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Abstract: In the fast-paces world when we live in today, learners face various problems in the
classroom. They are often unmotivated, anxious and helpless because they lack the support
and encouragement they need. The purpose of the study is to examine the diploma students’
perception of collaborative learning since most students were initially found to be reluctant
about group work due to numerous factors. Collaborative Learning (CL) is a pedagogical
practice that facilities socialization which leads to academic achievement and has been well
documented. A survey through questionnaire is distributed to 100 students from two faculties
currently undergoing diploma studies at a local institute of higher learning. Data from the
study indicated that the students had positive experiences with CL and a number of them believe
that their lecturers helps them to develop a sense of cooperation through CL. The work
presented here has implications for future studies of addressing issues related to collaborative
learning and might one day help find the appropriate learning style for undergraduates.
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Introduction

Nowadays, most students do not prefer to work as a team because of several factors. One of
these factors is the rise in the use of gadgets such as the smartphone that has led the younger
generation to become more self-absorbed, more anti-social, more reluctant to have face-to-face
communication, more individualistic and more unskilled at communicating or co-operating
with others. This will have detrimental effects in the future where there will be a rise in
individualistic and anti-social individuals. However, some students are more independent and
skilled than others and were found to work more efficiently alone. They also find that they can
complete the assignments ahead of time and thus, be more productive in the long run. On the
other hand, most students that work in a group tend to complain that they are being taken
advantage of by the lazy ones that are totally dependent on them to complete any given
assignment. The former often feel that they are being bullied or cowed into doing all the work
while the latter will share the credit for a job well done. The latter also often expects the former
to put in the time and effort in completing the assigned task while they just bask in the glory
when the results are out. This creates unnecessary stress on the hardworking ones and in the
end, they will shy away from working in a group although it holds numerous benefits. In reality,
group work is supposed to promote teamwork and a sense of accomplishment of a job well
done. However, the lazy ones do not realise that they are going to face a lot of obstacles in the
future especially when they are in the working world because they do not have the commitment
and discipline to give their full cooperation in completing a task. The business world or the real
working world requires team work from everyone by putting aside petty differences in order
to achieve their desired outcome. It is an undeniable fact that great leaders create successful
companies but these companies would not have reached the pinnacle of success without
dedicated and committed employees that work together tirelessly day and night. There is no
secret formula to build strong teams but without committed employees, you cannot build a
successful company. IBM, Toyota and Whole Foods are just some of the examples of world-
renowned companies that employ highly effective groups of people that know how to work
together (Alsever et al, 2014). This proves that collaboration has never been more important in
business because team work is crucial to the success of a company.

According to the State of the Economy and Employment Survey from Adecco Staffing US
(2013), which is the pre-eminent workforce management partner for Fortune 500 companies
and career advisement expert for American workers, 92% of senior executives in the U.S
acknowledge there is a huge gap in workforce skills. 44% stated that soft skills such as
collaboration, communication, critical thinking, and creativity, as the area with the biggest gap.
Nowadays, there has been a shift in emphasis towards the need for soft skills and not just on
hard skills or technical abilities (Russo, 2015). This evidently shows that collaboration or team
work is an important soft skill that a majority of companies are looking for in potential
candidates. Obviously, everyone has his or her own niche or expertise and thus it would require
each individual’s effort and creativity in completing a task. Feelings of being overwhelmed
will also be diminished because no one person is expected to complete such a gargantuan task.
Team work is also an important soft skill which is what the majority of companies are looking
for in potential candidates. Companies are now looking for candidates that not only have good
hard skills but also soft skills. According to Oxford Reference (2016) hard skills are defined as
competencies that include literacy, numeracy, fluency in a foreign language, and specific job-
related technical abilities. These skills are often validated with some form of qualification and
relatively easy to measure. However, according to Russo (2015) soft skills comprise attributes
and personality traits which relate to emotional intelligence and behaviour. Communication,
problem-solving, and flexibility are just some of the examples of soft skills.
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This is the reason that a study on collaborative learning is important as it will help gauge the
perception of the younger generation at this type of learning that indirectly helps promote soft
skills. According to Ryan (2019) team work is a critical or essential attribute that most
employers seek in potential employees. It is hoped that a better awareness of the significance
of collaborative learning will also be raised which will help create a more sociable generation
that has excellent communication skills, problem solving skills and team work skills.

Literature Review

The Oxford dictionary (2010) has cited the word collaboration actually originated from mid-
19" century Latin collaborare ‘work together' that refers to the action of working with someone
to produce something. Hacker and Niederhauser (2000), as cited in Ngeow (2004), state that
collaboration also includes discussion tasks. The design of instructional strategies must be
given careful thought by a teacher to ensure that effective learning takes place. There will be
better understanding for the learner because well-thought-out discussion tasks will lead to
meaningful interaction as well as promoting creative thought (Ngeow, 2004). When there is
collaboration among learners, the learning experience can be enhanced (Brown, 2001). It is
believed that collaborative work will reduce dependence on teachers and enhance the learners’
ability to participate effectively in conversation. According to Hedge (2000) the collaborative
learning method helps to develop the ability of the learner to become effective participants in
conversation. Furthermore, being effective participants in conversation is one of the aims of
communicative language teaching. This provides additional support that the use of
collaborative learning method in the ESL classroom will develop students’ communicative
abilities.

Collaborative learning is when both learners as well as facilitators actively participate in the
learning process and knowledge is created through group discussion. Moreover, collaborative
learning is also associated with democratic planning, risk taking and decision making. It also
provides benefits to learners as it encourages them to discover their potential and develop their
confidence as learners. This is a direct result of sharing knowledge with their peers (Novotny,
Seifert & Werner, 1991). Besides that, the role of facilitator as an authority and source of
knowledge is minimised because knowledge is created by the activities and views of the entire
group and not by any particular individual (Romer, 1985).

Everyone will lend support to one another when they are working in groups. According to Tinto
& Pusser (2006) by being part of a community, students will receive the academic and social
support in learning that they need. The majority of students are unable to cope with the complex
learning process by themselves as stated by McCabe (2003), as cited by Wilmer (2008).
According to Cabrera, Colbeck & Terenzini (2001), as cited in Chalmers (2008), students’
development such as cognitive and academic development can be deeply affected by the
experiences faced by students in the classroom. It is imperative that a classroom environment
is not only conducive to learning but will also lead to further academic success for its students.
According to Minkler (2002), as cited by Wilmer (2008), one of the reasons collaborative
learning is preferred is because it promotes a more active and responsible role on the part of
the student. Students will not feel alone and isolated from the rest when they are learning in a
group. Students will receive the much needed social support which is more meaningful and
interesting when the collaborative learning method is incorporated into their learning
experience. According to Stahl, Koschman & Suthers (2006) this is because learning occurs
socially through group interactions like negotiation and sharing of ideas.
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Collaborative learning has already been applied in many classrooms since the late 1980s
(Brufee, 2000). There are several important elements involved such as negotiation and shared
meaning in the collaborative learning method. It is not simply a case of grouping students to
work together. According to Brufee (2000) this particular learning method has been applied in
numerous classrooms since the late 1980s. Furthermore Stahl, Koschman & Suthers (2006)
believe that the learning process will be greatly enhanced since learning occurs socially within
group interactions.

The collaborative learning approach has been applied in many ways in the present
technological advanced era. According to Roberts (2005) computer-supported collaborative
learning in higher education that is a shift from the traditional face-to-face group work is one
of them. The collaborative learning method is used in another study by Daradoumis & Marques
(2000). A distance education course that is developed and taught in a virtual learning
environment was the focus of this particular study. The purpose is to facilitate interaction
through the Web among students and also between tutor and students. It was discovered that
there was a marked improvement in the study and learning of the subject matter, an increase in
interest of the students in the subject matter and also an increase in attitude and social
interaction, when collaborative learning was incorporated.

A North Carolina State University study examined changes in advanced undergraduate
students’ perceptions of pair programming and collaboration (Layman, 2006). Student
personality types, learning styles, and other characteristics were the information that were
gathered. The results of the study discovered that the majority of students showed a stronger
inclination to cooperate with other students, believed that being organised was a direct result
of pairing, and believed that pairing also helped them to save time on meeting the deadline of
homework assignments. However students who were predominantly reflective learners and
introverts disliked the collaborative learning method. Having un-cooperative partners and
problems in scheduling meeting times outside the classroom were the primary reasons for
disliking pair programming. Moreover, since assertiveness is much needed in face-to face
interaction, more passive students may also find it challenging to work in groups. Some
disadvantages in the implementation of collaborative learning are risk-taking and the
possibility of domination of the group work by some individuals. Nonetheless, having
supportive relationships with each other in a classroom has produced optimum results as
concluded by one study by Wilmer (2009). Furthermore, being among others and getting
support is vital to the development of an individual.

Last but not least, the role of the teacher in the implementation of collaborative learning should
not be underestimated. It is vital that the teacher monitor the collaboration level and intervene
whenever necessary to elicit collaboration. This is to ensure adequate support is provided to
the students in their group collaboration (Abdu, De-Groot & Drachman, 2012). It is also
necessary that the teachers should either explicitly or implicitly teach students the required
skills that promote cooperation (Gillies & Boyle, 2010). In order to ensure the success of
collaborative learning, interpersonal and small-group skills are vital and need to be applied by
the students.

According to Van Boxtel, Van der Linden & Kanselaar (2000) when there is active social
interaction among the students the elaboration of conceptual knowledge will be stimulated.
Moreover, through collaborative learning the students will be able to verbalise their
understanding and a more coherent explanation will be the result of this social interaction
between the students. Furthermore, when students ask questions and there is an active exchange
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of ideas inevitably it will result in knowledge being actively constructed and reasoning being
facilitated (Sonmez, 2003).

Problem Statement

In a local institute of higher learning in Malaysia, although the syllabus does actively encourage
students to cooperate with each other such as in group assignments, projects and also
presentations, some students do not like to work in groups. This is mainly because they are
often the target of less diligent students who latch onto them because they are the ones who
actually do all the work. This study is to investigate the perception of students in a higher
learning institution in Malaysia towards Collaborative Learning.

Discussion of the Findings

The purpose of the study is to examine the diploma students’ perception of collaborative
learning. A survey through questionnaire is distributed to 100 students currently undergoing
diploma studies from two different faculties namely the Faculty of Town Planning &
Architecture and also the Faculty of Art & Design, at a local institute of higher learning in
Malaysia. This study uses convenience sampling because of the ease of selecting the
respondents since they are available and easily accessible to the researcher. The survey has 18
items and each part is divided into eliciting students’ attitudes towards collaborative learning,
role of lecturers and the course syllabus in relation to collaborative learning. The work
presented here has implications for future studies of addressing issues related to collaborative
learning and might one day help find the appropriate learning style for undergraduates. Below
are the findings on the perception of students towards collaborative learning.

Based on Figure 1, the majority of respondents 84% agree that collaborative learning is an
important learning style and that it should be incorporated in every classroom. 67% of the
respondents also agree that they enjoy studying in a group while 46% are unsure whether they
dislike studying alone. In addition, a major portion of the respondents 46% are unsure whether
they can study better alone. The majority or 80% of the respondents also agree that they feel
better knowing they can discuss with their group members. 71% of the respondents also prefer
to work with other students on a classroom project or assignment. 61% of the respondents agree
that only some students give their full cooperation to complete a class project or assignment
while only 62 % of respondents agree that most students give their cooperation while 38%
believe that only a few students give their cooperation as shown in Figure 2. Hence, it could be
concluded that most students have a favourable view towards collaborative learning, generally
believe that they enjoy studying in a group and feel better knowing they can discuss with their
group members rather than working alone.

The role of the lecturer is also important in relation to collaborative learning. Based on Figure
3, most of the respondents 88% agree that their lecturers help them to develop a sense of
cooperation. This is evident when 85% of the respondents agree that their lecturers encourage
them to work in a group in completing class assignments or projects. Nevertheless, 45% of the
respondents are unsure of whether the lecturers should discourage students to work alone on
an assignment or project. However, 54% agree that lecturers should allow students to work in
a group on an assignment or project. Thus, the role of the lecturer is crucial in promoting the
use of collaborative learning since the majority of the respondents enjoy working together on
a classroom project or assignment. Based on Figure 4, 68% which represents the majority of
the respondents agree that course syllabus encourages collaborative learning whereas 32% are
uncertain whether it encourages students to work independently in the classroom. At present,
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the current syllabus does promote collaborative learning because the class projects or
assignments are done by group work or pair work.

Khairiyah & Mimi (2003) stated studies have shown learners will learn better when the learning
process is done in a fun yet educational way. This will lead to improved results for the students
because active learning has enhanced the level of understanding of the students. A classroom
environment that will evoke and retain the interest of learners is one which is conducive and
non-threatening. According to Seng (2006) the collaborative learning method can create such
an environment where students will not be under pressure and they will be eager to participate
in discussions. Students enjoyed working in groups when there are fun and interesting
communicative activities in the classroom. The chances of academic success is increased
through collaborative learning (Seng, 2006). Collaborative learning has been proven that it will
provide a variety of advantages to students. Thus it is safe to deduce it is an effective tool in
the classroom and should be implemented as a learning method that will not impede the
learning process of the learners but actually facilitate the process.

Unsure whether they dislike studying alone

I 46%

Prefer to work with others
" 71%

Able to discuss with others
L A

Enjoy studying in a group 7%
| b

CL an important learning style
T 84%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 1: The Students’ Attitudes towards Collaborative Learning
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= Mostly co-operate  ® Do not co-operate

Figure 2: Students That Co-Operate in The Classroom
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Figure 3: Students’ Perception on the Role of Lecturers in Collaborative Learning
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= Course syllabus encourages CL = Course syllabus discourages CL

Figure 4: The Role of the Course Syllabus in relation to Collaborative Learning.

Conclusion

Collaborative learning has been shown to produce positive results especially to the students.
Several studies have shown that this learning method in particular brings numerous benefits.
Therefore, it is crucial that measures are taken to incorporate the collaborative learning method
in the classroom.
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