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Abstract

          This paper intends to present cooperative learning approach which can be used to reduce students’ language 
learning anxiety in class -- an obstacle to language proficiency development. The paper begins with describing the 
characteristics and elements of cooperative learning, where the students get into groups and each of the individual 
members performs his or her task contributing to the success of the whole group. The paper then states the reasons why 
cooperative learning can help reduce learning anxiety, and explains how to conduct teaching and learning using various 
cooperative learning activities that can be applied in classes well. 

บทคัดย่อ

	 บทความนีน้ำาเสนอวธิกีารเรยีนรูแ้บบรว่มมอืซึง่นำามาใชล้ดความวติกกงัวลในการเรยีนภาษาในชัน้เรยีนซึง่ถอืวา่เปน็อปุสรรคอยา่ง
หนึง่ตอ่การพฒันาความสามารถทางภาษา	บทความเริม่จากการกลา่วถงึคณุลกัษณะและองคป์ระกอบของการเรยีนรูแ้บบรว่มมอืทีส่มาชกิ
มารวมกลุม่กนัโดยทกุคนในกลุม่จะชว่ยกนัทำางานเพือ่ใหบ้รรลเุปา้หมาย	แสดงเหตผุลสนบัสนนุวา่การเรยีนรูแ้บบรว่มมอืชว่ยลดความวติก
กงัวลของผูเ้รยีนไดอ้ยา่งไร	รวมทัง้นำาเสนอการเรยีนของนกัศกึษาในลกัษณะกลุม่ยอ่ยโดยใชก้จิกรรมแบบรว่มมอืรปูแบบตา่งๆ	ซึง่อาจารย์
ผู้สอนสามารถนำาไปปรับใช้ในห้องเรียนได้เป็นอย่างดี	

Introduction

 Since studying English requires a kind of interaction such as conversing, discussion, and presentation, students who 
are afraid of making mistakes might perceive these tasks too difficult. Organizing students to do the activities probably 
give pressure to them. With feelings of discomfort and insecurity, they find it difficult to share their opinions and participate 
in class discussions. They become worried and anxious in language classroom. According to the University of Cambridge 
Counseling Service (2012), anxiety is defined as a common response to threatening situation in both physical and emotional 
reactions; the degree of feeling anxious depends on individual past experiences, beliefs, and attitude.  As such, anxiety in 
the classroom is mostly recognized as a negative factor that lowers the learner’s proficiency because they have difficulty 
in thinking clearly under the anxious moment. This concept was supported by MacIntyre, (1995, 96) who clearly described 
that anxiety can cause anxious students to separate their attention to different scenarios at the same time; they need to 
concentrate on both the assignment and their response to it.  For example, while the anxious student is giving an answer to 
a question in class, he is not only forced to focus on giving the answer to the teacher’s question and but also on assessing 
the social inference of the answer. That is why the students do not quite succeed in learning. Meanwhile, students who 
are not good at English are likely to have more anxiety because they think that studying English language is too difficult 
for them. Their anxiety can generate the feeling of dislike and lack of enthusiasm in learning. 

Cooperative Learning: An Approach to Reduce 
Students’ Anxiety in Learning English 

Dr. Fasawang Pattanapichet 

Bangkok University

Assistant Professor Dr. Piyatida Changpueng

King Monkut’s University of Technology North Bangkok

fasawang.p@bu.ac.th

changpueng@yahoo.com



Executive Journal62

 Language anxiety plays a crucial role in foreign 
language learning. This notion has been pointed out in 
several studies revealing a negative correlation between 
high levels of anxiety and achievement in language learning 
(Saguanpong, 2007; Yu-ching & Wu, 2004; Kondo & Yang, 
2003). Therefore, several studies attempted to find some ways 
to help learners reduce their anxiety. For instance, a study 
conducted with EFL 601 fifth graders students in Taiwan. 
The findings indicated that the students and the teachers in 
the study both agreed that the right proportion of teaching 
languages helped lower foreign language anxiety (Yu-
ching & Wu, 2004). Worde (2003) also examined students’ 
perspectives on foreign language anxiety. The researcher 
stated that a sense of community is a factor that students 
believed to be helpful in reducing anxiety. In other words, 
they feel less anxious when working with partners and in small 
groups.  So, working in cooperative learning environment 
is believed to reduce anxiety (Kagan, 1994).

Figure 1: Cooperative learning
Source: Insights (2009) 

Characteristics and Elements of Cooperative 

Learning Approach

 The concept of working in small groups seems to 
attract a lot of attention of language teachers as it is 
believed to solve the problem of learning anxiety stated 
beforehand. Moreover, it is likely that students can learn 
more effectively if they were put into groups helping one 
another in learning. Especially when solving problems, 
working in groups is more effective than working individually 

(Suwantarathip, 2012). This concept and notion are under 
the learner-centered approach that enables students to 
work together more happily. With this reason, cooperative 
learning approach which provides a framework on how to 
organize cooperative learning activities in different subject 
matters, curriculums, with different types of students, and 
settings has become very popular during the past few years. 
It is the one that teachers can utilize to encourage students 
to gain the knowledge including interpersonal and team 
skills. According to Johnson (2005), cooperative learning is a 
classroom strategy in which small groups consisting mixed-
level students, use various learning tasks to learn a subject 
matter. Each team member needs to take change in not 
only their own learning but in helping other teammates 
learn as well. This creates a successful learning atmosphere.  
Students work on the learning task until every of the group 
members successfully gains understanding and is able to 
complete the assignment.
 Macpherson (2009) states that cooperative learning 
is a method of organizing learning activities comprising 
particular components aimed at improving rich and deep 
learning. Therefore, cooperative learning models consist of 
the general principles as follows: 
	 •	Group	tasks	need	to	be	appropriate	for	group	
work.
	 •	Positive	 interdependence	 is	 necessary	 -	
cooperation is needed for students to achieve. 
	 •	Concentration	and	class	time	are	dedicated	to	
interpersonal/cooperative skill building. 
	 •	Participants	are	required	to	form	a	small	team	
(2-5 members) to learn together.
	 •	Students	individually	take	responsible	for	their	own	
learning and participation. 
	 •	The	teacher’s	role	varies	from	being	the	“sage	
on	the	stage”	to	the	“guide	on	the	side.”

 Nowadays, cooperative learning activities have 
much been employed with EFL students due to the fact that 
they can foster active participation, a sense of community, 
emotional support and provide more social interaction for 
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students. Cooperative learning seems to be appropriate to 
be utilized in the Thai education system due to the National 
Education Act of 1999 which stresses on cooperation in 
helping one another to gain knowledge (Scaglion, 1992). This 
method of learning lowers competitiveness and individualism 
but provides more chances to actively generate or transform 
the knowledge among learners. 

How Can Cooperative Learning Reduce Students’ 

Anxiety?

 Since cooperative learning helps to create supportive 
environment, students are not much stressed and have 
reduced anxiety in class. This is probably because students 
possess a sense of community. According to Worde (2003), 
when	students	have	no	friends	in	class,	they	are	“more	self-
conscious”. Working in groups or having studying partners is 
recommended as one way for students to have interaction 
with their peers. Normally, every classroom always consists 
of strong and weak students. The weak students are usually 
isolated as they are not confident in their English skills. 
Group	works	are,	therefore,	believed	to	a	solution	to	this	
problem.  It can help shy students who don’t speak up 
in a class become more comfortable when they get to 
participate in smaller groups. Each of the team members 
can complement one another’s strengths and weaknesses. 
Individual student with different background knowledge 
can each contribute to their group work. For example, one 
student with strong vocabulary can work with students with 
strong knowledge of grammar. In addition, weak students 
will gain benefits from interaction with stronger ones, and 
good students will feel proud of themselves as they can 
help their classmates. Students can also learn interpersonal 
and	team	skills.	Group	assignments	allow	students	to	have	
more chances to interact and share ideas, so they can 
see how their teammates think and generate new ideas. 
Moreover, cooperative learning reduces competitiveness 
and individualism but offers chances to build or transform 
the knowledge among students (Johnson, 2005).
 Additionally, cooperative learning provides a less 
anxiety-producing context. Students may feel more relaxed 

to study and implement new concepts in a group, rather 
than in a whole class. In addition, a relaxing atmosphere 
is likely related to how the teacher conducted the class. 
Many studies have been done to investigate an impact 
of cooperative learning approach on students’ learning 
anxiety in an EFL class. Take an example of Nakahashi’s 
study (2007), which used structured cooperative learning 
activities to reduce language anxiety of first-year students in 
Akita University by providing a non-threatening, supportive 
environment to language learning development. The 
outcomes showed that while the students’ learning anxiety 
was lowered, their language learning achievement scores 
improved significantly. Therefore, this work can be used 
to backup its effectiveness in terms of language anxiety 
reduction.

Implementing Cooperative Learning Activities in 

Classrooms

 Arends (2004) states that activities mostly used in 
classroom of cooperative learning concern the followings:
 1. Jigsaw 
 This is a great classroom activity based on a principle 
of information sharing. This jigsaw activity can be used in all 
types of language classes: reading, writing, speaking and 
listening.	Groups	with	five	members	are	formed.		Each	group	
member is given some unique material to learn and then 
to teach to his group members. For example, students can 
be asked to work on a mystery such as solving a puzzle or 
a mysterious crime cases. Students will need to study the 
material, judge which piece of information is important, 
how to communicate it to their peers and work on solving 
the mystery. After practicing for a while, students will start 
teaching one another. The students can then be assessed. 
	 2.	 Think-Pair-Share	
 This activity can be used in all types of language 
classes. It involves three steps.  During the first step, the 
instructor asks the students a question. Each member thinks 
silently about the question.  Then, the students will be paired 
up during the second step to exchange thoughts.  In the 
third step, the pairs share their ideas with other pairs, other 
teams, or the entire class.
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Figure 2:	Think,	Pair,	Share
Source:	Puss	Bank	School	(2011)		

 3. Three-Step Interview
 This is a great activity for speaking classes. Each 
team member pairs up with another member. During the 
first step, individuals conduct an interview with their partners 
by asking clarification questions.  During the second step, 
partners switch the roles.  For the final step, members share 
their partner’s opinions with the rest of the team.
	 4.	Round	Robin	Brainstorming
 Small groups (4 to 6 people) are formed with one 
person selected as the recorder. Teacher gives a question 
including many answers and students are given some time 
to	come	up	with	the	answers.		After	the	“think	time,”	team	
members share the answers with one another round robin 
style.  The recorder takes notes of the answers.  The person 
next to the recorder begins and each individual in the team 
in order gives an answer.

Figure 3:	Round	Robin	Brainstorming
Source: Kagan (2003) 

 5. Three-minute Review
 During a lecture or discussion, instructors gives each 
groups three minutes to review what has been taught, ask 
and answer questions for clarification.
 6. Numbered Heads 
 Class is divided into groups of four. Then, teacher 
gives each team member numbers of 1, 2, 3, 4 and poses 
questions	to	each	group.		Groups	are	assigned	to	work	on	
the given questions together until all members can give 
verbal answers to the questions.  Teacher then calls out a 
number (two) and students with number two are asked to 
give the answer.
	 7.	 Team	Pair	Solo	
 First, students solve problems as a team, then with 
a partner, and finally on their own. This activity is intended 
to encourage students to handle and try to find solutions 
to problems which initially are beyond their competence. 
This idea originally comes from a simple notion of mediated 
learning.  Students can succeed better with assistance 
(mediation). The students are offered chances to tackle 
problems they first could not do alone, with their team and 
then	with	a	partner.	By	doing	this,	they	can	develop	their	
ability to a point they can finally do the work alone with 
no help.
 8. Circle the Sage 
 First, the teacher does a survey with the class to find 
out a special knowledge of each individual student.  For 
example, the teacher may ask who can solve a difficult 
math homework question, who has visited Mexico, who 
knows how to bake.  Those students (the sages) stand and 
spread out in the room.  Teacher then tells the rest of the 
classmates to surround a sage, with not two members of 
the same team going to the same sage.  The classmates 
will have to learn from their sage. The sage give a lecture 
on what they know the best while the classmates listen, ask 
clarifying questions, and take notes. Then, all students are 
called to return to their groups.  Each in turn, explains what 
they	learned.		Because	each	one	has	visited	to	a	different	
sage, they compare notes.  If disagreement appears, they 
stand up as a team.  Finally, the class talks about the 
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disagreements and tries to resolve them.
	 9.	Partners	
	 The	class	is	split	into	groups	of	four.		Partners	walk	
to one side of the room. Teacher assigns half of each team 
a	task	to	master	in	order	to	teach	the	other	half.		Partners	
with the same material can work to learn and consult with 
one another.  Teams get back together with each set of 
partners	teaching	the	other	set.		Partners	can	test	and	tutor	
teammates.  Team assesses their learning and discusses how 
they can improve the process. 
 In addition, teachers can integrate cooperation 
learning into other learning activities. According to 
Charoensuk (2011), peer-feedback in writing classes can 
also be used in classroom of cooperative learning. She 
states that peer-feedback activities allow students to learn 
from one another and suggests three activities such as            
peer-feedback, peer response and peer editing to be 
used in writing classes. Ekahitanond (2011) incorporates 
cooperative learning and using movies in classes to develop 
critical thinking. She explains that teacher can have students 
share their opinions in a group discussion and a class 
discussion in post-viewing movies process as these discussion 
activities can help promote their thinking skills. Wichadee 
(2011) mentions about using cooperative learning activities 
to promote experiential learning in language classes for 
students who loves to work as a team. The activities will 
provide students to generate discussion and knowledge 
and responsibility sharing to contribute to team success.

Benefits of Using Cooperative Learning Approach 

 It is clear that cooperative learning provides many 
group activities suitable for students. It involves students 
working together to accomplish something of importance 
to all of them. Stenlev (2003) interestingly discusses how 
the use of cooperative learning approach contributes to 
success of language learning in details. She believes that 
the approach helps the students develop communicative 
competence and social competence as the students will 
have to interact with their peers during the process of 
learning. In terms benefits in decreasing students’ learning 

anxiety in English class, the following reasons might be 
involved.
 1. The increase in motivation
 2. Students’ development in thoughts
	 3.	Better	perception	on	other	group	members’	
intention
 4. Less competition on studying
 5. More acceptance of individual differences 
	 6.	Promoting	pleasant	learning	environment
 7. Reducing students’ learning anxiety.

Conclusion

 It is widely supported that anxiety is a significant 
factor deteriorating the students’ language performances. 
When students’ anxiety decreases, they tend to perform 
better tasks. A relaxing environment helps facilitate 
students’	language	learning.	Based	on	Wichadee	(2010),	
it is indicated that an effective teacher is the one who is 
able to present various skills and abilities that facilitate a 
learning environment where every student feels relaxed and 
can succeed in both academic and personal aspects. It 
is therefore very important that language teachers should 
be aware of the role of anxiety in language classroom. 
Cooperative learning is an approach that does not create 
threatening situations in class. It is recommended that 
teachers incorporate this approach in their instruction by 
providing a variety of activities in groups and try to create 
a pleasant learning environment. It will make students have 
a good perception of learning English as well as to make 
them feel like participating in class. Moreover, apart from 
language teachers the issue of language anxiety should be 
taken more seriously by people concerned such as parents, 
course and materials designers and program management. 
Cooperation from those involved in student’s learning is 
necessary to create a friendly and supportive learning 
environment so that English will no longer be seen as a 
threatening subject for Thai students.
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