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At some point in history it was decided that people should congregate in a classroom to learn. How or why can be speculated upon but certainly collaboration among individuals played a role.  Perhaps this was done organically since collaboration can expedite learning. When people meet a sharing of ideas leads to learning not possible by the individual. So did the organic gathering of minds lead to the classrooms we see today? In today’s classroom there is one model that seems to dominate. This is the “Sage on the Stage” model. This being the typical situations where you have a teacher at the front of the class teaching while students passively learn. Studies show that this does not facilitate learning at least in the long term. Smaller classroom sizes are thought to be better but aren’t always feasible.  A study done by Cooper et al claims “Only 25 percent of the students agreed with the statement, ‘The size of the class does not affect my ability to learn,’” (Cooper, 2000). Many other ways of learning have been show to be much more effective. Learning can be categorized into several categories as per Fischer (2006): learning by being told, self-directed learning, learning on demand, discovery learning, experiential learning, informal learning, and collaborative learning. How or which method is the best for learning is up for debate as well as when each is most useful. Sage on the Stage learning falls under the category of  “learning by being told”. As of late this seems to be the least popular among educator yet it is still the most widely used despite being shown to be the least effective.  Much more in vogue is discovery learning and learning on demand but the question remains how to implement these approaches in the classroom. The most difficult situation is the large lecture halls of the university where it is not unlikely to have 300 or more students in one classroom at a time. These lecture halls are great from the university standpoint due to the great economics that they provide. You only need to pay one professor for such a class and perhaps some teacher assistants (TA) (Blanc, DeBuhr and Martin, 1980). What are the techniques available to the educator given these constrains? How to best teach in a large classroom environment.

Collaboration Models


Collaboration among students falls into 2 broad categories: during the class and outside of the class.

 
The outside of class model is by far the most developed and broadly accepted and falls under the category of Peer Teaching (Smith, 1992). The most recognized Peer Teaching method is called Supplemental Instruction. Supplemental Instruction first came out of the University of Missouri-Kansas City and is recognized by anyone who has attended college in the last 20 years. This is the TA model mentioned above. Writing Fellows and Mathematics Workshops can be seen as an extension of this general idea. Peer’s who have done well in the class can come back and aid those currently in the class. 


 Collaboration during the class is gaining much more popularity.  These techniques generally involve the professor or teacher of the class interrupting what would be a normal lecture to pose a question to the class. Most of these techniques involve asking the student to collaborate to gain an answer. Examples are: Think-Pair-Share (Lyman, 1981), Concept Tests (Eric Mazur, 1997), The Minute Paper (Wilson, 1986), and Debriefing Exams (Cooper, 2000). The think-pair-share technique is generally used to regain the focus of students during a lecture. A simple question is asked the students are asked to first think about the problem, then pair up with someone next to them and share their thoughts on the matter. This has the effect of pulling the student back into the fold if the teacher believes they have started to let their minds wander. Concept Tests is used to insure that the students have a conceptual understanding of the problem posed. Each student is asked to write an answer to a problem on a sheet of paper and then working in pairs tries to convince the other of their viewpoint. The minute paper is used to solidify any concepts learned during the class. Near the end of class everyone is asked to write down in a few sentences a few keys concepts that they have learned. The help to solidify any knowledge gained. Debriefing exams is a technique that leverages the communal knowledge of the class. Exams are handed back in groups of folders. Each group will work together to help correct the exams by asking their peers for the correct answer. This has been shown to work well and efficiently. In a matter of 15 minutes a large portion of the students questions about the exam will be answered with out having to tax a large portion of the instructors time.
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