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Abstract

:

Cooperative learning (CL) is a teaching and learning pedagogy that has been used widely in school but there is limited information on instructors’ perceptions of CL nor observations of how CL is implemented in higher education settings. In this study, we used an interpretative-qualitative approach to investigate the advantages and challenges of embedding CL in instructors’ teaching in Iran and Australia. Data were collected through interviews and observations and thematic analysis method was used to analyse the data. Results showed that despite challenges such as the lack of familiarity with CL and how it can be implemented in university curricula, issues associated with assessment, and time constraints, CL created an interactive, pleasant, and safe environment for deep learning in both countries. The findings showed that there were challenges in Iran such as a tendency to use traditional approaches to teaching, insufficient understanding of how to establish teamwork, and a lack of up-to-date teaching resources. In Australia, changing courses, working with external students, catering for individual differences, and building positive relationships were some of the challenges of implementing CL. We believe that these challenges can be overcome if university instructors are prepared to address them.
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1. Introduction


Cooperative learning (CL) is defined as small groups where students work together to maximize their own and each other’s learning [1], and, in so doing, promote a variety of positive cognitive, affective, and social benefits [2]. CL is based on the theoretical perspective of social interdependence theory which proposes that when students are interdependently connected, they will cooperate with each other to realize their group goal [3]. CL is an effective pedagogy [4] that is used to foster learning [5,6] and critical thinking skills [7]. It can also be used to help develop students’ communicative abilities [8], improve self-regulated learning and promote academic motivation [9]. Barksdale, Peters, and Corrales [10] noted that student learning is influenced by the relationships that they build with each other so when students feel safe and supported in their classroom, learning is enhanced. Other studies show that CL provides such a safe environment that as students have opportunities to collaborate with others, knowledge is socially constructed and relationships are built [11]. Instructors play a critical role in promoting dialogic interaction in their students [12] so students learn how to ask questions, make clear their ideas, and assess the viability of the issues they are discussing [13]. Setting clear instructions and task expectations play an essential role in the effective implementation of CL [14]. Kohn [15] believes that if the tasks assigned to the groups are interesting and attractive, CL itself is a type of reward for students and instructors.



In colleges, students are often required to work together in small groups, based on activities such as seminars, presentations, and group projects. Research indicates that such activities not only provide learning opportunities that capture students’ interest but also lead to enhancing their learning [16,17]. Making learning more meaningful, inspiring ownership and commitment to tasks [18], and developing a commitment to fairness and social responsibility [19] are other benefits that have been documented. These benefits are maximized when the composition of the groups is heterogeneous in terms of language, race, culture, and gender [20]. Inquiry-based teaching and learning approaches seem to play an important role in developing the spirit of cooperation in the classroom [21].



Despite the benefits widely attributed to a cooperative approach to learning compared to the individualistic approach [22,23] many instructors struggle with applying it in their classes [24], with some believing it is challenging to implement [25]. Challenges include dependence on others for solutions [26], the lack of time provided in the curriculum [27,28], and students’ lack of skills needed to cooperate [29]. These challenges can be minimized by teaching skills such as actively listening to each other, sharing ideas and information, providing help to others, sharing leadership and planning roles [30], as well as dialogic teaching [12]. In CL classrooms, the basic challenge shifts from learning in the conventional sense to the construction of collective knowledge [31]. Hakkarainen [32] argued that knowledge advancement is not just supporting the students’ ideas but it is also working with knowledge. Other challenges include class size [33], and instructors’ knowledge of the process [34]. Interestingly, Nguyen-Phuong [35] found that individual differences are not a threat and actually enhance group productivity.



Previous studies have documented the advantages of CL [3,24,36,37,38], but few studies have specifically studied the advantages and challenges of CL from the university instructors’ perceptions. However, given the benefits widely attributed to CL when it is implemented in school settings [39,40,41], investigating its potential benefits in university settings seems warranted. Furthermore, while almost all research supports the benefits of CL in western education, little research appears to have been conducted in other countries with different social, religious, education, and cultural systems [42]. Although the study of learning environments of schools in Australia and Taiwan was a good starting point, such comparative studies of university learning environments in Australia with other countries have also received less attention [43], especially in Middle Eastern countries such as Iran. In the current qualitative study, we as researchers from Iran and Australia sought to explain the differences and similarities between the CL environments in the two countries and this feature distinguishes the present study from other studies. We combined university instructors’ perceptions of CL with data from classroom observations in two distinctly different countries to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the pedagogical practices that were employed within a given cultural context [35], and this is a distinctive feature of the present study.




2. Materials and Methods


A case-study design with an interpretative-qualitative approach was used. Qualitative approaches are extremely various, and different [44], and thematic analysis can be considered as a foundational method for qualitative analysis [45]. In this study, thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. Nine instructors in the Faculty of Psychology and Education at the University of Tehran (UT) in Iran and ten instructors in the School of Education at the University of Queensland (UQ) in Australia were invited to participate in interview. The criteria used to assess involvement included: implementation of CL in the class, and willingness to participate in an interview. Participants were 4 males and 5 females at the UT, and 4 males and 6 females at the UQ. Five instructors from each university agreed that their classroom could be observed. The average interview time for each interviewee was 55 min. Semi-structured interviews and classroom observations were conducted by an instructor at the UT in March, April, and May 2019, and at the UQ in September, October, and November 2019. Interview questions were open-ended allowing the participants to contribute additional information as they saw fit:




	
What do you think CL is? Describe one concrete example, as specifically as possible.



	
What advantages do you think you would observe if you were to use CL in your classroom?



	
What challenges do you think you would face if you were to use CL in your classroom?








At the UT, the interviewer met with the instructors after the interviews had been transcribed to ensure that the transcripts correctly represented what was discussed in the interviews. He also met with the participants after the interviews had been coded to indicate what themes emerged from the interviews to see if the participants agreed or disagreed with this analysis. Once the interviews were transcribed, the researchers contacted the participants and followed up with each participant on whether the transcriptions correctly captured what the participants had discussed in the interview. At the UQ, an Australian instructor transcribed the content of the interviews, and then the authors reviewed the interview file and typed the text several times to minimize possible errors in transcribing the interviews. Observations were undertaken totalling 20 sessions per university. The observer was first informed of the class time and location by the instructor. The instructor introduced the observer to the students and then he participated in the groups as a group member and interacted closely with them as a “complete participant” [46]. According to Anderson [47] this provides access to a wide range of data because people feel that they are dealing with a friend or colleague, not a researcher, and as a result, the observed behaviour is more explicit and honest. In the present study as the observer interacted, he wrote down his observations of that class. The observer discussed his field notes with the instructors and with the co-author of the current article after each lesson. After these discussions, some statements were removed and some of them were revised. A standard protection for participants is often the guarantee of confidentiality and privacy, withholding participants’ real names and other identifying characteristics [48]. Participants at both universities were de-identified and given a unique ID number (for Iranian male and female participants, e.g., IM 1, IF 2 and for Australian male and female participants, e.g., AM 1, AF 2). The researchers discussed the research with the participants before the research commenced and after the data were collected. Participants were assured that their personal information was protected. They were required to sign a consent form indicating that they understood the purpose of the study, the requirements for data collection, the protection of confidentiality, and their right to withdraw at any stage.




3. Results


We listened to the recorded files, transcribed the recorded data, and then read it several times. At this stage, as the ideas emerged, the initial codes were formed. We refined themes several times to place sub-themes within main themes based on their similarities. We grouped the various statements that emerged from the interviews and observations into six themes. We also identified the total number of times the topic of the interviews and observations was discussed (Table 1 and Table 2).



3.1. Advantages


3.1.1. Learning Environment


Participants’ perceptions and classroom observations showed that the interactive, pleasant, and safe environment is an important advantage of CL in Iran and Australia. The following comments highlight the importance the Iranian participants attached to the CL environment:


Through teamwork in the CL classroom, students supervised each other’s work and felt responsible for each other’s learning (IM 1).






Although my lesson is more theoretical, the classroom environment has become more attractive since I implemented CL in the classroom (IM 9).






I used to teach by lecturing in my classes. I saw the stress of the students in class. But since I teach in a cooperative way, students come to class calmly and enthusiastically, without stress and fear, and do not like to be absent (IF 4).






Some students told me that they are quiet in most classrooms and are ashamed to speak in public, but they speak easily in CL class (IF 3).







Similar comments were made by the Australian participants:


CL challenges people to interact in ways that they don’t often think are synonymous with formal education, and so being able to negotiate with someone to achieve a common goal (AF 5).






We are seeing more stress and mental health problems in our student community. I think that the competition makes that worse. It’s a safer environment for students if it’s cooperative rather than competitive (AF 2).






I found that students relax and they assist each other on their assignments (AF 4).






CL is catering for diversity, and fostering democracy or inclusive environments (AM 1).







Our observations in Iran showed that interaction between the instructor and the students, as well as the interaction between the students with each other were very positive and energizing. The classes were peaceful and harmonious with no one exhibiting stress. Some students reported that group work was interesting as it introduced them to different ideas and perspectives. In the five classes we observed in Australia, the seating arrangements were circular which automatically facilitated interaction, however, interactions appeared to be less challenging and more consensual. Instructors were very motivated, and made optimal use of resources available in the classroom.




3.1.2. Quality of Learning


Participants believed that a CL class would improve the quality of students’ learning. Although the statements are slightly different in the two countries, all concurred that there were benefits when this approach to teaching was implemented. For example, the UT participants believed that CL could create a vision for working together, introduce students to different perspectives, as well as provide opportunities to solve more complex problems:


One of the advantages of CL is that it allows students to think more creatively and try to provide stronger and better analytics in the group, and also permits students to look at subject matter from different perspectives (IF 8).






In the CL class, everyone in the groups expresses their opinions, and this makes the students more aware of different opinions (IM 6).






Students have more opportunities to challenge each other’s ideas during teamwork (IF 2).






CL is effective in terms of solving critical problems (IF 5).






Students are more confident in solving difficult subject matter in the group (IM 7).







Similarly, UQ participants believed that CL could improve the quality of learning by presenting new ideas, and different perspectives, leading to the development of knowledge, as well as providing opportunities to solve more complex problems:


CL builds relationships, exposes students to new ideas and different perspectives, helps students think more deeply about phenomena, and gives me a break from talking! (AF 8)






One of the key things about CL, is that you get to the root, you engage in a far deeper discussion, because you’re creating ideas, you are adding onto your friends’ ideas, you are also looking at it from different perspectives (AF 4).






It is active construction of knowledge as participants seek to build upon one another’s understandings of the particular issue (AM 6).






CL is advantageous in terms of solving complex problems (AF 10).






You know getting people to solve complex problems and you have some belief that four heads are better than one (AM 1).







In the five UT classes, the students’ concentration was high, and the questions asked by the instructor were challenging, however, group cohesion would have been better if all students had participated equally in the discussions. Classroom management and instructor supervision could have been better. In the UQ classes, the questions that were asked were challenging, but there was little challenge between the groups. Each group only presented its own report with the other groups refraining from critiquing each other’s views. Deep learning conditions were available, but synergy between members led to fewer new ideas.





3.2. Challenges


3.2.1. Curriculum


For most of the participants, lack of time is one of the challenges of CL. For example, three UT participants said:


At university, well, there’s so little time, and so much emphasis on syllabus (IF 5).






In CL class, content may not be well understood due to lack of time (IM 7).






In CL class, grouping and group reporting is time consuming and as a result the learning opportunity is lost and the instructor cannot draw conclusions (IF 8).







And two UQ participants commented:


At university, well, the devil is always time, because courses are always crammed and there’s very little time (AM 9).






For me, time is a challenge. Two hours weekly teaching time may not be sufficient, because even if you don’t want to share the content with the students you have to contribute to students’ understandings of the concepts (AM 6).







At UT, the syllabus is pre-determined and instructors thought they could teach more content through lectures. However, concern was expressed about the lack of time, particularly when some sessions were not held due to air pollution or different religious occasions. At UQ, instructors started and finished the class on time. After class, they took the time to answer students’ questions. They presented the material themselves and in a separate session devoted time for presentations by student teams. The grading system in Iran is one of the most important challenges in implementing CL. We chose two quotations to show the dimensions of the challenge:


As you know, the UT is the largest university in Iran and the competition for admission to this university is fierce. At university, we also see some competition for a high mark. Therefore, creating a positive dependence is difficult to implement CL effectively (IF 2).






In the end, the university asks me to record a mark for the student in the system. To encourage students to group work, it is essential to assign a portion of the score to group performance, but in practice there are problems. The student’s concern about the score is one of these problems. Therefore, if the evaluation is descriptive, CL can be implemented better (IM 7).







Similarly, in Australia, grading was also an important challenge for implementing CL. The statements of three participants show the nature of this challenge:


Whereas when things are graded, and our students here now at UQ are very competitive. Getting good grades are very important for them (AF 2).






I think there’s a perception that grading and hierarchies; you’re a ‘high distinction’, or a ‘distinction’ is seen as an important part of the university education (AF 10).






There are students who are worried about their assessment (AM 1).







Participants in Iran refer to the inflexibility of the rules as a challenge. One of them said:


Inflexible rules hinder the effective implementation of CL. For example, one of these rules is teaching based on syllabus approved by the Ministry of Higher Education. Another rule is the grading system, which makes it difficult to evaluate teamwork (IM 7).







And IF 3 as he shifted in his chair, he said:


Sometimes it’s hard to satisfy the university leaders regarding the usefulness of CL.







Unlike UT participants, who cited inflexibility as a challenge, UQ participants spoke about continuous change of the courses as a challenge. For example, AM 1 said:


Many of the courses here are changing, but I’m not sure to what effect, because I don’t know to what extent different models of teaching a course have changed.







And AF 2 said:


Sometimes it’s hard to convince the Head of School and of course all of our processes to change a course to make it ‘different’.







Most participants in UT stated that the non-circular positioning of the chairs hinders the effective implementation of CL. For example, we present the following comments:


Moving heavy chairs and changing their arrangement in a circle was both difficult and noisy. It also took time for class, while I was worried about running out of time in class (IM 9).






In my class, moving chairs was not pleasant for students (IM 7).






Each session took a lot of time to arrange the chairs, and as a result, the student’s concentration was disturbed and my speech was cut off (IF 4).







However, the UQ participants emphasized another challenge. They were worried about students who chose the course but did not attend class:


In my personal experience one constraint is that it has got internal students as well as external students so that means the classroom proceedings are actually recorded. You are always reminded of the students who are not in the class, but they will have access to the class recordings. So, if you do a lot of CL activities that may not be recorded, that’s one of the constraints (AM 6).






If you want to do a lot of student-centred activities, then maybe the external students will be losing out on a lot of the ideas. So, you have to have some sort of balance between the needs and the demands of the students who are sitting in front of me in the class, and those who are not in the class (AF 2).







We noted at UT that moving chairs to form cooperative groups is time-consuming. The students’ facial expressions showed that they did not like to change the chairs from the traditional to the circular shape because the floor of the room was not carpeted. The chairs dragged on the floor, and as a result, the noise was annoying. UQ did not face this challenge because all classrooms were designed for teamwork.




3.2.2. Student


Regarding the challenges related to the student, the number of statements from the interviews was more than the observations. In this regard, the UT participants mentioned more challenges, which are mentioned in eight quotations as examples:


In addition to society and university restrictions, some students with higher religious affiliations are reluctant to work in mixed groups by gender (IF 5).






Disorder, indecision and confusion of students in groups are the challenges of CL (IF 4).






Todays, students are not motivated. Consider I have a student whose sister has a master’s degree in Education and she is unemployed. Do you think this situation does not affect her academic motivation? I think high motivation of students is necessary to implementing CL in university classrooms (IM 6).






Social problems and economic concerns affect students’ academic motivation. In such situations, instructors and students will be less motivated to work effectively in the classroom (IM 1).






One of the disadvantages of CL is that one or two people in the group may not be allowed to talk to other members (IM 9).






Sometimes there was no opportunity to draw conclusions because some students spoke more than others in class (IF 5).






Sometimes the subject matter of the lesson was not entirely clear to the team members, and this led to non-subject matter being discussed in groups (IF 8).






Sometimes the discussions were long and non-subject matters were raised in the class (IF 3).







UQ participants attributed fewer challenges to students. They only mentioned individual differences:


Some students are very active, some students are very verbal, and other students are very shy (AF 3).






Some students say the oral English of overseas students isn’t good and it has a negative effect on their assessment (AM 1).






Some students lack social skills and are not equally motivated (AM 7).







Classroom observations in UT confirm the challenges of gender, insufficient knowledge of teamwork, and the lack of student’ motivation. Observations in 20 sessions show that the reason for non-curricular discussions and unequal participation of students in discussions is the ineffective implementation of CL. The challenge of students’ individual differences in classroom observations at UQ was quite pronounced and, as the instructors noted, was seen in various dimensions such as academic and linguistic competencies, and social skills. Observations showed that most students were non-Australian, especially in East Asia, where there were more Chinese students.




3.2.3. Instructor


Instructors’ challenges were similar in both universities. Instructors in interviews cited the instructor less as a challenge. Interviews implicitly and observations explicitly show that instructors are also one of the challenges in implementing CL in university classrooms. For example, classroom management and insufficient familiarity of instructors with CL were two common challenges in both universities:


In university I think the biggest challenge of CL is the fear of losing control (IF 2).






I think the only problem with CL is disrupting the classroom (AF 8).






I see that sometimes in informal conversations the instructors mention the benefits of teamwork in the classroom, but most of them use the lecturing method in practice. While most instructors still think that group work is the same as CL (IM 7).






One of the things for instructors will be that they need more knowledge about CL. If you are not familiar with it, you don’t know how to use it properly (AF 4).






First of all, there could be challenges related to the instructors. If we don’t have a clear understanding of what CL is, how it works, what are the benefits and so on and so forth, defiantly we will be less willing to do it (AM 6).







Observations showed that when the instructor was talking, some students did not listen and talked to each other. In UQ, part of the class time was devoted to illustrating key concepts through power point presentations while in UT transmission approaches to teaching were more observable. Teaching in both countries was more group work than cooperative, and many of the key features of CL, such as positive interdependence, individual responsibility, interpersonal skills, and group processing [3], were not observable, but face-to-face interaction especially in UQ was seen in most classes, due to the circular position of the chairs. Observations on how to implement CL in the classroom indicated that instructors were not sufficiently familiar with CL. For example, sometimes the whole class was asked to respond to a question but only one person did so. Sometimes cooperation was limited to a dyad conversing with each other. In addition, in most classes there were few opportunities for equal participation possibly because of the ineffective implementation of CL.




3.2.4. Society


All data regarding society as one of the challenges of CL are based on interviews. The competitive culture was a challenge in both universities with the participants using different statements to express their meaning. For example, UT participants commented:


My students and I may need to work to change the culture we have been accustomed to for years. Getting used to the culture of competition instead of cooperation is not just a problem for students, we as educators have been trained in such a system and it is a multidimensional challenge to implement interactive activities in university classrooms (IM 1).






It will be easier to implement CL in university classrooms if children are taught collaboratively from an early age (IM 9).






Because students have been accustomed to the passive method for years and have only been listeners, they resist it (IF 3).







The UQ participants responded with more emphasis and explanation:


Schools may have been taught cooperatively in year four, five, and six, but they get to year seven and suddenly the system says ‘Well now we need to be competitive’. So that students who are very adept at working co-operatively, they lose it because the system now, somehow decides that it’s more important to be competitive (AM 1).






I’ve got students who are first year. They may have never experienced CL before. I have no idea what they’re come from in their secondary school environment. They might be used to individual work. Then, it takes time to create that cultural shift in terms of this is also an effective way to learn (AF 5).






I suppose in Australia there are many conflicting messages. On the one hand there is that competitive agenda, but often businesses will say well we want people who will be cooperative. In schools principals are looking for teachers to work in a collaborative way, but by the same token there might be rewards for success (AM 1).






We ourselves have been socialised in those terrible systems you know of grades and getting the best result. So, we too, it’s in our genes. We have been socialised for so long to think that competition will deliver the best learning outcomes (AF 2).







Building positive relationships with others at the Australian society level was one of the challenges of implementing CL. AF 2 said:


I think that in society, at least here in Australia there is an increasing formal relationship.







Furthermore, AF 8 said:


You look at other people and you think; ‘What are they trying to get from me?’ You see them as a danger, as a threat … They get something then I miss out.










4. Discussion


The present case study identified the advantages and challenges of CL through interviews and classroom observations in the University of Tehran and the University of Queensland. The current study showed that CL can provide an interactive, pleasant, and safe environment for better learning in both higher education settings. Despite similar advantages in both countries which probably indicates the similarity between the cultures, CL classes in UQ had several unique advantages: instructors engaged students in classroom discussions, made good use of classroom time, used different multimedia resources to teach, and they were motivated and even had a lot of patience and interest in talking to the observer about CL at the end of the class. Perhaps the difference in instructors’ salaries between the two countries is effective in this regard, and perhaps the implementation of CL for the UQ instructors has become a motivating activity in itself [15]. This issue has various dimensions that require extensive research. However, despite the high effort and motivation of instructors at UQ, students were cautious about critiquing classmates’ views and even the instructor’s ideas. Some domestic students did not attend class in-person but continued with their education online while most of the attendees were international students. Factors such as language and academic background differences, unfamiliar environment or the disconnection between the content and students’ experiences due to cultural differences were also challenges that instructors faced. In the UT, instructors used very few multimedia resources, and the students were forthright in critiquing and challenging the views of the instructor and their classmates, but it seems that UT instructors, like their colleagues in UQ, were concerned about the time constraints, and as a result, the discussions and conclusions remained incomplete. Accordingly, we suggest that instructors consider reducing the volume of course content and devote more time to teamwork and evaluating reports.



The appropriate learning environment, which was mentioned in the present study as an advantage of CL, provides a suitable environment for deep learning [10]. Deep learning and solving complex problems was the second advantage of CL that was mentioned by participants from both universities. Previous studies [5,6] also support these results. Results from both settings showed that CL creates more opportunities for thinking, and leads to the development of knowledge. The review of the literature indicates that CL is also used to reinforce critical thinking skills [7], and to provide a safe environment for the construction of knowledge [11]. However, despite the many advantages of CL that were reported in the present study further research needs to be undertaken in other academic disciplines. UQ instructors referred to the advantages of CL more than UT instructors (Table 1). We did not explore the reasons for this difference in this study as this may be a topic for future research.



Insufficient time and grading were two major challenges of CL in both universities. Although some studies have considered insufficient time as a challenge for CL [27,28], it seems that by the effective implementation of CL, time can be saved. In this case, the role of assessment can be reduced and individual and group performance during the semester can be emphasized instead of the current assessment system. Of course, in Iran, instructors must teach based on a predetermined syllabus and evaluate student performance based on a 0–20 grading system. In such a system it is difficult but not impossible to implement CL. Observations from five classes showed that although instructors in UQ used class time effectively, there was little opportunity to discuss and critique group reports because of the large class sizes. In this regard, Emmer and Evertson [30] reported that there is more opportunity for interaction and participation in small classrooms.



Restricted seating arrangement in UT was an obvious challenge as the disruption caused by moving the chairs may be annoying. Higher education planners need to consider the requirements of CL in designing and constructing educational spaces as well as purchasing appropriate classroom equipment so it can be implemented effectively.



Changing course in UQ was as much a challenge as the stability of rules in Iran! It seems that in the present age, higher education curricula should emphasize skills such as adapting to changes. Skills such as communicative skills [8] that are enhanced through CL can potentially help students adapt to these changes.



Based on our findings in UQ, some students chose the course but did not attend the class. They could access the content recorded in the classroom. They missed student-centred activities such as group work, and live talks which is emphasized by Gillies [12], and instructors had to adjust the method to be useful to all students. To overcome this challenge, external students’ classrooms could be formed separately, enabling instructors to conduct the class through the e-learning system from their office. Of course, the basic question is how we can implement CL in an online environment. This is an important and very interesting topic for future research.



The results of our study showed that in UT because of the religious beliefs, it was not possible to form heterogeneous groups in terms of gender. In UT as well, students lacked academic motivation. They also had little information about how teamwork works in the classroom. Although this challenge can be explored in future research, in line with Sanaie, Vasli, Sedighi, and Sadeghi [9], we believe that CL can be effective in increasing students’ academic motivation by providing a better environment for learning. In addition, students can become practically acquainted with CL while working as a team, and overcome the lack of cooperative skills that Le and Wubbels [29] cite as a challenge. It seems the reason for some of the challenges, such as the non-curriculum discussions, is the ineffective implementation of CL which confuses students and leads them to non-curriculum topics, and that probably creates a challenge known as “classroom management.” The challenge is faced by instructors in both universities. We infer from the challenges identified in this study that if the instructors were fully acquainted with CL, they would have implemented this approach better, and as a result, the challenges would have been minimized. It seems that challenges are related to the quality of CL implementation, not the nature of CL. As Gillies [13] points out when instructors implement CL effectively, students learn how to dialogue and ask questions, make clear their ideas, and assess the issues they are arguing.



Our study showed that competitive culture in both countries is a great challenge of CL. Research has shown that Asian students, including students from Iran, are habitually strong competitors in classrooms [49], but the results of the present study showed that there is also a competitive culture among Australian students. Perhaps one of the reasons is the presence of Asian students at the UQ, and perhaps this result is a sign of a unison between the two cultures. Overcoming the challenge of competitive culture is not as easy as other challenges, because it is out of the instructor’s control. We think that teaching approaches must be reformed in the kindergarten, primary and secondary schools, because young people who grow up in a cooperative culture will be more prepared to work in teams in university classrooms.



The UQ has students from many different cultures and this heterogeneity is a unique opportunity to implement CL [35] in UQ classrooms. Perhaps by implementing CL effectively in classrooms, students can be introduced to different cultures, strengthening the relationships between students, and expanding mutual trust between them. However, the challenge of building positive relationships with others is a future research topic.



In this study, the frequency of referring to challenges was more than advantages (Table 2). This result may indicate that there is a strong tendency to create the conditions for CL. There were many similarities between the two universities in terms of curriculum, instructor, and society challenges, but there were basic differences in terms of student challenges. Students at the UT are accepted as the largest university in Iran based on a high national competition and the number of international students is very low, while at the UQ in Australia the selection system is different and the number of international students is very high. This is not an exact explanation of this difference and we need more studies in the international level in this field.



This study had four main limitations: Firstly, in both universities, we selected instructors who stated that they use a CL approach and would like to participate in interviews. There may be classes where CL is implemented, and we have not been able to involve them in our study. Secondly, group activities in the classroom are a prerequisite for the implementation of CL and can provide the context for the implementation of it, but these activities are not necessarily cooperative. During the study, we found that activities performed in the name of CL are closer to group work than cooperative group work. We believe that if instructors in both universities were fully familiar with CL, they would have implemented this approach more fully in the classroom. As a result, we were able to better identify the advantages and challenges. Thirdly, because interviewer and observer were a non-Australian, the English language problem could be a limitation in conducting interviews and observations. Fourthly, the presence of a colleague observer in the classroom may affect the instructor’s natural teaching. This limitation was more evident in classroom observations at the UT because the observer was a full-time faculty member at the UT.




5. Conclusions and Implications


This study revealed similarities and differences in two different cultures and showed that CL should be understood as a useful teaching-learning approach in higher education. In this study, we reported on some of the advantages of CL from the instructors and we observed some of these in the classrooms. Simultaneously, we found that instructors as well as students in the field of education are not fully familiar with the CL approach. Based on this, we believe that familiarity of instructors with CL can have positive outcomes for students. Instructors in both universities attributed most of the challenges to the curriculum, the student, and the society, but when we analysed the interview data alongside the observations, we found that some of the challenges could be overcome by introducing CL to instructors to help improve the quality of CL implementation in the classroom, for example, addressing issues such as: seating arrangements, allocating time to respond to team reports, and familiarising students with the philosophy and skills of working in groups. These are skills that are essential for the effective implementation of CL [30]. Instructors do not learn how to implement CL; they need to have opportunities to participate in professional development workshops that provide them with the background knowledge and training needed to implement it effectively in their classes. Given that many of the advantages and challenges of implementing CL in classrooms in the two countries were similar, intercultural interaction could increase the exchange of experiences and as a result could facilitate the implementation of CL. This study has following implications:




	∗

	
University administrators need to try to familiarize faculty members with a CL approach through workshops and training courses;




	∗

	
University administrators and faculty members need to be introduced to the advantages and challenges of CL and use the experience of implementing CL internationally;




	∗

	
University administrators need to prepare for the potential challenges of CL and provide prerequisites for implementation before it can be implemented by instructors;




	∗

	
Faculty members need to understand how to implement CL to promote students’ learning.
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Table 1. Advantages of CL in UT and UQ.
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Sub-Themes

	
Number of References a

	




	
Similarities

	
Differences




	
UT and UQ

	
UT

	
UQ

	
Interview

	
Observation




	
UT

	
UQ

	
UT

	
UQ

	
Total






	
Learning environment

	
Interactive environment, pleasant environment, safe environment

	
-

	
High motivation of instructors to teach and engage students in classroom discussions, optimal use of resources

	
18

	
30

	
24

	
44

	
116




	
Quality of learning

	
Deep learning, solving complex problems, developing the students’ understandings and knowledge

	
-

	
-

	
20

	
25

	
14

	
24

	
83




	
Total

	
38

	
55

	
38

	
68

	
199








a “Reference” refers to the total number of times the topic of the interviews and observations was discussed.
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Table 2. Challenges of CL in UT and UQ.
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Sub-Themes

	
Number of References a

	




	
Similarities

	
Differences




	
UT and UQ

	
UT

	
UQ

	
Interview

	
Observation




	
UT

	
UQ

	
UT

	
UQ

	
Total






	
Curriculum

	
Time constraints, grading system

	
Inflexibility of rules, restricted seating arrangements

	
Changing courses, working with external students

	
34

	
36

	
11

	
14

	
95




	
Student

	
-

	
Gender, insufficient knowledge of teamwork, lack of student’s motivation, unequal opportunity for participation, non-curriculum discussions

	
Catering for individual differences

	
19

	
14

	
9

	
8

	
50




	
Instructor

	
Classroom management, the lack of familiarity of CL

	
-

	
-

	
11

	
16

	
28

	
27

	
82




	
Society

	
Competitive culture

	
-

	
Building positive relationships with others

	
34

	
23

	
0

	
0

	
57




	
Total

	
98

	
89

	
48

	
49

	
286








a “Reference” refers to the total number of times the topic of the interviews and observations was discussed.
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