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The problem of interactive approach to English Language teaching and learning is treated in terms of ARIAS 
(Accountability, Rewards, Interdependence, Assignments, and Social Skills). The emphasis is placed on the effec-
tive ways of promoting student interaction through structuring to the peers their activities and assigning different 
roles that require each student’s specifi c speech behavior and result in more active peers’ interaction.
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The shift in emphasis in language teach-
ing from a teacher-directed approach to 
a learner-center one, along with the perceived 
need to promote learners’ efforts at develop-
ing autonomy, has resulted in new challenges 
for a foreign language teacher. The extent to 
which an increasing awareness of self-directed 
learning will result in gains in the short or long 
term, or will simply motivate students to be-
come more autonomous in their learning has 
not yet been demonstrated. However, encour-
aged language learners become more involved 
in managing their own learning in an appealing 
notion for several reasons. One of the reasons 
is that learning is more effective when learners 
are active in the learning process, assuming re-
sponsibility for their learning and participating 
in the decisions that affect it. Particularly for 
a mixed ability groups of students, the promo-
tion of learner independence in language study 
can provide means to meet the differing needs, 
expectations, and profi ciency levels of indi-
vidual learners that may not be met in a group-
oriented classroom setting. On the other hand, 
the need for developing a greater autonomy 
in language learning can be seen as one facet 
of lifelong learning, in which each individ-
ual effectively makes decisions about which 
learning path to take. Nonetheless, language 
teachers may feel uneasy about encouraging 
implementing practices aimed at developing 
learner independence in an academic setting, 
where student’s attention is largely focused on 
completing other program requirements.

They may also perform their traditional 
roles as language experts, as providers and 
directors of knowledge. They may have mis-
givings about the ability of learners to orga-
nize themselves to work productively and 
independently.

With both the advantages and possible 
pitfalls of promoting learner independence in 
mind, we decided to introduce a self-directed 
element in the English course for the would 
be interpreters in the third year of study. 
The one-year program aimed at developing 

students’ independent reading and speaking 
skills in the English language is very demand-
ing on students’ time and energies. That is 
why any initiative to foster learner autonomy 
has to be fl exible enough to fi t our course and 
program constraints, as well as provide for 
learner choice.

One solution we have found to be effective 
was the structuring of a student interaction for 
promoting learning.

It is a common knowledge that a classroom 
may not have a computer, teaching aides, or the 
latest sophisticated materials, but every class-
room has students. However, the main goal of 
an English teacher is to fi nd the ways to maxi-
mize student’s learning through student-student 
interaction rather than direct teacher-student 
one. Compared to the traditional lecture ap-
proach, interactive methods have a number of 
advantages that have been reported in a num-
ber of research reviews on peer-interactive 
methods [1, p. 54–65]. In addition to higher 
levels of academic achievement, an increase 
in self-esteem, attendance, and a liking for 
school, an increase in mutual concern among 
students and the development of positive peer 
relationships have also been reported.

Merely putting students in groups isn’t 
enough. Student interaction needs to be struc-
tured. In the ESL/EFL classroom, developing 
profi ciency in reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking the target language, as well as acquir-
ing knowledge of culture, are core instruction-
al goals. Student interaction also needs to be 
structured so that many benefi ts of peer-inter-
active approaches can come about.

In order to provide harmonious student 
interaction, a teacher should successfully or-
chestrate a classroom interaction taking into 
account the issues of Accountability, Rewards, 
Interdependence, Assignments, and Social 
Skills (the acronym ARIAS).

Accountability means that students must 
make worthwhile individual contributions as 
well as benefi t from contributions made by oth-
ers. Group learning and performance depends 
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on both individual accountability and group in-
terdependence; group members sink or swim 
together – i.e., for anyone in the group to suc-
ceed, everyone in the group must succeed.

Both individual accountability and inter-
dependence among students can be structured 
through rewards (individual /team/ class).
Winning a contest based on group competi-
tion is one type of reward. A group can also 
be rewarded without competition. Here, stu-
dents work in groups to create a group prod-
uct, and everybody receives the same reward: 
a grade or other feedback. Or reward may be 
a combination of an individual’s and the team’s 
score (the sum of the quiz scores for all team 
members). In all these examples, the team re-
ward is designed to promote interdependence 
among team members. However, continually 
working in the same team may not contribute 
to a feeling of overall interdependence among 
all students in the class. In order to promote the 
development of a positive overall class spirit, 
teams can be reformed throughout the year and 
a class reward may be occasionally awarded. 
In this case the teams work together to earn 
a reward that is shared by the entire class.

Individual accountability and group inter-
dependence can also be structured by the as-
signment. Completing an assignment requires 
students to be engaged in certain behaviors 
and complete various subtasks. For example, 
if three students work together as a group on 
a composition about the changes they would 
like to see in their University department, 
each person can have the task of writing about 
just one change. Then they would come back 
together to write an introduction or conclu-
sion, as well as revise each person’s para-
graph and ensure that the entire composition 
fl ows smoothly.

Another way of promoting student interac-
tion is to assign specifi c role behaviors to stu-
dents. When fi rst introducing this to the class, 
it is helpful to give an each student a copy of 
a responsibility description on each role. For 
example, students writing a composition may 
be given the roles of the composition writer, 
a composition commenter, or an observer of 
the interaction between these three peers. Stu-
dents provide their own feedback on the com-
position according to the role requirements.

One of the effective ways that assignments 
can be used to structure interaction involves 
practicing reading, speaking, and listening. 
Here, students can be assigned to groups of 
three and instructed to cooperate with each other 
by performing one of three roles: Summarizer, 
Elaborator, or Facilitator – roles that represent 
cognitive tasks thought to be involved in learn-
ing. Each student of this triad is given a copy 
of a text that should be read silently or aloud. 

Upon completion reading the text, the Summa-
rizer sums up the main points of the text to the 
other two members of the group in his / her 
own words without looking down at the page. 
This helps clarify the core ideas in the mate-
rial. The Elaborator then explains the activity 
by relating to a similar situation; or otherwise 
discussing the issues involved in the problem. 
This helps relate the new information to prior 
knowledge, making it more meaningful and 
easier to remember. The Facilitator monitors 
accuracy, makes sure that the triad follows the 
task and uses the target language, and if there 
is some time left, asks for an elaboration from 
the Summarizer, or adds elaboration of his or 
her own. After students have fi nished discuss-
ing the text (5–10 minutes) and have chosen 
an answer, the teacher may wish to have a few 
minutes of general discussion, perhaps solicit-
ing some personal elaborations from triads.

Another technique of using interactive ap-
proach is a jigsaw activity. The idea for jigsaw 
activities comes from jigsaw-puzzles. Just as 
in a jigsaw, pieces must be put back together 
to complete the picture. In a jigsaw activity, in-
formation is divided into different pieces, each 
group member is given a piece to learn, and 
then group members teach each other about 
their pieces so that everyone has a complete 
picture of the information. First, the teacher 
divides the material into enough pieces so that 
each group member has one part. Next, the 
parts are distributed and people from different 
groups who have the same part meet to study 
their parts. These new groups are called expert 
teams. After studying their pieces of informa-
tion, students return to their original groups 
and teach their piece to the other group mem-
bers. Finally, the entire group demonstrates the 
knowledge by using the information to com-
plete a task or answer questions. An example 
of jigsaw activity can be illustrated by the fol-
lowing: a teacher puts students into groups of 
four, and, after introducing vocabulary used for 
describing people, gives a cartoon about fam-
ily members to every person in a group. The 
students with the same cartoon then get to-
gether in expert teams to read and understand 
their pieces. Then, they return and describe the 
cartoon to the group mates without showing it. 
Afterwards, students are given a test covering 
the information in all four cartoons, with their 
scores being partly based on how well their 
group mates had performed.

As one can see, this jigsaw activity in-
volves all fi ve parts of ARIAS. One, there is 
an individual accountability, because group 
member are all responsible for learning and 
teaching their cartoon. Two, there are rewards 
for cooperation. Teaching the group mates 
about the cartoon they have read, students raise 
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everyone’s score as well as their own. Three, 
there is an interdependence because students 
make their fellow group members describe 
them the cartoons they have not seen. Four, as-
signments are equally divided among all group 
members. Five, social skills are being devel-
oped as students must be both good speakers 
explaining their cartoons so that others could 
understand and be good listeners, being sure 
that they fi nd out all necessary information.

Although the potential of properly struc-
tured peer interaction for improving learning 
is great, there are some concerns regarding 
the implementation of these activities in the 
ESL/EFL classes that need to be addressed.

These concerns fall broadly into two cat-
egories:

1) those related to the students’ limited 
English ability;

2) those related to a classroom management.
The fi rst category includes a lack of 

a correct model of the target form of Eng-
lish, inaccurate modeling, and insuffi cient or 
faulty feedback. 

The second category includes group for-
mation, maintaining order, learner’s use of 
their native language at inappropriate times, 
evaluation, and suitability for varied cultural 
and learning styles.

The concerns based on students’ profi cien-
cy level are important because students speak 
much more when peer interactive methods 
are applied rather than when the class is con-
ducted in a teacher-fronted classroom. Even, 
if teachers’ English is not that of a standard 
variety of English, it will almost always be 
close to a standard variety than students’ Eng-
lish. With peer interactive methods, students 
hear each others’ English, which may not be 
accurate phonologically, syntactically, lexi-
cally, or sociolinguistically. However, many 
linguists state that learners can discriminate 
between standard and non-standard English 
and can acquire more native-like English as 
their profi ciency increases.

Another concern is that students’ lack of 
ability may cause them to give the peers inac-
curate feedback; for example, telling them that 
something they said was wrong when, in real-
ity, it was correct. In addition, students’ aware-
ness about their poor English language profi -
ciency level may lead then to shy away from 
providing any feedback at all. 

In contrast, as they say, in a teacher-front-
ed classroom, the students have the teacher as 
their model and, at least theoretically, can get 
an immediate and accurate feedback. However, 
in reality, few students in such classes are lucky 
enough to receive much individual feedback. 

Long and Parter (1985) report the striking 
fact that each EFL student has only 30 seconds 

per a lesson to practice their English in a teach-
er-fronted classroom of 30 EFL students. This 
means, each student has only one hour of 
practice per year. Even though, the students 
receive an accurate feedback, during such 
time, which is just not enough. Therefore, 
when teachers dominate the instructional 
time, students may have a good model and re-
ceive correct feedback, but students have few 
opportunities to produce any language of their 
own in the class, and consequently receive lit-
tle individualized feedback.

As for the accuracy of a feedback, some 
English teachers found that their students never 
miscor rected each other during unsupervised 
group work.

In summary, then, even though students 
are not as good as teachers in providing a cor-
rect language model and feedback, during 
peer-interacting activities, students can par-
ticipate more actively and provide each other 
with an authentic communication practice. In 
this case, the lack of target-level modeling and 
feedback may be considered to be an accept-
able trade-off for an increased student partici-
pation and productivity. Further, by carefully 
structuring the activity, teachers can reduce the 
possible effects of students’ English defi cien-
cies. For example, by linking a cooperative 
activity with a reading passage, teachers can 
provide students with the vocabulary they can 
use while talking in their classroom.

Classroom management is the second area 
of concern when peer-interactive methods are 
used. Teachers may at times be reluctant to try 
implementing group activities because they 
fear chaos will result. It should be in mind that 
putting students in groups does not mean that 
it is a teatime for teachers. In fact, teachers can 
and should remain an integral part of coopera-
tive learning in the classroom. 

Teachers should control the classroom in 
three ways:

1) by structuring the group activities;
2) by teaching students the skills necessary 

to work effi ciently in groups;
3) by walking from group to group coordi-

nating and supporting when groups face chal-
lenges, giving feedback, and making sure that 
students follow their task.

Another problem for a teacher is to decide 
how many students to put into a group and 
what students to put together. Some experts 
(Rogers, Dansereau) on cooperative learn-
ing suggest that pairs or groups of three or 
four are best when students are fi st learning to 
work together. Also, the smaller the group, the 
more each person gets to talk. However, larger 
groups mean more people to share ideas.

Answering the question how to divide stu-
dents into groups, some researchers note that 
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groups should be mixed in terms of ability and 
other characteristics, e.g. forming heteroge-
neous groups; others consider homogeneous 
groups are more appropriate for the students of 
peer interactive cooperation.

Another aspect of classroom management 
that some teachers may be concerned about 
is that students may use their native language 
during peer interacting learning. To tell the 
truth, the use of a native language is not always 
regarded as inappropriate. For example, if stu-
dents are trying to understand the activity pro-
cedure better, it might be helpful if they were 
allowed to use their native language to some 
extent. If, however, students prefer speaking 
their native language rather than expressing 
their thoughts in English, they should be dis-
couraged from doing so. One way to deal with 
this is to give one student in each group the 
role of monitoring the group members’ target-
language use. 

Teachers might further be puzzled about 
how they can evaluate individual students 
during peer-interaction learning. They may 
wonder how to determine what each student 
actually did and learned during cooperative 
learning activities. There are two answers to 
this concern. First, individual assessment is of-
ten a part of peer-interactive methods. Students 
can be tested individually or called on random-
ly to answer questions on material student in 
a group. Second, group methods are only one 
part of teachers’ repertoire of methods. Their, 
teachers have opportunities to evaluate their 
students during other activities.

A fi nal consideration that must be taken into 
account is the students’ cultural and social val-
ues, their expectations about classroom learn-
ing, and their personal learning styles because 

values and expectations vary from country to 
country, place to place, and person to person. 
Therefore, this context cooperative group work 
will need more practice for some students due 
to different cultural values, past experience and 
cognitive styles. This should be considered not 
so much as an objection to cooperative learn-
ing but as a reminder that caution must be ex-
ercised before introducing any new curricular 
approach. As it has been already mentioned, 
peer-interactive methods are proposed as one 
type of classroom activity; how the methods 
are implemented and integrated into the exist-
ing curriculum are best judged by teachers who 
know their students best.

However, the social signifi cance of coop-
erative learning methods cannot be understated 
because by creating conditions that encourage 
students to cooperate in a team or a group, we 
not only motivate students to become more 
autonomous, active and responsible for their 
learning of course material, but, perhaps more 
importantly, help students turn into better citi-
zens of their world.
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