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Cooperative Learning in the Piano Classroom

by Alejandro Cremaschi

Introduction

Cooperative Learning is an educational approach whereby students rely on each other to learn. It involves
students working together as a group towards an identified common goal, sharing resources, knowledge,
information and ideas. Cooperative Learning activities are structured in such a way as to encourage
student cooperation, transforming individual competition into a detrimental attitude that obstructs the
attainment of specific group goals. As opposed to the traditional competitive approach to education,
where "your loss is my gain; and your gain is my loss," cooperative leaning emphasizes a framework
where "my gain is your gain; my loss is your loss."

Group activities where students help one another is not a novel idea in the field of class piano. Good
piano teachers have been using the group approach for many years, either in a loose, intuitive way, or in
more carefully structured versions. Cooperative Learning is a highly structured subset of the general
group approach that has been developed and researched only recently, during the last 25 or 30 years, by
the leading education theorists David and Roger Johnson (University of Minnesota), Robert Slavin (Johns
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Hopkins University), and Spencer Kagan (University of California). Cooperative Learning has since
proven a successful vehicle for learning in a variety of different fields. The purpose of this article is to
introduce the basic elements and benefits of the Cooperative Learning Model, and to provide some
examples of how this model can be applied to particular activities in class piano teaching.

In the Cooperative Learning Model, learning is inherently a social constructive process. Group work is in
its foundation. It provides opportunities for the students to talk, listen, share, and to teach each in an
active mode, to develop higher-order thinking and to apply what they are learning in a safe, peer-to-peer
environment. Through cooperative activities, the student becomes an active part in his or her learning
process, rather than a passive recipient of information. The instructor is often transformed from a lecturer
and information deliverer into a facilitator of learning.

Key Elements

There are five social elements that must be present in all group activities for Cooperative Learning to take
place successfully. These elements are:

1. Positive interdependence. Positive interdependence encourages cooperation within the group. It is
the opposite of negative interdependence, which encourages competition. Positive interdependence
is achieved when the students need each other to complete the group's task, and when the group
goal can only be accomplished by the full participation of its members. The slogan usually used to
describe positive interdependence is "swim or sink together." There are four ways to establish
positive interdependence: by setting up mutual goals ("learn and make sure all other group
members learn"), joint rewards (such as group points in a tournament), shared resources (such as
dividing the task into as many parts as there are members in the group and assigning a part to each
student), and by assigning member's roles (summarizer, leader, encourager of participation, etc).

2. Face-to-face interaction. For cooperative work to be successful, the instructor must make sure to
provide opportunities for students to discuss, listen, agree, disagree, and teach each other
individually and independently. The instructor must temporarily relinquish his or her teaching
authority to become the activity planner, and the facilitator or moderator of peer interaction. The
effectiveness of this type of face-to-face interaction is based on the premise that the best way to
learn something is by teaching or showing it to someone else ("talk to me and I will just listen,
involve me and I will learn")

3. Individual accountability. Individual accountability in group work is essential to avoid "free-riders"
and "social loafers" within the group. It can be accomplished in several way: by frequently
assessing the students individually and giving the results to both the group and the individual; by
making each member in the group responsible for contributing a unique and fundamental part to the
group's whole; by asking the group to file periodic reports with the contributions of the members
outlined.

4. Interpersonal cooperative skills. In order for the learning groups to function well, teachers must
show these skills purposefully. Students should be taught and encouraged to develop social
cooperative skills such giving praise, taking turns, disagreeing in an agreeable way, coping with
multiple and conflicting points of view, resolving conflict, accepting criticism and using time
efficiently. Though forcing this kind of interaction may seem at first artificial and awkward, it
should be done until it becomes natural.

5. Group processing. This is one of the most important elements of the Cooperative Learning model:
at the end of the task, the members of the group examine and assess how well they have functioned
together. The students should periodically review their rate of success in achieving the goals and
maintaining effective working relationships. By recognizing flaws and possible improvements the
students become more involved in their learning and make a commitment to improve themselves as
individuals and as a group.

Some of these elements are already present in class piano teaching in several shapes and forms, as well as
in many other types of music activities in general. For instance, positive interdependence and individual
accountability are particularly evident when working with music ensembles --whether in class piano,
band, choir, or other ensembles. In this setting, the work, effort and cooperation of the individual
contributes toward the achievement of a common group goal (positive interdependence), and the
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individual is supposed to take responsibility for its own role in order for the group to be successful
(individual accountability).

On the other hand, other elements of the cooperative model are present only in some occasions. How
many band conductors, for instance, give their members a chance to experience face-to-face interaction to
solve performance problems? In class piano, however, this desirable kind of interaction is not uncommon,
and should be highly encouraged. An example of this kind of interaction is when students are grouped
with peers after each of them has worked on a problem individually --such as a harmonization exercise--,
to share what they have learned, to show the solutions, and to acknowledge other ways. Or when the
groups are given autonomy to make their own decisions and to assume specific roles to tackle the
performance of ensemble music.

Far less common in class piano is the fifth element, group processing, whereby the groups analyze their
outcomes and modus operandi, and perfect themselves. Group analysis is highly desirable when working
with long-term, well established groups. It should be done by each group or each individual, privately or
publicly. This analysis may consist of a written group self-evaluation of outcomes and attitudes. The
instructor may provide a specific set of guidelines to generate group self-awareness, by asking questions
such as "name three things that the group did well today," "name one thing that would make the group
better," "as a group, list three ways in which the members help the group," or "individually, tell the group
members something effective they did to help you."

Group Types

Cooperative work as a tool can be applied with different intensity, ranging from sporadic and occasional
subgrouping, to classes entirely taught using long-term groups. Occasional groups, also called informal
groups, are usually formed "ad hoc." They are small and their member's roles are not pre-assigned. This
type of groups is usually suitable for specific problems and tasks that can be solved quickly, in 2 to 5
minutes (answering a question, checking the spelling of a chord sequence, checking fingering, etc.).
Group processing is usually not an issue in this type of setting, since informal groups are sporadic and
tend to change. Formal groups, on the other hand, are groups that remain bonded for a longer period of
time, with a more complex goal in hand. Usually, their member's roles are assigned or encouraged by the
instructor. These groups are generally the most useful in class piano settings; they can deal very
effectively with a longer project such as creative group improvisation or arranging, preparing an
ensemble piece, or polishing repertoire for performance. This type of group work is usually enriched by
post-task processing, and needs more regular guidance and monitoring from the instructor. The third and
most complex type of groups, the base group, is a group that has been built and "solidified" throughout a
longer period of time, such as a semester or quarter. These groups start taking a personality of their own,
and work very efficiently together. There is deep trust in cooperation, and group interaction occurs
naturally and spontaneously. This type of groups are the most difficult to form, and occur only in rare
occasions.

Some Examples

Tips on how to start cooperative group work in class

(adapted from Johnson, Johnson & Holubec)

Start small. Keep it short at first.
Do something cooperative every day.
Sell the students on it before starting.
Plan carefully!
Choose goals intrinsically interesting and achievable.
Choose activities that lead to results immediately visible.
Explain procedures clearly. Keep it simple!
Plan routines.
Let the student make mistakes.
Monitor and intervene if necessary: walk, listen, praise.
YOU choose the groups. The most effective grouping is often done by random.
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Be patient. Be positive. Be encouraging.
DON'T give group grades. They tend to discourage group synergy. Work with tournaments and
group points.
Remember to include all five elements of Cooperative Learning in every lesson.
Create opportunities for group processing or analysis.
Provide closure and explain the point of each activity.
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There are a number of structured techniques that have proven effective in Cooperative Learning. The
following paragraphs show a few examples of practical applications of these techniques. They are
presented just as models, and can be transferred to other situations.

Harmonizing a New Melody that does not Feature Chord Labels.

This activity uses a technique called "Think-Pair-Share." It is most effective with a class that already
understands the basics of harmonization, but is not completely comfortable choosing harmonies. The
instructor assigns a single melody for harmonization to the class, provides a list of possible chords to be
used, and establishes a time limit (usually 5 minutes). The students work individually harmonizing the
melody. After 5 minutes, they are grouped into pairs. Each student must play for the other and compare
harmonizations. Then they must come to a mutual agreement, and quickly prepare and practice a single
version of the harmonization by taking the best of each version (this forces them to analyze an discuss
why certain chords work better in certain circumstances). After a few minutes, the instructor calls on each
group to play and share the harmonization with the rest of the class. They are also supposed to tell the rest
of the class about their "negotiations" to arrive to the final version. If the result of one particular group is
poor, the instructor may request the opinion or comment of other groups. If the correct solution does not
come from other groups, the instructor should then explain the right answer making sure not to dishearten
the groups. If there are other versions of the harmonization, the other groups then play their work. In
order not to discourage original contributions, the instructor must make clear that sometimes there are
many "correct" ways to harmonize a melody.

Clef Tournament

This activity is based on a technique called STAD (Student Teams-Achievement Division). It involves
four components: teaching, team study, tournament, celebration.

This activity is used to practice intervalic reading, conducive to clef reading and transposing instrument
reading. In previous classes, the teacher has taught and drilled the elements necessary for intervalic music
reading. Groups of three students are formed. The teacher distributes sheets to each group with the same 4
or 5 simple, short, modal pieces (white keys only), where one hand features a simple accompaniment
such as a drone in a familiar clef (treble or bass), and the other hand features a melody written in an
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unfamiliar clef (in any C clef, or in a "custom" clef where middle C is, say, on the second space). The
melody in the unusual clef features intervals up to an octave. The team practice begins. Each group works
for 15 minutes. One member of the group keeps the time. The group can choose its own practice method,
or can use some or all of the following teacher's directions:

1. find out the range of the melody (find and name the top and bottom notes)
2. scan the piece for difficult intervals (usually intervals larger than a 5th) and figure out what they are
3. play the piece ignoring the rhythm, while each member names the upcoming interval before

playing the corresponding note (e.g. starting on C (member A) "fourth up..." [everyone plays F],
(member B) "third up" [everyone plays A], (member C) "fifth down" [everyone plays D], etc.)

4. perform the piece individually for the group using the notated rhythm, and receive comments.

After the preparation, there comes the tournament stage. Members of any two groups compete by playing
the same piece. A third group judges the accuracy of the performance. Accurate performances will earn
points for the group. The group with the most points gets a prize. After the tournament, each group
discusses briefly their group work.

This activity may be repeated on another day, after the students have practiced additional reading
material. The prospect of earning more points for the group should encourage extra practice time.

Chord Progressions in Different Keys

This activity is used to practice chord progressions in different keys. It works best during the first
semester of class piano. It makes use of a cooperative technique called "Inside/Outside Circle."

The instructor prepares as many different cards as there are students in the class. Each card contains, in its
front side, the name of a key (e.g. d minor), two or three measures of rhythm (e.g. 2/2 quarter quarter |
quarter quarter | half ||), and a Roman-numeral chord progression underneath the rhythmic notation (e.g.
2/2 i iv6/4 | i V6/5 | i ||. In its back, the card features the same exercise in regular staff notation, and a
written description of each chord (e.g. d minor , g minor in second inversion | d minor, A7 in first
inversion | d minor ||).

Each student gets one card, and is supposed to quickly learn and practice the sequence with the help of
both sides of the card. Then students are paired into 4 dyads: dyad 1 (composed of students A and B),
dyad 2 (students C and D), dyad 3 (E & F), and dyad 4 (G & H). Each dyad is given 5 minutes to work
privately. Student A shows the FRONT of his card to student B. Student B is supposed to perform the
progression. If there are mistakes or hesitations, student A must coach and explain the progression to
student B WITHOUT spelling out the chords, until B learns it and is able to play it. Then student B shows
the front of her card to student A, who in turn must play it and get coaching if necessary.

After five minutes, students A and B exchange cards (student A keeps student B's card and vice versa).
Immediately after, students A, C, E and G move to the next dyad in the following way.

Original formation: A-B, C-D, E-F, G-H
New formation: G-B, A-D, C-F, E-H

The playing and teaching process is repeated. This time, student B in dyad 1 must teach student G the
progression she just learned from A a few minutes ago, and G must teach B what he learned from H in the
previous round. The rotating process is repeated until everyone has played all progressions.

Guided Group Improvisation

The instructor creates several different sets of 4 or 5 cards. Each card in the set describes a different
musical attribute that the improvised piece must include, such as a key, a meter, a harmonic progression,
the length in measures of the improvisation, some rhythmic or melodic motives, a loosely described
musical character (i.e. blissful, pensive, serene, adventurous), etc.
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Groups of 3 or 4 students are created, or established long-term groups are summoned together. The
groups must work on interconnected headphones. The roles of the group are decided internally; one
person takes the bass line, another creates the harmonic filling, another creates the melody, and another a
countermelody. One person acts as moderator and another as time keeper. Each student in the circle gets a
chance to contribute with one idea at a time, and the group decides whether the idea is worth adopting.
After all the basics have been decided, the group starts "building up" the improvisation, guided by the
moderator. Instrumentation is also decided at this point. Usually the activity works best if the chord
accompaniment is improvised first, then the bass, and finally the melodies. This fact can be left to the
groups to discover.

After each group has rehearsed their creations, they show the cards to the other groups and play their
work on speakers. The listeners discuss how the basic elements have been used. The performers discuss
how they arrived at the final version --who contributed, how they made the pertinent decisions, etc.

Improvising and Polishing Variations as a Group.

Prior to this activity, the class has worked on repertoire that includes variations on a theme. The variation
techniques have been analyzed and described. Groups of 4 or 5 people are formed. Each group works on
interconnected headphones. Different harmonized themes are given to each group. The themes must be
basic and skeletal enough as to allow many different types of variations. The group learns and practices
the theme. Different types of variations are internally decided and assigned. The group is separated to
allow individual work. Each student improvises and records (in the keyboard sequencer) a variation. The
group is connected again. Each student plays the improvisation from the sequencer, and receives
comments and suggestions from the group. More individual time is then allowed to incorporate
suggestions. After one final group check, the group plays the whole set of variations for the class from
their sequencers.

Improvising and Polishing "Question-Answer" in Pairs

The instructor presents several general suggestions for improvisation to the class (harmonic progressions,
modes, meter, etc.). Pairs are formed. One student improvises a question phrase using some of the
instructor's suggestions, or creating her own. The question is recorded in track 1 of her keyboard
sequencer. The other student answers the question immediately after the first student finishes. This
answer is recorded in track 1 of the second student's sequencer. The pair replays the question and answer
from their sequencers for each other, and decides if the improv. is worth saving to show it later to the
whole class. If they decide to save it, the next question-answer improvisation is saved in track 2 of the
sequencers. After the groups have saved two worthy improvisations, each pair plays them from their
sequencers for the rest of the class. The students receive comments from other students and the instructor
about some the most interesting or significant elements in their pieces.

Fingering Jigsaw Polishing Repertoire: Coach-Discuss-Practice

This type of activity is especially useful with formal or long-term groups. Besides being an effective way
to develop musicality, it makes the students less apprehensive toward receiving suggestions and playing
in front of others. Groups of three students are formed. Each student performs a piece-in-progress for the
group while recording the performance to his keyboard sequencer or to a disk. Then they exchange ideas,
and receive comments and suggestions from others in the group. Suggestions should be made in an
agreeable way and should include some type of modeling by the person making the suggestion. The
student receiving the suggestions should try them for the group. Each member keeps a private journal of
suggestions he or she has received, and grades them from most useful and desirable to least useful. The
group breaks and the individuals strive to incorporate the best ideas into their playing. On a different day
the group joins again. The students play their original recording of the piece, explain what they tried to
improve or incorporate, and then perform their new, improved versions. New suggestions are made, and
they are recorded in the journal, to be incorporated in future practice. The group assesses each student's
progress and the success in incorporating the suggestions. In order to encourage contributions or to model
new or more sophisticated ideas, the instructor may choose to intervene and to make suggestions publicly
after asking a student to play for the whole class.
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Ensemble Polishing

An activity similar to "Polishing repertoire" can be used for polishing ensemble pieces for multiple
pianos. The parts are divided among the members. Each student works on his or her part privately. The
group is formed. All students set their sequencers to record, and perform the piece together. Then they
play back all the recordings simultaneously, and take turns to critique their group performance. Positive
comments should be encouraged. Suggestions and ideas are discussed and tried as a group. Students
practice their parts alone. The piece is recorded again and compared to the older version. The instructor
may want to guide the student discussion by providing a "check list" of items such as balance, tempo,
articulation, character, instrumentation, etc. The instructor should also monitor and intervene with
suggestions.

RETURN TO ARTICLE

© 2000 University of South Carolina School of Music


