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In this study, I focused on the impact of cooperative learning on the development of social 
skills in English as a foreign language (EFL) tertiary students. Participants were 2 randomly 
selected classes of students from a university in the north of China. A pretest-posttest 
control group quasiexperimental design was employed for the comparison of the impact 
of the cooperative learning approach with that of traditional whole-class instruction on 8 
aspects of social skills: self-confidence, sense of cohesion, initiative in socialization, being 
positive, checking for understanding, equal participation and accountability, acceptance 
and empathy, and conflict management. These aspects form 8 subscales of the Social Skills 
Scale for Chinese College English Learners (SSS-CCEL; Ning, 2010), which the participants 
completed. Findings suggest substantial differences in favor of cooperative learning in 
the improvement of students’ overall social skills, and in particular in the skills of equal 
participation and accountability.

Keywords: cooperative learning, English as a foreign language, social skills, tertiary students, 
Social Skills Scale for Chinese College English Learners.

The aim in tertiary education is to develop students’ knowledge and skills 
not only in the academic but also in the social domain so that they can meet the 
requirements of society and make a useful contribution to their professions in the 
future. Working conditions in professions now involve a more intensive division 
of labor and exchange of information than was once the case. This increasingly 
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demands cooperation and communication skills, the lack of which has become a 
common stressor among tertiary students (Koçak, 2008; Li, Lin, Bray, & Kehle, 
2005) and is considered to be the most frequent reason for a person to be fired 
from his or her first job (Kagan & Kagan, 2009). It has been indicated in recent 
studies that good interpersonal skills and a sense of community and involvement 
developed at college greatly benefit students’ successful transition into the 
workplace (Nauert, 2011). In view of this, it is important that tertiary students 
improve their social skills at college and understand the true value of cooperation 
and teamwork. However, fostering these social skills is rarely emphasized in 
formal tertiary curricula. Cooperative learning (CL) may provide a solution. 

CL is defined as “the instructional use of small groups so that students work 
together to maximize their own and each other’s learning” (Johnson, Johnson, 
& Holubec, 1998, p. 5), and has positive interdependence as its fundamental 
principle (Hornby, 2009; Kagan & Kagan, 2009; Slavin, 1995). Positive in-
terdependence is linked to cooperation and promotive interaction, whereby 
group members encourage and facilitate each other’s effort for positive learning 
outcomes, so that no one can succeed unless all group members succeed. This 
principle can be structured by maintaining mutual goals, team rewards, divisible 
learning resources, and individual accountability in CL groups.

I found in an extensive literature review that CL not only serves as an effective 
instructional technique for increasing students’ academic achievement, but also 
brings about a wide array of positive social outcomes related to interpersonal 
relations, teamwork skills, affective and psychological health, self-confidence, 
problem solving, empathy, equality, and a caring and supportive learning 
environment (Johnson et al., 1998; Kagan & Kagan, 2009; Koçak, 2008). CL is 
also considered (see Dörnyei, 2001; Jacobs & Goh, 2007) an effective approach 
to teaching English as a foreign language (EFL). However, in a database search I 
found only four studies – none of which was in China – in which the effectiveness 
of the CL approach was compared with that of traditional whole-class instruction 
in developing EFL learners’ social skills. 

Gömleksiz (2007) carried out a 4-week study with 66 EFL learners in a 
Turkish university and found that, in comparison with traditional instruction, 
CL had a positive effect on students’ attitudes toward learning English and on 
promoting peer interaction. In Thailand, Waugh, Bowering, and Chayarathee 
(2005) compared the impact of CL versus traditional teaching on 96 Grade 6 Thai 
students, with an intervention of 16 hours’ duration. Results provided evidence 
to support the use of CL for the improvement of students’ attitudes and behavior 
towards learning English. Findings of a 1-year comparative study conducted 
with 30 secondary school EFL learners in Hong Kong showed that students in 
CL groups used English more often to assist them in the accomplishment of tasks 
and to provide interpersonal support than did students in traditional classrooms 
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(Sachs, Candlin, & Rose, 2003). In contrast, results of a 10-week comparative 
study conducted by Ghaith (2003), with 56 Lebanese high school EFL learners, 
revealed no differences between the two methods in their effect on students’ 
academic self-esteem and feelings of school alienation. 

Aim in Current Study

Previous research has been focused on adapting the CL approach to English 
teaching at the tertiary level in China (see Ning, 2011), and examining its impact 
on learners’ English language proficiency (see Ning & Hornby, 2010), learning 
motivation, and social skills (see Ning, 2010), in comparison with traditional 
teacher-centered whole-class instruction. In this study, I have focused on social 
skills only, that is, I have examined the effectiveness of the CL approach in 
teaching English as a foreign language to tertiary-level students in China, in  
terms of the level of their social skills and in comparison with using traditional 
instruction methods.

Method

Participants
Participants were first-year college students at a university in the north of 

China. They were non-English majors from 14 different subject areas and studied 
together only in an English class for 4 hours a week. Two classes were randomly 
selected from over 30 classes. One class was randomly assigned to be the 
intervention group (n = 52) and the other the comparison group (n = 48). There 
were 24 men and 28 women aged from 18 to 21 years with a mean age of 19.60 
years in the intervention group. In the comparison group there were 31 men and 
17 women aged from 18 to 22 years with a mean age of 19.56 years.

 
Measure

I developed the Social Skills Scale for Chinese College English Learners 
(SSS-CCEL; Ning, 2010) for this study to assess the differences a short-term 
classroom intervention could bring to participants’ social skills. I decided to 
develop this instrument because, after an extensive literature review on both a 
variety of social skills assessments and a wide array of social skills relevant to 
CL, I was unable to find any suitable social skills measures. However, I was able, 
from the results of the search, to formulate an initial pool of 56 items suitable 
for the structure of the SSS-CCEL. This formulation involved several rounds 
of piloting items with Chinese tertiary students, with the aim of using items 
that showed adequate discrimination, positive interitem correlation, and were 
easily understood. The final version of the SSS-CCEL produced a satisfactory 
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test-retest reliability coefficient of .88. Cronbach’s alpha values were above .85, 
indicating adequate internal consistency reliability. 

The SSS-CCEL consists of 40 items, which are categorized into eight 
subscales: self-confidence, sense of cohesion, initiative in socialization, being 
positive, checking for understanding, equal participation and accountability, 
acceptance and empathy, and conflict management. The SSS-CCEL uses a 
7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = not at all like me to 7 = exactly like me. 
Higher scores indicate better social skills. 

Procedure
During the 18-week semester, students studied English for four hours per week. 

This study comprised two hours of reading and writing and two hours of listening 
and speaking. I was the instructor of this English course because I have taught 
English for over 10 years and have a particular interest in the application of CL 
in tertiary classroom teaching. A pretest-posttest control group quasiexperimental 
design was employed. On the first day of class, the students completed the 
SSS-CCEL as a pretest. The intervention group was then instructed using adapted 
CL techniques, which emphasized the use of team tasks, were promotive of 
peer interaction, and integrated positive interdependence into teamwork and 
assessment (see Ning, 2011). The comparison group was taught using traditional 
whole-class instruction, which was mostly teacher-dominated, and thus allowed 
few opportunities for peer communication and cooperation. At the end of the 
semester the students in the two classes completed the SSS-CCEL as a posttest.

Data Analysis
SPSS version 15 was used to conduct data analysis in the eight areas of social 

skills. An independent samples t test was first run to compare the two groups in 
regard to their pretest scores in each area. Results of this preliminary analysis 
indicated that the two groups were initially at a similar level because alpha values 
were greater than .05 for all the comparisons. 

A range of statistical techniques was employed to analyze the data: paired 
samples t tests, effect sizes, mixed between-within subjects analyses of variance 
(ANOVA), and one-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVA). A variety of 
analysis techniques contributes to more accurate and reliable results, and reduces 
the possibility of biased findings due to the use of a single statistical analysis. 

Results

Results obtained from the analysis of scores on the eight subscales, and the 
total scores on the SSS-CCEL are summarized in Table 1. 
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For the total scores on the SSS-CCEL, results of the paired samples t tests 
showed that the intervention group scores, t(51) = 3.085, significantly increased 
from pretest to posttest but those of the comparison group, t(47) = 1.084, did 
not. The effect size for the intervention group was above the meaningful level 
of 0.25 found by Slavin (1995) for educational interventions, compared with a 
very small effect size found for the comparison group. Results of the ANOVA, 
F(1, 98) = 4.016, showed a statistically significant interaction effect for time 
and group, although the alpha value was marginal. Results of the ANCOVA, 
F(1, 97) = 3.666, were consistent with these findings, also generating a marginal 
alpha value, with preintervention differences held constant. Thus, these results 
are indicative of a clear trend towards greater improvements in the intervention 
group.

In the subscale of equal participation and accountability, results of the paired 
samples t tests found statistically significant improvements in the intervention 
group, t(51) = 3.382, with the effect size well above the meaningful level. The 
comparison group, t(47) = 0.000, did not show any improvement. Moreover, the 
ANOVA results showed there was a statistically significant interaction effect 
for time and group, F(1, 98) = 7.888. This means that the intervention group 
improved significantly more than did the comparison group between pre- and 
posttesting. Likewise, results of the ANCOVA, F(1, 97) = 7.489, revealed that 
there was a significant posttest difference between the two groups, after adjusting 
for pretest differences.

In the subscales of self-confidence, sense of cohesion, and checking for 
understanding, results of the paired samples t tests showed that the intervention 
group, t(51) = 3.531, 2.527, 2.677, increased significantly from pre- to posttest, 
but the comparison group, t(47) = 1.165, 1.362, 0.239, did not. The effect sizes in 
these three areas were all above the meaningful level for the intervention group, 
but not for the comparison group. However, results of both the ANOVA, F(1, 
98) = 2.003, 2.275, 2.441, and the ANCOVA, F(1, 97) = 1.594, 3.048, 2.099, 
indicated that the two groups exhibited no statistically significant differences in 
terms of their improvements in the three areas from pre- to posttest.

In the subscale of being positive, results of t tests indicated a marginally 
significant difference between pre- and posttesting for the intervention group, 
t(51) =2.037, but not for the comparison group, t(47) = 1.707. However, effect 
sizes for the two groups were both below the meaningful level. Also, results of 
the ANOVA, F(1, 98) = 0.151, and the ANCOVA, F(1, 97) = 0.225, showed little 
difference between the two groups in this area.

In the subscales of initiative in socialization, acceptance and empathy, and 
conflict management, results of the paired-samples t tests found no significant 
improvement from the pretest to posttest for either the intervention group, t(51) 
= 1.210, 1.785, 1.470, or the comparison group, t(47) =0.835, -0.600, -0.341. 
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Effect sizes for the two groups in these three areas were all below the meaningful 
level. Results of the ANOVA, F(1, 98) = 0.004, 2.565, 1.419, agreed with those 
of the ANCOVA, F(1, 97) = 0.015, 0.559, 0.790, indicating that the two groups 
demonstrated no significant differences in their changes in these three areas from 
pre- to posttest.

Discussion and Conclusion

The major finding in this study is that the CL approach was more effective 
than traditional instruction in improving students’ overall social skills. Findings 
for the eight subscales of the SSS-CCEL can be categorized into three types. 
First, in the area of equal participation and accountability, CL was found to be 
substantially superior to traditional teaching in improving students’ relevant 
skills. Second, in the three areas of self-confidence, sense of cohesion, and 
checking for understanding, there was a clear trend of greater gains in favor 
of the CL approach in favor of the CL approach, shown by the fact that the 
intervention group improved more than did the comparison group according to 
t test results and effect sizes (although the differences did not reach statistical 
significance). Third, in the remaining four areas of initiative in socialization, 
being positive, acceptance and empathy, and conflict management, there were 
no differences between the two approaches in improving relevant social skills. 

This major finding supports the assertion of many CL advocates that one 
positive outcome derived from cooperative peer interaction is learners’ enhanced 
interpersonal and social skills (Kagan & Kagan, 2009; Slavin, 1995). Waugh et 
al. (2005) also found in their comparative study that Thai EFL students in the CL 
classroom demonstrated considerably more positive social behaviors than did 
those in the traditional classroom.

Another important finding is that CL was superior to traditional teaching in 
cultivating students’ skills in equal participation and accountability, possibly 
because of its link to positive interdependence. This fundamental principle of 
CL was fully integrated into the adapted CL method used in this study by, for 
example, randomly selecting team representatives and assigning individual 
roles or tasks (see Ning, 2011). This considerably stimulated equal participation 
among teammates and also their individual accountability for team success. 

In this study the CL approach was found to be superior to traditional teaching 
methods in improving students’ self-confidence, although this difference did not 
reach statistical significance. This finding supports widely accepted views among 
CL advocates that cooperative experiences result in better psychological health 
and higher self-esteem, of which self-confidence is a major component (Johnson 
et al., 1998; Kagan & Kagan, 2009). However, this is somewhat inconsistent 
with the findings of Ghaith’s (2003) 10-week comparative study, which showed 
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that there was little difference between CL and traditional methods in developing 
students’ academic self-esteem. This disagreement may be attributed to the 
involvement of a longer and more intensive intervention in the present study, 
which was nearly twice the length of Ghaith’s intervention and was applied 
in a wider range of instructional areas, that is, listening, speaking, reading and 
writing. 

In this study, the CL approach produced more positive effects than did 
traditional methods on students’ sense of cohesion, although this difference did 
not reach statistical significance. This finding is consistent with the proposition 
that positive interdependence is greatly conducive to building up supportive 
peer relationships and group cohesiveness, and thus facilitates students’ sense 
of cohesion (Dörnyei, 2001; Slavin, 1995). It also replicates previous findings 
that the CL approach was superior to traditional methods in reducing social 
anxiety and loneliness (Koçak, 2008), promoting peer interaction, increasing 
interpersonal support and group cohesion (Gömleksiz, 2007; Sachs et al., 2003). 

Checking for understanding is fundamental for promotive interaction and 
successful communication. In CL teamwork, students feel motivated and 
obliged to use skills such as offering or asking for themselves understood by 
teammates as well as understanding others, thus achieving team success. This 
may explain the finding in the present study that the intervention group’s relevant 
skills improved more than did those of the comparison group. In addition, the 
heterogeneous nature of CL teams also increased the necessity for checking 
for understanding among teammates. In contrast to the situation that checking 
for understanding was used at every stage of teamwork in the CL classroom, 
peer interaction seldom occurred in the traditional classroom, and checking for 
understanding was mainly used as a top-down process by the teacher. 

The findings of this study did not show differences between the two methods in 
cultivating students’ skills in the other four areas: initiative in socialization, being 
positive, acceptance and empathy, and conflict management. Thus, my findings 
do not support the assumptions of some CL advocates (Choi, Johnson, & Johnson, 
2011; Tjosvold & Fang, 2004) that the use of cooperative interaction benefits the 
development of relevant skills in those areas. However, it is understandable 
that an 18-week CL intervention solely in an English teaching classroom was 
inadequate to make a marked difference in these four areas. They are all related 
to individual personality and disposition and thus are hard to change.

In addition, it should be noted that in this study the development of social skills 
was treated as a by-product and a natural consequence of the implementation 
of CL because, during the empirical process, tight teaching syllabi and limited 
class time did not allow for specific instruction in teaching students social skills. 
Therefore, I consider the overall outcomes on the SSS-CCEL quite encouraging. 
This finding provides an option for colleagues who work in similar educational 
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contexts and are seeking innovative ways to improve social outcomes from their 
teaching. 

However, several limitations in this study may affect the generalizability or 
validity of its results. First, this quasiexperimental study was contained within 
one semester of 18 weeks involving only 100 students in a university setting. 
Further research involving a longer experimental period and more participants 
needs to be conducted to confirm these findings. In addition, because the 
SSS-CCEL has been used only in this study, its reliability and validity can be 
firmly established only when used in further studies. Finally, it is recommended 
that mixed-methods research designs (including both quantitative and qualitative 
data) be used in future studies, so that a more accurate and full-scale picture of 
participants’ perspectives can be provided.
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