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STUDENT MOTIVATION  
IN A COOPERATIVE LEARNING CONTEXT*

Slavica Ševkušić**
Institute for Educational Research, Belgrade, Serbia

Abstract. The aim of this paper is to point out the role and potential of cooperative 
learning, as an instructional strategy in developing students’ motivation to learn. 
First, in the context of numerous studies that confirm the importance of peer 
relationships for the overall development of children and youth, we analyse 
the mechanisms through which social competence and social relationships 
contribute to motivation and achieving academic goals. Different instructional 
strategies based on students’ social relations and group support in the 
classroom are briefly presented, and key differences between group work, 
collaborative and cooperative learning are highlighted. Also, we analyse how 
the basic structural elements of cooperative approach, such as group goals, 
positive interdependence, individual responsibility, autonomy in work, learning 
social skills, discussion and group problem solving, contribute to student 
motivation. Finally, a review of research on the effects of cooperative learning 
on different motivational variables (for example, student engagement, situational 
interests, self-competence, goal orientation), in different school subjects and 
levels of schooling is made. 

Keywords: student motivation, cooperative learning, peer relationships, social 
competence, school.
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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary approaches in motivation research point to the importance studying 
motivation in context. Investigating motivation in real-life learning environments in 
increasingly social and interactive situations is expected to provide more realistic 
information on the conditions and dynamic features that contribute to students’ 
engagement in these contexts (Järvelä et al., 2008).

Considering that motivation is regarded to be one of the most important 
predictors of achievement but also one of the valuable educational outcomes, 
significant efforts are made to create an optimum learning context and to design 
teaching strategies that would promote student motivation. Searching for features 
of those strategies, numerous authors find that some of them are crucial, such as: 
the sense of autonomy and control students have in learning situations, challenging 
learning tasks, respecting student’s interests, contextualized learning that enables 
application of knowledge and skills in real-life situations, and creating a supporting 
classroom climate so as to provide the active participation of all students. In light 
of these stated features, cooperative learning is considered as one of the most 
promising strategies, especially due to its long tradition and the solid empirical 
evidence of the success of its application in classroom. 

The goal of this paper is to analyse the motivational potentials of a cooperative 
learning context. In order to realize the goal, we discuss some related issues. 
First, in accordance with the conceptualization of the construct of motivation as 
“fundamentally social in nature and origin“ (Järvelä & Volet, 2004), we highlight 
the importance of peer interaction as a critical social context for shaping the 
development of children and youth and we analyse the basic mechanisms 
through which social competence and social relationships contribute to motivation 
and achieving academic goals. Second, we discuss how different theoretical 
perspectives explain the beneficial effects of essential structural elements 
(positive interdependence, individual accountability, appropriate use of social skills, 
promotive interaction and group processing) on student motivation. Third, in order 
to get a more comprehensive insight into the effects of cooperative learning on 
motivation we make a review of recent research in this field. Based on established 
criteria, we selected and analysed relevant studies that were published in the 
period from 2000 to 2022. Finally, we point out some implications for practice 
regarding the implementation of cooperative learning in the classroom.
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SOCIAL NATURE OF MOTIVATION: THE ROLE OF PEER INTERACTIONS

Schools and classrooms are by definition social environments. Within classroom, 
students have social interactions and build social relationships with their teachers 
and with classmates. In accordance with the self-determination theory of motivation 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985), schools and classrooms are places where students strive to 
fulfil their needs for relatedness as well as for autonomy and competence. 

There are many dimensions of interpersonal relationships that have the 
potential to influence academic motivation. A number of researchers interested in 
students’ motivation, particularly those who focus on the dynamics of motivation 
within classroom settings, have begun to pay increasing attention to the potential 
role of interpersonal and relational variables in students’ engagement. The idea 
that individuals pursue social motives or that social perceptions are associated with 
academic motivation is not new (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Juvonen & Wentzel, 1996; 
Wentzel, 1998). An extensive body of research suggests significant relations 
between positive motivational outcomes and supportive social relationships 
(Anderman & Kaplan, 2008; Furrer et al., 2014; Wentzel et al., 2012; Wentzel, 
2017). The latest research in the social-psychological framework confirms that 
interpersonal relationships that provide students with a sense of belongingness 
can be powerful incentives of children’s motivation, interest, and subsequent 
engagement in school activities (Allen et al., 2021; Allen et al., 2022; Baumeister 
& Robson, 2021; Korpershoek et al., 2020). A sense of social support from 
teacher and peers is believed to lead to the adoption of socially valued goals 
and objectives (Anderman & Anderman, 1999), and recent research evidence 
shows that social support influences students’ learning motivation (Martinot et al., 
2022; Song et al., 2015; Wang & Eccles, 2012). Wentzel and colleagues (2010) 
extended the work on social support in school by investigating the utility of multiple 
dimensions of support from teachers and peers in predicting student motivation.
Results of the study indicate that students are likely to display positive aspects of 
social and academic motivation when: (a) they perceive their teachers and peers 
provide clear expectations for social and academic outcomes; (b) attempts to 
achieve these valued outcomes are met with help and instruction; (c) attempts 
to achieve outcomes can be made in a safe, non-threatening environment; (d) 
individuals are made to feel like valued members of the group. From a theoretical 
perspective, these dimensions have been identified as essential characteristics of 
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contexts that promote positive developmental outcomes in school-aged children 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Identifying different types of activities that comprise the 
broader notion of support is important for determining which specific provisions 
are most effective in promoting student engagement. 

It is widely acknowledged that experiences with peers constitute an important 
developmental context for children and adolescents. In general, researchers 
have focused more on teachers and parents than peers as socializing agents of 
motivation and engagement. Wentzel (1998) found that perceived support from 
peers is the only independent, positive predictor of prosocial goal pursuit, meaning 
that peer support motivates children to cooperate, to be socially responsible, and to 
follow classroom rules. This finding is consistent with the notion that adolescents’ 
perceptions of their relationships with peers play a fairly unique role in motivating 
them to help and cooperate with each other. Ryan (2000) found that the peer 
group was influential regarding changes in students’ intrinsic value for school 
(i.e., liking and enjoying) as well as achievement during their first year in middle 
school. Students have the potential to create a climate of emotional support and 
adolescents report that their peer groups provide them with a sense of emotional 
security. Those who do not perceive their relationships with peers as providing 
care and support, tend to be at risk of experiencing academic and behavioural 
problems (Goodenow, 1993; Wentzel, 1994).

Interactions with peers that contribute to structure in the classroom are 
important for the development of a sense of control. Although they do not provide 
structure in the same way that teachers do, classroom peers provide contextual 
affordances that can support academic competence (Wentzel, 2009). For 
example, when interacting with classmates, students practice communicating, 
give and receive feedback, model academic competencies, resolve conflicts, 
provide help and advice, create shared academic goals and behavioural standards. 
Interactions with classroom peers can also fulfil students’ need for autonomy. 
Similar to structure, peers are not autonomously supportive in the way teachers 
can be, but research suggests that peers can promote each other’s autonomy 
when they try to understand each other’s points of view (Furrer et al., 2014). When 
students work together to negotiate activities in the classroom, cooperate on 
group projects, examine and challenge their own beliefs, explain the relevance of 
classroom assignments to each other, engage in self-exploration, and share their 
ideas, they create an autonomy-supportive context. 
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Early adolescence is a particularly important developmental period for 
examining the role of peers in academic motivation (Brown & Larson, 2009; Reindl, 
2021). Peer relationships during this period are viewed widely as more intense, 
closer, and more influential than those formed during childhood. Generally, this 
influence may peak during early adolescence, as youth spend more time with 
peers, place increased importance on peer approval and advice, and look to peers 
as a source of identity (Hartup, 1996; Wentzel, 2017). Early adolescent cognitive 
development produces greater sensitivity to peer feedback and greater skill at 
using social comparisons to assess one’s own competence level (Dweck, 2002). 
The transition to middle school brings more competition for grades and ability-
grouped classrooms. These changes may prompt adolescents to re-evaluate their 
academic beliefs and behaviour and may increase the salience of peers in these 
processes. For these reasons, one might expect to find stronger evidence of peer 
influence on achievement motivation after the transition to middle school. For 
example, Molloy et al. (2011) use longitudinal data to examine the relative role 
of three distinct types of peer relationships (reciprocated friendships, frequent 
interactions, and shared group membership) in within-year changes in academic 
self-concept and engagement before and after the transition to middle school (fifth 
and seventh grade). Results suggest that the unique roles of each type of peer 
relationship differentially influencing changes in youths’ academic adjustment, as 
well as stronger effects during seventh rather than fifth grade for both academic 
self-concept and effort. The authors conclude that different patterns of influence 
across grade levels bolster evidence that academic motivation may be especially 
susceptible to influence after the transition to middle school.

In light of evidence that links children’s adaptive functioning across social 
and academic domains, an important issue that is addressed is, why do these 
relations exist? Ryan (2000) discusses three basic mechanisms of motivation 
and achievement in peer socialization: information exchange, modelling, and 
reinforcement of peer norms and values. Findings from experimental studies 
suggest that the influence of peers depends on information exchange, because 
discussions with peers may present an adolescent with new ideas and different 
perspectives. Modelling refers to individual changes in cognition, behaviour, or 
affect that result from the observation of others. Depending on the consequences, 
observation of a model can strengthen or weaken the likelihood that the observer 
will engage in such behaviour or adopt such beliefs in the future (Bandura, 1986). 
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Experimental studies prove that peers are potentially powerful models for the 
socialization of motivation, engagement, and achievement. For example, children’s 
preference for challenge on a different task is influenced by exposure to a peer 
model’s preference for a challenge (Sagotsky & Lepper, 1982). Studies that 
documented that peer groups become more similar over time have assumed that 
peer pressure and social reinforcement also play a role in how the peers influence 
adolescent motivation (Brown et al., 1986). In other words, beliefs and behaviours 
that are encouraged or positively received by the peer group are more likely to 
manifest again in the presence of one’s peers. 

The increasing number of studies relating to academic and social processes 
expands understanding of the complex and multifaceted ways by which 
interpersonal relations and academic motivation affect each other. The research 
evidence indicates two important features of the effect of peers on academic 
motivation. First, the effects are complex and vary across students, depending in 
part on culture and the values of students and their peers (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 
2006). Second, the relationship between social and academic goals can be 
influenced by teacher policies and practices in the classroom. Teachers can 
reduce the potential conflict between social and academic goals by not forcing 
students to choose between the two. In other words, allowing students to fulfil both 
relatedness and competence needs in the classroom can enhance motivation and 
achievement. One way that teachers can do this is by effectively using cooperative 
learning structures in the classroom.

Cooperative Learning Contexts: 
Essential Structural Elements as Motivational Components

A basic mechanism underlying cooperative learning is using the benefits of 
peer interactions for the purpose of achieving academic and social outcomes. 
Researchers have defined cooperative learning contexts as situations in which 
students work together in small groups to achieve individual and group goals, 
in order to maximize their own and each other’s learning (Johnson & Johnson, 
2009; Johnson et al., 2013). Interpreting cooperative learning from a motivational 
perspective, Slavin (1984) attributed success of cooperative learning to cooperative 
incentive structures. According to this premise, these structures create situations 
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in which students need to encourage one another to do their best in an effort to 
successfully achieve group goals. 

Cooperative learning entails small groups working on specific tasks. It seeks 
to overcome some of the weaknesses of traditional small group approaches 
by structuring activities carefully. Growing literature on small-group learning 
distinguishes between cooperative and collaborative learning. Cooperative learning 
may be described as a structured, systematic instructional strategy in which small 
groups work together toward a common goal. In contrast, collaborative learning 
is characterized by relatively unstructured processes through which participants 
negotiate goals, define problems, develop procedures, and produce socially 
constructed knowledge in small groups (Matthews et al., 1995). 

Not all group efforts are cooperative. Simply placing individuals in groups 
and telling them to work together does not in and of itself result in cooperative 
efforts. Seating students together can result in competition or individualistic 
efforts with talking (traditional learning groups). Effective cooperative groups 
are rarely encountered in class because teachers and students are not well 
prepared and accordingly try to find a shortcut to quality group work. Cooperation 
will only develop under a certain set of conditions. In order to build and maintain 
cooperative effects, five essential elements must be carefully structured into 
the learning situation: (1) positive interdependence, (2) individual accountability, 
(3) promotive interaction, (4) the appropriate use of social skills, and (5) group 
processing (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; 2014). 

Creating positive interdependence in the group is the prerequisite for students 
to cooperate during learning (Deutsch, 1949). Positive interdependence is the 
perception that one is linked with others in a way so that one cannot succeed 
unless they all do (and vice versa).  When individuals’ successes contribute to 
the group’s success, positive interdependence is established. Structuring this 
element ensures that group members become aware that they have two types of 
responsibilities: to learn the specific material and to help all group members learn 
their part of the task. Such positive peer pressure affects especially low-ability 
students and unmotivated ones to put in more effort (Ševkušić, 1993). Structuring 
positive interdependence can be achieved through: learning goals, rewards, 
complementary roles, and teaching materials.

Telling students that they need to achieve a group goal is the most important 
moment in ensuring cooperative learning. It is a way to provide support to group 
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members so that they are willing to exert maximum effort in accordance with 
the group goal. As Slavin (1996) discussed, a cooperative learning context has 
unique characteristics that lead students to work not only independently, but also 
cooperatively as a collective group agent for the sake of accomplishing group 
goals or shared tasks. 

Rewards are an integral scaffold of well-defined cooperative methods. Group 
rewards given based on individual performances are known to increase individuals’ 
learning and are thought to do so by motivating them to share knowledge. In 
the absence of external scaffolds, such as group rewards, cooperative learning 
shows little educational benefit (Sears & Pai, 2012). One of the most extensively 
studied and successful scaffolds of cooperative learning promotes positive 
interdependence by providing group rewards based upon individual test scores. 
As an example, if the combined average of each group member’s test score is 
higher than their previous average, then the group members may each receive a 
certificate of achievement (Slavin, 1995). The idea is that with the right balance 
of motivation toward the task and the group, students will balance their degree 
of social interaction and task interaction to learn the material themselves while 
helping their peers learn it too. Based on this assumptions, Slavin (1978) devised 
a cooperative strategy technique – STAD (Student Team Achievement Division).

Structuring positive interdependence can also be achieved by assigning 
complementary roles to group members, without which it would not be possible to 
complete the group task. For example, in the group there may be a researcher who 
is assigned to provide the appropriate sources of information, a controller who 
periodically checks t whether he other members have understood the task well, 
etc. (Ševkušić, 2003). The way in which teachers structure learning material and 
sources of information can contribute to positive interdependence. For example, 
the learning content can be structured in a way that it represents a kind of puzzle, 
of which each member of the group gets a piece. A cooperative technique Jigsaw 
is based on this strategy (Aronson et al., 1978). Some research has examined 
which strategies for structuring positive interdependence are most effective in 
terms of group productivity. The results show that a combination of interdependent 
goals and rewards, as well as a combination of interdependent goals and teaching 
materials, produces the best results (Mesch et al., 1988).

Individual accountability as an essential element of cooperative learning 
context exists when the performance of each individual student is assessed and 
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the results given back to the group and the individual (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). 
Each group member has a personal responsibility for completing his/her share 
of the work and facilitating the work of other group members. Group members 
also need to know who needs more assistance, support, and encouragement in 
completing the assignment.

The third essential element is promotive interaction (Johnson & Johnson, 
1989). Students promote each other’s success by helping, assisting, supporting, 
encouraging, and praising each other’s efforts to learn. Doing so results in 
cognitive processes, such as explaining how to solve problems, discussing the 
nature of the concepts being learned, teaching one’s knowledge to classmates, 
challenging each other’s reasoning, and connecting present with past learning. 
It also results in interpersonal processes, such as modelling, appropriate use of 
social skills, supporting, and encouraging efforts to learn.

Theories of group dynamics are based on the assumption that social skills are 
the key to group productivity, so the essential element of cooperative structure is 
also the appropriate use of social skills. A cooperative effort requires interpersonal 
and small group skills such as: leadership, decision-making, trustbuilding, 
communication, conflict-management skills, etc. Social skills have to be taught 
just as purposefully as academic skills. In addition to improving achievement, these 
skills contribute to building more positive relationships among group members. The 
fifth essential element is group processing, which occurs when group members 
(a) reflect on members’ actions as helpful or unhelpful and (b) make decisions 
about which actions to continue or change. The purpose of group processing is to 
clarify and improve the effectiveness with which members carry out the processes 
necessary to achieve the group’s goals (Johnson & Johnson, 2009).

Considering the essential elements of cooperative structure, the question 
arises: how can the beneficial effects of cooperative learning on student motivation 
be explained?

Motivational perspectives on cooperative learning focus primarily on the 
reward or goal structures under which students operate (Slavin, 1996). Learning 
motivation theorists assert that the traditional learning environment, where 
students tend to compete against each other for reinforcement, creates peer 
norms that oppose academic efforts. This is because one student’s success 
reduces others’ chances for success, and thus academic effort is typically not 
encouraged by peers. In contrast, in the cooperative learning context, students 
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provide reinforcement for one another because of their positive interdependence. 
Rewarding groups based on group performance (or the sum of individual 
performances) creates an interpersonal reward structure in which group members 
will give or withhold social reinforces (e.g., praise, encouragement) in response to 
groupmates’ task-related efforts. The theoretical rationale for the group reward 
is that if students value the success of the group, they will encourage and help 
one another to achieve it. Use of group goals or group rewards enhances the 
achievement outcomes of cooperative learning if and only if the group rewards 
are based on the individual learning of all group members (Slavin, 1995). So, from 
the motivational perspective, students help their groupmates learn at least in part 
because it is in their own interests to do so. Experts in cooperative learning hold 
that having external reasons to work together in cooperative groups can lead to 
the development of intrinsic motivation to learn in the long term. 

A somewhat different point of view is represented by the theory of group 
cohesiveness, which emphasizes the idea that students help their groupmates 
learn because they care about the group. Slavin concludes that the Jigsaw 
technique is based on the premises of the theory of group cohesiveness because 
it uses “task specialization” method, which should support the students’ need to 
experience social relatedness (Slavin, 1996, p. 47).  

In relation to a group goals (or shared goals) structure, Ames (1992) states that 
cooperative learning creates a more mastery-oriented context, leading students 
to adopt mastery goal orientations (or learning goal). Research has indicated that 
students who adopt learning goals accept challenging tasks and expend effort in 
the face of task difficulty, while students with performance goals (i.e., those trying 
to look good to others or avoid looking bad) tend to avoid challenges and are less 
persistent when difficulties are encountered (Elliot & Dweck, 1988). Mastery goal 
orientations have been mainly associated with adaptive patterns of behavior, such 
as student intrinsic motivation and engagement (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Nichols 
and Miller (1994) also reported that high school students in cooperative learning 
showed higher levels of mastery goal orientation, intrinsic value, and achievement 
than students in a traditional lecture group.

The results of a large amount of research on the effects of self-determination 
and self-regulation on student motivation, as well as on the effects of student’s 
sense of control over the learning situation, indicate their positive influence on 
intrinsic motivation. Learning in a cooperative context establishes, to a certain 
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extent, students’ control over the learning process and consequently increases 
their motivation (Johnson et al., 1978). In cooperative learning, students have 
opportunities to meet challenges, to choose activities and to be actively involved 
in developing curricula and class procedures and gives the group members sense 
of “ownership“ of their learning, instead of passively accepting information from 
an outside expert. According to SDT theory, empowering students in terms of 
supporting their autonomy in learning is considered to be a critical component in 
increasing an individual’s intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1987). 

Also, intrinsic motivation tends to result from meaningful feedback relevant 
to the extent to which students competently complete their current tasks (Ning & 
Hornby, 2014; Johnson & Johnson, 2009). In the cooperative context, meaningful 
feedback is provided by group peers and the teacher immediately after selected 
teams have presented their work. Through feedback, students should gain a clear 
picture of their strengths and weaknesses and understand how they can improve 
their work, which could lead to the feeling that their work and effort were valued 
and recognized by the teacher and their peers. 

One of the main assumptions is that cooperative learning methods have 
the potential to accomplish the basic needs in the theory of self-determination: 
autonomy, competence and relatedness, and thus to enhance the probability 
of intrinsically motivated, deep-level learning (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Hänze and 
Berger (2007) found that students in cooperative learning groups reported 
significantly higher autonomy, competence, and relatedness than peers in 
traditional classrooms. The experience of competence seemed to be central 
as a psychological mechanism, explaining the benefits of cooperative learning. 
Relatedness, the need to feel a sense of belonging or connectedness with others, 
is particularly relevant to cooperative learning. Cooperative structure emphasizes 
the importance of creating a supportive, caring and positively interdependent 
environment, where students feel safe to speak and are highly motivated to 
contribute to group goals. Special attention is paid to the quality of communication 
that takes place between students during cooperation. Proponents of cooperative 
learning consider such a context crucial for engaging students in discussion and 
exchange of ideas and viewpoints which is a favourable environment for practicing 
skills at higher cognitive levels. Four strategies of thinking are most often used 
by students during work in cooperative groups: problem solving, decision making, 
critical thinking, and creative thinking (Ševkušić, 2006).
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As teachers observe and facilitate the group processes, more opportunities 
are created for students to interact personally with the teacher. Numerous studies 
confirm that students are motivated to engage in classroom activities if they 
believe teachers care about them. Wentzel (1998) found that students described 
caring teachers as demonstrating democratic, supporting interaction style and as 
those who model caring behaviour in students. Cooperative learning structures 
foster these characteristics in teachers. 

Effects of Cooperative Learning Methods on Student Motivation:  
A Review of Recent Research

Based on the amount and quality of research evidence collected especially since 
the 1970s, Slavin (1996, p. 43) stated that “research on cooperative learning is one 
of the greatest success stories in the history of educational research“. Hundreds 
of studies have compared cooperative learning to competitive and individual 
efforts and confirmed its superiority for the broad range of measures. The 
diverse outcomes of cooperative methods may be subsumed within three broad 
categories: effort to achieve, positive interpersonal relationships, and psychological 
adjustment (Johnson & Johnson, 2014). Numerous meta-analyses up to year 
2000 indicated that by far the most frequent research goal was to determine the 
effects of cooperative learning on student achievement (e.g. Johnson et al., 1981; 
Johnson et al., 2000; Slavin, 1996). However, considerable attention was also 
focused on the potentials of cooperative methods for the development of student 
motivation (e.g. Slavin, 1984; Nichols & Miller, 1994; Nichols, 1996). 

In order to get a more comprehensive insight into the effects of cooperative 
learning on student motivation, we have carried out a review of recent research in 
this field. The purpose of the review is to analyse the selected studies published 
in the last two decades with regard to the following characteristics: educational 
levels and teaching subjects in which cooperative intervention was implemented, 
type of cooperative strategies that were applied, the dimensions of motivation that 
were examined, and the effects that have been achieved.

Study selection. The method included systematic computer searches for 
relevant primary studies and meta-analyses via Google Scholar and in Educational 
Resources Information Centre (ERIC), Scopus and the Social Sciences Citation 
Index (SSCI) databases: We used the following key words or phrases and their 
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combinations for searching: cooperative learning, cooperative context, cooperative 
structures, cooperative methods, student motivation, intrinsic motivation, student 
engagement, student in-class participation. Studies were selected if they met the 
following eligibility criteria: (a) a study was published in the period from 2000 to 
2022; (b) a study is an article published in a peer reviewed scientific journal; (c) a 
study comparing effects of cooperative learning with traditional teaching methods 
or study using “one group pre-test/post-test“ research design.

In line with these criteria, 13 primary studies and one meta-analysis were 
identified; considering that meta-analysis encompasses 5 studies, the research 
corpus on which the analysis is conducted consists of 18 research papers. The 
selected studies on the effects of cooperative learning on student motivation, 
classified according to the units of analysis, are presented in Table 1.

Tabela 1. Studies examining the effects of cooperative learning on student motivation 
(2000–2022)

Study Edu. level Subject Strategy Duration Effects
Artut & Tarim (2007) Higher Math Jigsaw 9-week +
Artut (2009) Preschool Math Jigsaw 10-week +

Fernández-Espínola et al. 
(2020) (meta-analysis)

Elem & Sec 
& Higher Physical Ed. mixed

3-week 
to 6 

months
+/-

Hanze & Berger (2007) Secondary Science Jigsaw semester +
Herrmann (2013) Higher Political Sci. mixed 10-week +/0
Hortigüela-Alcalá et al. 
(2019) Elem & Sec Physical Ed. TSP & 

Jigsaw 14-week +

John et al, (2014) Secondary Science mixed ? +
Ning & Hornby (2014) Higher English STAD 18-week +/0
Peterson & Miller (2004) Higher Psychology Jigsaw semester +
Saleh et al. (2005) Elementary Science STAD 9-week +/0
Tarhan et al. (2013) Elementary Science Jigsaw semester +
Tran (2019) Higher Methodology GI 9-week +

Tombak &Altun (2016) Higher Elective 
course UbD 4-week +

Wyk  (2012) Higher Economics STAD 12-week +
Note. + indicates positive effect on all motivational variables; +/0 indicates mixed effects on different 
motivational variables (0 indicates no effect); - indicates negative effect. 

Regarding the research design, the largest number of studies (16) applied an 
experimental or quasi-experimental design (with control groups) comparing effects 
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of cooperative learning with whole-class instruction. Only two studies used pre-
test/post-test one group design (Herrmann, 2013; Saleh et al., 2005). 

Education levels. The studies have been conducted at all levels of schooling. 
The largest number were done with participants attending university (age 18 
and over), an almost equal number of research papers included students from 
elementary (six studies) and secondary school (five studies) and one study dealt 
with preschool children. Prior comprehensive meta-analyses had demonstrated 
that the vast majority of studies about cooperative learning were conducted 
with students in elementary and secondary schools (e. g. Johnson et al., 2000; 
Slavin, 1996). Our review indicates that in recent years the scholarly interest in 
cooperative learning has increased in higher education research. 

Teaching subjects. The results of analysis show that the trend of cooperative 
learning research across different curriculum domains continues. Our review is 
dominated by studies that examine cooperative intervention in physical education 
(six studies). Namely, in addition to study comparing the effects of cooperative 
learning in physical education at two educational levels (Hortigüela-Alcalá et al., 
2019), five more studies in physical education were included in the meta-analysis 
(Fernández-Espínola et al., 2020). 

Cooperative strategies and duration of the interventions. Cooperative learning 
is a generic term that refers to numerous methods for organizing classroom 
instruction. In most studies in this review, the authors applied well-known and well-
defined cooperative learning strategies which have strong empirical support, such 
as Jigsaw (Aronson et al., 1978), STAD (Slavin, 1978) and Group Investigation – 
GI (Sharan & Sharan, 1990). Examining the effectiveness of various cooperative 
methods in terms of maximizing student achievement, Johnson and Johnson 
(2000) stated that these three methods to be among the most effective. In 
studies that are marked as “mixed” in terms of the applied strategy (see Table 1), 
the authors used hybrid cooperative techniques (Fernández-Espínola et al., 2018) 
or combined cooperative structure with some other learning methods, for example 
with Mastery Learning Approach (John et al., 2014). Duration of the intervention 
(application of cooperative learning) ranges from 3 weeks to 6 months. In one 
study, the authors did not specify how long the intervention lasted.

Motivational variables. Different dimensions and components of student 
motivation were examined in selected studies: intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 
motivation, task-value, academic goal orientation, self-efficacy, self-regulation, 
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external regulation, motivational beliefs toward cooperative learning, degree 
of student engagement, student in-class participation, interest in the topic, 
etc. For the most part, motivational variables were measured using scales and 
questionnaires (16 studies). For example, the motivational scale developed by 
Pintrich and colleagues (1991) was applied in two studies (Tombak & Altun, 
2016; Tran, 2019). This scale includes six sub-scales: self-regulation, intrinsic 
value, task value, learning belief, self-efficacy and exam anxiety. In two studies, 
authors applied qualitative methods to exemine student motivation: observation 
of childrens’ activities (Artut, 2009) and student interviews (Tarhan et al., 2013).

Effects on student motivation. Analysis of the results of selected studies 
generally shows that cooperative learning is superior compared to traditional 
teaching methods in terms of effects on student motivation. In the vast majority 
of studies, cooperative learning significantly contributed to the increase in value 
of all investigated motivational variables. For example, Peterson and Miller (2004) 
found that overall quality of college students’ experience was greater during 
cooperative learning: benefits occurred specifically for intrinsic motivation, thinking 
on task, student engagement, perceptions of task importance, and optimal levels 
of challenge and skill. Also, comparing the effects of cooperative learning and 
whole-class instruction in physics classes, Hanze & Berger (2007) reported 
that secondary school students felt stronger intrinsic motivation; they developed 
greater interest in the topic; they felt more competent, more autonomous and 
more related to classmate, and they reported more cognitive activation. From the 
five interventions based on cooperative learning included in the meta-analysis 
(Fernández-Espínola et al., 2020), four studies reported a significant improvement 
in students’ intrinsic motivation in physical education. However, one study found 
a decrease in intrinsic motivation (Fernández-Arguelles & González-González de 
Mesa, 2018). This study had a sample composed of primary school students with 
a mean age of 8.4, and the authors concluded that an important limitation of their 
study was the young age of students, which could have impaired the realisation 
of the program, given the complexity of the cooperative intervention carried out in 
the sessions.

Some studies report positive effects of cooperative learning on certain 
dimensions of motivation, but not on others. For example, Ning and Hornby (2014) 
compared the impact of the cooperative learning approach with that of traditional 
whole-class instruction on six aspects of learning motivation: intrinsic motivation, 
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integrated regulation, identified regulation, introjected regulation, and external 
regulation. Findings suggested significant differences in favour of cooperative 
learning in improving intrinsic motivation, but no differences were found on any of 
the four subtypes of extrinsic motivation. Herrmann (2013) stated that cooperative 
learning structures raised the level of engagement of university students but do 
not promoted their deep approach to learning.

An important question that the authors of the selected studies also asked was: 
Whether the effectiveness of cooperative learning on student motivation depends 
on students’ personal characteristics? Hänze & Berger (2007) revealed that 
critical group of students with a low academic self-concept felt more competent 
and more motivated in cooperative groups than in the traditional teaching setting 
because they experienced a feeling of greater competence. Also, the results of 
the study by Saleh and colleagues (2004) indicated that low-ability students were 
more motivated to learn in heterogeneous than in homogeneous groups, whereas 
the experience of high-ability students does not differ as a function of group 
composition. These results are consistent with the findings of previous studies, not 
included in this research review (e.g., Azmitia, 1988; Hooper & Hannafin, 1991). 
It turns out that the low-ability students benefit most from the social interaction 
involved in cooperative learning because they can ask their group mates for help 
and explanations. 

In general, based on the analysis of the results of selected studies, some 
important conclusions could be drawn. First, the most consistent effects of 
cooperative learning across studies were obtained for intrinsic motivation. This 
finding is similar to the results of Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider (2000), who 
found that group work resulted in higher levels of flow (deeply involved in an activity) 
than did lectures. Cooperative learning provides a context that made flow possible 
because students rate the challenge of the cooperative activities significantly 
higher and feel more competent. The greater opportunity to experience flow 
during cooperative learning is important because flow has been associated with 
higher levels of concentration, enjoyment, motivation, self-esteem, perceived 
task importance and consequently to greater student achievement. Second, 
these studies demonstrate that cooperative methods are almost equally effective 
for motivating students at different educational levels. In particular, increasing 
motivation among secondary education students is noteworthy because numerous 
studies indicate that school motivation tends to decrease at this level (Anderman 
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& Maehr, 1994; Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Third, the diversity of the applied 
cooperative learning methods provides additional validation of the effectiveness 
of cooperative learning for student motivation. These methods range from direct, 
specific procedures (such as Jigsaw) to more conceptual frameworks (such as 
Group Investigation), and the results indicate that regardless of those differences, 
all strategies contributed to greater student motivation compared to whole class 
teaching.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Our analysis of recent research on the effects of cooperative learning on student 
motivation supports the previous extensive empirical evidence consistent with 
theoretical and conceptual consideration about this teaching strategy. However, 
despite its numerous and various benefits, it should be understood that important 
conditions are necessary in order to achieve the above-mentioned effects. 
Among the most important are those concerning teachers: their knowledge, skills 
and attitudes towards cooperative learning, Teachers should carefully design 
cooperative learning tasks that help students achieve future goals and engage 
more actively in their learning experience. All motivational theories emphasize the 
importance of providing students with appropriately challenging academic tasks. 
To be intrinsically motivated, students need to perceive the task as challenging 
and interesting but not too complex. At the same time, research suggests that 
teachers have difficulty creating challenging tasks for all their students and with 
providing constructive, informative feedback (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006). 
Teachers also need to monitor their students’ learning process and intervene 
when necessary to provide assistance or to model students’ social skills. There 
is considerable question about whether teachers are well equipped to create 
cooperative, mastery oriented, and autonomy-supportive environments. This and 
similar questions related to the role of teachers in designing cooperative learning 
context have important implications for teacher education and professional 
development. 

It should be noted that although it is evident that cooperation contributes to 
better results in various areas of students’ development, compared to competition 
or individual work, using these teaching methods provide students with important 
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lessons for life. In addition to learning cooperative skills, students need to learn 
how to work independently and compete for fun. The main problem with these 
methods is that they dominate in teaching. Cooperation should provide an overall 
context for learning in which competition and individual work can be applied under 
certain conditions. It is up to the teacher to decide which goal structure is the most 
appropriate for the lesson.
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