Moon-Seo, S. K. & Solomon, Z. W. (2025). Collaborative learning in higher education.
Educational Research: Theory and Practice 36(1), 52-55.

Collaborative Learning in Higher Education

Sara K. Moon-Seo and Zion W. Solomon

Rogers State University USA

Abstract: Collaborative learning is essential for creating a successful learning environment and
fostering positive relationships between instructors and students. In this study, the researcher
explored important factors that promote interactive learning through her classroom teaching.
Autoethnography was used as a qualitative method to describe, observe, and analyze the findings.
The findings support that collaborative interaction within the classroom setting plays a crucial role
in cultivating social relationships between instructors and students, as well as among students
themselves. Additionally, the educational and cultural backgrounds of instructors significantly
impact teaching and learning dynamics within the curriculum. Therefore, educators and researchers
should be aware of and understand the ongoing interactive collaboration influenced by the
educational and cultural backgrounds of both instructors and students, as well as by the classroom
environment.
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Collaborative learning in higher education is essential for creating a successful learning
environment and fostering positive relationships among instructors, students, and classmates, whether
in traditional classroom settings or online. Building social cohesion in a college classroom supports
students’ academic success, social adjustment, and feelings of belongingness on campus. Social
cohesion also refers to the positive interpersonal relations between peers and a shared sense of
belonging among students engaged in collaborative learning (Bormann et al., 2021).

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
In this study, I, as a researcher, explore the important factors and considerations for promoting
an interactive learning environment based on my classroom teaching experiences. The study will
focus on three main aspects: (1) the characteristics of my class climate; (2) the suggestions employed
to build a collaborative environment; and (3) the significance of social cohesion. Research suggests
that social cohesion is positively correlated with students’ attendance rates and the establishment of
mutual bonds between instructors and students (Robbins & Hoggan, 2019).

LITERATURE REVIEW
Collaborative learning is characterized as cooperative, team-based learning that involves
active interaction among instructors and students, as well as between students and their classmates.
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This approach emphasizes active student participation through small group discussions, facilitation
by the teacher to encourage encouragement, and the creation of social cohesion through emotional
connections. It fosters the development of students’ interactive social skills, motivation, reflective
thinking, and openness. (Robbins & Hoggan, 2019; Scager et al., 2016).

METHODOLOGY

PARTICIPANTS: A PRIMARY RESEARCHER, AND A CO-INVESTIGATOR

As the primary researcher, I reflected on classroom interactions with students as a participant
observer. Coming from South Korea, I was raised in a collectivistic culture that prioritizes harmony,
agreeableness, respect, and humbleness. This cultural background has positively influenced the
development of interpersonal relationships, teamwork, and the sense of belongingness in the
classroom. Additionally, there was an undergraduate student served as a co-investigator. The co-
investigator visited the classroom three times during the semester to describe the dynamics of class
and observe interactions between the instructor and students.

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE

For the past three years, I have been teaching an Introduction to Psychology TV course, which
high school students can watch either live on TV or via YouTube recordings of my college lectures.
The data collection for this study involved various methods, including classroom observations, self-
reflective journals, summaries of student class participation, and peer responses. Additionally, the co-
investigator contributed observation notes to provide further insights into the classroom dynamics.

DATA ANALYSIS

Autoethnography was employed as the qualitative method for this study, allowing me, as the
researcher, to observe and analyze my findings (Cooper & Lilyea, 2021). To gain a comprehensive
understanding of the overall classroom atmosphere, the co-investigator conducted in-person
observation, focusing on the interactions between the instructor and students.

FINDINGS

Throughout teaching an introduction to psychology course, I have often pondered how my
cultural background and individual traits may impact classroom interactions with students. Growing
up in a collaborative culture where emphasis is placed on collective success rather than individual
achievement, I learned to prioritize ‘we’ over ‘I’ in order to foster harmonious and mutual growth. I
believe that my collectivistic cultural background enhances interpersonal relationships with students
and colleagues, fostering a strong sense of belongingness. As a result, utilizing collaborative learning
methods in the classroom is not only encouraging but also fascinating to me. Through my own
teaching experiences, I have learned several important factors about collaborative learning.

VULNERABILITY

First,  have come to understand that vulnerability is not a weakness, but rather an opportunity
to create a space where trust can flourish, ideas can be shared, and growth can occur collaboratively.
I vividly recall my first day of teaching Introduction to Psychology TV class. I felt nervous and
uncertain throughout the process of delivering my lecture to the concurrent students. Before we began
filming, I asked my students, “Can you help me? Today is my first day teaching a TV course, and
I’'m feeling excited yet very nervous!” Students responded with understanding and encouragement
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saying, “Of course, don’t worry. We’ve got your back!” I felt an instant connection and emotional
bond with my students on the first day of class. This experience taught me a valuable lesson: as
humans, we all experience moments of fear and uncertainty when navigating new situations.
However, by facing these challenges together, we can grow and support each other (8/17/2021).

CLASSROOM CULTURE

Second, collaborative learning begins with cultivating a welcoming environment that fosters
open-mindedness and mutual respect among students. I asked students “What would be our classroom
culture?” during a class session and encouraged them to share their thoughts with each other. The
consensus among students was that our classroom culture was welcoming, fostering an open
environment and encouraging open discussion. They described it as life-applicable, social, respectful,
inclusive, casual, easy to engage with. Additionally, students noted that the atmosphere felt less heavy
compared to other classes, creating a comfortable learning environment (4/8/2024).

SOCIAL COHESION

Third, establishing positive social interaction between the instructor and students contributes
to relaxed, enjoyable, and life-applicable learning experiences. This interaction boosts students’
motivation to attend class, engage with classmates, and learn cooperatively. I believe that teaching is
a serving and caring profession, where understanding each student’s perspective and addressing their
needs both in and out of the classroom is essential. Research findings support the notion that a sense
of belongingness is associated with valued involvement and positive social and psychological
functioning (Bormann et al., 2021; Malone et al., 2012). Therefore, establishing social cohesion is
crucial for creating a successful classroom climate. This can be achieved by fostering connections
between students and the instructor and cultivating a sense of belongingness within the class. My
collectivistic culture naturally emphasizes the importance of cooperation while respecting individual
differences.

OVERALL CLASSROOM DYNAMICS
The description of the classroom dynamics from the perspective of the co-investigator
provides valuable insights into the physical environment and the instructors’ approach to
collaborative learning.
The observed dynamics in the classroom suggest a physical element, such as
sitting close to certain classmates or talkative students that could potentially contribute
to collaborative learning. Although the students have yet to establish their unspoken
yet understood seats, they do stick to familiar areas. When addressed directly, students
answer with much more ease compared to a general question directed to the class as a
whole. The distributed responsibility of a general question allows each student to rely
on the other, similar to the bystander effect, as opposed to quickly answering a question
when asked by name. Students' heightened enthusiasm for group activities that involve
a challenge signifies the intrinsic connection between challenge, collaboration, and
targeted learning experiences. The observation emphasizes the instructor's commitment
to collaborative learning through the use of various methods such as referencing
previous conversations, utilizing diverse teaching techniques like videos, lectures, and
group activities, and facilitating feedback sessions to gauge engagement and
enjoyment. Additionally, the instructor's approach of demonstrating group activities
initially with the entire class before transitioning to smaller groups effectively fosters
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participation and helps minimize initial discomfort which promotes active engagement
in collaborative learning (2/28/24).

CONCLUSIONS
The findings of this study highlight the significance of cooperative interaction between the
instructor and students, embracing the vulnerability in classroom situations, integrating personal life
stories into the curriculum, and fostering social cohesion during collaborative learning experiences.
Through collaborative team-learning experiences, students have the opportunity to enhance their
critical inquiry skills, develop motivation to engage with class subjects, and learn conflict resolution
through cooperative discussion and communication (Robbins & Hoggan, 2019).

EDUCATIONAL IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY

Collaborative interaction within the classroom setting plays a crucial role in cultivating social
interrelationships between instructors and students, as well as among students themselves. The
educational and cultural backgrounds of instructors significantly impact teaching and learning
dynamics within the curriculum. Therefore, educators and researchers should be aware of and
understand the ongoing interactive collaboration influenced by the educational and cultural
backgrounds of both instructors and students, as well as the classroom environment. Additionally,
well-designed collaborative learning workshops or training programs can assist educators in
implementing, facilitating, and evaluating their classes through interactive, fun and empowering
experiences.
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