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ABSTRACT
While the educational literature mentions several obstacles affecting 
the effectiveness of collaborative learning (CL), they have often 
been investigated through the perceptions of only one actor, either 
teachers or students. Therefore, some sources of obstacles that 
teachers and students encounter may not have been revealed. In 
this study, 19 teachers and 23 students in different disciplines at a 
pre-service teacher education faculty at a university in Vietnam were 
interviewed. In total, 47% of the teachers taught science subjects and 
53% taught social subjects; 35% of the students majored in science 
subjects, 57% in social subjects, and 8% in primary education. With 
regard to study cohorts, 22% of the students were in the first and 
second year while 78% were in the third and fourth year of their four-
year bachelor’s programme. These programmes produce qualified 
teachers for primary and secondary schools nationwide. Based on 
grounded theory analysis, four common obstacles to collaboration 
were identified: students’ lack of collaborative skills, free-riding, 
competence status, and friendship. Furthermore, the results showed 
three interrelated antecedents that contribute to these obstacles. 
Central to the antecedents is the strong focus of the teachers on 
the cognitive aspects of CL, which led the participating teachers 
to neglect the collaborative aspects of CL. These antecedents were 
demonstrated in the ways teachers set CL goals, provided instruction, 
and assessed student collaboration. This study may be useful for 
educators, designers, and researchers to foster the quality of student 
collaboration.

Introduction

Collaborative learning (CL) can be defined as a set of teaching and learning strategies pro-
moting student collaboration in small groups (two to five students) in order to optimise 
their own and each other’s learning (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). To achieve this purpose, 
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teachers have tried to organise different types of collaborative activities in their classroom 
teaching. In this paper, we report on teacher and student perceived features of collabora-
tive activities that teachers have implemented to foster student collaboration. Over the last 
decades, research has demonstrated that CL can promote academic and social educational 
outcomes (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 2007; Slavin, 1996). However, research also shows 
that the implementation of CL is not always adequate in daily classroom practice. For 
example, even though teachers organise different types of student groupings (e.g. heter-
ogeneous or homogeneous according to ability or gender), they do not always structure 
these group interactions to foster effective collaboration (Baker & Clark, 2010; Blatchford, 
Kutnick, Baines, & Galton, 2003). When examining the effectiveness of CL, researchers 
have noted challenges that students experience such as unequal individual participation 
in group tasks (e.g. Freeman & Greenacre, 2010; Janssen, Erkens, Kanselaar, & Jaspers, 
2007), and students’ lack of communicative and collaborative skills (e.g. Li & Campbell, 
2008; Pauli, Mohiyeddini, Bray, Michie, & Street, 2008). Similarly, teachers also encounter 
challenges while organising collaborative activities, such as designing appropriate group 
tasks, composing groups, managing class time (Gillies & Boyle, 2010), and enhancing and 
monitoring productive collaboration (Hämäläinen & Vähäsantanen, 2011; Van Leeuwen, 
Janssen, Erkens, & Brekelmans, 2013).

Studies on the application of CL until now have investigated challenges perceived by only 
one actor, either teachers (e.g. Gillies & Boyle, 2010) or students (e.g. Popov et al., 2012). 
By focusing solely on teachers or students, the underlying antecedents of problems that 
teachers and students encounter during CL and the consequences of these problems have 
not been explored comprehensively. For example, understanding the commonly mentioned 
problem of free-riding (Dommeyer, 2007; Popov et al., 2012) requires investigating decisions 
teachers make while constructing collaborative tasks (e.g. deciding to incorporate individual 
accountability and positive interdependence or not; cf. Roseth, Johnson, & Johnson, 2008) 
and how these decisions subsequently affect students’ perceptions of the collaborative task 
and the collaborative behaviour this elicits (e.g. deciding to participate less than other group 
members because the task is not perceived to be a true group task that requires the input of all 
group members; cf. Janssen et al., 2007). Hence, our study extends previous work in two ways. 
First, we investigate multiple obstacles that affect the collaborative process perceived by both 
students and teachers. Previous studies focused either on one obstacle instead of multiple (e.g. 
Freeman & Greenacre, 2010; Ross, 2008), or investigated obstacles only from the perception 
of either the teachers (e.g. Abrami, Poulsen, & Chambers, 2004) or the students (e.g. Chiriac 
& Granström, 2012). Second, we explore possible antecedents that might help on explaining 
the identified obstacles. This is important because understanding possible causes of ineffective 
collaboration can help teachers to promote more successful and enjoyable CL experiences.

Problems students encounter when collaborating in groups

Research has shown that students encounter several problems during collaboration (Janssen 
et al., 2007; Kreijns, Kirschner, & Jochems, 2003). In this section, we exemplify students’ 
lack of collaborative skills as one of the common problems reported in the CL literature at 
various levels of education. Barron (2003), investigating the collaborative interactions of 
primary school children, found low-quality coordination among group members when they 
participated in problem-solving tasks. Her study showed that group members did not pay 
attention to others’ opinions, interrupted them, and rejected alternative suggestions without 
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justification. These inappropriate behaviours inhibited group functioning and individual 
learning. Furthermore, Ross (2008) noted that the quality of students’ explanations in group 
interaction in primary and secondary classrooms is often below a level that enables shared 
knowledge construction. Additionally, help-seekers may be unable to formulate effective 
requests for help. As a result, both help-givers and help-seekers may be unable to collaborate 
effectively. Ross (2008) also indicated the quality of group discussions as a frequent problem 
for most primary and secondary school students. In the higher educational context, Popov 
et al. (2012) showed that communication problems, caused by a lack of collaborative skills, 
may inhibit first-year students in their master’s programme from engaging in group work 
and contributing to group outcomes. Taken together, these studies suggest that lack of col-
laborative skills may be one of the antecedents of the collaborative problems students often 
experience during CL (Gillies, 2006; Webb, 2009). Further research is, however, needed to 
uncover whether lack of collaborative skills is the only or the most important antecedent to 
students’ collaborative problems.

Problems teachers encounter when applying collaborative learning

Earlier studies (Chiriac & Granström, 2012; Hämäläinen & Vähäsantanen, 2011) have iden-
tified several problems that teachers encounter when applying CL in the classroom. We 
explain two problems affecting CL effectiveness: organisation of collaborative activities, 
and assessment of learning.

First, teachers often face challenges while structuring collaborative activities such as 
monitoring students’ on-task behaviour, managing group-work time, providing relevant 
materials, assigning individual roles, and establishing teamwork beliefs and behaviours 
(Gillies & Boyle, 2010). A study by Ruys, Van Keer, and Aelterman (2012), which analysed 
preparation of collaborative activities of pre-service teachers, revealed insufficient attention 
of teachers to organising collaborative work such as determining group norms and facili-
tating activities. Furthermore, research demonstrated that a large number of primary and 
secondary school teachers often place students in groups and let them work together without 
preparing students to perform collaborative activities productively (Blatchford et al., 2003).

Second, teachers frequently find it difficult to assess students’ performance and achieve-
ments as they implement CL in classrooms at all levels of education (Strijbos, 2011). For 
example, teachers at some primary and secondary schools showed uncertainty and ambigu-
ity about what and how to assess (Frykedal & Chiriac, 2011). Also, a study by Chiriac and 
Granström (2012) reported that the criteria or rules for assessment lacked transparency and 
concreteness. Furthermore, the lack of assessment tools to measure collaborative perfor-
mance of every group member may cause student disappointment about the transparency 
and evenness of the assessment (Strom & Strom, 2011).

Although previous studies highlighted several problems teachers encounter when apply-
ing CL, these studies have insufficiently elucidated the underlying causes or antecedents of 
these problems (e.g. Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Lopata, Miller, & Miller, 2003). Furthermore, 
the problems that teachers encounter will likely also affect collaborating students. This 
relationship between problems experienced by teachers and by students is, however, rarely 
addressed during previous research. If teachers, for example, are unsure about how to mon-
itor students’ group discussions, and cannot adequately intervene when necessary or model 
appropriate collaborative behaviour, this will probably affect the quality of the collaborative 
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process as experienced by students (Van De Pol, Volman, & Beishuizen, 2011; Van Leeuwen 
et al., 2013; Webb, 2009).

The present study

Previous studies identified common problems perceived by either teachers or students, but 
an integrated understanding of the obstacles to effective CL is lacking. Therefore, potential 
causes of these problems may have been overlooked. To address these problems, the aims of 
the present study were to complement previous work by investigating multiple obstacles that 
may hinder the process of CL and possible antecedents that may contribute to the identified 
obstacles. These obstacles were examined through the perceptions of both teachers and 
students. CL literature also showed that many problems faced by teachers and students have 
been investigated in different levels of education (e.g. primary, secondary, higher education), 
from diverse subject areas (e.g. economics, social studies, mathematics), and across varied 
national contexts (e.g. Europe, America, Australia, Asia). In addition to the previous work, 
our research was carried out at a teacher education faculty at a university in Vietnam, a coun-
try in Asia where CL has recently gained favour (Koh, Tan, Wang, Ee, & Liu, 2007; Nguyen, 
Terlouw, & Pilot, 2012). Although there was little formal research on the implementation 
of CL in Vietnam, a few studies (e.g. Nguyen, 2008; Pham, 2010) showed that Vietnamese 
teachers and students prefer applying collaborative activities in the classroom (i.e. Student 
Teams Achievement Divisions, Group Investigation, Jigsaw, Think–Pair–Share, Role play, 
Question and Answer, etc.) since participating in these activities improves students’ collab-
orative skills. In the present study, we answered two research questions:

(1) � �  What obstacles to effective collaboration do teachers and students perceive during 
the process of CL?

(2) � �  What antecedents can explain the obstacles perceived by teachers and students?

Methodology

A qualitative study based on interviews with teachers and students meets the requirements, 
principles and procedures of the institution where the research was conducted. In addition, 
because this study is part of the doctoral research at Utrecht University, our study followed 
the ethical guidelines of the Netherlands Educational Research Association, for example, 
informed consent (i.e. the researcher provided the teachers and students with written infor-
mation such as the goals and procedure of the study, and all the participants consented 
to participation) and anonymity (i.e. the researcher ensured the participants’ interview 
statements could not be traced back to them).

Participants

The participants were 19 teachers (14 female, five male) (T1 to T19) and 23 students (15 
female, eight male) (S1 to S23) who voluntarily joined the interviews. These teachers and 
students were chosen from different disciplines at a pre-service teacher education faculty 
at a university in Vietnam. In total, 47% of the teachers taught science subjects (biology, 
physics, chemistry, and mathematics) and 53% taught social subjects (English language, 
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Vietnamese literature and geography). Teachers’ teaching experience ranged from 3 to 
30 years (M = 11.9, SD = 7.7); 22% of the students were in the first and second year while 
78% were in the third and fourth year of their four-year bachelor programmes of pre-service 
teacher education. These programmes produce qualified teachers for primary and secondary 
schools nationwide; 35% of the students majored in science subjects (physics, mathematics, 
and information technology), 57% in social subjects (English language and Vietnamese 
literature), and 8% in primary education. The participants were chosen through a com-
bination of purposeful and snowball sampling. These sampling techniques enabled us to 
select candidates from different subject areas and study cohorts. Pre-selected teachers were 
asked to introduce teacher candidates who were perceived as active in applying CL and were 
teaching different subjects. Pre-selected students were also asked to recommend student 
candidates from different majors or study cohorts and with prior experience of working in 
groups. There was no purpose to select students specifically from these teachers’ classrooms.

Interviews

Teachers and students were interviewed using a semi-structured interview protocol. Main 
interview themes included goals of CL, student preparation for collaboration, the collab-
orative process, and assessment of learning. Along with these main topics, the researcher 
asked the participants whether they had encountered any problems during the process of 
CL. Examples of interviewing questions are: ‘In your opinion, what are the goals of CL?’, 
‘How are students prepared for collaboration?’, ‘How do students work together in their 
groups?’, ‘How is group learning assessed?’, and ‘Do you have any problems during the 
process of CL? If yes, what are they?’ At the end of each interview, the researcher asked the 
participants whether there were any other problems associated with student collaboration, 
and whether they had any other concerns about CL practice (see Appendix for the list of 
questions administered in the first wave of interviews).

To prepare for the actual interviews, a pilot study was conducted on four teachers and two 
students. In the design, the participants were split into three waves as follows: five teachers 
and four students, seven teachers and 11 students, and seven teachers and eight students, 
respectively. For each wave, the researcher conducted individual face-to-face interviews 
with the participants and carried out data analysis subsequently. Because the data collection 
was an iterative process, interview questions were adapted slightly in each successive wave. 
This adaptation made the provisional codes and/or patterns in the previous round(s) of 
data analysis become more obvious in the following round(s). Results from a previous wave 
were checked with respondents in a next wave.

Data analysis

We applied a grounded theory approach to analyse the interview data (Glaser & Strauss, 
2012) with the aid of Nvivo10® (QSR International Pty, Doncaster, Victoria, Australia). 
Through the three waves, we conducted repeated cycles of collecting data, analysing data 
and visualising preliminary results. Within each cycle, we applied open, axial and selective 
coding and modelling (Boeije, 2010, p. 90). In particular, based on data from the first wave, 
open and axial coding were used to explore the properties of predetermined categories, 
the ‘sensitising concepts’. These categories were identified from the CL literature, including 
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goals of CL, student preparation for collaboration, student performance during CL, and 
assessment of CL. As a result of open and axial coding, the first code tree was created. We 
then visualised our interim results using a tentative model to represent the relationships 
between the thematic categories. Subsequently, we conducted the second wave of data col-
lection. The analytical process (i.e. open and axial coding) was then reiterated to make up 

Figure 1. Final code tree of student perceptions on the implementation of collaborative learning.
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the second code tree in which each category or code was compared with that of the first code 
tree in order to discover similarities and differences. Codes including the same meanings 
were merged while some other codes were split into sub-codes based on different meanings. 
Similarly, the third wave of data gathering was done and followed by the same analytical 
process. In addition, in this stage selective coding was used to determine the ‘core category’ 
and its links with other thematic categories. For each round of data analysis, preliminary 
findings and initial codes were discussed with a second researcher to check data interpre-
tation and code descriptions. Labels of categories and the visualisation of findings (i.e. the 
proposed model) were repeatedly discussed and revised. Categories illustrated in the model 
were checked for every wave with randomly selected participants to see whether these had 
been interpreted correctly, and these participants confirmed all categories. Figure 1 displays 
our final code tree of student perceptions on CL application.

Results

Based on teachers’ and students’ reports, we found four frequently occurring obstacles 
to effective collaboration and three antecedents that might help explain the obstacles. By 
frequently occurring obstacles, we mean obstacles that were mentioned by a significant 
number of students and teachers (about 20% of the participants, see Table 1). As shown in 
Figure 2, central to these antecedents is the strong focus of most teachers and students on 
the cognitive aspects of CL (indicated by bold rounded rectangles), and their low attention 
to the collaborative aspects (indicated by dotted rounded rectangles). This imbalance in 
their attention (see further in section ‘Antecedents explaining obstacles to the process of 
collaboration’) was reflected in the ways teachers set CL goals, neglected to instruct students 
in essential collaborative skills, and assessed collaboration. As a consequence, these inter-
related antecedents may negatively affect student collaboration. Students merely aimed to 
achieve individual academic learning and neglected the importance of social interaction. 
When both teachers and students do not pay a lot of attention to the collaborative aspects 
of CL, they may experience a number of obstacles to the effectiveness of CL, which will be 
described in the section below.

Obstacles to effective collaboration

Table 1 shows four common obstacles that students reported encountering during collab-
oration: lack of collaborative skills, free-riding, competence status, and friendship. These 

Table 1. Obstacles to effective collaboration reported by students and teachers in three waves of data 
collection.

Obstacles

Students (n = 23) Teachers (n = 19)

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Total Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Total 
Lack of collaborative skills 4 11 8 23 5 6 7 18
Free-riding 2 10 6 18 4 4 5 13
Competence status 4 3 3 10 2 4 4 10
Friendship 1 3 2 6 2 0 0 2
Others (e.g. lacking aca-

demic knowledge, large 
class, time constraints, 
different personal styles)

1 1 2 4 1 0 0 1
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obstacles are presented based on the frequency with which they were mentioned in the 
interviews with students and teachers.

Lack of collaborative skills
All students agreed that, when they started to work in groups, they did not know how to 
collaborate effectively. Their lack of collaborative skills such as accepting opposing view-
points, giving elaborate explanations, providing and receiving help, and negotiating (see 
Table 2) prevented them working productively in groups. Only seven out of 23 students 
recognised that they did not coordinate their group activities effectively, such as planning a 
course of actions for group members to finish in time and to support each other’s progress.

In agreement with the students, 18 out of 19 teachers reported that their students predom-
inantly did not know how to use collaborative skills effectively. A typical teacher comment 
was, ‘Students haven’t been instructed to work in groups at primary and secondary schools. 
Most of them don’t know how to work together effectively. Some rarely share their opinions, 
while others defensively argue for their idea’ (T14).

Free-riding
The second obstacle to effective collaboration was free-riding. More than two-thirds of 
the students (18/23) indicated that, when collaborating on group assignments, some peers 
contributed most, while others worked less, and some did not even put in effort when 
completing their own tasks. This negatively affected students’ collaborative experiences. 
An example was, ‘I was dissatisfied because some fellows didn’t care about our group tasks; 
they didn’t contribute much to the group’ (S15). Consistent with the students, two-thirds of 
the teachers (13/19) recognised the free-riding problem, for instance: ‘My biggest concern 
is the unequal participation in group tasks. However, I can’t exactly rate their individual 
contributions. Maybe low-contributing members still get the same grade as others’ (T16).

Obstacles to effective collaboration

Lack of 
collaborative 

skills
Free-riding

Competence 
status

Friendship

Antecedents

Individual 
academic 
learning

Collaborative
learning

Cognitive  
skills

Collaborative 
skills

Group 
productivity

Collaborative 
performance

Goals Instruction Assessment

Figure 2. Antecedents explaining obstacles to the process of student collaboration.
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According to students, free-riding had a negative impact on the learning behaviours 
of all group members. For example, high-contributing members did not use time to help 
others: ‘I couldn’t help my friend with our task, I completed it myself because I was afraid 
the work couldn’t be finished in time’ (S6) nor did they learn from their working group: ‘I 
always did more than half of group work. I felt tired and useless since I didn’t have time to 
reflect on what I learned’ (S11). On the other hand, low- and non-contributing students 
struggled to catch up with others. A student commented: ‘Some less competent students 
felt marginalised since brighter peers did most of the work, while they did just a little. They 
found it hard to participate in group talk’ (S5). The others, however, intentionally withheld 
their responsibility from group tasks: ‘Non-contributing members are irresponsible. They 
ignored group tasks. They thought someone would complete the tasks for them’ (S21).

Competence status
Third, competence status was found to be another obstacle to effective CL. Although the 
participants reported this problem less often (i.e. 10 teachers and 10 students), it consist-
ently occurred throughout the three waves of data collection. Ten students reported that 
high-status students in their learning groups were generally believed to be active, competent 
or senior. They were often influential members whose ideas were mostly accepted by the 
majority of their fellow group members without dispute. Therefore, they tended to under-
estimate the intellectual capacity of low-status members, thus dominating the group. An 
example of this uncooperative behaviour voiced by a high-status student was, ‘I was not 
completely confident to assign tasks for less able members, so I did most of the important 

Table 2. Lack of collaborative skills reported by students during collaboration in three waves of data 
collection.

Students (n = 23)

Collaborative skills Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Total Examples of students’ statements
Accepting opposing 

viewpoints
4 10 4 18 ‘My friend said my idea was wrong, but I thought 

it was right. We argued defensively, but we 
didn’t really think over the alternative ideas’ 
(S4)

Giving elaborate 
explanations

4 7 6 17 ‘I understood the point, but I couldn’t explain it 
clearly for my group members to get it’ (S6)

Asking for help 3 6 3 12 ‘Some students don’t want to expose their lack 
of understanding to others. I think they feel 
embarrassed’ (S1)

Providing help 4 4 3 11 ‘Less competent students are often shy. So, I 
often hesitate to ask whether they need help’ 
(S19)

Negotiating 3 2 3 8 ‘We had different solutions to the problem, but 
we failed to come to an agreement. So we 
often had to randomly choose one option’ (S8)

Coordinating group 
activities

3 2 2 7 ‘Our big problem was that we started working 
without planning work and time to finish the 
task. We didn’t often check progress of each 
other’s work, so we often delayed work until 
the deadline’ (S17)

Listening attentively 0 6 0 6 ‘While I was talking, a friend of mine interrupted 
me by saying he already got my ideas. He 
didn’t seriously listen to me’ (S5)

Giving feedback 1 2 2 5 ‘We often didn’t clarify good and bad sides of 
an opinion, we generally accepted it. So, we 
couldn’t reflect on the answers’ (S2)
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work such as analysing the problems, synthesising relevant materials and writing our report’ 
(S14). Meanwhile, low-status students were generally thought to be passive, less competent 
or junior. Their opinions were not valued as much as others’; hence, they felt inferior and 
were not confident to talk. ‘Less able students thought their ideas were not good, so they 
didn’t feel safe to share’ (S13). Teachers perceived that students did not have equal chances 
to express their thinking and to contribute fully to group tasks, though the students with 
perceived high status did not always perform better than the low-status students. An exam-
ple of this opinion was, ‘Sometimes students shared great ideas with me, but they didn’t 
dare to talk in their group because they thought their ideas were worse than those of their 
brighter peers’ (T13).

Friendship
Only six out of 23 students verbalised that friendship relations in groups were an obstacle 
to effective collaboration, but the students in all three waves mentioned this. They described 
that feelings of friendship in the group sometimes inhibited them from working seriously 
and constructing good arguments. A typical reflection was, ‘In friendship groups, we became 
less self-disciplined and critical. For example, a student came late for our regular meetings, 
or forgot to do her tasks, but we didn’t criticise her because we didn’t want to ruin our 
friendship’ (S1). Another detrimental effect of friendship in groups was students’ off-task 
behaviours without taking time management and group planning into consideration: ‘In 
our group meetings, we often talked outside the assigned topic while failing to plan in 
advance. It was time-consuming and unproductive’ (S22). Only two teachers talked about 
this obstacle. One teacher said, ‘Since students have good feelings about each other, they 
are easily distracted by sharing their social life stories. If they don’t plan their work and 
manage time well, they won’t complete tasks effectively’ (T1).

Antecedents explaining obstacles to the process of collaboration

In this section we demonstrate three interrelated antecedents (see Tables 3 and 4) that may 
contribute to the observed obstacles.

Goals of collaborative learning
All teachers acknowledged that their goals for using CL were to develop both cognitive and 
collaborative skills for students. Teachers’ common opinion was, ‘By working in groups 
students can improve problem-solving and helping skills’ (T3). However, in practice, only 
five teachers explicitly mentioned collaborative goals. Meanwhile, 14 out of 19 teachers did 
not integrate their perceived CL goals into the course objectives, although CL was applied 
in every lesson. They solely talked to students about the goals of their particular course 
such as acquiring academic knowledge and completing the assigned tasks. Noticeably, they 
did not explicitly mention the collaborative aspect of CL goals in which students should 
enhance social interaction and advance social and collaborative skills.

Three reasons for not setting collaborative goals of CL came out from the teachers’ 
stories. First, all teachers considered CL a means for achieving the course aims. A typical 
statement was, ‘CL is an effective instructional method that we use to help students grasp 
knowledge and solve tasks quickly in groups’ (T3). Sixteen out of 19 teachers reported that 
they emphasised cognitive achievement more than social outcomes. An example was, ‘I 
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prioritise the aim of improving knowledge. To achieve this, I instruct students to adjust their 
working skills’ (T2). Second, all teachers reported that they could not set the objectives for 
students to obtain particular collaborative skills because they could not concretely assess 

Table 3. Antecedents of obstacles as reported by teachers in three waves of data collection.

Teachers (n = 19)

Antecedents Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Total
Goals 
 E xplicitly informing goals of CL (i.e. students can improve academic 

knowledge, cognitive and collaborative skills)
1 3 1 5

  Solely informing the course objectives (e.g. students can improve indi-
vidual academic learning)

4 4 6 14

  A  cquiring course-related knowledge 4 4 6 14
    Completing the assigned tasks 4 4 6 14
Instruction
  Collaborative skills 5 4 2 11
  A  ssigning roles for group members 4 4 1 9
  L  istening to others and taking notes 4 2 1 7
  A  ccepting different viewpoints 2 2 3 7
  G  iving feedback constructively 2 1 1 4
  Cognitive skills 5 4 5 14
  M  aking an oral or written report of group product 5 4 3 12
  A  nalysing problems 3 4 5 12
    Searching for information 1 3 5 9
Assessment
 G roup productivity 5 7 7 19
  O  utcome of group tasks (e.g. oral or written report of group product) 5 7 7 19
  O  btained knowledge of individuals 3 3 1 7
  Collaborative performance
  I  ndividual contribution to group effort (e.g. sharing ideas and doing 

assigned tasks)
3 2 2 7

Table 4. Antecedents of obstacles as reported by students in three waves of data collection.

Students (n = 23)

Antecedents Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Total
Goals 
  Solely focusing on individual academic learning 4 9 7 20
  A  cquiring course-related knowledge 4 9 7 20
    Completing the assigned tasks 4 9 7 20
 E mphasising collaborative goals (e.g. students should be able to 

strengthen social interaction and develop collaborative skills)
0 2 1 3

Teacher instruction
 N ot instructing skills to collaborate 2 5 6 13
 I nstructing some skills to collaborate 2 6 2 10
    Collaborative skills 1 2 0 3
   A   ssigning roles for group members 1 0 0 1
   A   ccepting different viewpoints 0 1 0 1
   L   istening to others 0 1 0 1
    Cognitive skills 2 4 2 8
   A   nalysing problems 0 4 1 5
      Searching for information 2 1 1 4
   M   aking a presentation 1 0 0 1
Assessment
 G roup productivity 4 11 8 23
  O  utcome of group tasks (e.g. oral or written report of group product) 4 11 8 23
  O  btained knowledge of individuals 2 0 0 2
  Collaborative performance
  I  ndividual contribution to group effort (e.g. sharing ideas and doing 

assigned tasks)
3 6 6 15
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the ways individuals worked together in groups. For example, one teacher said, ‘It’s easy 
to see students’ learning outcomes through individual tests. However, it’s hard to measure 
accurately how they improve collaborative skills’ (T7). Third, students were overloaded 
with academic subjects and their level of collaborative skills was rather low. In this context, 
teachers could not formally set the collaborative goals of CL; instead, they tried to establish 
an inspiring CL environment whereby students feel excited to learn together.

Not talking about the collaborative goals of CL may affect student collaboration nega-
tively. In fact, almost all students (20 out of 23) concurred they were not clear about the goals 
of CL when they started to work in groups. They focused their attention predominantly on 
academic learning goals. They reported not concentrating on practising collaborative skills. 
An illustrative response was, ‘Because teachers didn’t require us to practise collaborative 
skills, we just did our best to fulfil group tasks. Helping group members to study is good, but 
I couldn’t do it much since I had many tasks to complete’ (S2). In contrast to the majority, 
three students emphasised the importance of social interaction from the beginning: ‘It’s good 
to improve knowledge, but more important, I set my goals of building good relationships 
with others and improving my social skills. Only if we understand and behave well with 
one another, can we work together more successfully’ (S13). In spite of knowing this, these 
students still hesitated to share these goals with their peers since they thought developing 
collaborative skills was not emphasised and evaluated in class.

In brief, most students underestimated collaborative goals with regard to developing 
social and collaborative skills. This may stem from the fact that teachers did not explicate 
the CL goals, especially the social or collaborative goals that are inherently part of CL. 
Therefore, these CL goals were overshadowed by academic goals of the course.

Instruction
No teacher reported instructing students formally and explicitly in the collaborative skills 
necessary for effective collaboration and this seemed a second antecedent of obstacles to the 
process of CL. Eleven out of 19 teachers postponed talking about essential things to do in 
groups until they noticed their students did not perform collaborative activities effectively. 
A typical comment was, ‘I didn’t formally teach students group work skills before their col-
laboration. Instead, I told them about dos and don’ts such as dividing individual tasks fairly, 
sharing ideas modestly and not offending others’ (T7). Fourteen out of 19 teachers focused 
on instructing students in the cognitive skills to complete group tasks. For instance, one 
teacher said, ‘When students did group projects, I taught them how to analyse problems, 
search for information, and make a good oral report’. (T11)

Students’ reports of teacher instruction also demonstrated that teachers paid little atten-
tion to instructing collaborative skills. For example, 13 out of 23 students said that, when 
they started group work, they had not been prepared with essential skills to perform group 
activities appropriately. Others (10 out of 23) reported that their teachers instructed them 
in some cognitive and collaborative skills while they were performing group activities. 
However, only three out of 10 students mentioned that they had been trained for the col-
laborative skills such as assigning roles for individuals, listening attentively, and accepting 
different viewpoints.

Teachers also explained why they did not thoroughly train students in collaborative 
skills. First, because the amount of knowledge in some courses was heavy and the course 
syllabus did not require teachers to prepare students with CL skills, they skipped instructing 
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collaborative skills. Second, teachers’ limited knowledge of and experience in collaborative 
skills training also contributed to this problem.

Because students received limited preparation for effective collaboration, they felt frus-
trated with collaborative activities in the first or second year of their study programme. In 
later years, most of them (15 out of 23) recognised some important rules for better group 
functioning such as punctuality, responsibility, work commitment, group planning, and time 
management. They regretted not knowing how to collaborate earlier so that they would not 
have wasted a lot of time in dysfunctional groups.

Assessment
While all of the participating teachers mainly focused on assessing group productivity (e.g. 
outcome of group tasks and obtained knowledge of individuals), some teachers (seven 
out of 19) assessed the collaborative process (i.e. the ways students perform group activi-
ties). This fact was confirmed by students’ responses. All students said that teachers mostly 
concentrated on the assessment of group productivity. This indicates that teachers paid 
much more attention to rating individual academic learning and task performance than 
to collaborative performance. This type of assessment clearly does not encourage students 
to participate in collaborative activities. Teachers and students’ opinions about assessment 
were, for instance, ‘We don’t have detailed criteria to assess how students work in groups. 
So, students may be not so motivated to collaborate’ (T7); ‘We often got a maximum grade 
for doing group tasks despite differences in individual contributions. Some students didn’t 
actually work’ (S7).

For those teachers that assessed the collaborative process, they all concurred that they 
faced challenges in assessing the collaboration. First, they were unable to observe how 
students collaborated, for example: ‘I assessed group learning mainly based on their final 
product. Through group report or diary, I checked whether a member participated actively 
in that group. It’s hard to assess accurately how they collaborated’ (T11). Second, although 
they used self- and peer-assessment to assess the collaborative performance, they did not 
always trust the validity of student ratings: ‘Students often worked in their favourite groups 
where they knew each other well. Their grading was high and their comments were posi-
tive. These results need to be considered carefully’ (T4). This doubtful trustworthiness of 
peer- and self-assessment was confirmed by all 15 students who had experienced self- and 
peer-assessment. They said that they tended to assess their friends leniently and to rate 
highly: ‘I don’t think peer-assessment is effective. We gave the highest rate of participation 
for all members’ (S1). Third, these teachers reported that their challenges in assessing the 
collaborative process may also stem from large classes (normally around 40 to 60 students 
per class), class time constraints and lack of assessment criteria: ‘Some of my classes have 
more than 50 students. So I can’t manage effectively their group activities. A maximum of 
20–25 students is perfect’ (T3); ‘Now we can’t really assess how students do group activities 
because there are no officially valid scoring rubrics for teachers’ (T12).

Conclusion and discussion

This study investigated obstacles and antecedents to the effectiveness of CL from both 
teachers’ and students’ point of view in order to better understand the process of CL. We 
found four main obstacles to the effectiveness of CL, namely students’ lack of collaborative 
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skills, free-riding, competence status, and friendship. The first obstacle confirms findings 
of prior research showing that the lack of interpersonal and teamwork skills may not only 
impede group interaction but may also stifle individual and collaborative learning (Shimazoe 
& Aldrich, 2010; Webb, Nemer, & Zuniga, 2002). When students are unskilled in collabora-
tion, they are unable to contribute fully to the assigned tasks. This may lead to the second 
obstacle, free-riding, which has been extensively discussed in CL literature (e.g. Freeman 
& Greenacre, 2010; Popov et al., 2012). The third obstacle, competence status, confirms the 
finding by Bunderson and Reagans (2011) showing that competence status suppresses col-
lective learning in such a way that low-status students are inhibited in participating actively 
and are often underestimated, whereas high-status peers have more chances to contribute 
and tend to ignore the efforts of low-status members. Finally, friendship groups may not 
always function effectively because friends tend to socialise more than to focus on group 
tasks (Janssen, Erkens, Kirschner, & Kanselaar, 2009; Shah & Jehn, 1993). Furthermore, one 
may forget their individual responsibility without being criticised by other group members. 
This is clearly visible for Vietnamese and other Asian Confucian heritage cultural countries 
since they want to avoid criticism and disagreement to strive for group harmony (Nguyen, 
Terlouw, & Pilot, 2005; Pearson, 1991). This implies that individuals, especially in Asian 
countries, may have to suppress their personal feelings or alternative viewpoints so as not 
to affect interactions within a group negatively. This cultural feature may also explain the 
tendency to rate peers very high in the peer evaluation observed in our study.

We have identified three interrelated antecedents that help explain the identified obsta-
cles. Central to the antecedents is the strong focus of the teachers on the cognitive aspects 
of CL, which led the participating teachers to neglect the collaborative aspects of CL. These 
antecedents were demonstrated in the ways teachers set CL goals, provided instruction for 
collaborative skills, and assessed student collaboration. These findings of our study seem to 
be consistent with pleas for teacher competencies aimed at fostering the quality of student 
collaboration such as defining learning goals, instructing beneficial student behaviours, 
monitoring, supporting, consolidating and evaluating student interaction (Kaendler et al., 
2014). A lack of teacher competencies for implementing CL may seriously and negatively 
impact student learning in groups because students may aim only to achieve individual 
academic learning and neglect the importance of social interaction during collaboration.

Our findings seem to imply that there are reciprocal interactions between these three 
antecedents. The low attention for collaborative goals of CL may cause teachers to ignore 
training students in collaborative skills and then teachers might not want to or be unable to 
assess the collaborative process because of a lack of training. Previous research supports this 
view. For example, students were rarely trained in social interactions for productive collab-
oration (e.g. Galton, Hargreaves, & Pell, 2009; Kutnick et al., 2005). Students’ lack of social 
skills training may explain why teachers organised various group activities, but students 
mostly worked individually (Blatchford et al., 2003). Furthermore, teachers’ lack of collab-
orative objectives and credible instruments to assess collaborative skills seem to contribute 
to undesired learning outcomes of collaboration (Koutrouba, Kariotaki, & Christopoulos, 
2012; Roseth et al., 2008). In agreement with these research results, the findings of this study 
showed that the reciprocal interactions between three antecedents might negatively affect 
student perceptions of CL and their actual collaboration. We now present some examples 
to illustrate the relationships between these antecedents and the obstacles.
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Regarding the association between the first antecedent (goals) and the obstacles, teachers 
may encounter major obstacles such as free-riding when teachers and students exclusively 
focus on the goal of individual academic learning while neglecting collaborative goals. 
When the group goal was to accomplish group tasks and to get a high grade for the group 
product, less capable students were often underestimated during CL. Feeling undervalued 
may cause them to withhold their responsibility for and effort in doing group work. Our 
study also demonstrated an association between the second antecedent (instruction) and the 
obstacles, for example, students’ lack of collaborative skills and friendship. When teachers 
did not focus on instructing collaborative skills, students found it difficult to engage in 
collaborative work. Therefore, unskilled group members were unable to perform collabora-
tive tasks effectively, such as not being able to argue constructively as well as critically. The 
third antecedent (assessment) can be linked with the obstacles, for example, competence 
status. When teachers primarily concentrate on group productivity without simultaneously 
assessing the collaborative performance, group members may not be urged to strengthen 
social interaction and mutual help in order for everyone to benefit from collaboration. As a 
consequence, low-status students may feel unconfident to participate in collaborative work, 
thereby not benefiting from the collaboration. These links between antecedents and obstacles 
emphasise the need to examine whether and how the manipulation of these antecedents as 
well as obstacles can have an effect on student collaboration.

The results of the present study seem to call for special attention by educators to balance 
the cognitive and collaborative aspects of CL. Integration of these aspects may help to 
ensure the social interaction, which is salient to the efficacy of CL (Kreijns et al., 2003). In 
support of this argument, Barron (2003) stated that ‘to understand the nature of productive 
collaboration, we need to articulate how social goals and discourse practices interact with 
knowledge-building processes that lead to co-construction of understanding’ (p. 309).

The present study is limited in that it is based solely on participants’ reports during 
semi-structured interviews. The purpose of this study, however, was to deeply understand 
the obstacles that teachers and students experienced during CL. By interviewing voluntary 
and experienced participants, we think we have collected valuable data, but generalisations 
should be made with caution. It should also be noted that the range of participants was 
limited to those with experience of CL. On the one hand, this might have favoured the 
results of this study towards positive experiences of CL. On the other hand, by recruiting 
participants who had experience of CL, we think we may have been able to capture a more 
nuanced and detailed view of the positive sides as well as the drawbacks of CL. Clearly, 
observational research over a long period of CL application is needed to validate the pro-
posed relationships between antecedents and obstacles. In addition, future research with a 
large variety of participants’ subject areas should also investigate whether their disciplines 
would make a difference in the attitudes of teachers and students towards CL practice. 
Finally, some cultural factors inherent to the Asian context, such as striving for group 
harmony and avoiding criticism, might have influenced some of the results thus indicating 
caution when thinking about these factors in other contexts.

If the findings of this study are confirmed in other studies, these will have practical 
implications for implementing CL as well as training teachers in CL design and practice. As 
for CL teaching practice, it seems necessary that teachers emphasise the dual purposes of 
CL (i.e. the cognitive and collaborative aspects), adequately train students in collaborative 
skills prior to collaboration, and equally evaluate the productivity and learning process of 
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individuals and the whole group. Additionally, it seems important that teachers take into 
account common obstacles that may affect the process of CL. For teacher education (be 
it pre-service or in-service), teacher educators could use the student teachers’ experience 
with CL to help them understand better the problems that they and their (future) students 
may encounter and how they themselves can improve the student collaboration. Teacher 
educators then should focus on drawing student teachers’ attention to the antecedents of the 
obstacles to the collaborative process. Furthermore, teacher education and training could 
help to equip student teachers with strategies to set clear cognitive and collaborative goals 
for CL or to understand how to support collaborative skills development of their (future) 
students. When future efforts in teacher training and education are aimed at enhancing 
prospective and active teachers’ understanding of the common obstacles to effective CL and 
the antecedents that contribute to these obstacles, both teachers’ and students’ experiences 
during CL may improve significantly.
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Appendix. Interview questions for teachers and students

Interview questions for teachers

I. Introduction
Let me begin by asking you some questions about your personal information (e.g., age, years of teaching 
experience, specialised teaching subject, participation in collaborative learning training courses)

II. Questions

1. � �  General viewpoint of student learning through collaboration in small groups
1.1. � �  What do you understand about student learning through collaboration in small groups?
1.2. � �  In your view, what is an effective learning group?
1.3. � �  What are goals that students might achieve from working together in groups? (Note: the 

interviewer tries to explore what goals are specific for collaborative learning?)
2. � �  Implementation of collaborative activities

2.1. � �  Reasons for using collaborative activities
      2.1.1. � �  Why do you use collaborative activities?
2.2. � �  Collaborative task construction
      2.2.1. � �  What are elements that you often take into consideration as designing collaborative 

tasks? Can you describe a collaborative task as an example?
      2.2.2. � �  What goals do you include in a collaborative task? Please give an example.
      2.2.3. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as preparing collaborative tasks?
      2.2.4. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties?
2.3. � �  Group composition
      2.3.1. � �  In what ways do you group students?
      2.3.2. � �  Can you share your experience about what kind of grouping worked well? What 

didn’t work well? Why (not)?
      2.3.3. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as grouping students?
      2.3.4. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties?
2.4. � �  Teacher’s roles while groups are working
      2.4.1. � �  What do you do to ensure the contribution of each group member to accomplish 

a group task?
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      2.4.2. � �  What do you think about skills needed for students to work successfully in a group?
      2.4.3. � �  What do you do to help students improve these skills?
      2.4.4. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as promoting these skills?
      2.4.5. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties?
      2.4.6. � �  Is there something else that students need in order to not only work but also learn 

successfully in a group?
2.5. � �  Assessment of student learning through collaboration in groups

Teacher’s assessment
      2.5.1. � �  How do you assess the collaborative work of a group?
      2.5.2. � �  What do students learn from collaboration?

Note: the interviewer tries to explore what outcomes are specific for collaborative 
learning?

      2.5.3. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as assessing student learning?
      2.5.4. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties?

Group’s assessment
      2.5.5. � �  How does each group assess their collaborative work?
      2.5.6. � �  What do you do to encourage group assessment?
      2.5.7. � �   What were difficulties you experienced as encouraging group assessment?
      2.5.8. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties?

3. � �  Reflection on the implementation of collaborative activities
3.1. � �  What have you learned from your experience of using collaborative activities?
3.2. � �  What do you expect from your faculty to promote teacher’s implementation of collabo-

rative activities?
3.3. � �   Are there other issues you would like to share about your teaching experience?

III. Conclusion

Thank you very much for sharing your ideas!

Do you have any questions or remarks?

Interview questions for students

I. Introduction
Let me begin by asking you some questions about your personal information (e.g., age, academic 
program)

II. Questions

1. � �  General viewpoint of student learning through collaboration in small groups
1.1. � �  What do you understand about student collaboration in small groups?
1.2. � �  In your view, what is an effective learning group?
1.3. � �  What are your personal goals as learning collaboratively in groups? (Note: the interviewer 

tries to explore what goals are specific for collaborative learning?)
2. � �  Participation in groups

2.1. � �  Collaborative tasks
      2.1.1. � �  What are elements of a collaborative task? Can you describe a collaborative task 

as an example?
      2.1.2. � �  What are goals included in a collaborative task?
2.2. � �  Group composition
      2.2.1. � �  Who do you like to work with? Why?
      2.2.2. � �  How do your teachers assign groups? Do you prefer teachers to assign groups or 

you yourself choose group mates? Why?
      2.2.3. � �  What kind of grouping worked well for you? What didn’t work well? Why (not)?
      2.2.4. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as choosing group mates?
      2.2.5. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties?
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2.3. � �  While your group is working
      2.3.1. � �  What is your group goal? Please give an example.
      2.3.2. � �  What were difficulties your group experienced as working to accomplish this goal?
      2.3.3. � �  How does your group divide individual task for each group member?
      2.3.4. � �  What do you think about skills in order to work successfully in your group?
      2.3.5. � �  Is there something else that you need in order to not only work but also learn 

successfully?
Transition: Now I’d like to ask about helping among group members in doing a collaborative 
task

      2.3.6. � �  What circumstances do you give help to your group mates? Can you describe the 
way you give help?

      2.3.7. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as giving help to your group mates?
      2.3.8. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties? How did you feel?
      2.3.9. � �  What circumstances do you seek help from your group mates? Can you describe 

the way you ask for help?
      2.3.10. � �  What were difficulties you experienced as asking for help from your group mates?
      2.3.11. � �  How did you deal with the difficulties? How did you feel?
      2.3.12. � �  What did your teachers do to encourage students to help each other?
2.4. � �  Assessment of student collaboration in small groups

Teacher’s assessment
      2.4.1. � �  What do you think about teacher’s assessment of group work?

Group’s assessment
      2.4.2. � �  How does your group assess the collaborative work?

3. � �  Reflection on the experience of joining collaborative activities
3.1. � �  What do you gain after learning together in groups? What do you fail to gain?
3.2. � �  Does your learning experience help you in your future teaching career? How can this help?
3.3. � �  Are there other issues you would like to share about your learning experience?

III. Conclusion

 Thank you very much for sharing your ideas!
 Do you have any questions or remarks?
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