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Definitions: 

 Collaborative learning is “a learning process where two or more people work together to create 
meaning, explore a topic, or improve skills” (Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, & Turoff, 1995).  Note: Though 
some researchers do vary definitions between collaborative and cooperative learning, others do 
not, so the distinction is unclear. 

 Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning (CSCL) is “a dynamic, interdisciplinary, and 
international field of research focused on how technology can facilitate the sharing and creation 
of knowledge and expertise through peer interaction and group learning processes.”  

 
Purpose: 
This article is a review of the last 20 years of research on the use of educational technology for 
collaboration in higher ed.  It highlights important research issues, challenges, & directions in emerging 
research.  It also presents recommendations for future research & highlights gaps in existing research.  
 
Related Theory: 

 Chickering’s seven principles for good practice in undergraduate education (Chickering & 
Ehrmann, 1996): 

o “Good practice develops reciprocity and collaboration among students.” 
o “Good practice uses active learning techniques.” 

 Constructivist Epistemology (Piaget) 

 Cognitive Science’s perspectives on cognition as a social entity (e.g., Levine, Resnick, & Higgins 
1993; anchored instruction, Bransford, Sherwood, Hasselbring, Kinzer, & Williams, 1990; 
cognitive apprenticeship, Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; cognitive flexibility theory, Spiro, 
Coulson, Feltovich, & Anderson, 1988; collaborative visualization, Pea, 1994; distributed 
cognition, Hutchins, 1995; Salomon, 1993; Salomon & Perkins, 1998; distributed 
constructionism, Kafai & Resnick, 1996; group cognition, Stahl, 2006; knowledge building, 
Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993; learning communities, Brown, 1997; situated cognition, Lave & 
Wenger, 1991) 

 
Instructional motives for the use of CSCL: 

1. To prepare students for the knowledge society (collaboration skills and knowledge creation). 
2. To enhance student cognitive performance or foster deep understanding. 
3. To add flexibility of time and space for cooperative/collaborative learning. 
4. To foster student engagement and keep track of student cooperative/collaborative work (online 

written discourse). 
 
Why is Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning (CSCL) trending today? 

 Many new technology tools are developed every day. 

 Constructivist-based approaches to education are increasingly popular. 

 We have an enhanced need for engaging learning environments. 
 
Where the Research is Shallow: 
More research is needed in the area of product variables such as academic achievement, development 
of higher-order thinking skills, student satisfaction, individual and group products, and group cognition. 



Recommendations: 
1. Conduct evidence-based research with clear descriptions of the participants, contextual 

elements, and analysis methods to enhance replicability. 
2. Focus on unique affordances of new technology instead of comparing online CSCL environments 

to face-to-face collaboration. 
3. Apply the research about face-to-face collaborative learning in analysis of online interaction in 

CSCL environments. 
4. Conduct more research on characteristics of the neo-millennial students as they experience 

technology as an integrated part of their daily lives and whether they embrace CSCL or feel 
constraint from current CSCL environments. 

5. Conduct more research on design elements of CSCL tool softwares to determine the extent to 
which they support, structure, regulate, facilitate or constrain interactions of teachers and 
students.  

6. Carry out research on organizational issues related to CSCL in higher ed to determine essential 
conditions for effective implementation. 

 
Reflections: 
 
 “…teachers and students seldom used technology in the classroom as intended by designers.”   
 
This echoes previous discussions on technology.  Is technology a new use for the existing or the tool 
itself?  Naturally, the designer had an audience and purpose in mind when s/he developed the tool.  
(Example: Collaborative frameworks developed for business conferencing have been repurposed for 
higher ed.)  If a tool wasn’t initially developed with our specific use in mind, we will put it to use 
differently, but that doesn’t necessarily mean our use is inferior.  Even within a course or discipline, 
variations occur.  Group presentations make very different use of collaborative frameworks than 
dialogues and debates.  This underscores the need for adequate training or preparation regarding 
incorporation and use of technology along with methods and content areas (TPACK). 
 
Recommendation 2: Focus on unique affordances of new technology instead of comparing online CSCL 
environments to face-to-face collaboration. 
 
We have a tendency to want to compare new ideas and methods to those that already exist.  Why is the 
initial model held as the “gold standard?”  In fields like education, processes have held fairly steady in a 
time of rapid change.  CSCL provides a completely new environment for interaction with functionalities 
unavailable in previous environments (F2F or online).   Instead of providing an equivalent to an existing 
experience, one should focus on the objectives for the experience itself. 
 
“…universities will need to understand the role that the latest technology advancements can play in 
providing more effective learning environments. They must also provide high quality faculty 
development, technology resources, infrastructure, software tools, and technical support.” 
 
Without the support of administration, faculty likely won’t receive the training, financial support, 
technical support, and encouragement they need to effectively incorporate.  Luckily, Web 2.0 
technologies are making accessibility less of an issue for the adventurous educators.  It will continue to 
challenge existing educators that have not dived into the neo-millennial, tech-reality world today.  
Students expect technology to be a part of their experience, because it always has been.  For instance, 



instructors no longer feel an option to supplement F2F classes with an LMS because students now 
frequently demand it and are confused when it’s not an option. 
  
“Yet, the extent to which instructors will choose to engage students in collaborative learning remains a 
moral issue (Goodlad, Soder, & Sirotnik, 1990), one grounded in each instructor’s own beliefs about 
teaching.” 
 
I’m not sure I totally understand this.  If we adhere to the idea that collaborative learning is “a learning 
process where two or more people work together to create meaning, explore a topic, or improve skills,” 
then even the act of reading is collaborative learning.  A student interacting with a teacher in an F2F 
class each day is collaborative.  It’s rare to engage in learning that is not collaborative. 


