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Collaborative learning in an ESP (English for Specifi c Purposes) undergraduate health set-

ting, implies providing opportunities that allow the personal construction of knowledge. The 

teacher has to set appropriate contexts and objectives for the task and facilitate collabora-

tion in the dyads or groups so that learners can reach their ZPD with peer collaboration. In 

a foreign language classroom, it is through task- related talking that learners can scaffold 

each other to complete the written task.

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 
IN HEALTH UNDERGRADUATES

1.INTRODUCTION

Collaboration, especially in dyads, has long been a feature of the foreign language classroom 

and is a central feature of current TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) methodo-

logy and course books as it is assumed that it gives learners greater opportunity to practise 

the target language (Harmer, 1983, p. 62). This paper aims to answer the following ques-

tions: What actually happens in collaborative learning? Are there other issues that a TEFL 

teacher should consider in order to improve the process? To try to answer some of these 

questions, the use of collaborative learning in health undergraduates was considered.

Collaborative learning considers social interaction as of outmost importance in educational 

settings. The construction and development of learning results from the learner’s interac-

tion with the environment and social mediation (Vygotsky, 1979). Peer collaboration can be as 

useful as vertical interaction (Mercer, 2000) not only with children but also in higher educa-

tion and in distance education settings. Learners working as dyads or in groups may have the 

opportunity for refl ection on the language through dialogue in which they can ‘scaffold’ each 

other to reach a new level of development. The potential for cognitive development occurs in 

the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) and depends upon social interaction, requiring the 

collaboration of others in order to extend meaning and knowledge. 

2.COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

A major theme of Vygotsky’s theoretical framework is the fundamental role of social inter-

action and culture in the development of cognition: humans learn and develop within the 

context of their particular culture, including the family and school social environments into 

which they are immersed. Vygotsky argued that their cultural development teaches children 

not only how to think, but what to think. This notion of social cognition is linked to the dia-

lectical process through which children learn how to solve problems, communicate in verbal 

and non-verbal modes and represent themselves to the world. The potential for cognitive 

development occurs in the ZPD, which is defi ned as:

The potential for cognitive development occurs in the ZPD, which is defi ned as: the dis-

tance between the actual development level as determined through individual problem 

solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 

under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1979, p. 86)
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social interaction, requiring the collaboration of the teacher and learners in order to extend 

meaning and knowledge. The ZPD has been extensively developed and resulted in the con-

cept of scaffolding (Bruner, 1994) in which a learner is assisted to accomplish a task beyond 

his or her capability.  This implies that learners can solve a certain range of problems only 

when they are interacting with others, whether adults or peers. Once the problem-solving 

activities have been internalised, the problems initially solved under guidance and in co-ope-

ration with others, in the ZPD, will be tackled independently. Thus, adults or more able peers 

assume an important role in the social learning context from an early stage. 

Thus, peer collaboration can be as useful as vertical interaction (Mercer, 2000).   Lear-

ners working as dyads or in groups may have the opportunity for refl ection on the language 

through dialogue in which learners can ‘scaffold’ each other to reach a new level of develop-

ment. The potential for cognitive development occurs in the ZPD and depends upon social 

interaction, requiring the collaboration of others in order to extend meaning and knowledge. 

Collaborative learning is a symmetrical interaction as ‘peers are more or less at the same 

level, can perform the same actions, have a common goal and work together’ (Dillenbourg, 

1999, p. 7). In the case of the health undergraduates, there may be asymmetry of knowledge 

because all the learners may not have a similar level of competence in the target language.

Cohen (1994) states that in order to obtain signifi cant results learners with a lower level of 

knowledge benefi t from being in a heterogeneous group instead of a homogeneous group of 

learners of low-achievers. However, the difference of level between low and high competence 

learners should not be considerable as the learners with lower target language competence 

may become passive and embarrassed if they are collaborating with more competent learn-

ers who dominate the other members of the group.

Collaborative learning is often confused with ‘co-operation’. Although they may at times 

overlap, there are differences. According to Dillenbourg (1999, p. 8), co-operation means 

the ‘partners split the work, solve sub-tasks individually and then assemble the partial 

results into the fi nal output’, that is, there is a vertical division of labour. Collaboration 

implies partners doing the work ‘together’, through horizontal division of labour. Conse-

quently, at times, partners may adopt roles (co-operation) but are still working ‘together’ 

(collaboration) on the same task. In addition, while in co-operation the splitting of tasks 

is set at the beginning of the interaction and stays constant throughout the interaction, in 

collaboration roles may change. For instance, in an undergraduate health lesson in which 

task-related speaking and writing activities are set, in collaboration, the learners could 

take turns at speaking and writing. However, in co-operation, the same learners would set 

tasks, for example: ‘You write what we decide’ which implies that this learner will not par-

ticipate in the discussion, only in the writing task. In EFL classrooms, this task is usually 

given to the most fl uent learner.  

When teachers implement collaborative learning, and in order to avoid this drawback, 

the task has to be clearly identifi ed before beginning a collaborative learning activity. This 

ensures reliability and effectiveness of collaborative learning. The second step involves an 

explanation of the learning task: the objective of the task, the fact that everyone must have 

the opportunity to speak, how to listen to comments and opinions, and reaching a solution 

to the task. In many EFL settings this task usually involves speaking and writing, that is, they 

discuss the task and fi nally have to present a written solution.

Collaborative learning should involve interdependence of the task as learners try to teach 

each other and, at the same time, learn from each other. Collaborative learning is thus the 

process of refl ection support (Richmond, 1994) for each other’s learning and relative inde-

pendence, from the teacher in the learning process. In this process, the teacher should 

provide non-intrusive intervention so that the learning process is a reciprocal experience for 

the learners and the teacher.

In TEFL, collaborative learning, especially in dyads, allows the learners to practise their 

target language as ‘the more language learners are exposed to or produce, the more they 

are likely to learn’ (Harmer, 1983, p. 62).  As pair-work is seen as benefi cial, many TEFL 

textbooks incorporate communicative activities allowing learners to ‘actively explore ideas 

and create meanings through talk with other people’ (MacLure, 1994, p. 146). However, some 

pair-work activities do not constitute an active exploration, but a mechanical repetition of 

words given by the teacher.

   

Harmer (1983) claims that this repetition benefi ts learning as language is reinforced in a 

behaviourist sense, although this approach does not allow for originality in language (Bruner, 

1994). The conscious learning of grammar is also seen as benefi cial, following Chomsky’s 

assertion that language is ‘an intricate rule based system’ (Harmer, 1983, p. 30), but it does 

not consider the social contexts for language learning, use and meaning. The meaning of 

each word is based on the analysis of its cultural and social function. Thus, Vygotsky (1979) 

states ‘social processes shape word meanings, thoughts, needs and desires’.

Language is to do with forms, but also with the way that speakers behave to each other in 

different contexts. The foreign language classroom is the social context from which mea-

nings in the foreign language must be gathered, and in which the teacher has the knowled-

ge and the power. This asymmetry with the teacher can lead to learners ‘fi nding out what 

the teacher expects to hear’ (Fisher, 1994, p. 157), rather than deepening their unders-
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‘principled knowledge’. 

Richmond (1994, pp. 278, 281) adds that it is a myth that rules or defi nitions lead to compe-

tence in language and describes language competence as learners’ ‘implicit know-ledge put 

to work’, which the teacher helps to develop by ‘providing a classroom environment which 

supports and affi rms the child’s achievement’.

This may be helped by pair-work as the subject positioning of learners in relation to each 

other may have different consequences in terms of power and domination than their positio-

ning in relation to the teacher (Fairclough, 1989). Teacher discourse has distinguishing fea-

tures (Fisher, 1994): teachers ask questions, learners do not, and control the class through 

feedback, elicits, reformulations, reconstructions and repetition. In a foreign language class-

room, this may in turn lead to an imposition of the teacher’s cultural framework on the lear-

ners  (MacLure, 1994, p. 144). However, collaborative learning in dyads could give learners 

the opportunity for refl ection on the language through dialogue (Richmond, 1994, pp. 284-7).

Mayor (1994, p. 74) says that ‘the languages of a bilingual speaker often come to symbolise 

different areas of human experience, different cultural values’. However, in learning a second 

language, learners may use their own cultural frames of reference and literacy practices 

with which to make sense of the new language; thus pair-work and writing can offer the 

opportunity to ‘populate the language with their own intentions’, but as these have partly 

been created in the environment of another language and culture, their ability to say what 

they intend is limited by the vocabulary they already know. This could be regarded as their 

zone of actual development, whereas their ZPD is what, with assistance, they can do with the 

new language, either with the help of peers or teacher (Mercer, 1994).

According to Harmer (1983), writing in a foreign language classroom aims to reinforce taught 

lexico-syntatic structures and communication while the teacher presents new language 

and organises opportunities for its practice. In higher education, writing and oracy are seen 

as objectives and skills to be learnt and assessed. Thus, pair work provides learners with 

opportunities for communication, while writing is seen as a more individual enterprise in 

which a learner’s knowledge is displayed and tested more objectively. However, learning is 

never individual, but always a function of cultural and social forces (Mercer, 1994; Fairclough, 

1989; Vygotsky, 1979). EFL course books present the aims of writing as the use of appropria-

te register and style according to the target reader. 

Czerniewska (1992, p. 123) argues that school tasks cannot be isolated from the constraints 

imposed by the outside world. Thus, no writing is free, but once again depends on the lear-

ner’s resources, which in turn are derived from the larger social forces at work outside (and 

within) the classroom.

In putting spoken language into writing, learners must understand the difference between 

these modes: for Chafe  (in Czerniewska 1992, p. 23), spoken and written language have ‘dif-

ferent kinds of complexity’; writing is ‘more integrated and syntactically complex’, more deta-

ched and context independent when compared with the more fragmentary spoken language, 

lacking the normal cues that appear in dialogue. Additionally, Hassan (1994) says writing 

has a different type of cohesion from speech because of the absence of cues, gestures and a 

phonological system.  Arguably, written language is more meaning orientated than socially 

orientated, though this depends on the nature of the written text.

3.COLLABORATION IN ESP

Writing activities for ESL health undergraduates aim to increase their competence not only 

in the target language but also in their area of study, with a different register and level of 

diffi culty. Thus, the tasks set are often based on texts which refl ect these objectives. These 

learners already have an understanding of written texts – both formal and informal – from 

their previous social and educational experience, and from their fi rst language, Portuguese. 

In addition, they are being confronted, in the other disciplines of their degree, with English 

textbooks and articles. Consequently,  competence in English is essential. 

Since learners have ‘multiple identities’, they bring into the classroom ‘their own experience 

of learning and of life … and their own particular needs that they hope to see satisfi ed’ (Allw-

right and Bailey, 1994, p. 18), in addition to their own cultural knowledge with which to make 

sense of the new language. However, in the case of these health undergraduates, these have 

partly been created in the environment of another language and culture, their ability to say 

what they intend is limited by their existing competence in the target language and they must 

be helped by peers or the teacher to reach a higher level of competence (Silva, 2004). 

Learners, thus, scaffold within the context of their ongoing relationships with each other, 

and their subject positions. As the learners in the ESP health settings had a similar cultural 

background, their shared frame of reference could facilitate their mutual scaffolding. This 

is not to say their frames of reference are identical, as individuals have their own ‘members’ 

resources’ (Fairclough, 1988) depending on their particular experiences.

A major drawback in setting collaborative task-related talking and writing activities at this 

level is the widely disparate abilities that can exist in one single class of 30 or more learners. 
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school, depending on whether it was their fi rst or second foreign language,  whether they 

specialised in it in their fi nal year at school or even have First Certifi cate, Advanced or Profi -

ciency Certifi cates (Silva, 2004). Consequently, during collaborative learning, the teacher will 

have to ensure that less fl uent learners are not always placed together as this will necessa-

rily mean that they are not reaching their ZPD. In these situations, learners tend to switch 

to their mother tongue because they are able to express themselves more openly. Here, the 

teacher’s role is of utmost importance to ensure that the target language is being used. 

However, any unequal relationship in a dyad results in the ideas of the most fl uent learner 

– or at least the most talkative – being taken up without arguments. The number of turns 

each learner speaks refl ects this inequality: in a homogeneous dyad of fl uent speakers the 

number of turns is similar, the same happens with lower achievers (although using more 

Portuguese than English); in a heterogeneous dyad, the fl uent speaker will almost always 

dominate the task. Thus, the teacher’s task before any collaborative learning process is to 

ensure symmetry in the dyads, or at least that each dyad consists of a learner who can guide 

reluctant and weaker learners to participate in the task.  In practice this can only happen 

once the teacher knows the group of learners relatively well, which is diffi cult in large groups.

Collaboration in dyads to achieve the written task results in both learners contributing imagi-

native ideas for the text, vocabulary, and occasionally the nature of the task, genre and gram-

matical structure of the target language, which allows them to produce a written text contai-

ning traces of different voices and refl ecting each learner’s world and language knowledge. 

The nature of the task in which the writing is directed by the teacher, and ultimately for 

the teacher, results in the learners’ sense of control and responsibility for their work being 

directed to this end. As Czerniewska (1992, p. 102) states ‘to be worthwhile, a piece of writ-

ing has to be seen ... as relevant to (the children’s) lives.’ As the learners consider the tasks 

appropriate for their future careers, it was thought to be a worthwhile process. It would be 

interesting to see how they approached the task if it involved writing for peers, and not for the 

teacher, working within the constraints of the curriculum and target language to be taught. 

Learning and teaching in the ZPD is, thus, dependent on social interaction and, in education-

al settings, this most typically involves face-to-face interaction mediated by speech.  Tharp  

and  Gallimore (1998, p. 36)  defi ne  teaching  as occurring  ‘when assistance is offered at 

points in the ZPD at which performance requires assistance’. However, research has revea-

led diffi culties in the use of collaborative teaching and learning due to the large number of 

learners in each classroom, which does not allow close contact with each learner, and also 

because learners are often unsure of their role in this type of work.

This paper has explored the importance of collaborative learning in any educational setting, 

including an ESP undergraduate classroom, and, in our experience, the type of support the 

learners give each other is not untypical of what frequently happens. To maximise learners’ 

benefi t from collaborative learning activities, the teacher has to facilitate awareness of explo-

ratory discourse strategies and writing practice should stretch the learners’ abilities and be 

relevant to their lives. 
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Num desenho experimental com grupo de controle e duas observações através do Inven-

tário de Estratégias de Estudo, testa-se o impacto dum programa de treino de hábitos de 

estudo construído pelos autores. A intervenção revela-se efi caz na modifi cação de com-

petências globais e específi cas. Obtiveram maiores ganhos os alunos sem retenções e de 

nível socio-económico médio-baixo. Os alunos menos sensíveis ao impacto da intervenção 

(alunos com história de pelo menos uma retenção, com resultados escolares insufi cientes) 

conseguiram benefi ciar de ganhos signifi cativos numa ou várias competências específi cas.

É POSSÍVEL TREINAR A ESTUDAR? 
UM ESTUDO EXPERIMENTAL 
COM ALUNOS DUMA ESCOLA PÚBLICA


