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HrE4E  Analyzing Collaboration

The study of collaboration has been part of the learning sciences from its inception. However,articles
have appeared that use different definitions of collaboration, that give different reasons for studying it, and
that use different methods. This variability has continued to the present. To help make sense of this variety,
we propose that the spectrum of methodologies used in collaboration research can be usefully divided into
four groups, associated with four different reasons to study collaboration (see Table 10.1): Collaboration-
as-a-window, collaboration-for-distal-outcomes, collaboration-for-proximal-outcomes, and collaboration-
as-learning. These four dimensions allow us to better characterize the four methodological approaches to
studying collaborative discourse, by capturing how they differ along one or more of these dimensions.
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a¥rE41E Analyzing Collaboration

Our first category — collaboration-as-a-window — uses contexts of collaboration to better understand
individual cognition. Our second category — collaboration-for-distal outcomes — seeks to document how
particular patterns of collaboration promote or constrain productive learning activities leading to positive or
negative individual outcomes that are operationalized apart from the interaction itself (e.g., performance on
a later written test). Our third category — collaboration-for-proximal-outcomes — attempts to link
collaborative processes with outcomes within the interaction itself (e.g., inter subjectivity), and
(sometimes) uses those outcomes to explain distal learning outcomes. Our fourth category, collaboration-
as-learning, treats collaboration as more than a means to proximal or distal outcomes, but as the focal
process and outcome itself. Forms of collaboration are hemselvesoutcomes. This view brings with it a
commitment to understanding the “endogenous”organization and understandings of collaboration among
research participants.
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

One simple way to understand our four categories is that they answer the question, “Why study
collaboration?” In the following sections, we describe four objectives that drive different paradigms of
learning sciences research on collaborative discourse and four corresponding methodological approaches.
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

One reason to study collaboration is to learn more about how individuals think. In such a study, the
focus is not on collaborative processes per se, and the methods typically used in these studies reflect this.
For example, the learning sciences has strong genealogical roots in cognitive science, and one of the early
methods for studying learning and problem solving within cognitive science was the use of verbal
protocols. In a verbal protocol study, a person is asked to think aloud, in the presence of a researcher, while
carrying out some task.
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

Researchers who conceptualize collaborative discourse as a window onto thinking focus primarily on
the content of talk, rather than the interactional processes of talk, which is then coded at the level of single
turns, aggregated, quantified, and submitted to statistical analysis. (FF7%#EH T ERETRIENS, MA
ERIEIAE R, AN AR mL. Ke. sMsitotr. D

Quite often they seek to minimize social influences by using contrived situations

such as clinical interviews or problem solving in laboratory conditions. (A& 5
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

Different types of collaboration can be identified and associated with varying levels of individual
learning outcomes, which are identified outside the immediate context of the interaction, such as
performance on a later cognitive task or a measure of motivation. This second approach has a long history
and has been used in many research studies. (A [FIZE )& A 7] DUAS [R] K MA 2 2] P U BR &
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

This second methodological approach requires identifying a collaborative pattern within discourse
and correlating or relating it to a distal outcome typically reified as a product. This style of research
greatly depends on the researcher’s ability to operationalize and define the collaborative phenomena of
interest and the outcomes in order to make both observable and measurable. (55 /N VAR
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

A third body of research tightens the focus of collaboration on proximal outcomes, such as
intersubjectivity, that are identified within a focal interaction itself and that are believed to mediate the
relationship between patterns of discourse and the distal outcomes like those described in the previous
section. This is currently one of the most active areas of research in the learning sciences, because its
goal is to explain how collaborative processes contribute directly to learning . (ZF =5 R E Tk
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Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

This close attention to the process of collaboration as a jointly produced activity has been accompanied by a
major methodological change in how interactions are represented and studied. Nowhere is this more evident than
In the way interactions are represented through transcription conventions. When one brings a collective unit of
analysis to the study of collaboration, one needs techniques that allow analysts to track how interactions unfold

across participants, for the purposes of identifying units of activity that span different turns, and thereby,
different participants in an interaction. This in turn involves capturing all manner of interaction detail that other
approaches we have discussed typically “clean up” and leave out of transcripts. These interactional details have
been most thoroughly documented by three decades of conversation analysis research; salient details include,
among others, the boundaries of when turns at talk start and stop, the prosody of speech, and the pitch contours of
particular words. These matter for analysts because they demonstrably matter for the meanings that people in
collaboration attribute to each other and act on in interaction. Similarly, people in interaction rely on multiple
modalities and semiotic resources .Finally, groups develop shared meanings, shorthand conventions, and common
routines as they work together over time.



Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

A fourth category within the learning sciences holds that collective units of activity are an important unit of
analysis in their own right. Learning is operationalized as relational changes to a system with multiple parts,
human and nonhuman — “adaptive reorganization in a complex system”. In some cases, learning scientists have
borrowed from these anthropologically oriented traditions to expand a focus beyond individuals, for both the
processes and the outcomes of collaboration.



Four Reasons to Study Collaboration and Learning

The contrast between the informal sites for collaborative learning and how collaboration is organized in
formal schooling is striking. In schools, we isolate individuals via tests and other forms of individual record
keeping. But in the many other contexts in which people collaborate and learn together, these forms of isolating
Individuals are less common or nonexistent. How in these other settings, amidst distributed units of teams, groups,
families, and firms are the contributions of individuals recognized and isolated as distinct? This is one of the

Important and interesting questions that an endogenous and distributed perspective on collaboration brings into
view.



Conclusion
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Conclusion
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