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Abstract 
This paper looks at the value of second language students, teachers, and others interacting 
in very large groups of tens and even 100s of members of the same group. The paper begins 
by looking at disadvantages of these larger groups and then at their advantages, before 
providing advice on how to facilitate groups regardless of their sizes. This advice includes 
dividing resources and roles, promoting a common identity, encouraging rewards and 
celebrations, using groups of different sizes, taking advantage of communication 
technology, and paying attention to the development and use of collaborative skills. The 
authors’ conclusion is that very large groups can be beneficial if those involved carefully 
attend to the groups’ functioning, such as by dividing those very large groups into much 
smaller groups, including groups of 2-4 members.  
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Introduction 

Most people, including second 
language educators, agree that collab-
oration can be useful, and research supports 
this view (Apicella & Silk, 2019). What is 
more controversial is whether an upper 
limit exists as to how high the number of 
collaborators can grow and still yield 
benefits. The authors of this article believe 
that while groups as small as two members 
are usually best, a place also exists for large 
groups, even groups with hundreds or 
thousands of members. 

The genesis of this article was a 
collegial dispute the first author had with a 
respected associate on the board of a 
charity. The colleague wanted 3-4 or even 

fewer people to be the only ones involved 
in making a particular decision, whereas 
the first author wanted to involve about 15 
people in deciding what to do. On one 
hand, the first author is a steadfast advocate 
of small groups, and he often reminds 
people that not only are two people enough 
to form a group, but often, two is the best 
size for groups. At the same time, he also 
advocates for greater involvement of all 
affected parties in making decisions. Such 
involvement can often mean very large 
groups. For example, schools have 
hundreds and even thousands of students, 
as well as 60+ teachers. Thus, groups of 
any size, very small, very large, and in 
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between appeal to him, but for different 
reasons. 

This article begins by presenting 
arguments against the use of large groups 
in second language education and other 
areas of society. Next, benefits of larger 
groups, even groups with hundreds of 
members, are discussed. Finally, the 
authors discuss how to facilitate groups of 
various sizes. 

Most of the literature cited in this 
article refers to groups in education. For 
example, Johnson, Johnson, and Smith 
(2014) discussed cooperation in three types 
of student groups, according to the duration 
of time for which the groups stay together. 
Informal groups stay together for a day or 
less, maybe only for a 15-minute activity. 
Formal group work together longer, such as 
for a school term, whereas base groups can 
last for a year or more.  

Certainly, regardless of the duration of 
groups or groups’ size, groups in education 
contexts often differ from many other 
contexts in which people come together. 
For instance, 300 students gathered for an 
assembly talk by a speaker on the role of 
diet in diabetes causation and treatment 
might have different group dynamics 
compared to an audience of 300 people 
coming to listen to the same talk at a venue 
open to the public. At the same time, the 
dynamics of both those audiences might 
differ from an audience of another 300 
people who are all listening to the speaker 
with the shared goal of afterwards 
spreading the same message to the wider 
public. Thus, the ideas in this article need 
to be filtered through the many variations 
in which groups are formed and operate. 

Groups in education need not be 
limited to groups of students. Farrell (2014) 
described how ESL teachers in Canada 
used groups to cope with their perceived 

mid-career stagnation and thus maintain 
their commitment to and enthusiasm for 
their work. These teachers reported that 
collaborating with their colleagues 
enhanced their feelings of self-efficacy. 
For example, collegial groups reduced the 
teachers’ feelings of isolation. As one of 
the teachers noted, “So often you are out on 
your island, ‘Oh my God! Here I am by 
myself. Am I the only one having this 
issue?” Second language teachers’ 
collegial interactions can extend beyond 
their designated groups of two to four 
members and even beyond their particular 
schools, towns, and countries. For instance, 
one of the teachers in the above-mentioned 
group began collegial interactions with a 
teacher from outside her group. They 
discussed various struggles she was facing. 
In the course of these discussions, she 
began to see this colleague as a “critical 
friend”; she said that her colleague “clicked 
into almost a mentor mode because she had 
taught speaking so much more than I have 
recently and then she came up with these 
[teaching] ideas.” This critical friendship 
made her realize the value of colleagues 
collaborating. She continued, “It just 
started to hit me as we were talking that we 
could do more together than this; that’s 
what you need between colleagues to get 
this kind of thing going.”  

As a result of peer interaction, this 
second language teacher has since begun to 
meet with other colleagues: “I’m meeting 
with other teachers and we’re talking about 
our teaching. We’re trying to become better 
teachers. I like to share what I learn with 
them.” Another teacher in Farrell’s study 
reflected on how she found her 
collaborations with other second language 
teachers reassuring for her own teaching; 
she noted: “It was just one of those things 
where you always knew but it was kind of 
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nice to see that people have some sort of 
common characteristics and you have to 

understand how each other is both working 
together as a staff.” 

Problems with Larger Groups 
Many books on education, including 

second language education, suggest that 
groups be no larger than four or sometimes 
five members (Slavin, 1995). Indeed, many 
advantages exist for groups of only two 
members. In contrast, several reasons arise 
to doubt the efficacy of increasing the 
number of collaborators beyond a certain 
point. These reasons include social loafing, 
difficulty in coordinating big groups, lost 
time involved in communicating with and 
waiting for large numbers of people, and 
fewer opportunities for each group member 
to interact with others. The next paragraphs 
elaborate on the above reasons. 

A first reason why more members in 
groups may mean fewer benefits lies in 
what social psychologists call social 
loafing (Latané, Williams, & Harkins, 
1979), i.e., some members of large groups 
being relatively inactive. Social loafing 
may be more likely in larger groups. 
Cooperative learning, a teaching 
methodology in which students work 
together in groups (Johnson & Johnson, 
1994), addresses social loafing with the 
principle of individual accountability. This 
principle calls on each student to do their 
fair share toward the achievement of the 
group’s goals. Social loafing impedes the 
fulfillment of individual account-ability. 
Some cooperative learning techniques used 
in second language instruction promote 
individual accountab-ility by asking 
students to take turns to report to the group.  

A second reason why bigger groups 
may not be better groups stems from the 

fact that larger groups require more skill to 
coordinate (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). For 
example, in small groups of two, three, or 
four members, everyone can usually hear 
each other and see what each other is 
doing. As group size rises beyond a certain 
number, visual and oral communication 
become increasingly difficult. 
Additionally, the more members in a 
group, the more diverse the group 
becomes. While diversity has advantages, 
students will need to develop a certain level 
of group skills to manage more diverse 
groups.  

Time presents a third potential 
impediment to the functioning of larger 
groups. With groups of two-four members, 
everyone’s view can usually be canvassed 
fairly quickly. On the other hand, with 
larger groups, more time and patience may 
be required if democracy is valued (Schul, 
2011). When both patience and time run 
out, undemocratic decision-making 
shortcuts become more tempting. 

One more argument against large 
groups flows from the view in Social-
Cognitive Psychology (e.g., Vygotsky, 
1978) that communication with others 
promotes learning and other forms of 
cognitive development. Potentially, the 
larger the group, the fewer opportunities 
each member has to hold the floor and 
communicate their views. Groups of two 
seem to offer maximum opportunities to 
interact, and with every additional group 
member, each person’s chances to interact 
seem to diminish. 

Benefits of Larger Groups 
While larger groups do have possible 

drawbacks, people actively and 
consciously collaborating in a structured 

larger group can also provide benefits, 
including more input into decision-making, 
greater sense of ownership by all, and a 
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heightened feeling of mutual 
interdependence. To appreciate the 
potential advantages of larger groups, two 
terms need to be understood: 
hyperauthorship and community.  
Hyperauthorship 

Hyperauthorship is the first key term 
relevant to the benefits of larger groups. 
Hyperauthorship can be defined as when at 
least 50 people (and sometimes more than 
1000) have made a sufficiently substantial 
contribution to an academic research paper 
or other work such that they merit being 
listed as an author of that work. The term 
was coined by Cronin (2001) almost 20 
years ago. Cronin attributed the rise he had 
observed in the number of authors of a 
single academic paper to several factors, 
one of which was the greater complexity of 
issues being researched, and another was 
the greater professionalization of the 
research process which demanded more 
data from more sources. The website of the 
American Psychological Association 
(2019) defined an author as “anyone 
involved with initial research design, data 
collection and analysis, manuscript 
drafting, and final approval”.  As Harari 
(2017),a prominent futurist, noted, the need 
to collect and analyze large quantities of 
data has grown.  
Community 

A second and related term that 
explains the importance of large scale 
collaboration also comes from many years 
ago, almost 30. That term is community 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). A community is a 
group of people who share a common 
interest or purpose. Communities can 
stretch across second language classes, 
across schools and other kinds of 
institutions, across towns, cities, and 
countries, and communities can include 
experts and newbies (such as low 

proficiency L2 students) and everyone in 
between, as well as people from any place 
in an organizational hierarchy, e.g., 
students, teachers, administrators, and 
university lecturers. Community members 
support each other via various forms of 
cooperation (Franke & Shah, 2003), 
including IT (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 
1994). One way community members 
provide that support can be via 
hyperauthorship, such as students working 
on an online newsletter with input, 
including newsletter articles, from 
teachers. administrators, lecturers, and pre-
service teachers currently studying at 
university. 
Bottom-Up Control 

A third reason for building large 
groups flows from the idea of bottom-up 
control. Giving people more control 
encourages them to have a feeling of 
ownership and, therefore, to strive to 
understand more deeply and contribute 
more fully. The United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(OUNHCHR, 2019) was formally adopted 
in 1989 and dates back to 1924 when the 
League of Nations adopted a similar 
document. Article 12 of the current 
document is summarized by Landsdown 
(2001, p. 2) as stating that:  

[C]hildren are entitled to be actors in 
their own lives and to participate in the 
decisions that affect them. But, as with 
adults, democratic participation is not an 
end in itself. It is the means through which 
to achieve justice, influence outcomes and 
expose abuses of power. 

Too often in education, as well as in 
other areas of society, important decisions 
are made for people by others, including 
even when those people being deprived of 
power are adults. For instance, how often 
do school administrators and officials of 
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government education bodies decide on 
significant issues without teachers having 
an influential voice? Student-Centered 
Learning, one means of enacting the 
paradigm shift toward bottom-up decision-
making (Jacobs & Farrell, 2001), enjoys 
wide-scale endorsement in second 
language education, but how often is it 
practiced on a school level?  

Communities provide one form of 
group via which more on-the-ground 
people can have a voice. This does not 
mean that every decision needs to be made 
by everyone, but it does mean that efforts 
should be made to extend input to larger 
numbers, because effective decision-
making can only take place when 
information is widely shared. 
Unfortunately, transparency too often is 
sacrificed in the name of expediency.  
Positive Interdependence 

Positive interdependence (Johnson & 
Johnson, 1994) is a cooperative learning 
principle that seeks to hold groups, 
including communities, together. Positive 
interdependence can be defined as a feeling 
among people that their outcomes are 
positively correlated, that what helps one 
group member helps all the others, and 

what hurts any one member of the group 
hurts the rest of the group. While the 
cooperative learning principle of individual 
accountability, mentioned above, puts 
pressure on each member to do their fair 
share for the group, positive 
interdependence provides support as 
individuals strive to learn, do, and share. 

In contrast to positive inter-
dependence, too often, people feel their 
outcomes are negatively correlated with 
those of others, i.e., what helps one hurts 
the others, and what hurts one helps the 
others. This is known as a feeling of 
negative interdependence. A third, also too 
common, feeling involves a sense of no 
interdependence between people, such that 
they believe what impacts one person, for 
better or for worse, has no impact on 
others. People working on research to 
produce a hyperauthored publication share 
a common goal, to have the research 
accepted for publication and for that 
publication to be impactful. Thus, they are 
likely to feel positively interdependent, as 
do the members of a community striving to 
better understand reality and to use their 
research and authorship to improve life for 
others. 

Facilitating Benefits of Collaboration Regardless of Group Size 
Every group size, from two to 599 and 

beyond, has potential benefits, as Harari 
(2017) claimed that it is our species’ (homo 
sapiens) ability to coop-erate in unique 
ways that has allowed today’s humans to, 
for better or worse, dominate the planet. 
The remainder of this article uses 
cooperative learning principles to consider 
how to enhance interaction in groups of all 
sizes. The groups considered here are 
groups in second language education, but 
the ideas presented apply regardless of the 
sector of society involved.  

Too often, teachers, other education 
leaders, and students themselves make two 
erroneous assumptions about group 
functioning, regardless of whether the 
group is as small or large. The first wrong 
assumption is that group members will 
want to collaborate with each other. Second 
is the incorrect belief that group members 
know how to work together well. Let us 
examine each of these assumptions. 
Encouraging Groups to Cooperate 

Earlier, this paper explained three 
different forms of interdependence among 
students and other people: positive inter-
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dependence, negative interdependence, 
and no interdependence. While types of 
interdependence can exist simultaneously 
within the same group in the same 
situation, only a feeling of positive 
interdependence is likely to lead students to 
want to assist one another to achieve their 
goals. Fortunately, the literature on 
cooperative learning offers various ways 
that group members, teachers, and others 
can promote positive interdependence 
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2009). 
Here are a few of those ways. 

Positive interdependence can be 
promoted when each student has unique 
resources, e.g., information that no one else 
in the group has, and the members need to 
share these resources to achieve their group 
goal (Aronson, 2019). A simple example of 
resource positive interdependence is when 
student groups are to do a presentation of 
plant-based nutrition, and each member 
researches plant sources for different 
nutrients. For example, one student finds 
materials to read about the main plant foods 
to eat for iron, while partners read about 
protein, calcium, or potassium. 

In addition to each group member 
having different resources, in another path 
to promoting positive interdependence 
among second language students, each 
group member has different roles in 
enabling groups to successfully accomplish 
their tasks (Lee et al., 2016). For instance, 
one member (or a team of members) can be 
responsible for representing the group’s 
ideas via video, while one or more others 
do online research, interview people, write 
a report, or prepare a presentation. These 
roles can often rotate so that everyone 
develops a range of skills.  

A third way to encourage second 
language students to feel positively 
interdependent with each other involves 

building a common identity among group 
members (Jacobs & Renandya, 2019). For 
example, sports teams use team names, 
mascots, slogans, colors, songs, and shared 
history to encourage cooperation among 
both their players and their fans. Student 
groups can use these same ways to develop 
a common identity. Additionally, they 
might wish to have a group handshake or 
logo. 

Fourth, positive interdependence can 
also be facilitated by students believing 
that their rewards and their opportunities to 
celebrate are linked, i.e., no one wins 
unless everyone wins. As rewards and 
celebrations in education often involve 
grades, improvement scoring can be used, 
as in Student Teams Achievement 
Divisions (Slavin, 1995), in order so that 
lower proficiency students have equal 
opportunities to contribute points to their 
groups. Other than grades, additional types 
of rewards include the chance to celebrate 
the achievement of their shared goals and 
the opportunity to have input into choosing 
subsequent activities.  
Collaborative Skills 

People need many skills to cooperate 
well (Azizan, Mellon, Ramli, &Yusup, 
2018).Researchers and practitioners have 
identified a large number of collaborative 
skills and developed various collaborative 
skills taxonomies (Ladd et al., 
2014).Examples of collaborative skills 
include praising others, thanking others, 
responding to praise and thanks, 
disagreeing politely, asking for reasons, 
and checking that others understand. Many 
times, students lack these skills, do not feel 
comfortable using them, or just do not use 
them, for whatever reason. This can 
especially be the case in second language 
contexts, given some students lack of 
comfort using their second language. 
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Without skilful deployment of 
collaborative skills, student interaction 
decreases in quantity and, especially in 
quality.  

The cooperative learning principle of 
teaching collaborative skills encourages 
the time needed for students to use 
collaborative skills fluently. This time can 
be spent on students learning why various 
skills are important, understanding and 
practicing how to use each skill, combining 
each skill with their regular class activities, 
and evaluating and discussing their own 
and their groupmates’ use of collaborative 
skills (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 
2009). For instance, as a form of self-
assessment, if a class is working on the 
collaborative skill of praising others, each 
student can record the number of times 
during an activity that they praised one of 
their partners.  
Examples of Ways to Combine Small 
and Large Groups 

This subsection of the paper suggests 
means of linking small and large groups. 

Write-Pair-Switch-Share. When 
people in large groups of 59, 599, etc. 
cooperate, they need not always interact 
with all their group members at the same 
time. Instead, they can first discuss in small 
groups. This combines the more numerous 
interaction opportunities of small groups 
with the greater range of experiences, 
knowledge, and perspectives of larger 
groups. It also works to extend the feeling 
of positive interdependence beyond small 
groups, what Jacobs and Renandya (2019) 
called the principle of cooperation as a  
value.  

An example of how to structure this 
increasingly larger-scale interaction is via 
the cooperative learning technique Write-
Pair-Switch-Share (Jacobs, Power, & Loh, 

2002). This technique works as follows and 
can be modified: 

a. Write step – Each student works 
alone to write their ideas on the task the 
group is collaborating on. 

b. Pair step – People discuss what they 
wrote with a partner. 

c. Switch step – People switch partners 
and discuss starting with their previous 
partner’s ideas. 

d. Share step – The foursome comes 
together and decides what to share with the 
larger group. Sharing can be done in a 
variety of ways.    

Group Investigation. Group 
Investigation (Sharan & Sharan, 1992) 
represents another example of a 
cooperative learning technique in which 
small group interaction can facilitate 
decision-making in large groups. One 
version of how to do Group Investigation 
in a classroom follows. 

a. The class has a research topic, and 
students form small groups based on which 
subtopic they want to study. 

b. The groups assign research tasks to 
their members.  

c. Students do the research, report back 
to their small group, discuss their findings, 
and do more research until they feel ready 
to develop a presentation to the class.  

d. Each group presents, after which they 
are evaluated by the teacher, other groups, 
and themselves.  

The class might use their Group 
Investigation presentations to craft a report 
to share with others in their community and 
beyond. 

Technology to facilitate interaction 
in large groups. Especially when groups 
are large, but even with groups of two, 
technology can facilitate interaction 
(Gambrari,  Yusof,  & Thomas, 2015)  
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among second language students. 
Fortunately, many inexpensive or even 
free-of-charge technological options exist 
to bring students together, even if those 
students are far apart physically, such as 
students in Indonesia interacting with peers 
in Brazil. These technological tools enable 
the participants in the interaction to 
communicate simultaneously (synchron-
ous interaction) or at different times 

(asynchronous interaction). Google groups 
and Facebook pages are just two of the  
more commonly used tools for collab-
oration. As a result of such technological 
advances, no longer can people be deprived 
of their right to participation and of their 
right to transparency of information with 
the outdated excuse that communication 
and knowledge sharing are not possible or 
too slow.  

Conclusion 
This paper has looked at disadvantages 

of large groups and also at their 
advantages. The paper’s final section 
shared ideas on how to promote group 
effectiveness regardless of group size but 
especially for larger groups. These ideas 
included using various ways to promote a 
feeling of positive interdependence among 
group members, facilitating the learning 
and use of cooperative skills, combining 
small and large groups, and using 
technology to enhance interaction among 
group members.  

Overall, the authors believe in giving 
more time and power to groups as a means 
of moving towards more bottom-up 
decision-making. For example, the usual 
way to do the presentation on the impact of 
diet on diabetes mentioned in the first 
section of this article is for a single 
presenter to present – pouring knowledge 
into the audience’s heads. When the 
presenter finishes, if time permits – often 
no time is left because speakers believe 
they need to use all the time allotted to pour 
as much information as possible into the 
audience’s heads – the presenter takes a 
few questions. No time is allotted for 
discussion among the audience members. 

Sadly, this remains the norm as we 
approach the third decade of the 21st 
century, despite the fact that cognitive 
psychology (Gardner, 1985) (a.k.a. social 
constructivism) – the theory that people 
learn by doing, including applying, 
elaborating on, and communicating about 
ideas and experiences - has now been the 
dominant paradigm in learning theory for 
at least 50 years.  

As the first author has compiled a list 
of quotes on cooperation (Jacobs, 2013), 
many possible quotations could be used for 
the final denouement of this paper. Here is 
a favorite quote from the co-discoverer of 
DNA, Francis Crick, referring to his 
collaboration process with the other co-
discoverer, James Watson: “Our … 
advantage was that we had evolved 
unstated but fruitful methods of 
collaboration … If either of us suggested a 
new idea, the other, while taking it 
seriously, would attempt to demolish it in a 
candid but non-hostile manner.” Active 
groups allow everyone to experience the 
advantages enjoyed by Crick and Watson, 
as they empower greater bottom up control 
and engagement.  
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