
The Secrets to Successful  
Student Collaboration

Take a look inside the typical K-12 classroom, and 
you’re as likely to find students huddled together 
in small groups, engaged in solving a problem or 
working on a project collaboratively, as you are to 
see them listening to their teacher or completing 
tasks by themselves.

This isn’t surprising, given the importance of 
collaborative learning to students’ development. 
When students discuss ideas, develop solutions,  
and create new products in cooperation with their 
peers, they take their learning to a deeper level—
while acquiring skills that are critical for success  
in work and life.

Student collaboration is an important active-learning 
strategy in a teacher’s arsenal. Implementing 

collaborative learning successfully can be 
challenging. For instance, teachers often need 
guidance and support in fostering collaborative 
learning in such a way that all students share 
equally in the work and gain benefits as a result.  
It can also be hard to assess student outcomes and 
ensure proper behavior.

This guide is intended to help overcome these 
challenges. It includes valuable insights on why 
collaborative learning is important and what 
effective collaboration looks like. It also  
explains the role that classroom design plays in  
supporting — or hindering—student  
collaboration, and it provides key advice  
for educators.
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THREE REASONS COLLABORATIVE LEARNING IS 
CRITICAL FOR STUDENT SUCCESS 

When implemented well, collaborative learning brings 
a number of important benefits for students...

It helps students learn valuable social and 
emotional skills.

Collaborative learning helps students learn and 
practice social and emotional learning (SEL skills such 
as listening, empathy, teamwork, and communication). 
These skills are critical for so many reasons: research 
shows they can have a positive effect on school 
climate and lead to improved attitudes and behaviors, 
fewer disciplinary problems, reduced emotional 
distress, and better academic achievement.1 

The skills that students put into practice as they learn 
collaboratively directly align with at least three of 
the five core SEL competencies as identified by the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL)2 :

•   Social awareness, or the ability to take the 
perspective of and empathize with others, including 
those from diverse backgrounds and cultures. 
Students are inevitably going to be teamed up 
with others who have different perspectives 
and opinions, and working together in a small 
group setting helps them learn to navigate these 
differences and appreciate various points of view.

•   Relationship skills, or the ability to establish and 
maintain healthy and rewarding relationships 
with diverse individuals and groups. This 
includes the ability to communicate clearly, listen 
well, cooperate with others, negotiate conflict 
constructively, and seek and offer help when 
needed—all skills that come into play during 
collaborative learning.

•   Responsible decision-making, or the ability to 
make constructive choices about one’s personal 
behavior and social interactions. This includes 
evaluating the consequences of various actions  
and considering the well-being of others.

Simply put, as students learn how to work together 
effectively, they also learn core SEL competencies  
that will benefit them in school—and beyond.

It fosters essential workplace skills.

Working with others to solve problems or accomplish 
a collective goal is standard practice for nearly every 
job you can think of. There are very few professional 
roles today in which employees don’t have some kind 
of interaction with colleagues. And this is why the 
ability to work well with others is a highly-coveted 
workplace skill.

Each year, the National Association of Colleges and 
Employers asks hiring managers to identify which 
skills are most important to them in the candidates 
they hire, beyond a strong GPA and the technical 
knowledge required for the job. Problem solving and 
the ability to work in a team consistently rank among 
the top responses, and that was no different in last 
year’s survey—as teamwork scored as the third-most 
desirable trait employers look for3. 

It helps students learn the content more effectively.

Perhaps most importantly, collaborative learning is 
an effective strategy for learning the actual content 
that’s being taught. 

Learning is inherently a social activity. When we talk 
about ideas with others, we are exposed to new 
theories and perspectives that we hadn’t considered  
ourselves. Collectively, we can co-construct 
new knowledge and arrive at a deeper level of 
understanding of the topic at hand. 
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Collaborative learning benefits those who are 
struggling to understand a concept, because they 
can hear it explained by their peers. But it also 
benefits the students who are doing the explaining: 
Research suggests that when students present their 
ideas to help fellow students master content, they 
often end up understanding the material more 
thoroughly themselves4. 

A study of collaborative learning in four high schools 
by the American Institutes for Research (AIR) found 
that students who had opportunities for high-quality 
collaboration reported higher levels of engagement, 
motivation, and self-efficacy. For black students in 
particular, high-quality collaboration also correlated 
with higher grades, regardless of their prior academic 
performance—suggesting that this learning strategy 
can help close racial achievement gaps5. 

WHAT DOES HIGH-QUALITY STUDENT 
COLLABORATION LOOK LIKE?

Successful student collaboration doesn’t just happen 
by accident. For this strategy to be effective, teachers 
must be very intentional in how they set up their 
classrooms and lead collaborative  
learning activities.

In its study, AIR describes high-quality collaboration 
as having the following characteristics:

•   The work should be structured around student-
centered, culturally-responsive activities.

•   Each activity should require positive group 
interdependence. That is, the success of individual 
students should depend in part on the success of 
the group as a whole. This encourages all students 
to contribute and to help each other.

•   The composition of student groups should be 
diverse and well-balanced. Each group should 
reflect a variety of student interests, backgrounds, 
and abilities.

•   Teachers must articulate the expectations for each 
group, including how students are supposed to act 
and how they will be assessed for the task at hand.

•   All student interactions should be responsive, 
respectful, and inclusive of everyone.

•   Each group should involve shared leadership and 
decision-making.

Group size and composition 

The best collaborative learning outcomes stem from 
groups that are diverse in nature, with a good mix of 
abilities and perspectives. 

Forming groups whose members have different skill 
levels can benefit everyone. As stronger students 
help their less skilled teammates, they gain the 
benefits that come from teaching others—while  
the students who struggle benefit by learning from  
their classmates.

It’s also constructive to include a variety of 
genders and ethnicities within groups if possible. 
When students bring different backgrounds and 
experiences to their collaborative work, they’re more 
apt to learn from each other—and more likely to 
come up with innovative solutions to problems.

The optimum group size for collaborative learning 
depends on the type of activity that students are 
working on. For some activities, pairing off students 
is sufficient. But for more complex projects with a 
variety of roles and responsibilities, it can be helpful 
to have a wider range of skills, ideas, and problem-
solving approaches reflected within each group. 

In these instances, studies have shown that the 
optimum group size is four or five students. A group 
this size is large enough to include a broad range of 
perspectives, but not so large that students can hide 
within the group and not contribute.
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Setting expectations 

When collaborative learning fails, it’s often because 
students don’t understand how to work well together. 
Setting clear expectations is critical in laying a proper 
foundation for success.

Students must be taught how to collaborate 
effectively. This requires explicit instruction, just as 
teachers would do with any other skill. For instance, 
students should learn what it means to listen actively 
when another student is speaking. They should learn 
how to convey sensitivity toward others through 
the words and tone they use. And they should learn 
what it means to contribute to the group’s success by 
acknowledging and building on others’ ideas and by 
contributing to the growth of other team members.

What’s more, these skills should be integrated into 
the rubrics that teachers create to evaluate group 
projects. Knowing they’ll be evaluated based on 
how well they apply these skills makes students 
accountable for their behavior. 

There are many sources that teachers can use for 
inspiration as they develop their own collaborative 
learning rubrics, including the New Tech Network6  
and PBLWorks7.

HOW CLASSROOM DESIGN CAN SUPPORT— 
OR HINDER—STUDENT COLLABORATION

The design of the learning space is anotherimportant 
factor in whether collaborative learning is effective.

For students to work together, they must be sitting 
in a group and facing each other, so they can interact 
and exchange ideas freely and easily. But teachers 
might want to vary the size and composition of 
student groups depending on the nature of the 
activity. This means students might be sitting in 
groups of two or three on some occasions, at other 
times they may be sitting in groups of four or five.

And when students aren’t working collaboratively,  
the nature of the instruction might call for a 
completely different classroom configuration, such  
as having students face the front of the room for 
direct instruction.

The key to pulling this off successfully is designing 
classrooms with flexibility in mind, by creating 

learning spaces that can be quickly rearranged to 
support various groupings and activities.

Here are three key design elements that allow for  
the creation of flexible and agile learning spaces.

Desks and tables that fit together in multiple 
configurations.

Many companies manufacture student desks and 
tables designed in geometric shapes that fit  
together easily to create flexible seating arrangements 
for groups of two, three, four, five, or more students. 
With these modular furnishings, teachers and students 
can arrange classroom seating in different ways that 
best support whatever activity they’re working on—
including collaborative learning using multiple  
group sizes.

Tables and chairs that can be moved around easily.

Tables and chairs constructed on sturdy casters 
can be quickly shuffled around the classroom to 
create flexible seating arrangements that support 
collaborative learning. With these mobile furnishings, 
even the youngest students can easily move desks 
together for collaborative group work and then  
move them back when they’re finished.



5 | SchoolSpecialty.com | 1-888-388-3224

Readily accessible tools for collaboration.

As students research topics, brainstorm ideas, 
generate questions, and complete projects that 
demonstrate their learning, they need tools to support 
these collaborative activities. These tools can be as 
simple as dry-erase surfaces for them to write down 
their thoughts, or technology-based tools such as 
digital devices and shared interactive screens. 

When you’re designing learning spaces, think about 
how you’ll make these tools easily accessible to 
students anywhere in the room. For instance, you 
can buy classroom desks and tables with dry-erase 
surfaces for students to write on, or shelving and 
other furniture with built-in whiteboard surfaces that 
give students plenty of spaces to record their ideas.

If students will be using digital tools to collaborate, 
consider buying desks and tables with built-in power 
supplies and connectivity ports for students to plug 
in and charge their devices wherever they might be 
working. Interactive touch-screen displays set up on 
mobile carts can be wheeled around the room and 
shared among collaborative groups as needed.

If learning spaces aren’t designed with agility in  
mind, teachers will be less likely to use collaborative 
learning as an instructional strategy. If placing 
students in flexible groupings is too disruptive,  
takes too much time, or simply isn’t convenient,  
then educators aren’t going to go through the 
hassle—and students will be missing out on a key 
learning opportunity. 

THREE MORE TIPS FOR SUCCESS

Communicating expectations, teaching students 
how to work together effectively, and designing 
classrooms with flexibility in mind are good starting 
points for implementing collaborative learning 
effectively. Here are three additional keys to success.

Be strategic in forming groups.

Students typically want to choose their own partners. 
For some activities, that’s perfectly fine. But for  
others, it’s better to have heterogeneous groupings.

If everyone thinks alike, there won’t be any  
diversity of opinion to challenge students or  
expand their perspective. And if everyone has the 
same ability, it will be harder for students to learn 
from each other. 

Here are some ideas to help teachers form  
diverse groups:

•   Poll students on what they think about an issue. 
Create teams of students who have different  
points of view and have them examine the  
issue from all sides.

•   Give students a pre-activity assessment.  
Use the results to form groups with a variety  
of abilities.

•   Have students self-assess their ability to  
perform the various roles involved in a project.  
Then, create groups that include experts in each 
of these areas.
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Make sure everyone contributes.

Often what happens in collaborative group work is  
that the most driven students tend to take over the 
project, while the other group members are happy  
to just coast along without doing their share of the 
work. To prevent this from happening, teachers  
must create an atmosphere in which everyone is  
held accountable.

One way to do this is to assign roles to each  
member of the group. If the project involves starting 
a business, one student could be responsible for 
marketing, another for the budget, and so on.

Other techniques include having students create a  
work plan at the beginning of the project that  
divides the responsibilities among each group  
member equally; assigning work for students to 
complete individually and bring to the entire group  
for discussion; and have students assess each  
others’ work8. 

Be willing to give up some control.

Collaborative learning is often quite messy, and that’s 
OK. Teachers must learn to accept this unruliness, 
because it means that students are engaged in 
deeper learning. 

When listening to students as they struggle to 
articulate their ideas, a teacher’s natural inclination 
might be to step in and complete a student’s train 
of thought. But the point of collaborative learning, 
like all student-centered learning activities, is to have 
students do the thinking for themselves. Rather than 

spoon-feeding the answers to students, teachers  
need to step back and give them space to explore.

This doesn’t mean teachers should cede their role as 
the expert in the classroom. Instead, they can learn  
to ask leading questions that help students develop 
their own thoughts.

Collaborative learning is likely to be frustrating at  
first. Students will need practice at working well with  
others. The only way they can master this skill is by 
applying it over and over again. Teachers will need 
to be patient with students, modeling effective 
communication and supporting them with  
appropriate scaffolding.

FINAL THOUGHTS

The benefits of collaborative learning are clear:  
It helps students learn content more effectively.  
It also helps them learn critical social and emotional 
skills, and helps prepare them for successful careers. 

However, the right kind of classroom environment is 
needed for collaborative learning to thrive.  
This includes the instruction teachers provide, the 
culture they create, and the physical environment 
supporting these elements.

To learn how School Specialty’s Projects By Design 
division can help you design dynamic learning  
spaces that effectively support collaborative  
learning, call (800) 305-0174, email  
projectsbydesign@schoolspecialty.com, or go to 
www.schoolspecialty.com/projects-by-design.
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