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Abstract

The aim of this study is to determine the opinions of pre-service classroom teachers about academic controversy,
from the cooperative learning methods, implemented in social studies teaching course. Using the action research
pattern from the qualitative research approaches, the study group for the research comprised 42 preservice
teachers in third year attending the primary education department in a state university. Research data were
collected from preservice teachers with an interview form asking open-ended questions Responses of preservice
teachers to the questions included opinions about the positive and negative aspects of the academic controversy
method; whether they would apply this method in future classes and why; and about the contribution of the
method to social and individual development of students. Opinions of preservice teachers after implementing the
method in the class environment were that the academic controversy method was fun and beneficial for peer
teaching; increased in-class interaction, retention of knowledge and self-confidence; ensured effective
participation in class, active learning and conflict management; provided democracy education, directed research,
taught respect for differences, provided a multidimensional perspective, and reduced the need for authority; and
that it developed self-control, self-expression, decision-making and problem-solving skills. Additionally,
criticisms mentioned by preservice teachers included causing noise in the classroom, not being appropriate for
all class levels, lessons or topics, being difficult to implement in crowded classrooms and that the duration was
not sufficient for the implementation.
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1. Introduction

Cooperative learning is a learning activity where socially structured information exchange occurs within groups
of learners, where group individuals are responsible for their own learning and motivate other group members
(Olsen & Kagan, 1992). With this method, students learn what they cannot learn alone or in a competitive system
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1986). There are five basic elements to cooperative learning. These are positive
interdependence where workers within a group have the perception that they are dependent on each other for
success. Each group member works for the success of others (Johnson & Johnson, 1991). Face-to-face promotive
interaction involves sharing resources while working within the group, verbally encouraging each other’s efforts,
explaining topics which friends don’t understand, solving each other’s problems, reminding of previous
information and assisting with topics like transferring information (Johnson, D. W., Johnson, R. T., & Holubec, E.
J., 1994). Individual accountability means that each individual in the group is held responsible for working their
share by other group members. This is required for the success of the whole group. Every individual is
responsible for their own learning for the success of the group (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991). Social
competencies encompass abilities like leadership, decision-making and communication required when
individuals work in groups (Johnson & Johnson, 1994). The final element of cooperative learning is group
processing and involves group members assessing each member, and deciding how beneficial or not the actions
taken were after a certain stage during group work (Johnson et al., 1991).

The cooperative learning method of academic controversy is a method which has been the topic of less research
compared to methods like combination, the teams-games-tournaments, and student teams achievement divisions.
In the method developed by Johnson and Johnson (1979), students are divided into groups of four. As in other
cooperative methods, these groups are created in heterogeneous form by noting achievement level, gender and
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areas of interest. Then each group divides into two. Each pair within the group takes a side on a controversial
topic. They collect information about the topic to be discussed; this information is shared with the other pair
along with their own opinions. Each pair prepares a presentation presenting the opposite view and presents it.
When presenting, contrasting opinions should be carefully listened to and notes taken. After presentations, the
pairs within the group change roles and must defend the view of the opposite group and repeat the process.
Finally, every group finds a common role in the controversial topic to reach consensus, the group prepares a
report and presents to the whole class (Johnson et al., 1991).

Research at primary and middle education level about the effect of academic controversy in learning
environments concluded that the method had positive effects on attitude toward science, anxiety about science
and problem-solving perception according to Pedersen (1990), social problem-solving skills according to
Gogebakan-Yildiz (2015), on self-expression, empathy, listening and conflict resolution skills according to Sari
(2005), speaking skills and reducing speaking anxiety according to Tiizemen and Kardas (2017) and motivated
and encouraged interest in lessons, participation in lessons, self-confidence and enthusiasm for research.
Additionally, Pedersen (1990), Giiven (2007), Santiloca (2015) and Geng and Sahin (2015) found the method
increased academic achievement. Research about participants at university level concluded the academic
controversy method had positive effects on topics like multiple perspective thinking, logical discussion, reaching
consensus, and knowledge and attitudes about contentious issues (Pederson, 1990), academic achievement
(Beilby, 1997), responsibility, interest in lessons, ability to assess their own thoughts, respect for other opinions
(Monhardt & Monhardt, 2000), and looking from different perspectives, critical thinking, listening and
compromise skills (Bruen et al., 2016). Kardas (2015) concluded the academic controversy method had positive
effects on the Turkish speaking ability of pre-service Turkish teachers; Khourey-Bowers (2006) found it
increased the democratic pedagogic implementation and respect for differences of pre-service teachers; Kegeci
(2017) found it affected the biotechnology information levels of pre-service science teachers; and Kirbag-Zengin,
Alan and Kegeci (2016) again found positive effects on content knowledge and science self-efficacy of
pre-service science teachers. The aim of this research is to determine the opinions of pre-service classroom
teachers about the academic controversy method.

2. Method

In this research, the action research pattern was chosen with the aim of receiving opinions of pre-service
classroom teachers related to the applicability of the academic controversy method, determining problems
encountered during implementation and producing solutions to these problems (Yildirim & Simsek, 2011).

2.1 Study Group

A total of 42 students attending the Faculty of Education, Primary Education Department of a state university in
the 2018-2019 academic year participated in the study.

2.2 Data Collection Tools

The research collected data with an interview form containing four open-ended questions. With the aim of
ensuring scope and opinion validity, opinions were received from three academics specializing in the field in the
Artvin Coruh University Department of Educational Sciences. With the aim of ensuring reliability of the
research, coded data were given back to four randomly-chosen participants. “The most useful method to increase
reliability of qualitative research is member control. In this method, researchers give their notes to participants
and participants confirm the records are accurate and complete” (Biiyiikoztiirk, Kiligc Cakmak, Akgiin, Karadeniz,
& Demirel, 2012: 245).

2.3 Analysis of Data

Participants were given 40 minutes to complete the interview forms. The open-ended questions were used to
form an upper theme, and example statements in the responses of each participant were underlined, coded and
subthemes were created with frequency values given in tables. In the stage of data analysis, direct quotations
were taken from participant statements. Codes like S1, S2, etc. were used instead of the real names of
participants.

2.3.1 Procedure

The academic controversy method was implemented in the social studies teaching lesson for five weeks. One
week before the first lesson where the method was to be implemented, participants were firstly divided into
groups of four and then into groups of two within each group. The whole class was given a topic to discuss in the
lesson the following week and were requested to prepare references to be used in the discussion in the following
lesson. Participants attending and prepared for the lesson prepared a report in the paired groups about the
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controversial topic and presented the report to the opposite group. When presentations were finished, the pairs
within the groups exchanged roles and this time prepared a report defending the opposite view and presented it.
At the end of the lesson, groups compromised by finding a common route in relation to the controversial topic,
prepared a report and presented it to the class.

3. Results

In this section, frequency values for the subthemes about the applicability of the academic controversy method
among participant opinions were tabulated and direct quotations are given from coded participants.

Table 1. Participant opinions about the first interview question

Statements f
Beneficial for peer teaching 2
Increased in-class interaction 8
It was fun 3
Ensured effective participation 15
Ensured active learning 8
Provided democratic education 1
Directed research 1
Taught respect for those who are different 15
Provided multiple perspectives 17
Provided self-confidence 17
Increased retention of knowledge 16
Reduced the need for authority 2
Ensured conflict management 1

Table 1 presents the responses of participants to the first research question of “what are your positive opinions
about the academic controversy method?”

Subthemes and example participant statements are listed below:
“Beneficial for peer teaching”

S8: information was acquired mutually, they learned from each other.
“Increased in-class interaction”

S3: It increased socialization in class.

S9: Due to controversial topics, our interaction with our friends increased. This made it easier to understand
each other.

S33: Choosing different individuals when creating the groups brings the students closer together.
“It was fun”

S4: It made lessons more fun, it attracted students’ attention to the lessons better.

“Ensured effective participation”

S5: It was a technique ensuring everyone participated more effectively in the lesson.

S20: Not every student may be close to all their friends in class. This method brings students together in a
discussion environment and will ensure they socialize.

S37: It ensures that even students who are not interested and don t participate in lessons, participate in class.
“Ensured active learning”

S23: It made learning easier because information was both read and shared. When discussion is involved, it fully
cemented what we learned.

S24: As students construct their own knowledge with this method, they will learn the information more easily.
Provided democratic education

S6: It trains respectful and democratic individuals.

Directed research

S29: It may direct people toward research.
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Taught respect for those who are different

S7: Students learn to be respectful when faced with different opinions.

Provided multiple perspectives

S2: It shows that one problem does not have a single solution.

S6: It provides the opportunity for students to look at a topic from different aspects.

S7: They realize a problem does not have a single solution path or answer. It ensures they look at events from
different perspectives.

S13: They learned a problem had a variety of solution paths.

S14: It contributed to us gaining different perspectives about different aspects of topics.

S23: It assisted positive thinking.

S36: Group members learn different opinions in order to defend different aspects of the topic.

S38: It ensured we dealt with different dimensions of an event, situation or topic.

S41: Different aspects of a topic were dealt with as there are different opinions and perspectives about a topic.
Provided self-confidence

S1: It developed a students feeling of self-confidence in order to comfortably speak their thoughts or explain
themselves.

S40: For example, you can learn the thoughts of a student who doesn 't talk much by making them talk with this
method.

Increased retention of knowledge
S2: Because people have discussed a topic in the school environment, they will internalize that topic better.

S6: It ensures permanency of learning as students have to speak about what they learned and transform it into
practice.

Reduced the need for authority
S3: They learned by discussing themselves.
S26: I don t think they will need teachers to learn information after a certain age.

Table 2. Participant opinions about second interview question

Statements

Deviating from the topic

Noisy, confusing

Caused conflict

Conflict management was difficult
Not suitable for all levels

Not suitable for all lessons

Not suitable for all topics

Difficult in crowded classrooms
Insufficient duration

Focus only on topic of responsibility
Not able to hear the class

Loss of self-confidence

—_ O
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Table 2 provides the responses of participants to the second question in the research of “what are your negative
opinions about the academic controversy method?”

Subthemes are participant statements are given below:

Deviating from the topic

S3: If the teacher doesn 't control things, talk may deviate from the topic and become chat.

S6: The teacher needs to draw the boundaries of the topic well. Or else they may deviate from the topic.

Noisy, confusing
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S13: It is very difficult to ensure silence in the class.

Caused conflict

S1: For there to be no friction, it is necessary for the teacher to organize things well.

S2: It is a possibility that the topic discussed could be personalized, that may create a negative effect.

S3: It causes conflict to be experienced within the group. For example, there may be a very hard reaction to an
example someone gives, if there is not acceptance, it may cause friction within the group.

S16: Students may become polarized, they may conflict with each other, they may develop prejudice against each
other.

S17: It is solid, hard and unmerciful. It is not about learning new things, it’s about not thinking of anything other
than your own idea and not being moderate.

S39: It's definitely not a suitable method for students who get annoyed and angry easily.
S42: It makes class management hard.

Not suitable for all levels

S21: I wouldn t use it at primary level, but I would use it for university or high school.
S22: I would use it for 7" and 8" class students.

Difficult in crowded classrooms

S6: It is difficult to apply in crowded classrooms, so it must be controlled well. Every student may not participate
in the work equally.

S27: There may be problems with controlling the class.

S36: It is necessary for us to be sure that everyone within the group is really participating in the work.
Insufficient duration

S29: It requires a long duration.

Focus only on topic of responsibility

S15: As we feverishly defend our own topic, we don t focus much on other topics.

D39: It is difficult to keep discussions on topic. They may deviate from the target. There may be problems
sometimes with class discipline.

Not able to hear the class
S38: One of the negative aspects of the method is not being able to hear ideas in the whole class.
Loss of self-confidence

S11: If there is a discussion environment which will make the student feel bad in the activity, I don't think that
student will participate in that lesson again.

S24: In paired groups some students may express their opinions and apply pressure to their friends and prevent
them from speaking their opinions. While some students want to speak, some are shy so the desired environment
may not be created.

Table 3. Participant opinions about third interview question

Statements f
Yes, I will use topics involving contrasts 2
Yes, I will use topics open to interpretation 2
Yes, I will use development contribution 12
Yes, it will ensure I know the students 1

Yes, it will ensure active learning

Yes, it will provide a different perspective
No, it will cause conflict

No, class management will be difficult
No, there will be no real compromise

W L N B

Table 3 gives the responses of participants to the third interview question in the research of “when you start
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working, will you use this method? Why?”
Subthemes and example participant statements are given below:
Yes, I will use topics involving contrasts

S2: There are many subtopics and contrasts, for example when explaining forms of governance I think I will use
it well for topics like monarchy, theocracy, and democracy.

Yes, I will use topics open to interpretation
S34: I will use it for topics requiring interpretation.
Yes, I will use development contribution

S3: With this method, many values and skills can be applied at the same time and in a very short period and it
can be used to acquire these permanently.

Yes, it will ensure I know the students

S5: I will allow me to know the students better from different aspects.
Yes, it will ensure active learning

S6: Because there will be a student-centered class environment.

Yes, it will provide a different perspective

S8: I will use it because I think with this method students do not just develop themselves but also other people in
the lives outside school.

No, it will cause conflict

S16: It'’s not a good method because it polarizes students.

No, class management will be difficult

S23: I'won t use it because it will be difficult to control students and there will be time problems.
No, there will be no real compromise

S29: I won t use it because there is compromise in the compromise stage in the groups because the rule requires
it, I don 't think it provides real compromise.

Table 4. Participant opinions about fourth interview question

Statements

Ensures socialization

Develops feeling of belongingness
Teaches leadership

Teachers responsibility

Develops design of academic self
Develops self-expression skills
Develops self-regulation skills
Develops thinking skills
Develops creativity

Develops empathy skills
Develops criticism skills
Develops communication skills
Develops listening skills
Develops speaking skills
Develops interpretation skills
Develops questioning skills
Develops decision-making skills
Develops comprehension skills
Develops problem-solving skills

N
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Table 4 presents the answers participants gave to the fourth interview question in the research “how do you
assess the method in terms of effects on individual and social development?”
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Subthemes and example participant statements are given below:

Ensures socialization

S7: It’s a very effective method in terms of socialization.

Develops feeling of belongingness

S6: It develops the student’s feelings of belonging to the group and secureness.

S36: The student will feel they are part of the group and will fulfill their duties to the group.

Teaches leadership

S7: It ensures leadership qualities are revealed.

Teacher’s responsibility

S21: It provides a certain level of responsibility.

S22: It develops awareness of taking responsibility as they have a duty to complete tasks given within the group.
Develops design of academic self

S5: It develops academic beliefs about self-learning.

Develops self-expression skills

S1: It offers students an environment where they can reflect their own thoughts.

S9: ...because different people come together it will teach sharing feelings and thoughts.

S13: They gain the habit of openly speaking and defending what they know and think in society.

S30: Being able to speak openly is good in terms of overcoming shyness, I think it has positive effects.
S34: The student learns to defend themselves against other individuals. It develops speaking abilities.
Develops self-regulation skills

S3: They see the inadequacies and differences in their own thinking.

S17: It provides the opportunity to know themselves.

S24: It strengthens skills about being able to control time.

S25: I think it allows the person to know themselves as an individual.

S34: People observe their own development.

Develops thinking skills

S7: It will be very efficient in terms of developing our students’ thinking skills.

S39: They acquire upper-level thinking skills like interpretation, analysis, synthesis and assessment.
Develops creativity

S19: It may reveal new ideas when preparing group reports.

Develops empathy skills

S13: It's effective in being tolerant and gaining skills to analyze the causes and reasoning of the opposite side.
Develops criticism skills

S11: We can say it’s the best method I will use to develop critical thinking skills.

Develops communication skills

S19: Listening to the opposite group's ideas will positively contribute to development of communication skills.
S24: Strengthens communication skills.

S29: There is more comfortable communication with those around them.

S33: It allows regular behavior like speaking in turn.

Develops listening skills

S22: It ensured development of people s listening skills.

Develops interpretation skills
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S2: I think it will contribute to the individual questioning and interpreting other points in their social life.
Develops comprehension skills

S11: It ensures better understanding of the topic.

4. Discussion

After the implementation of the cooperative learning method of academic controversy in social studies teaching
lesson, opinions were received from pre-service classroom teachers in this study and participants stated
advantages and disadvantages of the method along with recommendations to develop the method. The majority
of participant opinions support the results from other research with the topic of the academic controversy
method.

The positive effect of the method on empathy, listening and conflict-resolution skills was included in the study
by Sar1 (2005). The opinion of participants that academic controversy will develop speaking, self-expression and
communication skills is supported by studies by Tiizemen and Kardas (2017) and Kardas (2015). Like many
student-centered methods, participants found academic controversy fun. It led to effective participation of
students along with increased self-confidence. The method is student centered as students must access resources
themselves as much as possible; in other words, it directs research. These results overlap with the study by
Giiven (2007). The positive effects of the method on features like acquirements about respect for difference,
gaining different perspectives, and multiple perspectives mentioned by participants and the empathy skill
mentioned in the study by Sar1 (2005) were expressed by participants in studies by Bruen et al. (2016),
Khourey-Bowers (2006) and Monhard and Monhard (2000). Additionally, participants’ views that the academic
controversy method develops critical skills was supported by participant statements from research by Bruen et al.
(2016); about problem-solving skill development in Gogebakan-Y1ldiz (2015) and Pedersen (1990); about giving
democracy education in Khourey-Bowers (2006); and about awareness of responsibility, attitudes to self-learning
by the student; in other words design of academic self in Monhard and Monhard (2000).

Some pre-service teachers participating in the research stated they experienced incompatibility between
defending opposite views within the group and the compromise stage of finding a common path. Participants in
studies by Bruen et al. (2016) and Pederson (1990) reported contrary views stating that students developed in
relation to the topic of reaching consensus in academic studies.

Criticisms about nearly all cooperative methods were directed toward academic controversy by participants in
this study. Participant statements about the method not being suitable for all levels were reflected in the study by
Giiven (2007). Statements that it is not suitable for every lesson and topic, is noisy, causes conflict within groups,
that group work may easily deviate from the topic and that conflict management and class management is
difficult in lessons using this method were included in the study by Monhard and Monhard (2000). The difficulty
of applying the method in crowded classes and that duration was insufficient as it took a lot of time are in line
with participant statements in research by Bruen et al. (2016).

The results of this study are consistent with results from similar studies in the relevant literature showing that the
positive and negative aspects of the academic controversy method display similar features to other cooperative
methods, with participants reporting similar effects. Pre-service classroom teachers drew attention to difficulties
with implementation, but found the academic controversy method was an effective and beneficial method that
could be applied in future classes.

Similar studies to this study may be completed to obtain student and teacher opinions about the academic
controversy method or other methods in social science lessons in middle education.
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