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Social Skills for
Successful Group Work

Interpersonal and small-group skills are vital
to the success of cooperative learning.

teacher is trying out leamning
groups. “This is a mess," she
thinks. In one group, students are
bickering over who is going to do the
writing. In another group, one child
sits quietly, too shy to participate. Two
members of a third group are talking
about football while the third member
works on the assignment. "My stu-
dents do not know how to work coop-
eratively,” she sighs .
What is a teacher to do in such a
situation? Simply placing students in
groups and telling them to work to-
gether does not, in and of itself, pro-
*duce cooperation—and certainly not
the higher achievement and positive
social outcomes that can result from
cooperative learning groups. The rea-
son? Traditional group efforts may go
wrong in many ways. Group members
sometimes seek a free ride on others’
work by “leaving it 1o George” to
complete the group'’s tasks. Students
who are stuck doing all the work
sometimes decrease their efforts o
avoid being suckers. High-ability
group members may take over in ways
that benefit themselves at the expense
of lower achieving group members
(the “rich get richer” effect). Pressures
to conform may suppress individual

In a 4th grade classroom the

Social skills—like other skills—must be learned But once learned, the abilinies o cooperate and
to work effectively with otbers will serve students well in school and later on in their careers
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efforts. Or group work may break
down because of divisive conflicts and
power struggles.

Only under certain conditions can
we expect cooperative efforts to in-
crease students’ efforts to achieve and
improve the quality of their relation-
ships with classmates and their psy-
chological health. These conditions
are positive interdependence, face-to-
face (promotive) interaction, individ-
ual accountability, social skills, and
group processing (Johnson and
Johnson 1987, Johnson et al. 1988).
Each of these elements mediates the
relationship between cooperation and
its outcomes (Johnson and Johnson
1989). And they are all interrelated.
Using social skills, for example, makes
sense only when there is positive in-
terdependence. In competitive and in-
dividualistic situations, trust and em-
pathy are inappropriate.

Teaching Cooperative Skills
People do not know instinctively how
to interact effectively with others. Nor
do interpersonal and group skills mag-
ically appear when they are needed.
Students must be taught these skills
and be motivated to use them. If group
members lack the interpersonal and
small-group skills to cooperate effec-
tively, cooperative groups will not be
productive.

e

To achieve mutual
goals, students must
communicate
accurately and
resolve conflicts
constructively.

In order to coordinate efforts to
achieve mutual goals, students must
(1) get to know and trust one another,

(2) communicate accurately and
unambiguously, (3) accept and sup-
port one another, and (4) resolve con-
flicts constructively (Johnson 1986,
Johnson and Johnson 1987). Interper-
sonal and small-group skills make pos-
sible the basic nexus among students;
and if students are to work together
productively and cope with the
stresses of doing so, they must have at
least a modicum of these skills.

Teachers can follow a series of steps
in teaching students interpersonal and
small-group skills. First, students must
see the need to use the skill. To want
to learn the skill, students must be-
lieve that they will be better off if they
know it. Teachers can highlight the
need for the skill by explaining why it
is imponant, displaying what it looks
like on posters and bulletin boards,
and informing students they will be
rewarded for using it.

Second, students must understand
what the skill is and when it should be
used. This information is most com-
monly conveyed through a “T-Chart”
(Johnson et al. 1988) and through
modeling the skill. (See Figure 1 for
an example of a T-Chart.) The teacher
lists the skill (e.g., encouraging partic-
ipation) and then asks the class, “"What
would this skill look like?" After sev-
eral nonverbal behaviors are gener-
ated, the teacher asks, “What would
this skill sound like?" Several phrases
are listed. The teacher then models
the skill until the students have a clear
idea of what the skill sounds and looks

like,

Third, to master a social skill, stu-
dents must practice it again and again.
Immediately after defining the skill,
the teacher should ask swudents to
role-play the skill several times with
the persons sitting next to them. The
social skill may also be assigned to
students as a role to be engaged in
during group meetings. For example,
the teacher could assign the roles of
reader, encourager, summarizer, and
elaboration-seeker to the members of
a cooperative group. The roles could
be rotated daily until every student has
been responsible for each role several
times. At the end of each cooperative
lesson, teachers can announce how
many times the skill was observed.
New skills need to be cued consis-
tently and reinforced for some time.
Teachers should be relentless in en-
couraging prolonged use of coopera-
tive skills.

Fourth, students must process how
frequently and how well they are us-
ing the skill. Students need to discuss,
describe, and reflect on their use of
the skill in order to improve their
performance. To ensure that they do
50, teachers should provide a regular
time for group processing and give
students group processing procedures
to follow. A standard processing task
is, "Name three things your group did
well, and name one thing your group
could do better next time."” Such
group processing will not only in-
crease students' interpersonal and
small-group skills, it will also increase
achievement (Johnson et al. in press,
Yager et al. 1985) and the quality of the
relationships developed among stu-
dents (Putnan et al. 1989)

Fifth, students must persevere in
practicing the skill. Students have to
practice  cooperative  skills  long
enough to go through the stages of
awkward enactment, phony (role-play-
ing) enactment, and mechanical use of
the skill to automatic, routine use
where the skill is fully internalized.
Ways to ensure that the students per-
severe include continuing to assign
the skill as a group role, continuing to
give students feedback as to how fre-
quently and how well they are per-
forming the skill, and rewarding the
groups when members use the skill.
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Teaching Social Skills: A View from the Classroom

Laura Carson and Sharon Hoyle
After cooperative
goals for using
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program to teach students the inter-
personal and small-group skills they
need. Such a program will give stu-
dents the opporunity to eamn bonus
points for their groups by using tar-
geted cooperative skills. We have found
that students, even socially isolated and
withdrawn ones, leam more social
skills and engage in them more fre-
quently when the group is given bonus
points for their doing so (Lew et al
1986a, 1986b). Bonus points can be
accumulated for academic credit or for
special rewards, such as free time or

minutes listening to one's own choice Two weeks later | reintroduced
of music. We recommend the foll]mwing one skil “mdw skills. | decided to start with
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1. Identify, define, and teach a social m’“’ to allow hwmhwmmhﬂ“a
skill you want students to use in lwnrk it definite in the amount of § M‘rh there
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skill becomes a target for mastery. Skills
include staying with the group, using
quiet voices, giving direction to. the
group's work, encouraging participa-
tion, explaining answers, relating pre-
sent learning to past learning, criticizing
ideas without criticizing people, asking
probing questions, and requesting fur-
ther rationale (Johnson et al. 1988)
2. Use group points and group re-
wards to increase the use of the coop-
erative skill:
a. Each time a student engages in
the targeted skill, the student’s group
receives a point
b. Points may be awarded only for
positive behavior
c. Points are added and never taken
away. All points are permanently
earmned.

31

DECEMBER 1989/JaNUARY 1990

I listing them for each individual, '
I?;m alv\\mm‘lam lmdﬂahm‘“ .'nd:m whim

mﬁw&m two encouraging actions. With this, | began to hear
students encouraging dabm-*lu-haamnm

Laura Carson and Sharon Mwmmm Worth
wmmm;w:w,mmumn i




B

Interpersonal skills
may be the set of
skills most
important to one’s

employability,
productivity, and
career success.

3, Summarize total points daily. Em-
phasize daily progress toward the
goal. Use a visual display such as a
graph or chart.

4. Develop an observational system
that samples each group for the same
amount of time. In addition, use stu-
dent observers to record the fre-
quency of students’ use of the targeted
skills.

5. Set a reasonable number of
points for earning the reward. Re-
wards can be both social and tangible.
A social reward is having the teacher
say, “That shows thought, " "I like the
way you explained it, " “That's a good
way of putting it,” "Remarkably well
done.” The points earned can be
traded in for a tangible reward: free
time, computer time, library time,
time to a play a game, extra recess
time, and any other activity that stu-
dents value.

6. In addition to group points, class
points may be awarded. For example,
the teacher might say, “Eighteen peo-
ple are ready to begin and helped the
class earn a reward,” or “I noticed 12
people worked the last 25 minutes.”
Class points may be recorded with a
number line, beans in a jar, or checks
on the chalkboard.

7. In addition to social skills, poten-
tial target behaviors include following
directions, completing assigned tasks,
handing in homework, behaving ap-
propriately in out-of-class settings
such as lunch or assemblies, or help-
ing substitute teachers.

Long-Term Outcomes

Teaching students interpersonal and
small-group skills produces both
short-term and long-term outcomes
(Johnson and Johnson 1989). Short-
term outcomes include greater learn-
ing, retention, and critical thinking.
Long-term outcomes include greater
employability and career success.

Most people realize that a college
education or vocational training im-
proves their career opportunities, but
many are less aware that interpersonal
skills may be the set of skills most
imporant to their employability, pro-
ductiviry, and career success. Employ-
ers typically value verbal communica-
tion, responsibility, initiative, and
interpersonal and decision-making
skills. A question all employers have in
mind when they interview a job appli-
cant is, “Can this person get along with
other people?” Having a high degree
of technical competence is not enough
to ensure a successful career. A person
also has to have a high degree of
interpersonal competence.

For example, in 1982 the Center for
Public Resources published "Basic
Skills in the U.S. Workforce," a nation-
wide survey of businesses, labor
unions, and educational institutions.
The Center found that 90 percent of
the respondents who had been fired
from their jobs were fired for poor job
attitudes, poor interpersonal relation-
ships, and inappropriate behavior. Be-
ing fired for lack of basic and technical
skills was infrequent. Even in high-
tech jobs, the ability to work effectively
with other personnel is essential, as is
the ability to communicate and work
with people from other professions to
solve interdisciplinary problems.

In the real world of work, the heart
of most jobs—especially higher-
paying, more interesting jobs—is get-
ting others to cooperate, leading oth-
ers, coping with complex problems of
power and. influence, and helping

solve people's problems in working
together. Millions of technical, profes-
sional, and managerial jobs today re-
quire much more than technical com-
petence and professional expertise
Such jobs also require leadership.
More and more, employees are asked
to get things done by influencing a
large and diverse group of people
(bosses, subordinates, peers, custom-
ers, and others), despite lacking much
or any formal control over them and
despite their general disinterest in co-
operating. Employees are expected to
motivate others, negotiate and medi-
ate, get decisions implemented, exer-
cise authority, and develop credibili-
ty—all tasks that require interpersonal
and small-group skills. Thus, the skills
developed within cooperative efforts
in school are important contributors
to personal employability and career
success. In addition, social skills are
directly relared to building and main-
taining positive relationships and to
keeping psychological health. Main-
taining a set of good friends, being a
caring parent, maintaining a loving
relationship with your spouse—all di-
rectly relate to how interpersonally
skilled you are. One's quality of life as
an adult depends largely on one's so-
cial skills. Furthermore, the more so-
cially skilled people are, the healthier
they tend to be psychologically. For
these and many other reasons, we
should teach students the skills neces-
sary to build and maintain cooperative
relationships with others.

As Important as Academic
Content

If the potential of cooperative learning
is to be realized, students must have
the prerequisite interpersonal and
small-group skills and be motivated to
use them. These skills should be
taught just as systematically as mathe-
matics, social studies, or any subject.
Doing so requires that teachers com-
municate to students the need for so-
cial skills, define and model these
skills, have students practice them
over and over again, process how ef-
fectively students perform the skills,
and ensure that students persevere
until the skills are fully integrated into
their behavioral repertoires. If teach-
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ers do so, they will not only increase
student achievement, they will also
increase students’ future employabil-
ity, career success, quality of relation-
ships, and psychological health.O
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