Education as the life-blood of Co-operation

Lynda Baloche

| used to teach ten-year-olds. One year, on the first day of school, in
a bit of over-enthusiastic simplicity, | told my young students "This
year, we are really going to work at learning co-operation. Who can
tell us what that means?" Greg raised his hand, eager to answer.
His answer was not what | had expected or hoped for as he
earnestly said, "We are going to do things your way." A minute of
follow-up and | knew what he meant. He and his Mom go shopping;
she has plans to go one way and he wants to go another.
Impatiently she says to him: 'Why can't you co-operate with me?"
Thus, Greg, his classmates, and | began our journey as we defined
co-operation and worked to develop the skills to co-operate -
together. As lan McPherson said in his plenary address: "Education
is the life-blood of co-operation." And, as | asked Greg's class long
ago: "Who can tell us what that means?"

In this issue, The Journal of Cooperative Studies brings you the
four plenary papers from Co-operative Learning and Responsible
Citizenship in the 21t Century, a conference jointly sponsored by
the Co-operative College and the International Association for the
Study of Cooperation in Education, and held in Manchester
England, in June 2002. Each of these papers, in its own way,
describes "what co-operation means" and each examines education
as it relates to cooperation. Fortunately, none of the plenary
presenters suggest that we need to do co-operation "their way." The
purpose of this brief introduction is to examine these papers and to
suggest how they might be viewed, and used, together.

Cheryl Turner, in her address Co-operative Learning,
Citizenship and Current Adult Learning Policies, describes an
increasingly diverse citizenship in the UK and Europe; Elizabeth
Cohen begins her paper, Co-operative Learning and the Equitable
Classroom in a Multicultural Society, with a similar description - a
description which fits well the populations that have focused her
extraordinary body of work of the last 30 years. Both note that the
"newcomers" tend to experience considerable struggle - economic,
social, and educational. If past patterns are any indicators of the
future, these struggles will persist, from generation to generation of
families and communities, in a seemingly endless maze of
underprivilege. This maze is fed by economic struggle that leaves
parents and communities unable to provide stimulating learning
environments for themselves and their children, by economic
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instabilities that increase stress in homes and communities,! and by
discrimination, prejudice, and rejection that may actually reduce IQ and
the ability to reason analytically while simultaneously increasing
aggression.?

Researchers have repeatedly told us that how children
are perceived in schools and their communities will effect how and what
they learn and that these perceptions are often based on race, social
class, perceived ability, and preferred cognitive style. For instance,
studies describe upper-middle-class, adolescent white boys who are
treated more leniently than lower-class white boys in the same
school,® an all-black kindergarten, where children with "better" clothes
and more "standard" speech patterns are given more attention and
privileges than their peers;* classes where children with more convergent,
linear styles of thinking are preferred and ranked as "better students" than
their more divergent, creative peers even though the achievement of both
groups is essentially equal.® In such situations, it seems likely that
education will be the Ilife-blood of disaffection, anger, and
disillusionment.

Cohen has spent her career in careful examination of how the
forces of differentiated status and perceptions influence life in classrooms
and what can be done about it in daily curricular and instructional practice. It
is beyond the scope of this introduction to review this work (and Elizabeth
provides some useful references for those readers who want to know
more) but it is important to note that it is co-operative learning that is
recommended by Cohen and others as preferred pedagogy.® Those of us
who have been studying and teaching co-operative learning know that
merely putting students into groups and telling them to co-operate is not
co-operative learning; we know that such arrangements are more
likely to replicate and reinforce the inequities of the larger social
structure than to help loosen their grip. Students must be taught to co-
operate, students must experience the benefits of co-operation - this is
related to the notion of associative intelligence described by lan
McPherson, and students must understand and believe that co-
operation is valued and important to their success in the larger culture.

But, is co-operation really valued?

Some would say yes and, indeed, a recent study even indicates that acts of
cooperation  stimulate pleasure pathways in the brain (not
unlike chocolate!).” But, look around. Where is co-operation valued and
where is co-operation rewarded? lan McPherson, in his paper
Encouraging Associative Intelligence: Co-operatives, Shared Learning and
Responsible Citizenship, and Stephdh Yeo, in his investigation of the
question What value do Co-operative and Mutual Enterprises in general,



and the co-operative movement in particular, add to the Citizenship
agenda?, describe the co-operative movements in England and
Canada. This is fascinating for those of us whose whole idea of co-
operatives is a credit union which offers free checking and an easy, long-
distance way to manage a paycheck. Some of my more enlightened
(and busy) friends have co-operative arrangements with neighbors for
"getting the kids" to daycare and soccer practice. But, co-operative
enterprise - that's a whole different idea and a very powerful one indeed.

In her plenary address, Cheryl Turner describes a crisis in civic
engagement - a crisis in the kind of activity that helps develop associative
intelligence and a crisis in activity that looks beyond immediate individual
and family benefit towards social good. Putnam, in his book Bowling
Alone,® describes the same crisis and these descriptions do not provide a
resounding affirmative answer to the question "Is co-operation valued?"

So, in these addresses | see three major themes: The powerful
potential for the use of co-operative learning in the education of children,
the history and potential of the co-operative movement both to better the
lives of communities and provide education and experience in associative
intelligence, and a concern about a lack of civic engagement, social trust,
and connectedness.

First, co-operative learning:® We know so much about how co-
operation can positively influence achievement, inter-group relations, and
satisfaction with school, teachers, and learning itself. We also know how
difficult it is to implement quality co-operative learning - to teach co-
operation to students, to educate parents and communities so that they
understand that cooperation is valuable, to convince tax payers and
funding agencies (in spite of rhetoric such as the US Government's slogan
"No Child Left Behind") that all children must be given equitable
opportunity. Second, co-operative enterprise:10 This is a grand idea and, in
the United Kingdom, has a strong and proud tradition. But it is not easy. As
with co-operative learning, it is necessary to teach the skills of cooperation,
to educate communities so that they understand that a co-operative
enterprise has value, and to convince financial systems that co- operative
enterprise is viable. Third, civic engagement and social trust: As with co-
operative learning and co-operative enterprise, it is necessary to teach the
skills of co-operation - to develop enough associative intelligence so that
people "feel good" about, and are "good at" civic engagement, to educate
communities so that they understand that co-operative engagement in civic
and social life may actually have positive effects on their physical10 and
psychological health,11 and to educate citizens about the need for
interdependence for viability in the ecological age.
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There is powerful potential in exploring the supportive connections
in these three themes. For instance: parents and communities are more
likely to support teachers and schools that use co-operative pedagogies if
they experience the benefits of co-operation in their own lives. Children are
more likely to believe that learning co-operation is valuable if they see co-
operation as a positive and powerful force in their community. Children
taught co-operation are more likely to seek out opportunities to co-operate
in their communities (poor readers just don't find libraries to be fun places!)
because they feel confident in their associative intelligence. Adults involved
in co-operative enterprise in their communities are more likely to believe in
their own economic efficacy and their power as citizens, thus tending to
provide more stimulation and encouragement to their children plus
participating more fully in the rights and responsibilities of civic practice.

This seems so obvious and at the same time, it is a challenge. Itis a
challenge to ourselves - to our commitment, to our energy, to our ability to
collaborate; it is also a potential structural challenge to educational systems
that serve as sorting machines for future workers, to huge corporations
which appear to thrive on disparity of opportunity and compensation, and to
the political elite who may prefer a disinterested and uninformed electorate.
| do not mean to sound disheartening or disheartened but we should not be
naive or blinded by our own good intentions. Force-field theory!'? always
reminds us to examine the forces that restrain change as well as honouring
those that motivate it.

| have been energised by the Manchester Conference and | hope
you find reading these plenary addresses to be stimulating. Unlike the ten-
year-old Greg, | think we know what co-operation is - and even if we can't
define it, we certainly know when we experience it. | agree with lan
McPherson that education is the life- blood of co-operation. | think we might
also say that cooperation is the life-blood of education. In the long run, it
will be what can sustain our collective lives.

Lynda Baloche is the Co-President of the International Association for the
Study of Cooperation in Education and is Professor of Education at
West Chester University of Pennsylvania, USA. She can be contacted
at Ibaloche@wcupa.edu.
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