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Educate them to cooperate

Any teacher wanting to employ innovative teaching strategies in their classroom will have realised, having encountered numerous unanswered problems, queries and questions, that doing so is not an easy task. They will often have needed to step into the unknown, seize the initiative, and wait to see how their students respond. This book is an illustration of the courage of two teachers who dared to teach their students how to work in teams.


Figure 1. Cover of the book by Arumí et al.
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Knowing how to be a team member – how to join forces in pursuit of a common goal – is a basic competence. We all need to learn to cooperate because we all have shared projects. Cooperation is only learned through practice by listening to others, encouraging those with the most difficulties, evaluating all contributions fairly, accepting responsibilities we may not enjoy, and respecting everyone’s differences.

Like a bifocal lens, this book allows us to view a classroom experience in detail and later analyse that experience from the perspective of theoretical reflection. This experience was designed in accordance with democratic and inclusive principles and evaluated in a manner that puts students at the centre of the process. Through a format that combines essay and narrative, we follow the development of a second-grade and a fifth-grade group in primary education and discover with the children how we can all learn to cooperate.

The fragment below exemplifies the book’s excellent combination of essay and narrative. The essay component introduces and contextualizes the main themes. The fragment begins with a discussion of the pedagogical principles of democracy and inclusion in education and continues with a narrative account of the interaction between teacher and children in the second-grade group:

Running with a walking frame

Teacher: To begin today’s lesson I had prepared a treasure hunt with clues for finding phrases outlining the values I would like to work on during the course. Then I put the students into groups. The students then hid the papers in the schoolyard in accordance with instructions they had prepared on a map they had drawn. They then had to go out and find the papers, discuss the phrases written on them, and take photographs to illustrate those phrases.

Alfredo: Hey, Vicenç is looking at the other groups’ papers!

Vicenç: No, I’m not. I’m just a bit confused because my group is working more slowly and they don't want to go where I tell them.

Teacher: Have you found your paper yet? (I ask them this to try to get the activity back on track).

All: Noooo ...

Teacher: Well, come on, then!

Teacher: Vicenç's group has a student called Alfredo, who is justice personified. Skilful and competitive, he gets angry if he loses but can't abide it when he or a classmate is disrespected.

Alfredo: Vicenç, there’s no point getting other students’ papers, we’ve got to get our own!

Vicenç: Come on, dude, get a move on!

Teacher: Vicenç does it his way.

Alfredo: Hey, we have to wait for Nassira and Lorena – we agreed our group would stick together!

Teacher: Lorena is often overlooked by the others in the group. She comes from an underprivileged background and finds it difficult to make friends.

Vicenç: Come on, Lorena! Lorena isn’t running quickly enough, she’s not making an effort! Nassira runs more than she does and she’s got a walking frame!

Teacher: Come on, Vicenç, your group needs you to calm down.

Teacher: I wink as I say this to try to coax him out of his bad mood. Despite these problems, I think Lorena, Nassira, Vicenç and Alfredo could make a good team.

Each chapter also ends with an essay-type commentary. The debate in the above example focuses on the importance of choosing an inclusive, non-selective school on account of the importance of organising and exploiting the heterogeneity teachers find in their classrooms. The fragment also mentions the importance of forming groups as the starting point for teaching children how to work as members of a team.

As we go through the book, the accounts progressively demonstrate the gradual, distinct and unique process the groups of children follow during the school year. In this way we see how the experiences of the two teachers who create the narratives and of their students develop between September and June, when the school year ends. On this journey, ideas with powerful pedagogical significance are presented. These include the notion that cooperation is a cooperative skill that goes beyond didactic strategies, must be practised, and is required as a learning process.

The book deals with a wide range of topics as we are put in the shoes of the teachers with their respective narratives. These topics include the process involved in constructing the reflective, evolving teacher who constantly has to face the challenges of education – which range from the ongoing difficulties of their sociocultural reality and the continuous renovation of the institution alongside their colleagues (at meetings and in coordination sessions, etc.) to their activities in the classroom with their students. This process also concerns the inquiring teacher who wishes to progress, anticipate future challenges, and adapt to unforeseen and ongoing changes to their environment and profession. Constructing professional reflection from experience and practice and reaching a critical level of social thinking are much-needed tasks our teachers always bear in mind.

I would now like to highlight the importance of the teaching and learning process becoming a participatory space for children. A team is built if its members are involved in its construction. Each member should develop a unique construction process, so cooperation within a team is constructed via communication between its members aimed at achieving a common goal. The fragment below illustrates how cooperation is understood as a communicative competence that develops throughout the process to become a complex skill in which any conflicts that arise represent opportunities that enable team members to mature:

Let him not play!

Teacher: A week of doubts has passed and here we are again. I have prepared the material and now I’ve given the dossier with the cooperative challenges to each group:

Put each of your names on the first page and think of a name for your group (I explain this to the children once they are all sat down in their groups in a circle).

Berenguer: I’ve got ours – we’re called the Superheroes.

Teacher: Berenguer, you might like to talk it over with the rest of your group – I don't know if everyone likes that name (I can see from their faces that not everyone in his group is convinced).

I know from experience that the first day takes time so I’ve arrived at the gym full of patience. Before the children start filling out their dossiers, I ask them if they know what challenges are and what cooperation means.

[...]

The groups begin talking and differences are evident right from the start: in some groups everyone wants to talk at the same time whereas in other groups just one child speaks while the rest nod their heads. There are even some groups in which nobody says anything.

[...] Berenguer runs towards me.

Hey, where are you going?

Berenguer: To get the challenge sheet.

Teacher: Are you the coordinator?

Berenguer: Yes.

Teacher: Amal, who is sitting with the group, looks at me and shakes his head in angry fashion. He gets up and comes towards us.

Amal: He’s wanted to be the leader ever since we started. He was the first to write his name in the dossier, we wrote down the name he wanted, and now he’s decided he’s the one to get the challenge.

Teacher: It seems to me that Berenguer should listen and think before doing anything (I don’t think I’ve managed to convince them but they turn and go back to their places). Now that you’ve had time to think, what name have you chosen? (I ask them this when they are back in their group).

Berenguer: Superheroes. Great name, isn’t it? Everyone liked it in the end (says Berenguer while looking at Amal, who is sitting next to him).

Amal: Er, yeah (he says, nodding his head with a resigned expression on his face [...]).

The narrative then describes how some children failed to listen as they attempted to impose their will on the others in an environment marked by resignation, disdain, lies and cheating. This scene demonstrates that communication involves conflict and that those who work together often have different opinions. Knowing how to manage conflict is therefore a common requirement when one works as part of a team. Other scenes in the book present further topics of great interest in the educational and social context.

In short, Educa’ls per cooperar is a captivating book that addresses topics of interest through an enriching approach that combines essay and narrative. This fresh approach, together with the characters, teachers and children and the uniqueness of their dialogues, makes this book a recommended read whose well-structured sections and contemporary reflections will also appeal to readers.
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