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Abstract 
The current study investigated the effect of cooperative and competitive learning strategies on the acquisition of 
English vocabulary development by Iranian EFL intermediate learners. In addition, it explored what type of 
theses strategies was more effective. In such doing, utilizing an Oxford Placement Test (OPT), 45 out of 77 
Iranian EFL intermediate learners from four language institutes in Tehran, Iran, were randomly selected. Then, 
the selected participants were equally divided into three groups, i.e. a control group and two experimental groups, 
(N=15). On experimental group was taught via cooperative learning, and the other experimental group was 
taught via competitive learning. The obtained results were analyzed via one-way ANOVA and independent 
sample t-test. The results revealed that both of these strategies were effective in English vocabulary development 
by Iranian EFL intermediate students. Furthermore, the findings indicated that the performance of the 
experimental group via cooperative strategy was better than their counterpart in the experimental group whom 
was taught via competitive strategy.  
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1. Introduction 
The teaching in the EFL classroom is typically based on competitive learning. The teacher in EFL classroom 
allocates a lot of time to identify curriculum in the class. At that time, students should listen to the lecture 
thoughtfully and inactively. Therefore, they force to utilize textbook to memorize English grammar rules and 
translation skills (Wang, 2007). The teacher attempts to help students to get good grades in English, uses a 
traditional instructional method like competitive learning (Wang, 2007). According to Brown (1994), a 
traditional instructional method makes competitive learning and causes individual performance in the classroom 
teaching. Therefore, competitive learning also has many impacts on teaching. It seems that cooperative learning 
is a potential solution to teach problems (Ellis, 2008). In fact, cooperative learning is a method of teaching, 
inspires social skills through students’ interaction, and to enhance the language learning. 

Cooperative learning offers opportunities for learners to develop effective learning. Furthermore, it offers 
opportunities for learners to practice English and to learn more successfully from classmates and teachers. 
Moreover, it helps social relations among students through interaction in group members (Lai, 2002; Wei & 
Chen, 1993). Many researchers investigated the best ways to teach English language. They studied the balance 
between cooperative learning and competitive learning. Additionally, cooperative learning advocates attraction 
heavily on theoretical effort of developmental psychologists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, both of whom 
stressed the central role of social interaction in learning. 

Lev Semeonovich Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist introduced the concept of the Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD) during the last two years of his short life in the 1934. Vygotsky suggested a large number of 
meanings of the Zone of Proximal Development. On the other hand, one of the most well-known definitions is 
“the distance between the actual developing levels as defined by independent problem solving and the level of 
potential development as defined through problem solving under adult assistance, or in cooperation with more 
skilled peers”. Actually, it is “the different between what a learner can do without help and what he or she can do 
with help” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 112). Such concept of the ZPD caused many researchers concentrated on 
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interaction itself establishes the learning process, which is typically social rather than individual in nature (Hatch, 
1987). Additionally, Lev Vygotsky was given additional motivation in the 1990 to the field of second language 
learning, this viewpoint of thinking and research, here named ‘socio-cultural’ theory. The origin of this theory is 
from constructivism. Hashimoto and Nyikes (1997) state that Piaget and Vygotsky can be both termed as 
constructivists; however, they follow two different perspectives. 

The traditional education methodology is generally based on students learning independently and highlights the 
reciprocal effect between students and teachers, in addition to students and textbooks. On the other hand, by 
developing new education pedagogy containing the application of some new education theories such as learning 
by discovery, solving problems together, more argument in class, etc., cooperative learning education theory is 
considering the reciprocal effect among students. Cooperative Learning is a kind of education methodology that 
highlights the mutual result and cooperation between students. Millis and Cottell (1998) have considered CL 
technique which de-emphasizes competition and as an alternative which inspires students to work together and to 
be successful as a team. Students to become successful must cooperate and encourages enjoyment of others 
doing well. CL had positive effect on both teachers and students. Their learning output may improve because 
they must also teach their colleagues; thereby improving their knowledge of the material, and this is the case for 
the other learners who hear the information in peer language. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem  

Many researchers have examined the influence of different techniques of cooperative and competitive learning 
on different constituents of the English language. Some researchers have compared cooperative learning to 
competitive learning strategies in various aspects of language learning, for example, complications between 
cooperative learning and traditional learning method. However, no researcher has examined the influence of 
cooperation learning and competitive learning strategy on the acquisition of English lexicons. Consequently, the 
aim of the current study was to explore the influence of cooperative and competitive learning strategy on English 
vocabulary development by Iranian EFL intermediate students. It has been proven that all students can take 
benefit from the cooperative learning, including English language learners, academically gifted and mainstream 
students. Since cooperative learning can enhance the learning it also promotes respect and friendships among 
various groups of students. Actually, the more variety in a team, the higher the profits for each learner. In fact, in 
order to perform a variety of learning tasks, peers learn to rely on each other positively (Long, 1996). 

In addition, the role of teacher in the competitive learning strategy is important, when he only asks students to 
repeat especially in traditional methods. There is not any cooperation in the class among peer students in such 
methods. Students are inspired to find roles when they are taught in the group forms. The other weakness of the 
traditional method is the absence of creativity among students, and dependence on their teacher. It is difficult for 
them to solve the problem in a situation of learning without teacher’s assistance since the method is based on the 
teacher.  

In Iran, the most of teachers are likely to use the teacher-centered method. After finishing English study in the 
language institution or school, most students forget what to be learned, because they depend on their teachers. 
The best solution is the student-centered method as they can study and learn by themselves. The student-centered 
method is a cooperative learning strategy. Therefore, students are responsible for each other's learning. 
Furthermore, they are encouraged to think based on 'positive interdependence', as they are thinking cooperatively 
in group. Thus, the language acquisition is simplified, when students interact in the target language. According to 
Richards and Rodgers (2001), “cooperative learning strategy increases the motivation, reduces the stress, and 
also creates a positive affecting classroom climate.” (p. 13). Accordingly, the current study investigated whether 
teaching based on cooperative and competitive learning could improve student’s learning of English vocabulary 
development.  

1.2 Research Questions  

Based on the above mentioned purpose of the study, the present study was an attempt to answer the following 
questions and hypotheses:  

RQ1. Is there any significance difference between the effects of cooperative and competitive learning strategies 
on Iranian EFL intermediate learner’s acquisition of English vocabulary development? 

RQ2. What type of strategies (cooperative & competitive) is more effective on Iranian EFL intermediate learner’s 
English vocabulary development? 

1.3 Research Hypotheses 

H01. There is no significant difference between the effect of cooperative and competitive learning strategies on 
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Iranian EFL intermediate learners’ acquisition of the English vocabulary development.  

H02. Cooperative and competitive strategies have the same effect on Iranian EFL intermediate learner’s 
acquisition of the English vocabulary development.  

1.4 Review of the Literature 

Concerning the impact of competitive and cooperative learning on English language proficiency, in this section 
some studies conducted on these types of learning are discussed.  

Jacobs et al. (1996) discovered that L2 learners had more language exercise opportunities and presented a wider 
extent of language functions in team or pair work than in teacher-fronted classes. They concluded that CL 
suggested opportunities for pre-adjusted input that emphases on meaning in lower-anxiety contexts 
internationally modified input, and comprehensible output. In a follow-up study, Jacobs (1988) has compared CL 
with traditional methods and found that: 

1). enhances the measure of language students use, 

2). increases the quality of the language students use, 

3). Balances the learning opportunities for all of them 

4). Produce a less threatening learning climate for language use. 

In addition, Pattanpichet (2011) examined the effects of using CL in encouraging students’ speaking success. 35 
undergraduate students joined the study. She came to the conclusion that cooperative learning had a positive 
effect of the oral ability of the learners. In another study, Woolfolk and Suwantarathip (2010) explored the 
influence of cooperative learning approach in language ability and studied its effectiveness in decreasing foreign 
language anxiety. The results showed that using the cooperative learning as part of the language learning led to 
decreasing the students’ anxiety and increasing the language proficiency. The researchers believed that the reason 
of decreasing the students' anxiety was probably because of opportunities this learning environment provided for 
them to support, inspire, and praise each other. Therefore, students were relaxed in such a learning environment 
and developed their language proficiency. In a more recent study, Talebi and Sobhani (2012) investigated the 
impact of CL on speaking proficiency of English language learners. Sample of experiment included 40 male and 
female students enrolled in a speaking course at an IELTS Center in Iran. For collecting the data, an oral 
interview was performed. Instructions in speaking three terms per week were given to the control group for one 
month, whereas the experimental group was trained speaking skills through CL. The findings of the study 
indicated that the function of the experimental group on oral interview held at the end of the course overtook the 
control group. The mean score of control group was significantly lower than the experimental group. 

Finally, Hosseini (2012) explained that although many researches verify the benefit of CL over traditional 
methods of teaching, very little researches have directly compared the efficiency and value of CTBL and other 
popular CL methods like LT. Hosseini carried out different research in the last decade. He conducted a 
comparative experimental study to explore the complex impacts of CTBL with LT of Johnsons, and the 
traditional chalk-and-talk mode of performance or Traditional Lecture Method (TLM) on Indian and Iranian 
undergraduate learners. One significant result of his study was more successful of CTBL in increasing the 
participants' metacognitive and affective strategies. It showed that CTBL, rather than LT, helped more effectively 
to the development of the participants’ retention of information. The study also revealed more comprehensively 
contribution of CTBL to the success of the worst performers. Hosseini also found that CTBL simplified the 
development of learning-how-to-learn skills, long-term preservation rather than survival skills, and recognition 
memory of the participants, and meaningfully improved the quality of knowledge the participants learned. 

2. Methodology 
2.1 Participants 

Based on the results of an Oxford Placement Test (OPT), 45 out of 77 Iranian EFL intermediate learners from 
four language institutes in Tehran, Iran, were randomly selected as the main participants of the current study. 
Their age ranged between 19-22 years old. Then, the selected participants were equally divided into three groups, 
i.e. a control group and two experimental groups, (N=15). It was assumed that nearly all the participant had a 
similar foreign language learning experience. 

2.2 Instrumentations 

Three main instruments were utilized in the present study. First, in order to check the level of general language 
proficiency of the participants at the beginning of the study, and find out a homogenous sample, an Oxford 
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Placement Test (OPT) was utilized. Using the KR20 formula, the internal consistency of the test was calculated 
and reported to be (.78), which was fairly satisfactory. Furthermore, to ensure its validity, it was reviewed by two 
language experts and their comments were utilized in the follow-up version of the main study. The second 
instrument was a standard vocabulary pre-test was as the other required instrument in this study. The aim was to 
determine whether participants were homogeneous in their knowledge of English vocabularies. This pretest 
consisted of 100 multiple-choice test items for intermediate level. The items of the test were also be reviewed by 
two experts of the field to ensure the validity. In addition, administering Cronbach Alpha, its reliability was 
calculated. The third instrument was a vocabulary test as the posttest. This test consisted of 100 multiple-choice 
questions. The only difference between this test and the pretest was that the sequence of the items.  

2.3 Procedures 

After selecting the participants, they were randomly divided into three groups. In order to be ensuring that the 
two groups are equally proficient after selecting the groups, a pretest containing 100 questions was administered. 
Then, the English lexicons, including vocabularies, were taught to the two experimental groups in eight weeks. 
While English vocabularies were taught to the control group based on the traditional ways of teaching including 
explicit explanation of rules, doing drills and exercises from the textbook. Prior to the posttest, the researcher 
ensured that the instructors implement the appropriate strategies, cooperative or competitive, during the 
treatment. Then, conducting the posttest, the results of the performance of three groups were compared. In 
addition, the experimental groups’ mean scores were analyzed to investigate the most influential strategy on 
English vocabulary development.  

2.4 Data Analysis 

The statistical analysis used to analyze the quantitative data includes one-way ANOVA to assess the difference 
among three groups, as well as independent sample t-test to compare the performance of the experimental groups 
regarding two strategies were conducted to assess differences across the two groups after the instructions. 

3. Results and Discussion 
The results of one-way ANOVA showed that there was a significant difference in how the two experimental 
groups outperformed on the test compared to their counterpart in the control group, F (2, 29) = 49.07, p= 
0031<.05). 

 

Table 1. The one-way ANOVA results 

Source of Variance SS df MS F Sig. 
Between groups 477.43 2 322.43   
Within groups 312.07 39 4.83 49.07 .0031 

Total 688.11 59    
 

In order to determine the location of difference when F value was significant, a post-hoc analysis was also 
conducted. Based on post-hot tests, we concluded that there were no significant differences between EG via 
cooperative strategy and EG via competitive strategy, whereas, there was a significant difference between theses 
experimental groups (two experimental groups) and the CG (the control group). Thus, the answer to the first 
research question became clear, and the first hypothesis was rejected. However, in order to compare the 
performance of the experimental groups on the posttest, and answer to the second question and hypothesis, an 
independent sample t-test was conducted. The result is presented in Table 2. 



elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 9, No. 11; 2016 

10 
 

Table 2. Independent sample t-test results 

 F Sig. t Df. 

Sig.  

(2-tailed)

Mean 

Difference

Std. Error 

Difference Lower Upper

Equal variances assumed 
.156 0.599

-3.658 39 .003 -1.667 .456 -3.695 -.861

Equal variances not assumed -3.658 45.845 .002 -1.667 .456 -2.584 -.749

a. Levene’s Test for t-test for Equality of Means 

b. Equality of Variances 95% Confidence Interval of the Difference. 

 

According to Table 3. the p-value of ,the Levene’s Test for Equal variances was 0.599, which indicated that there 
was an insignificant difference between the variances of two groups. Therefore, the statistics in the first row 
should be used. In the first row, the p-value was equal to 0.003 which was lower than 0.05 and revealed that 
there was a significant difference in lexicon acquisition of English vocabularies between performance of students 
taught through cooperative and competitive learning instructions. Thus, based on the t-test results, which the 
experimental group was taught through cooperative learning instruction outperformed the experimental group 
taught via competitive strategy learning, and thereby the answer to the second question became clear and the 
second null hypothesis stating was rejected.  

4. Conclusion 
The findings of the present study revealed that both cooperative and competitive learning strategies were 
influential in English vocabulary development by Iranian EFL intermediate students. In addition, comparing the 
effectiveness of cooperative and competitive learning strategies, the results of independent sample t-test 
indicated that the performance of the experimental group via cooperative strategy was better than their 
counterpart in the experimental group whom was taught via competitive strategy.  

The results of the present study are in line with the previous studies by Slavin (1996), Tanner and Marr, (1997) 
who showed that cooperative learning models has a significant effect on students’ proficiency. Moreover, the 
findings of the present study are in agreement with the findings of the study by Chiason, Okwu and Kurumeh 
(2010) who found a high, level of achievement difference between students taught using cooperative learning 
strategy and conventional learning strategy. The results of the present study are also in line with the previous 
studies of Akinbobola (2006) whose study revealed that students taught using the CL method performed better 
than those taught using the conventional method. 

The findings of the current research have several pedagogical implications for instructional and curriculum 
design development. First, EFL learners should learn to understand the nature and the purpose of CL. Thus, the 
language instructors should make attempt to enhance their awareness of the advantages of employing various 
types of CL related methods. In Iranian EFL educational settings that CL is a very important method for learners 
to be aware of how new language features are utilized in real life contexts and everyday communication.  

In Iranian context, successful language learners may be regarded as informants for students experiencing less 
success in language learning concerning utilizing various features in miscellaneous contexts. In addition, 
language instructors should be more aware of importance of CL and of that whether the learners are or are not 
aware of the goals of noticing the various utilizations of the new features in real settings rather than just paying 
attention to the instructional textbooks. Furthermore, it must be noted here that the development of new language 
teaching methods to enhance communicative ability in conventional classes should be taken into consideration 
by material and curriculum designers. 
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