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Abstract

An increasing body of research has explored patterns of interaction
and peer support among young learners. Although some studies sug-
gest that young learners can engage in collaboration when interacting
on tasks, other studies indicate the opposite. Moreover, despite the
claims that peer collaboration is conducive to learning, studies have
not paid enough attention to the “how” to enhance peer collaboration
on tasks. This article proposes that enhancing peer collaboration is a
powerful pedagogical tool that promotes communication among peers
and mutual support, thus positively affecting learners’ performance
during classroom work. At the heart of the article, it discusses some
practical pedagogical ideas for teachers which focus on teaching collab-
orative principles and strategies during classroom work. Although it
pays particular attention to the context of primary school English for-
eign language teaching, its content may also be relevant to primary
school teachers of other foreign and second languages.

doi: 10.1002/tesq.3344

INTRODUCTION

& Focusing on the primary school context of English as a foreign lan-
guage (EFL) and drawing on research studies with young learners
(YL), this article explores peer collaboration, an important and rather
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underexplored component of foreign language (FL) primary school
learning. The term peer collaboration describes a pair/small group
working together on all parts of the task where learners help each
other, engage with each other’s contributions, and work together
throughout the whole task, thus creating and maintaining a joint prob-
lem space (Storch, 2002). The role of peer interaction and collabora-
tion in second language acquisition has been predominantly explored
from an interaction-cognitive framework which has shown that learners
benefit when input is interactionally modified through clarification
checks, confirmation checks, and repairs (Gass & Mackey, 2015). It
has also been investigated from a sociocultural perspective, according
to which children develop cognitively as they interact with a teacher,
parent, or a more skilled peer and this process is mediated by lan-
guage (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006).

Research with YL has demonstrated that when interacting on tasks,
YL establish both, collaborative and non-collaborative patterns of inter-
action (Azkarai & Kopinska, 2020; Garc�ıa Mayo & Imaz Agirre, 2019).
Their interactions appear to be high on equality, but low on mutuality.
In other words, although YL may equally contribute to the task and take
directions from one another (equality), they seem to be less able to
engage with each other’s contributions, provide reciprocal feedback,
and share ideas (mutuality). This article aims to demonstrate that collab-
orative work among YL can be enhanced by teaching collaborative prin-
ciples and strategies while the learners are engaged in classroom work. It
will first provide an overview of relevant research findings. It will then
demonstrate possible ways of enhancing collaborative work.

WHAT DOES THE RESEARCH SAY ABOUT PEER
COLLABORATION AMONG YL?

Research has indicated several important factors that may impact
the degree of collaboration among YL.

Age

Research suggests that children around age 6 may be hesitant to
share with others and prefer or choose to work alone (Berman, 1998).
From 8 years on, children begin to shift their orientation to collabora-
tion and engage in more coordinated efforts and forms of interaction
(Leman & Oldham, 2005). A few available studies in language class-
rooms; albeit with a low number of participants, have shown that while
children within the age range 8–9 years (Grade 3) and 11–12 years
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(Grade 6) tend to establish collaborative patterns of interaction (But-
ler & Zeng, 2015), 9- to 10-year-old children (Grade 4) appear to form
non-collaborative patterns (Butler & Zeng, 2015; Garc�ıa Mayo & Imaz
Agirre, 2016). Garc�ıa Mayo and Imaz Agirre (2016) speculate that
motivational factors at this age come into play as “children start to be
more aware of what their peers think about their way of using a FL
(peer pressure)” (p.462). Pinter (2007) argued that the 9–10 age
range is sensitive in child development, which in turn has a strong
influence on the degree of collaboration.

Teacher’s Mindset

One study has indicated that if the teacher’s mindset is collaborative
and the teachers implement strategies needed to engage in effective
collaboration, such as negotiating behavior or scaffolding strategies,
learners will be more likely to work together (Sato, 2017). Similarly,
the quality of help provided among learners may be related to the
quality of help provided by the teacher to the learners (Davin &
Donato, 2013).

Pair Formation

Some research has hinted at the influence of pair formation on peer
collaboration. For example, teacher-assigned and proficiency-paired
groups are more likely to work together than groups of self or
student-selected groups with preexisting friendships (Garc�ıa Mayo &
Imaz Agirre, 2019). Nevertheless, the impact of proficiency differences
on collaboration is not clear-cut. For example, in the abovementioned
study by Davin and Donato (2013), small groups composed of learners
at varying levels of proficiency were able to collaborate in order to create
a list of questions in Spanish while using their linguistic resources to
guide each other through complex linguistic problem-solving. In con-
trast, Kos’ (2023) exploration of peer support among 11-year-old
learners highlighted numerous instances of lack of support in the form
of reprimanding, impatience, expressing a lack of awareness of the part-
ner’s contribution, or disrespecting a peer’s linguistic resources.

Task Design

Research conducted within the task-based language teaching
(TBLT) framework (e.g., Ellis, Skehan, Li, Shintani, & Lambert, 2020)
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has shown that certain aspects of task design such as task type, a task’s
inherent characteristics, and possible ways of task implementation can
promote collaborative behavior. In other words, selecting the “right”
task or activity is crucial to promote collaborative work because peer
collaboration is more likely to occur if the task is inherently collabora-
tive. For example, tasks which include a single, convergent outcome
may be more likely to promote collaboration than divergent tasks. This
is because learners must converge on an agreed solution to the task as
opposed to allowing them “to arrive at their own individual solutions”
(Ellis et al., 2020, p.11). A task involves a primary focus on meaning,
some kind of gap, learners’ reliance on their own linguistic and non-
linguistic resources, and a clearly defined communicative outcome
(Ellis et al., 2020). Typical collaborative tasks used for YL are picture
ordering tasks, information-gap tasks such as “describe and draw” or
the “spot the difference task.”

Research has also shown that the degree of collaboration may be
enhanced by altering the task modality (oral vs. oral + written; Hidalgo
& Garc�ıa Mayo, 2021). Adding the written modality can be beneficial
because writing together may evoke a sense of co-authorship of a text
and provide learners with a common goal in the form of a joint text
to achieve. They depend on each other, help each other, and work
closely while pooling their resources and ideas (Storch, 2016). Charac-
terized by a slow pace and visible output, writing together can also
turn learners’ attention to form while their attention is simultaneously
on meaning (Hidalgo & Garc�ıa Mayo, 2021). In a similar vein, it may
promote language-related episodes (LREs; Swain & Lapkin, 1998), par-
ticularly among 10- to 12-year-old learners while raising their metalin-
guistic awareness (Mart�ınez Adri�an & Gallardo del Puerto, 2021).
LREs are important for collaboration because when engaged in LREs,
learners talk about the language they are producing, question their
language use, or correct themselves or others (Swain & Lapkin, 1998).
Finally, to promote peer collaboration, teachers may consider repeat-
ing the task. For example, Pinter (2007) has shown that repeating the
exact communication task with 10-year-old children of low proficiency
promoted their enjoyment and task performance and positively influ-
enced the nature and extent of assistance.

Cultural Context

As all classroom practices are embedded in particular cultural con-
texts, learners in different cultures may engage in different types of
social interactions, and develop different types of relationships and
collaborative behavior (Chen, French, & Schneider, 2006). For
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example, the role of peer collaboration may depend on the degree to
which autonomous or cooperative behaviors are encouraged (or toler-
ated) within a particular culture. More specifically, teachers within
societies with an individualistic orientation (United States, Germany)
may encourage maintaining personal identity, preferences, and auton-
omy in peer activities (Chen et al., 2006; Solak, 2020). In contrast,
peers within more collectivistic or group-oriented cultures (China,
Japan) may be more likely to give priority to the needs, wants, and
goals of a group, and working with others, asking for help from others
and mutual support may be the norm (Solak, 2020). Although caution
is needed concerning the collectivistic/individualist distinction, it
seems reasonable to argue that the cultural context is a strong mediat-
ing factor in children’s collaborative behavior.

Instruction and Training in how to Interact with Others

Research conducted mainly with adult or young adolescent learners
has shown the benefits of instructing or training learners how to inter-
act with their partners. This includes showing a model video of
learners working on similar tasks (Kim & McDonough, 2011), engag-
ing learners in discussions about the benefits of pair/group work
before assigning them to work in pairs or groups (Kim & McDo-
nough, 2008), or instructing learners how to use peer
language-learning strategies in interactional tasks (Ballinger, 2013;
Sato & Dussuel Lam, 2021). For example, in a classroom-based study
with 44 YL in the Chilean EFL context, Sato and Dussuel Lam (2021)
were guided by an important question “What can a teacher do for
their students to participate more in communicative activities?”
(p.900). Learners in the experimental class engaged in a series of
activities designed to increase their willingness to communicate. This
led to an increased willingness to communicate, metacognitive knowl-
edge of oral communication, production of the target language, and
turn-taking among group members.

Summary

While some studies point toward YLs’ ability to collaborate and scaf-
fold each other, some point in the opposite direction hinting at low
mutuality or difficulties in supporting one another. The degree of YLs’
collaboration is impacted by factors such as learners’ age, the teacher’s
collaborative mindset, pair formation, aspects of task design and
implementation, and cultural context. Some research indicates that
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instructing and/or training YL how to interact with others promotes
learners’ metacognition and participation in classroom learning.
Although the focus of this research was not on collaboration, it indi-
cates that even with YL, metacognitive instruction is a useful
pedagogical tool.

ENHANCING PEER COLLABORATION BY TEACHING
COLLABORATIVE PRINCIPLES AND STRATEGIES

I will now outline how to optimize the benefits of peer collaboration
by providing instruction and practice in the use of collaborative princi-
ples and strategies. This article proposes that this process may evolve
in three stages. It has to be, however, acknowledged that treating YL
as a homogenous group is not clear-cut given the individual develop-
mental influences on collaboration.

Stage 1: Awareness-raising: Entails raising learners’ awareness of the
concept of collaboration and its benefits for language learning.
Learners are introduced to the collaborative principles that learners
need to develop to learn well with others. Table 1 below provides an
example of such principles which have been developed based on
Storch (2002) and simplified for YL. These include engagement with
each other’s contributions (We are engaged.), agreement-seeking behavior
(We seek agreement.), and mutual support (We help each other.)
These principles can be particularly useful for they entail aspects
related to how learners contribute to the task and each other, make
decisions, assist one another, and the language they use. Moreover,
they underline the importance of mutuality for collaboration and the
important role that social relationships play in learning. They also
seem to convey that an important part of awareness raising is that

TABLE 1

Collaborative learning principles (adopted from Storch, 2002).

Collaborative
principle Description

Engagement We do our best to achieve our goals. We all contribute to the task. We
do our best to involve others when they are less active. We value our
partner’s contribution

Agreement We may have disagreements, but we seek an agreement. We express our
disagreements, but we discuss them. We do our best to resolve them so
that the solution is acceptable to all of us

Help We ask for help and offer help. We share our ideas and give feedback.
We offer encouragement
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learners become aware that “their peers can be a useful learning
resource” (Sato & Dussuel Lam, 2021, p.903). These principles
should be rewritten into simple English/and or translated into stu-
dents’ L1 and complemented by illustrations to highlight their mean-
ing. They should be made visible to learners by placing them on a
classroom wall. Moreover, learners should be reminded of these prin-
ciples on a consistent basis, particularly before and during pair or
group work.

Alternatively, collaborative principles can be created and decided
together with the learners. Collectively arriving at essential principles
gives students a sense of self-determination and self-empowerment
which in turn may encourage learners to follow such principles
wholeheartedly.

Stage 2: Strategy Instruction and Practice: In the next stage, learners
are taught, and given opportunities to practice and apply collaborative
strategies during their class work. Such collaborative learning strategies
include initiating and participating in conversations (Can I say some-
thing?; Sato & Dussuel Lam, 2021), suggesting ideas or solutions (How
about . . . ?), requesting and giving help (Can you help me, please?), or
providing explanations (I think that this means . . . ). Table 2 below pro-
vides examples of such strategies adopted from Kos (2023). Like in
case of collaborative principles, these strategies should be made visible,
translated into L1 if necessary, and complemented by illustrations.

One way of teaching learners how to use collaborative strategies is
by modeling such strategies by asking pairs/groups to interact in front

TABLE 2

Examples of collaborative learning strategies (Kos, 2023, p.177).

Strategies Examples

Explaining (language, concept, task, and teacher
directions)

I think that this means . . .

Suggesting (idea and solution) How about . . . ?/Shall we . . . ?
Providing options/examples for responses I think that it’s either . . . or . . .
Others correcting and offering correct language I am not sure. I think that we must

write . . .
Agreeing/disagreeing That’s a good idea but . . .
Encouraging to complete an utterance Yes, please go on.
Requesting clarification, information, and
confirmation

Can you tell me why, please?

Asking for justification Why do you think that?
Using body language to clarify the meaning Here, look at this picture!
Offering resources or expertise Can I write it for you?
Inviting participation Would you like to do the next one?
Encouraging persistence Let’s think together!
Offering positive feedback I like your handwriting.
Showing empathy I know that it’s hard.
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of the class, or by showing a model video of learners working on simi-
lar tasks (Adams & Oliver, 2019). It is also important that teachers
model active listening strategies to show students how to work with
one another (Adams & Oliver, 2019). This can be done by asking
learners to actively listen to a peer and paraphrase what the peer said.
Similar to Sato and Dussuel Lam (2021), a great deal of attention dur-
ing this process should be given to strategy knowledge, which is a com-
ponent of metacognitive knowledge and oral communication.
Therefore, learners should be given opportunities to practice these
strategies while raising their “awareness of the discourse functions and
usefulness of the strategies” (Sato & Dussuel Lam, 2021, p.907). For
example, after having modeled and explained a strategy suggesting an
idea or solution (How about . . . ?), the teacher asks learners to propose
one or two other ways of suggesting an idea or solution (Can you . . . ?).
Learners are allowed to draw on their L1. Then, for the learners to
practice the strategies, the teacher and the class collaboratively per-
form a task or activity (e.g., Say and write.), in which they describe a
picture (Molly’s schoolbag), and during which they are invited to suggest
ideas or solutions. Afterward, the learners work in pairs on a similar
task which may incorporate writing (Write about Molly’s bag!), and are
encouraged to use these strategies. In the following lesson, the teacher
first reminds the learners of the strategies and asks them to complete
a pair work task to practice these strategies.

Stage 3: Reflection: The last stage involves reflection to strengthen
learners’ awareness of the benefits of peer collaboration as well as meta-
cognitive knowledge regarding collaborative strategies. This may involve
peers reflecting on (1) the pair/group work in general (Do you think the
pair work went well? Why? Why not?), (2) students’ perceived learning ben-
efits (What kinds of things did you learn from pair work?), (3) the contribu-
tion to pair/group work (How did you contribute to the pair work?), and (4)
adherence to the collaborative principles and the use of strategies (What
strategies did you use?). Following the example given by Sato and Dussuel
Lam (2021), learners may be given a list of the strategies with a blank
space in which to evaluate their uses. The teacher first selects a learner
to describe a picture of his/her schoolbag from the previous lesson dur-
ing which the teacher uses certain strategies. Using a checklist, the other
students evaluate the teacher’s use of the strategies. The procedure is
then repeated during a group activity in which one learner takes over
the teacher’s role, another learner uses the strategies, and another fills
out the checklist. Learners take turns so that every student takes the role
of the speaker, strategy user, and monitor. This is followed by the moni-
toring learner reporting back to the group on which strategies were used
effectively. Finally, the whole class discusses how to improve the quantity
and quality of the strategy use.

TESOL QUARTERLY548



CONCLUDING REMARKS

This article has underscored the importance of enhancing collabo-
rative interaction among YL. The reasoning behind this is that doing
so even at a young age will help them engage in communication with
each other and support each other during classroom work. Moreover,
teaching learners principles and strategies of how to work together
can provide them with valuable tools to question language use, pro-
vide feedback to each other, correct each other, negotiate meaning,
etc. Needless to say, the process must be guided by the teachers who
serve as role models. If our learners are to act and work collabora-
tively, teachers themselves are encouraged to implement the principles
and strategies needed to engage in effective collaboration.
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