness’ between
the interacting peers — especially if the connection between children is characterised
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by ‘mutual’ sharing of knowledge with no power/authority differences between the
interactors. Mutuality may also be seen to lie at the heart of Western approaches to
‘cooperative learning’ — an application based on equality of group members in both
the learning process and knowledge gained; to be explained in the next section of
this chapter concerning Deutsch (1949), Allport (1954; and others).

The underlying need for mutual connectedness (of equal peers) contrasts with
socio-cognitive/sociocultural theories and explanations of cognitive development
attributed to Vygotskian and neo-Vygotskian perspectives (Vygotsky 1978; Rogoff
1990; Wertsch and Sohmer 1995; Wood 1998). These theories identify that the
social interactions at the heart of cognitive development take place within a cultural
context, and explanations for the ‘handing down’ of knowledge from one generation
to another is best explained within this theoretical context. In school-based applica-
tions, the role of the teacher and expert peers described in the zone of proximal
development facilitates what Bruner (1983), Wertsch and Sohmer (1995) and others
have described as a theory of ‘instruction’. The social tie between teacher/expert
and novice (learner) has been described mainly in intellectual terms — where the
knower engages the learner with arguments and alternatives that are meaningful to
the learner but in advance of the current knowledge of the learner (e.g. Rogoft 2003;
Tharp and Gallimore 1988). Socio-cognitive/sociocultural theories are firmly rooted
in the understanding that children require the use of language within their interac-
tions with others to promote cognitive development (Mercer and Littleton 2007),
although school-aged children may require particular linguistic support as many of
their within-class conversations do not include a high proportion of explanatory/
elaborated speech (see Mercer et al. 1999; Webb and Farivar 1994; and others).
Whereas cognitive-oriented theories draw upon a mutual/equal relationship, the
socio-cognitive/sociocultural theories have an equitable relationship as their basis
and have been applied in classroom group settings that draw upon collaborative
learning in the forms of peer tutoring (Topping 2005; Goodlad and Hirst 1989),
argumentation (Anderson et al. 1997; Reznitskaya et al. 2009) and ‘talk’ pro-
grammes (Littleton et al. 2005).

A further theoretical explanation for group work in classrooms arises from social
psychological theories of interpersonal relationships. Early research that showed
joint problem-solving is superior to individual problem-solving due to its enhanced
complexity and basis for learning (Lewin 1946); more substantial interpersonal and
motivational explanations for effective learning by cooperation have been provided
by David and Roger Johnson (Johnson and Johnson 2003a), Robert Slavin (Slavin
1995) and others. As the Johnsons identify, cooperative learning theories are
strongly based on interdependence between participants (from Deutsch 1949) and
contact theory (from Allport 1954). Reviews of these theories often focus on the
potential for classroom learning (Lou et al. 1996; Roseth et al. 2006) and give only
minor consideration to the initial social uses of cooperation espoused by Lewin,
Allport and others. Thus, it is not unusual to note that the above reviews identify that
cooperative learning studies based on these theories enhance children’s learning
when compared to traditionally taught classes. But, it should be noted that the stud-
ies are also effective in promoting positive within-class social relationships and
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positive attitudes towards schooling among children. Aside from a basis of equality
designed into these social psychology theories, there is a strong notion of heteroge-
neity (each pupil group should typify the general composition of a class — including
a mix of sexes, attainment levels, race and ethnicity; Slavin 1995) with groups and
learning tasks structured to overcome any social status differences between pupils
(Cohen and Lotan 1995). Social psychological theories are most likely represented
in classroom groups in various types of cooperative learning settings.

Actual Classroom Studies Concerning the Use of Pupil Groups

As reviewed elsewhere (Kutnick and Blatchford 2014; Baines et al. 2008), studies
of pupil groups in classrooms are of two types — with very little overlap between the
types. Studies most strongly associated with Galton (and this volume) are based on
naturalistic observation of classrooms and identify the range of groups used, when
the groups are used, size and composition of groups. Naturalistic group studies tend
not to be associated with ‘outcome’ measures of cognitive, academic or other
achievements. The other type of classroom study is referred to as ‘experimental’
and records evidence of effects of an educational innovation (usually cooperative or
collaborative) in terms of cognitive and academic achievement as well as social
behaviour.

Naturalistic studies of pupil groups in classrooms have been, predominantly,
undertaken in the UK. A short history of these studies shows a concentration of
interest in the 1970s/1980s when a largely government-driven debate ensued con-
cerning the merits of child-centred pedagogies (see especially Alexander et al.
1992). In this debate, children in primary schools were accused of underachieving
due to child-centred practices attributed to the imposition of recommendations from
the Plowden Report (1967). Naturalistic studies were undertaken using observation
and questionnaire methods and drew upon fairly large samples. The most important
of these studies included: Bennett (1976), Galton et al. (1980), Bennett et al. (1984),
Mortimore et al. (1988) and a repeat study by Galton et al. (1999). While these stud-
ies have been reviewed in depth elsewhere (see Kutnick 1988; Kutnick and
Blatchford 2014), they essentially tell the reader that child-centred pedagogical
practices did not take hold in a substantive manner. Most classroom teaching was
undertaken with the teacher maintaining traditional control of knowledge and
behaviour, with children working individually (on individual learning tasks)
although they were often seated in small groups around tables and with little evi-
dence of children being asked to undertake learning tasks in groups or being
allowed/directed to discuss/interact with their peers. These studies also showed that
pupil groups could vary in size from children working alone or being seated in pairs
or small groups with the predominant pedagogic context of the teacher directing the
whole class — no matter how children were seated. If pupil groups were used in the
teaching and learning process, it was most likely during the limited discussion time
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associated with literacy tasks and least likely in individualised mathematics lessons;
pupil groups were composed either by differentiated attainment levels or by
friendship.

Through the 1990s and 2000s, a new approach to classroom observations added
further descriptions of social pedagogic practices via the use of classroom mapping
(see Kutnick et al. 2002; Baines et al. 2003; Kutnick and Brighi 2007). Mapping
fulfils criteria of ‘authenticity’ in that the technique identifies the placement, group-
ing and learning activity of all children (and adults) in a classroom during lesson
time; this is a distinct approach from previous observation methods that focused on
a limited number of children who may be ‘representative’ of learning activity under-
taken with teachers and peers. Mapping provides insight into group size (and cor-
responding number of groups), group composition, interactions to support learning
within groups, learning tasks, actions of adults and interrelationships between these
various classroom factors. Many of the findings reported in the above studies coin-
cide with previous naturalistic studies, although a range of newer and more refined
insights have arisen when mapping studies are drawn upon to compare different
year levels in primary school. These insights include: over the primary school years,
there is a greater tendency to group children by their level of attainment, especially
with regard to mathematics and literacy subjects; as group sizes became smaller,
teachers could only focus on one group at a time, and hence, as year in school
increased pupils had to work more autonomously from the teacher while rarely
being provided training for this autonomous work; while all classrooms showed a
mixture of group sizes, younger pupils were more likely to be found seated in small
groups, and older pupils were more likely to be seated in dyads, most of these pupil
groups were seated around tables of 4-6 children (also see Hastings and Chantry
2002); while seated in various group sizes, most learning tasks required pupils to
work individually, there was very little evidence of peer-interactive talk and most
learning-oriented talk took place between teacher and pupil rather than between
pupils; learning tasks assigned to children evolved with year in school, from a stron-
ger practice orientation with younger pupils to a cognitive (new knowledge and
skills) orientation with older pupils; and while there was a change in learning task
orientation with year in school, there was no clear relationship to size or interaction
of pupil groups, as most of the learning tasks were structured and led by the teacher.
The mapping studies show little academic use for groups in Western classrooms,
and three concerns arise that should be considered is the understanding of the role
and potential of pupil grouping:

1. Pedagogically, while theoretical studies have identified the potential for children
learning with/from their peers and adults, mapping has identified a teacher domi-
nation of talk and task structure across all classroom learning tasks. If the peda-
gogic potential of groups for learning is to be realised, then classroom groups
will have to be reoriented from their predominant seating role towards a discus-
sion and interactive learning role.

2. If pupils are to be more actively engaged pedagogically, teachers may need to
provide training, support and classroom legitimisation for peer interaction as
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well as arrange their classrooms to allow peers to become more interactively
engaged in their learning.

3. If children are to become more interactively and pedagogically engaged, Western
teachers (similar to their CHC counterparts) will need extra training and support
for more active and noisy classrooms — for there have been a number of studies
(reviewed in Baines et al. 2008) which identify that teachers’ lack of desire to
introduce group work in classrooms to be founded on fears of unruly and noisy
classrooms that contrast with the orderly and well-mannered classrooms of other
teachers in their schools.

Experimental studies of cooperative and collaborative learning directly contrast
with naturalistic studies reported above. Experimental studies have been structured
to assess advantages in pupil learning via cooperative or collaborative interventions
compared to traditional (Western), teacher-dominated classrooms. Cooperative
learning interventions have a number of common characteristics. Cooperative pupil
groups tend to be small — between 4 and 6 children — and of a heterogeneous com-
position to avoid knowledge and status hierarchies in the classroom (Cohen and
Lotan 1995). Cooperative learning tasks must also be structured to develop/draw
upon peer interdependence such that each pupil can contribute equally (Ames 1981;
Johnson and Johnson 2003b) and encourage contact — especially drawing upon
interpersonal communication skills (Barron 2003). When compared to traditional
classrooms, reviews of cooperative studies (Kulik and Kulik 1992; Lou et al. 1996;
Roseth et al. 2006) have consistently identified that: (1) pupils learn as much (and
sometimes more) curriculum material than pupils in traditional classes; and (2)
pupils in cooperative classes undertake their learning in a positive social atmosphere
that engenders the development of extended within-class friendships and pro-school
attitudes. These cooperative learning benefits can only be made if teachers are
extensively trained in the cooperative intervention, such that they can model and
support their children’s new approach to learning (Gillies and Kahn 2009; Webb
et al. 2009).

Collaborative learning, in contrast to cooperative learning, does not structure
tasks for interdependence but is based on children’s codevelopment of joint under-
standing via enhanced discussion and communication. Key communication skills
drawn upon/developed through collaborative learning include problem-solving and
elements of elaborated speech (justifications, explanations, predictions, etc.) as
identified in a range of studies (Rosenshine et al. 1996; Dillenbourg et al. 1996;
Sjard and Kieran 2001; Rojas-Drummond and Mercer 2003; Reznitskaya et al.
2009). Collaborative studies identify that shared information among pupils is likely
to increase their understanding of general problem-solving and curriculum-oriented
learning (Forman and Cazden 1985). Yet, the type of communication skills that
promote and enhance collaborative learning is not generally a characteristic of nor-
mal within-class, peer-based interaction (see Mercer and Littleton 2007; Howe et al.
2000; and others). Hence, the facilitation of collaborative learning in classrooms
draws upon the need to apply communication interventions to enhance elaborated
talk (Mercer et al. 2004 ), helping and supportive behaviour (Webb and Mastergeorge
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2003), argumentation (Mirza and Perret-Clermont 2009) and supportive question-
ing (O’Donnell and King 1999). The introduction of collaborative learning with
pupil groups in classrooms, like cooperative learning, is not straightforward.
Teachers will need to change traditional teaching styles to encourage more pupil
talk (Webb et al. 2014), promote pupil questioning that is not threatening for ‘face’
(Kazemi and Stipek 2000) and provide opportunities for collaboration as well as
model collaborative behaviour (Gillies and Kahn 2009).

Both cooperative and collaborative learning for the classroom appear to be
strongly supportive of the cognitive and socio-cognitive/sociocultural theories.
While studies identify successful classroom interventions, there are a number of
limitations. Studies that describe successful cooperative and collaborative
approaches tend to be undertaken over a short period of time, between 2 weeks or a
term and, thus, do not provide evidence of any long-term change in children’s group
working behaviours. Each of the approaches is reliant on children’s desire and abil-
ity to work with one another — cooperative approaches appear to see interpersonal/
relational development as a result of successful cooperative activity, and collabora-
tive approaches must take place between peers who want to talk with one another.
Without problematising pupil’s interpersonal relationships before initiating coop-
erative and collaborative interventions, there is a likelihood that children will not
want to work with one another. Also, effective cooperative and collaborative learn-
ing requires that children work autonomously from the teacher, and interventions
will need to include some form of training to enhance pupil interdependence and
reduce dependence on the teacher. Finally, due to the methodological structure of
these studies, the (often) quantitative methods of cooperative studies do not allow
insight as to why this approach may be effective, and the (often) qualitative methods
of collaborative studies tend to focus on only a few pupils in the classroom without
identifying how effective the approach is for all children in the authentic
classroom.

While Western group working practices to support cognitive, academic and
social development of pupils in primary schools have strong theoretical back-
grounds, their actualisation in authentic classrooms is more limited than one might
expect. Being cognisant of cooperative and collaborative structures to support learn-
ing as well as naturalistic hurdles for effective group work, one further set of studies
undertaken by Blatchford et al. (2005) was structured and evaluated on a large-
scale, whole-class basis. These SPRinG (Social Pedagogic Research into Group
work) studies drew upon the intention to promote pupils’ cognitive and curricular
understanding, but the studies approached ‘effective’ group work within authentic
classrooms in a slightly different manner from previous research. Unlike many of
the previous studies, SPRinG was funded over three+ years — which allowed for
phases of development, application and evaluation (see Kutnick and Blatchford
2014 for a fuller explanation). Also, SPRinG deviated from previous studies in that
it problematised children’s ability to relate to all other members of their class in a
positive and supportive manner rather than expecting children’s social development
to be a result of interacting cooperatively or collaboratively. This focus on relation-
ships also meant that teachers would need to reconsider their roles in the classroom
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as well as how the classroom was physically structured to enhance curriculum-
based learning. The development phase allowed insight into aspects not normally
considered in previous studies: (1) the involvement of a dedicated set of teachers
who wished to promote group work in their classrooms and codevelop theoretically
informed actions and activities with researchers; and (2) adaptation of a ‘relational
approach’ (Kutnick and Manson 1998) that would enhance children’s sensitivity,
trust, communication and joint actions with their classmates in an inclusive manner.
In its application phase, the codeveloped SPRinG studies (Kutnick et al. 2008;
Blatchford et al. 2006) were undertaken in primary schools over a whole school
year and, at this point in time, represent the largest quasi-experimental assessment
of group work internationally. The primary schools studies involved over 1300
pupils with 51 experimental and 58 control classes. The group working skills engen-
dered in SPRinG were not developed to be associated with any particular curricu-
lum subject although cognitive and curriculum-based pre-testing to post-testing
showed significant development in pupils’ understanding of mathematics, literacy
and science. The cognitive achievements of pupils in the SPRinG classrooms sig-
nificantly affected children at all levels of attainment and both boys and girls.
Comparative observations of children over the year showed distinct advances in
SPRinG as opposed to control classes with regard to elaborated communication
among mutual peers, sustained on-task and within-group focus for communication
and involvement of all group members in curriculum-based talk. And, while there
was variation among the SPRinG teachers with regard to how fully they adapted the
recommended approach in their classrooms, there was good evidence to show the
teachers moved from a traditional controlling curriculum and knowledge orienta-
tion to one of observing and monitoring their pupils and teachers increased their
confidence in offering group work opportunities for their children. As a result of
these studies, three principles were identified for the adaptation of effective group
working to support learning in classrooms (see Baines et al. 2009, p. 3):

1. The relational approach: Group work skills have to be developed — children can-
not simply be put into groups and be expected to work well together. Group work
skills should help children to trust and respect each other; communicate effec-
tively through listening, explaining and sharing ideas; and plan, organise and
evaluate their group work.

2. The classroom context: The classroom and pupil groups should be strategically
organised and managed with attention paid to seating arrangements and group
characteristics that account for size, composition and stability of pupil groups.

3. The role of the teacher: Teachers (and other adults who work within classrooms)
should adopt a range of roles that are supportive of group work and that encour-
age pupil interdependence rather than the direct, traditional teaching of pupils.
Careful attention should be paid to the nature and structure of curricular and
other classroom activities to ensure that group work can be effective.

4. Two case studies of effective group work in primary schools in Hong Kong.

A search of the research literature concerning the use of group work in primary
schools in Hong Kong produced relatively few published studies. The lack of studies
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is somewhat surprising in that the government (via its Education Bureau) has been
encouraging the use of group work, pupil engagement and discussion since the start
of the millennium. There have been a number of observational and other studies
undertaken in Hong Kong primary schools (previously reviewed) which appear to
attest to the continuing use of CHC practices of teacher-directive, formal teaching.
Particularly, as shown in Fung’s (2014) Fig. 12.1, classrooms tend to be taught in an
individualised manner — both in terms of seating and in terms of pedagogic orienta-
tion between the individual pupil and her/his teacher. Each of these classrooms are
well equipped with technological aids to support the ‘virtuoso’ teacher; these aids
are concentrated at the front of the classroom and under the teacher’s control. Even
when offered the opportunity to create/use different pedagogic approaches by the
reduction in their class sizes (from 35 pupils reduced to 25), Hong Kong primary
school teachers maintained their traditional pedagogic approach (Galton and Pell
2010). Against this backdrop, two recent studies/cases are briefly introduced here
(their full reports are still in preparation [Kutnick, Mok, Fung, Lee, Lai and Li] and
in press [Fung 2014]). The two studies each drew upon the methodology and
approach created in the UK-based SPRinG studies (Kutnick and Blatchford 2014),
but were adapted for Hong Kong primary school classrooms. Kutnick et al. (in prep-
aration) focused on the introduction and assessment of effective group work in
mathematics classes in the upper primary school (P4), and Fung (2014) focused on
the introduction and assessment of critical thinking skills in the upper primary
school (P5). While both studies drew upon the SPRinG materials (Baines et al.
2009), each of the studies developed slightly different quasi-experimental methods.
In so doing, the studies compared pupil knowledge and understanding (pre-post)
over time and between experimental and control classes. Both studies worked with
groups of teachers in the adaptation of key SPRinG principles (relational approach,
adaptation of the classroom context and adaptation of teacher role) for the CHC
classroom context.

The Kutnick et al. study worked with 20 mathematics teachers (12 experimental,
8 control) over two-thirds of a school year — rather than the full-year SPRinG pro-
gramme. The focus on mathematics teachers and their classes was made because
mathematics had been known internationally to be the most individualistically
taught of all primary school curriculum subjects (Kutnick et al. 2002). Experimental
and control teachers were initially assessed for their mathematics understanding and
pedagogic efficacy (Wong et al.’s (2008) Hong Kong-based adaptations of Rowland
et al.’s (2003) teacher assessments) in teaching mathematics, while their children
were assessed on their mathematical knowledge via an adapted government-based
test of age-appropriate mathematics questions and observed in their classrooms
over two terms. Initial pretest results explored for differences between experimental
and control teachers and their classes. As might be expected, no significant differ-
ences were found in teachers’ mathematical understanding or pedagogic efficacy or
their children’s mathematics understanding. Over the course of the two terms,
experimental teachers were provided training in the SPRinG approach, and adapta-
tions for their classrooms and the mathematics curriculum were discussed, codevel-
oped and implemented in their classrooms. It should be noted here, but only at an
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Fig. 12.2 Adapted layout of Hong Kong classroom for effective group work (From Fung 2014)

anecdotal level, that the teachers needed to engage in group work activities them-
selves before introducing the activities into their classrooms; and teachers become
a support group among themselves. Observations over the research period showed
that the experimental classrooms changed physically from the presentation of
Fig. 12.1 to a close approximation of what Fung (2014) has presented as Fig. 12.2 —
that is, desks were easily moved from individual positions to allow for small group,
face-to-face interactions. The control class layout remained fundamentally the same
over time (Fig. 12.1). Experimental pupil interactions changed from predominantly
teacher-oriented individual pedagogic activity to show significant (based on non-
parametric, chi square tests for difference with probability levels at 0.05 or lower
and displayed in Fig. 12.3) within-group increases in questioning, suggesting, giv-
ing information, agreeing and maintaining group direction and (not in the figure
below) on-task behaviour. There was also a significant difference between experi-
mental and control classes in pupils’ gain in mathematical understanding over the
two terms (an initial ANCOVA: F[1,476] = 9.715, p < 0.001, effect size = 0.2;
compared for individual post-test differences controlling for initial pretest scores,
and this finding was later confirmed at class-level comparison using hierarchical
linear modelling [HML]). The effect size showed experimental children progressing
about 2 months in advance of control pupils (displayed graphically in Fig. 12.4).
Finally, when post-test comparisons were undertaken on teachers’ pedagogic effi-
cacy, experimental teachers increased their scores significantly, while control teach-
ers’ scores remained fundamentally the same (regression: F[3,16] = 5.465, p <
0.009). Thus, against a background of significant increases in mathematical under-
standing for the experimental children, the study identified that the children became
more likely to engage in the activities being recommended by the government (e.g.
enhanced discussion and argumentation skills within a group work context; CDCHK
1995, 2001). Also, while experimental pupils were more likely to remain ‘on-task’
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than their control counterparts, this increased interpersonal interaction and on-task
behaviour may not tell the full story. Experimental teachers’ pedagogic efficacy
increases also demonstrated a greater willingness for teachers to engage with their
pupils. Hence, the increase in effective group work in these mathematics classrooms
appears tied to changes in the teacher’s role and changes in pupils engaging activi-
ties simultaneously.

In Fung’s (2014) study, a smaller group of teachers (six in total) agreed to intro-
duce critical thinking skills to their classrooms. Teachers from two schools were
assigned to three teaching conditions: traditional classroom, standard group work
task assignment with no particular training for group work and group work training
based on the SPRinG programme (Baines et al. 2009). Critical thinking tests
(California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory (Facione and Facione 1992) and
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Test of Critical Thinking Skills for Primary and Secondary School Students (Yeh
et al. 2000) adapted for use in Hong Kong) were administered as a pretest, and no
significant differences were found between children in the three conditions. Over a
5-month (two-term) intervention period, pupils were taught a minimum of ten criti-
cal thinking lessons in a manner consistent with their pedagogic condition. Outcomes
related to critical thinking showed that all children increased their critical thinking
capabilities over time, but the group work with training classes improved to a sig-
nificantly higher degree than the standard group work classes, and both of the group
work conditions improved more than the traditionally taught classes (statistical
assessment of the California Critical Thinking Disposition Inventory and the Test of
Critical Thinking Skills for Primary and Secondary School Students drew upon
mixed-model two-way ANOVAs with Bonferroni post-test comparisons between
conditions). Observations of the children’s joint working (within the group condi-
tions only) showed that standard and group work with training conditions used high
levels of justification, but the trained condition used these to a significantly greater
degree. To explain why the trained group work condition produced consistently bet-
ter results than the standard group work and traditional conditions, Fung interviewed
teachers. Interviews found that teachers were easily able to adapt their teaching
approach from their previous traditional approach, but this adaptation needed to be
supported by specific training of teachers and pupils to engage in group work; the
ability to adapt their classrooms (especially layout and pedagogic methods) was
seen in a move from Figs. 12.1 to 12.2; and the adaptation of the teacher’s role from
directing the class to engaging with the children in their discussions was seen as
fundamental for pupils’ improvement in critical thinking.

Summary and Conclusion

Arguments for the use of group work in classrooms have strong Asian and Western
theoretical backgrounds, but the application of effective group work for learning has
been very limited in countries around the world. This chapter has identified political
contexts of group work and strongly supports the tenet that the introduction of effec-
tive group work in Hong Kong classrooms must be undertaken in a ‘culturally
appropriate’ manner. At the same time, after a review of both theory and research
evidence, the chapter has pointed out that there has been no clear culturally appro-
priate interpretation for effective group work approaches in Hong Kong until
recently. A summary of the literatures reviewed within the chapter has identified
that culturally appropriate principles should account for an adaptation in the role of
the teacher, an ability to change the context (both physical layout and curriculum
presentation) of the classroom and support for the development/legitimisation of
relational and group working skills of pupils. Each of these principles has been
derived from Confucian heritage and Western contexts, and the principles set a
background for continuing case studies in Hong Kong. The case studies also draw
upon further considerations that have been developed by Galton and his various
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colleagues (see especially Blatchford et al. 2003), considerations of classroom
authenticity, inclusion of all children in a class and teacher codevelopment. Drawing
upon these principles and considerations, the case studies have shown that effective
group work can be integrated into Hong Kong primary school classrooms — affect-
ing children’s academic achievement, increased levels of classroom engagement of
teachers and pupils and teachers’ pedagogic confidence.
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