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Cooperative Learning
Cooperative learning is another instructional 
intervention that educators frequently employ, 
especially when teaching pupils with intellec-
tual disability in inclusive or integrated settings. 
Unlike most of today’s classrooms, which tend to 
emphasize competition among students, coop-
erative learning encourages pupils with varying 
strengths and abilities to work together toward 
achieving a common goal. Cooperative learn-
ing can be defined as an instructional technique 
in which small, heterogeneous groups of learn-
ers are actively involved in jointly accomplishing 
an activity or assignment. The teacher structures 
the task in such a fashion that each pupil sig-
nificantly contributes to the completion of the 
activity according to his or her ability. Although 
recognition and rewards are based on group per-

formance, the success of each individual directly affects the accomplishments of his or her 
classmates ( Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1998, 2002).

Cooperative learning, which can take many different forms and be used across 
multiple subject areas, requires careful planning and consideration of the needs and 
abilities of each team member. Pupils with disabilities, for example, may require special 
preparation and support to ensure their maximum participation ( Johnson et al., 1998). 
Teachers may need to review specific social skills with their students with intellectual 
disability in order for them to successfully participate and benefit from this experience.

Cooperative learning has been shown to increase the opportunities for students 
with disabilities to experience success in school (Lewis & Doorlag, 2011). Cooperative 
learning benefits all pupils, contributes significantly to student achievement, enhances 
the self-esteem of individuals with special needs, and increases the acceptance and 
understanding of children with disabilities (Smith et al., 2008).

Scaffolding
Our final example is a teaching strategy called scaffolding. This technique is espe-
cially applicable to students with intellectual disability, who are often characterized 
as “inactive” or “passive” learners. The aim of this approach is to help pupils become 
independent, proficient problem solvers. Scaffolding is a cognitive approach to 
instruction. In this teacher-directed strategy, various forms of support are provided 
to students as they initially engage in learning a new task or skill. As the student 
becomes increasingly competent, the supports or “scaffolds” are gradually removed.

Vaughn and Bos (2015) describe scaffolding as a way of

adjusting and extending instruction so that the student is challenged and able to 
develop new skills. The teacher provides the supports that give students oppor-
tunities to meet objectives and to explain their learning. The teacher can scaffold 
instruction to meet the needs of the students by manipulating the task, materials, 
group size, pace, presentation, and so on. The metaphor of a scaffold captures the 
idea of an adjustable and temporary support that can be removed when it is no 
longer needed. (p. 21)

This instructional method begins with what the pupil already knows and attempts 
to connect new information with previously learned material. New information is 

cooperative learning: Instructional 
process whereby heterogeneous 
groups of students work together on an 
assignment.

scaffolding: A cognitive teaching 
strategy in which the teacher provides 
temporary support to a student who 
is learning a new task; supports 
are gradually removed as the pupil 
becomes increasingly competent with 
the activity.

Cooperative learning is a popular instructional strategy for teaching pupils 
with intellectual disability in inclusive settings.
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