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What's the Difference between Collaborative and Cooperative 
Learning?: Implications for Underprepared  College Students 

 
"The first and most obvious thing to say about collaborative learning and  

cooperative learning is that they are two versions of the same thing." 
--Kenneth Bruffee 

 
The differences between collaborative and cooperative learning may be slight, as Kenneth 
Bruffee suggests: "Both are educational activities in which human relationships are the key to 
welfare, achievement, and mastery" (83). Still, the slight differences suggest a fundamental, or as 
Bruffee might suggest, a foundational difference in the approach to "the nature of knowledge and 
the authority of knowledge" (87). In our early years of schooling, we are learning a foundation of 
knowledge on which to ground ourselves in our culture, in "established knowledge communities" 
(85). Such knowledge is accepted knowledge, like Bruffee's example of the fact that "George 
Washington's army camped at Valley Forge" (84). In secondary and post-secondary education, 
we are permitted to explore beyond those foundations, to create new knowledge in a 
nonfoundational setting, to ask why and to explore deviations from accepted knowledge. College 
students are not always expected to come to agreement or consensus on issues; we take for 
granted that students should learn to ask the right questions as much as arrive at correct answers. 
Here is where the differences between collaborative and cooperative learning become clear. 
 
Collaborative learning creates a more open-ended environment in which students' research and 
findings may produce unintended and disagreed-upon results. Cooperative learning is more 
structured and results-oriented; students are looking for accepted knowledge in the context of 
their work. In addition to the stated goals of a cooperative learning task, though, are the 
"development of  interpersonal skills" (Smith and MacGregor), a characteristic of cooperative 
learning that sets it apart from some college-level collaborative learning, and that has 
implications for underprepared college students. Underprepared students who only participate in 
competitive and individualistic learning are literally on their own and underprepared for it. 
 

In contrast to competitive and individualistic learning, students can work together 
cooperatively to accomplish shared learning goals. Each student achieves his or 
her learning goal if and only if the other group members achieve theirs. Students 
work together in small groups to ensure that all group members achieve up to a 
preset criterion. When all group members reach criteria, each member may 
receive bonus points. (Johnson, Johnson, and Smith) 

 
Johnson, Johnson, and Smith document the benefits of cooperative learning for "cognitive 
growth" as students literally learn how to learn from working together. Our underprepared 
students may have been put in groups in the past that were unstructured to foster the 
interpersonal skills necessary for successful group learning. Of the "five key elements" that 
Johnson, Johnson, and Smith elaborate for successful groups—positive interdependence, 
individual accountability, promotive interaction, social skills, and group processing—the 
development of social skills may be the most valuable element in cooperative learning for the 
purposes of raising student preparedness: 
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The success of a cooperative effort requires interpersonal and small-group skills. 
Asking unskilled individuals to cooperate tends to be futile. Leadership, decision-
making, trust-building, communication, and conflict-management skills have to 
be taught; just as purposefully and precisely as academic skills. 

 
As Bruffee explains the differences between collaborative and cooperative learning, cooperative 
learning ensures accountability of each student in a group, assigns social roles to students that 
maintain group cooperation, disarms competitiveness among students in favor of cooperation, 
and allows teachers to supervise group work (90-92). For Bruffee, the traditional elements of 
cooperative learning are ineffective in higher education, although his concern is clearly not for 
underprepared students who may have missed out, for whatever reasons, on the positive 
interdependence skills that cooperative learning could have taught them in their early education. 
 
In many writings, the terms are used interchangeably, assuming readers are familiar with the 
historical and practical differences in how the methods are implemented at different levels of 
education. In the end, then, it doesn't matter whether we call it collaborative learning or 
cooperative learning, so much as that we decide what elements of both implementations will 
benefit our underprepared students. As Bruffee also notes,  
 

What unites cooperative learning and collaborative learning are their strengths: 
the educational advantage of marshalling peer group influence to focus on 
intellectual and substantive concerns. . . . Both assume that most people—
children, adolescents, and adults—can become critically engaged in schoolwork 
when teachers find ways to displace direct supervision into substantive tasks that 
students undertake working together. Both tend to validate the assumption that 
knowledge is not some absolute entity inside or outside us but is instead a social 
construct. And both make an important contribution to reconceiving education as 
reacculturation. 
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