Making Games Cooperative

Introduction

The place of competition in education is a controversial one. While some people extol the virtues of competition for encouraging effort, innovation, and teamwork, others worry that competition can demotivate students, impair thinking, and discourage peer assistance (Baloche, 1998; Kohn, 1992). However, competition and cooperation can co-exist in a learning situation, e.g., in a team game played in mathematics class, students may cooperate with teammates as they compete with other teams.

Some educators suggest that while competition has an important place in education, cooperation should receive greater priority (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). Disadvantages of competition include:

1. Stigmatizing and marginalizing of students who are currently weaker in the particular abilities involved in the activity

2. Developing of negative feeling among those competing against one another.

3. Students refusing to share with or to help others

4. Students trying to win by any means, including unfair means.

A great deal of research supports the contention that students learn more when they work cooperatively with classmates, rather than when they work competitively, i.e., they feel that there is a negative correlation between their outcomes and those of classmates, or individualistically, i.e., they believe their individual outcomes are unrelated to those of classmates (Johnson, Johnson, & Stanne; Slavin, 1995). Based on this and related research, as well as theories in education, social psychology, and other fields, the concept of cooperative learning (Baloche, 1998), also sometimes known as collaborative learning, has developed and become a diverse body of educational methods. 

The two key principles in most forms of cooperative learning are positive interdependence and individual accountability. Briefly, positive interdependence refers to the feeling among a group that the members’ outcomes are positively correlated, i.e., they sink or swim together, while individual accountability means that each member of the group feels the need to contribute toward helping the group reach its goal.

Despite this trend toward advocacy of cooperation in education, when most people think about games in education, they think about competition about winners and losers. However, there are cooperative games (Millis, 2005), and competitive games can be modified to lessen the competitive element and perhaps to add a cooperative element. The appendix lists a number of books that discuss theoretical and practical aspects of cooperative games. 

Creating a Cooperative Context for Games

Below are ways of increasing the cooperative element in games in education and other environments. After each way is explained, one or more specific suggestions are given, with accompanying examples for some of the suggestions.

1. Instead of winning by defeating opponents, people can come to think of winning at a higher level, i.e., by pushing oneself and others to achieve their potential, and by seeing the beauty in the experience, such as the grace of a floating shuttle in badminton and the grace of the players as the hit the shuttle back and forth. 

Specific suggestion: Emphasize satisfaction in improvement and highlight the process. 

Example: Students are playing a matching game with 30 word cards, consisting of 15 pairs, placed face down in random order. Each person turns over two cards at a time, with the goal of turning over a matching pair, by using their memory. They also have to define the words. Rather than competing against the other players, students can try to improve on their previous performance. 
2. Just don’t keep score. You can apply this to normally competitive games. Also, you can resist the temptation to turn a non-competitive game into a competitive one. Just as most competitive games can be changed into non-competitive ones, almost any non-competitive game can be made competitive.

Examples: 

· When playing a drawing game, such as Pictionary or Win Lose or Draw, play each round, but do not keep track of how many rounds each team has won. Instead, encourage students to share tips on how to do well. 

· Here is an example of a language game that was created as non-competitive. In Yes/No Questions (Watcyn-Jones, 1995, p. 5), which is similar to the popular game 20 Questions, one person gives somewhat elaborated Yes/No answers, e.g., “Yes, sometimes” or “No, not usually,” to questions from groupmates who must try to guess the answerer’s pastime or the occupation of someone the answerer knows by the time a certain number of questions have been asked. 

Students could make the game competitive by awarding points to answerers when their groupmates cannot guess the answer and to questioners when they do guess correctly, and these points could be tallied to declare one person a winner. However, it might be better if students did not bother with points and instead tried to help each other learn to ask more efficient questions and, in the case of language learners, how to use the proper language elements when asking and answering questions.

3. All the different types of positive interdependence can come into play in building a cooperative context for games. This positive interdependence can exist at the level of the entire class, or even an entire school or beyond, as well as at the level of the small group of 2, 3, or 4.

a. Identity – If the entire class, or whatever the group of groups or group of individuals is, shares a common identity, there are more likely to pull for each other. For example, their identity can be as Class 3B or their can be a more colorful name, a mascot, a handshake, or a cheer (silent or otherwise). 

Specific suggestion: Promote a common identity among all participants in the game.

b. Goal – The large group needs a common goal(s), rather than the main focus being on individual goals or the goals of a small group of 2, 3, or 4, although there will also be individual and small group goals. Thus, they need to help each other to achieve their goal. An example of a goal would be to improve on their average score on the last quiz, to accumulate a certain number of total points, or to put on performances that achieve high ratings from another class.

Specific suggestion: Help all participants develop of common goal that they are playing to reach.

Example: In the game Just a Minute (Lee, 1995), used to practice language fluency, each student is given a topic and must speak fluently on the topic for a minute without hesitating (e.g., saying uhm), repeating, or going off topic. Students can play a practice round and see how many total hesitations, repetitions, and diversions they commit. Then, they formulate a goal of reducing this total in each subsequent round. They can coach each other between rounds to try to reach the goal.

c. Role – Each person or each small group can have a particular role to play in achieving the goal. For example, roles could be to ask thinking questions, to disagree politely, or to think of alternatives. Having a role makes everyone valuable; it helps make everyone a part of the total effort, regardless of their skill level. Roles should rotate so that everyone and every group has opportunities to play all the roles, even if at a given point in time they are not particularly skilled at a certain role. A key goal in cooperative learning is long-term strengthening of each group member, which will take precedence over short-term goals such as winning a particular game.

Specific suggestion: Allow each person to have a clearly designated role that is crucial to the game’s outcome.

Example: When a group is playing the game such as Scrabble, students can rotate such roles as player, advisor (who gives advice to the player before they put down their squares), checker (who looks in a dictionary to check that the player’s word is correct), scorekeeper, and speaker (who uses the word to say something – perhaps something humorous).

d. Reward – If the group (small or large) achieves its goal(s), everyone in the group receives a reward. Thus, cooperation may be promoted by the fact that one person’s success is linked with that of everyone else. Rewards can take many forms, such as grades, material objects, recognition, choice of future activities, the chance to do a group’s group cheer or handshake, pleasure in helping others, or a feeling of satisfaction and achievement. 

Specific suggestion: A reward, either extrinsic or intrinsic, should be gained if the goal is achieved. The key is that no one receives the reward unless everyone receives it.

Examples: If the goal is achieved – 

· the groups’ or class’ chosen name is written in chalk or whiteboard markers in multiple colors on the board

· everyone walks around the room giving each other their handshake

· the teacher salutes everyone by doing the class’s silent cheer (e.g., a silent accordion cheer = moving one’s hands almost together and them wide apart to imitate the motion of an accordion; a silent chicken clap = with one’s hands on one’s stomach, moving one’s arms and head to imitate a chicken strutting.

e. Resource – Each person and/or small group has unique resources that others do not have. These resources can be information, e.g., knowledge of how to do a mathematics problem via a particular procedure or information of the early days of television, or the unique resource can be materials, such as pieces of equipment in a science lab or art materials. Resource positive interdependence is one more means of making everyone valuable. This, like role positive interdependence, also promotes individual accountability, because everyone is depending on each other to play their role and to use their resource well for the benefit of the group.

Specific suggestion: Allow each person to have a resource that they alone have and which they need to use for the game to proceed. 

Example: In Spot the Difference (Ellis, 2005), visuals that are similar but not exactly the same are distributed, one to each player. The goal is to identify the differences between the visuals. Thus, to achieve the goal, each player must speak to the others to share with them in a clear manner what is on their individual resource, i.e., the visual they are holding but are not show to the others. The least proficient member is made equally important to the more proficient groupmates, who cannot succeed without their less proficient member, unless they have x-ray vision!

f. Environmental – This simply means that people share a common environment, sitting/standing close together. The point here is to encourage interaction, as this can promote learning and cooperation. People are less likely to build ties if they do not interact with one another. Indeed, even disagreement, if properly handled can build ties (Johnson & Johnson, 1995). Closeness, in a metaphorical sense, can also be achieved in cyberspace, via the growing range of increasing accessible internet tools for promoting interaction.

Specific suggestion: The game environment needs to be set up so that participants can easily communicate with one another and so that this communication is necessary.

Example: Often, uncooperative groups can be identified, even from the other side of a noisy classroom, by the fact that one or more group members are seated apart from the others and/or are looking away from the others. When online chat is used, it is easy to track who participates how often and who responds to whose posts.

g. External Challenge – Games often involve groups or individuals competing against other groups or individuals. Many people think that the competition element is what makes games exciting. Indeed, competition between groups can promote cooperation within each group. When we think about our larger goal of spreading the spirit of cooperation outside the small group to the entire class and beyond, we will probably want to use such inter-group competition sparingly. Fortunately, external challenges do not have to be against people. For example, students can compete against a standard. Just like a relay team works hard to beat their own best time, so too can a group or class study hard to beat their previous score. Similarly, groups can work together to address a problem, such as the poor quality diets of themselves and their classmates.

Specific suggestion: Look for ways to highlight challenges/enemies that are not the other participants.

Example: Groups can do projects that are similar to the Action Research (Sagor, 1992) done by teachers. Students identify a problem (in their studies, larger lives, school, community), collect data on the problem, investigate how they might address the problem, develop a plan for overcoming it, implement the plan, collect more data, analyze the effectiveness of their plan, celebrate their effort and whatever success they attained in meeting the external challenge, and start the process again.

4. Individual accountability can also play a major role in encouraging cooperation. Too often in games, those with less-than-average skills are marginalized, .e.g., they are hidden or hide themselves, or they are given or take less important roles. In contrast, when cooperation is emphasized everyone needs to take center stage.

Specific suggestion: Pay special attention to helping less proficient participants, e.g., giving them notes that others do not receive, or allowing more proficient groupmates to help them without taking over for them.

Examples: a. Pair lower achievers with higher achievers, but structure the collaboration to facilitate an active role for the lower achiever, e.g., while playing a computer-based game, the lower achiever controls the keyboard and mouse, while the higher achiever can give suggestions on what moves to make. 

b. Use multiple-ability tasks (Cohen, 1992; Jacobs, Power, & Loh, 2002), which combine such abilities as language and drawing, in order to make it more likely that someone who is less proficient and needs help in one area of the task will be more proficient and able to give help in another area, such as doing a mind map (Buzan, 1993), which combines language and content knowledge with the ability to draw. 

c. Keep track of how well everyone has done, as this provides information on the progress of lower achievers. Such information gives everyone, including the lower achievers themselves, insight into whether they need more assistance.

5. Teambuilding/Classbuilding activities are designed to promote a cooperative spirit among participants. Indeed, many such activities are games. 

Specific suggestion: Include such activities when needed.

Examples: Many books and websites offer activities, such as ice breakers, that can be used for teambuilding and classbuilding. The Same Game (Christine Lee, personal communication) has been adapted for use with the cooperative learning technique Reverse Snowball (Kearney, 1993). 

a. Each person in a group of four lists a total of 12 likes or dislikes.

b. Pairs explain their lists to each other and then make a list of 8 common likes or dislikes. They can add ones that were not on either person’s list.

c. Two pairs repeat the same process, trying to come up with a list of four common likes or dislikes among the group.

Another way to build a cooperative spirit is to spend time on discussion of how well groups are function and how they might function better.

6. The language we use in regard to a being or thing affects our thinking about that being or thing (Whorf, 1956). In this way, the language used in a game can affect how people view participation in the game. 

Specific suggestion: Examine the language used in a game’s directions and by the participants in a game. Look for alternatives to competitive language, such as attack, defeat, and conquer.

Conclusion
This article began with a rationale for enhancing cooperation in educational games, and the main part of the article consisted of ideas for doing so. The goal is not to eliminate competition but rather to emphasize cooperation. It has become a cliché to say that we live in an increasingly interdependent world. Nonetheless, this cliché represents reality. Cooperative games help students learn to see the positive side of this interdependence and increase it.
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