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Abstract: This paper presents an analysis of an online course prepared in the framework of the 
national project for education in Slovakia “Developing professional competencies of teachers in 
pre-primary, primary and secondary schools in the context of increasing the success of reforming 
the elementary educational system”1. In light of this online course example, the author aims 
at reflecting on two concepts: collaborative and cooperative learning linked together by the 
concept of interaction, as defines Rebecca Oxford2, and put in the context of an online learning 
environment. According to the author’s point of view, those two concepts can be useful either for 
pre- or in-service language teacher training but maybe not for both at the same time.
Keywords: collaborative learning, cooperative learning, online learning environment, language 
teacher training

Abstrakt: Článok je venovaný analýze online kurzu, ktorý bol vytvorený v rámci národného 
projektu OP Vzdelávanie v SR „Rozvíjanie profesijných kompetencií učiteľov materských, zá- 
kladných a stredných škôl v kontexte zvyšovania úspešnosti reformy systému základného vzde-
lávania“. Na príklade tohto online kurzu sa autor zameriava na koncepty kolaboratívneho a ko-
operatívneho učenia sa, prepojené konceptom interakcie (ako to definuje Rebecca Oxford), avšak 
vložené do kontextu digitálneho prostredia výučby. Podľa autora môžu byť tieto dva koncepty 
užitočné buď pri príprave budúcich učiteľov, alebo pri kontinuálnom vzdelávaní učiteľov, no 
možno nie pre oba prípady naraz.
Kľúčové slová: kolaboratívne učenie sa, kooperatívne učenie sa, digitálne prostredie výučby, 
vzdelávanie učiteľov cudzích jazykov

1 Translation of the ESF project named in Slovak: „Rozvíjanie profesijných kompetencií učiteľov 
materských, základných a stredných škôl v kontexte zvyšovania úspešnosti reformy systému 
základného vzdelávania“

2 Oxford: 1997
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INTRODUCTION

 “Developing professional competencies of teachers in pre-primary, primary 
and secondary schools in the context of increasing the success of reforming 
the elementary educational system”2 is a project, which was funded by the 
European Social Funds - Operational Program for Education and implemented 
by the Slovak National Institute for Education from July to November 2015. 
Initiated as a pilot study aiming at a wider full-scale research project, it has been 
conceived as a follow-up of the former project “Training elementary school 
teachers in the field of foreign languages in connection with the conception 
of teaching foreign languages”3, implemented by the same institution in 2008 
– 2013. The idea was to teach elementary school teachers a foreign language 
of their choice (English, German, French, Russian, Spanish or Italian) in order 
to train their competences to teach this foreign language at an elementary 
level. In 2015 the need to evaluate those in-service teachers appeared, both 
on the basis of their communicative language competences and on the basis of 
their professional development as a teacher of English as a foreign language 
(hereinafter “EFL teacher”). One of the aims of the project activity 1.1 was to 
evaluate whether primary school teachers officially qualified to teach English 
language within the former project still keep on learning and developing their 
professional skills. In this sense, an online survey has been conducted. Teachers 
had to pass a language test similar to the language test passed at the end of 
the former project, too. And they were proposed an online course aiming at 
introducing them the concept of professional development for EFL teacher. 
Two groups of teachers (350 each, 700 together in Slovakia) were created to 
be able to discriminate results in the end. We hereby do not intend to analyze 
these results4, but to focus on the analysis of the online course created in order 
to introduce and spread the concept of continuing professional development to 
EFL teachers in primary schools in Slovakia. This analysis will lead us to reflect 
on two concepts sometimes confused, sometimes misused, but always linked to 
interaction between learners/teachers/knowledge: cooperative vs collaborative 
learning. Is the opposition justified? What differences can we make between 

3 Translation of the ESF project named in Slovak: „Vzdelávanie učiteľov základných škôl 
v oblasti cudzích jazykov v súvislosti s Koncepciou vyučovania cudzích jazykov“ (available on 
www.educj.sk)

4  For a deeper preview of the whole activity 1.1 of the project see Final report „Záverečná správa 
aktivity 1.1 projektu Rozvíjanie profesijných kompetencií učiteľov materských, základných 
a stredných škôl v kontexte zvyšovania úspešnosti reformy systému základného vzdelávania“ 
(available on www.statpedu.sk)
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those two terms, though they are similar in Slovak language (spolupráca for 
both terms)? How can we understand them, when it comes to an online learning 
environment? And how can it help us in being more relevant in conceiving 
online learning tools for teachers of foreign language? Let us first present the 
form and the content of the online course, then to introduce our short reflection 
on the matter. 

PRESENTATION OF THE ONLINE COURSE

This online course is open and online5 for all Slovak teachers who could be 
interested in an introduction to professional development for EFL teachers. It 
has been written in Slovak language but activities are in English at a B1/B2 level 
according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(hereinafter CEFR). These activities are no real tasks as it can be understood 
under the action-oriented perspective presented in the CEFR, but rather skills 
based or problem solving language activities using the Hot Potatoes software6. 
The general objective is indeed to get teachers aware of what professional 
development is and needs to stimulate them to engage themselves on the path 
of continuing professional development.

CONTENT

In order to present a relevant range of competences within professional 
development for EFL teachers, we tried to make a synthesis of different curricula 
already existing in Slovakia and abroad. We used the clear comparison made 
by Longuet and Springer7 of French, Canadian and Swiss referential frames 
concerning teachers’ professional competences.

Their comparative approach led them to select three criteria to analyze the 
common points and differences. They focused on
–  the professional identity of the teacher 
–  the act of teaching
–  the social and school context8

5 Freely available on https://sites.google.com/site/spurpku 
6 Free software available on https://hotpot.uvic.ca/ 
7 Longuet & Springer: 2012
8 Id.
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Firstly, we agreed with the project team members that this online course had 
no intent to deal with didactic matters concerning the fundamental process of 
learning or teaching English as a foreign language. We would rather focus on 
professional competences of EFL teachers such as social, institutional, ethical 
ones, which obviously modify in a way the act of teaching, but which could be 
transversal for teachers of all subjects. This is actually the justification of the pilot 
study to develop a wider research project: to identify professional competences 
that could suit the teachers of other subjects with a view towards a wider project.

In Slovakia, Pavlov worked on this problematic of continuing professional 
development9 and defined the field we tried to hit with this online course: “Self-
training on how to self-learn [professional] self-development in accordance 
with moral principles and system of values [of the society]”10

We also deeply studied the British Continuing Professional Development 
(hereinafter “CPD”) Framework11, in which CPD competences are well pre-
sented.

 9 PAVLOV: 2013
10 PAVLOV: 2015; author’s translation of: „sebavýchova ako ,sebaučenie sa sebarozvoju‘ v sú-

lade s mravnými a hodnotovými systémami a princípmi“
11 British Council, 2015, CC-BY-NC-ND, CFP framework is available online on www.

teachingenglish.org.uk
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This scheme presents among others a very interesting competence “Taking 
responsibility for professional development”, which directly matches with 
previous Pavlov’s statement. In any case, we cannot indeed force teachers 
to engage themselves in CPD. We are here to stimulate them, make them 
understand why it is necessary but without their own consent and will, it is 
useless, sometimes even counterproductive to teach anything.

This little research work led us to synthetize and to create our own scheme 
of professional competences for EFL teachers. We divided it in three main 
categories:
–  institutional
–  didactical
–  individually developing

and tried to focus on the third category and divide it in sub-competences:

Those five sub-competences are to be introduced within this online course. 
We would like to insist on the fact that within this pilot study, we had no objective 
to make the teachers acquire and master those competences, but to introduce 
them so that they could realize the importance of CPD. In this scheme, we also 
chose to include the concept of academic language that we intend to develop 
in a wider project for CPD of teachers of all subjects. As Jean-Claude Beacco 
explained: “Pupils need to be able to use language not just for social, informal 
purposes but also for learning content, for expressing their understanding and 
for interacting with others about the meaning and implications of what they 
learn.” 12

12  Beacco et al.: 2015 CoE, p14
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And so do their teachers need. The role of language in knowledge building 
is so important that it could not have been avoided to be mentioned in this pilot 
study, particularly because it concerns language teachers.

FORM

Originally this online course had been created to be available on a moodle 
platform of the National Institute for Education. For technical and time reasons, 
it was decided to be moved on Google site. Functionalities are not similar but 
we tried to keep the original spirit and to create some areas of interaction, even 
if all teachers do not know each other, do not have the same level of knowledge 
and know-how and eventually could not work synchronously online. We will 
come back to this in next part making a difference between cooperative and 
collaborative learning.

Each sub-competence is presented by following the same scheme trying 
to start from initial representations leading to a language activity. At the end;  
a “Sum it up” part aims at bringing knowledge together and eventually brings 
some more information on the subject. Each part is represented by a symbol as 
illustrated below.

Initial representations

Language activity

Sum it up together!

This is what we can see on the page devoted to the sub-competence “Can 
cooperate”. This structure is strictly the same for each of 5 sub-competences. 
The introducing part numbered “0” presents a video in which are explained 
professional competences as mentioned above and the ending part numbered 
“6” asks teachers to voluntarily and anonymously assess their own progress as 
well as this online course.

Within the first part called “Initial representations”, we try to stimulate 
teachers’ actual knowledge and make it interact with others with the use of 
Google documents. The interest of activating knowledge before the language 
activity is to start the learning process from where they are and then naturally 
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adapt the course to each participant. As Zamfir13 explained “What You 
Understand Is What Your Cognitive Integrates”. In other terms and context, 
it is useless to attend a lesson at B2 level, if you can only communicate at 
A2 level. The objective of this first part is to take into account Vitgotsky’s 

13  Zamfir: 2009
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zone of proximal development and make the teachers learn something from 
where their knowledge actually stands and make it converge together to another 
point. Within this sub-competence, we intended to get them aware of different 
of types of cooperation that a teacher is to be expected to develop during his 
own carrier. As presented in the following scheme, we tried to identify four 
players to cooperate with: pupils, parents, colleagues and school partners. We 
put “pupils” on top of the clock and followed clockwise with other partners in 
order to prioritize them. Each partner is illustrated with description of abilities 
they should be able to develop. This is no exhaustive list of abilities but it can 
be a good beginning. To be aware of that, learn it and develop those aspects 
in their work is, from our point of view, a part of development of professional 
competences of a teacher. 

INTERACTION

Furthermore, the application “Google documents” offers the possibility for 
teachers to interact with each other. Indeed, by asking teachers to write, in an 
online shared document, few sentences about their own representations of what 
the sub-competence “Can cooperate” means for them before they go through 
the activities, we incite them to read others’ answers. This is how we try to get 
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knowledge developing and building itself by the interaction of the community 
members. An interesting way to do so should be in a synchronously way, being 
able to record the whole process of interacting and creating together with the 
help of the teacher/tutor online.

COOPERATION OR COLLABORATION?

This is where we would like to introduce our reflecting on making  
a difference between cooperative and collaborative learning. Dustin Hosseini 
illustrates an online collaborative learning using the Google documents tool 
“with students researching their words through defining them, creating their own 
example sentences and peer-checking each other’s work, along with receiving 
assistance and oversight from the teacher who was able to observe students’ 
progress by monitoring students from a computer”14. The synchronous multiple 
interactions are creating a situation of collaboration. But in our present case, we 
should call it only cooperation since it has no character of achieving a common 
thing. According to the Cambridge online dictionary, cooperation is “the act of 
working together with someone or doing what they ask you” and collaboration 
is “the situation of two or more people working together to create or achieve 
the same thing”15. As Oxford explained: “Cooperative learning refers to  
a particular set of classroom techniques [whereas] collaborative learning has  
a “social constructivist” philosophical base, which views learning as construction 
of knowledge within a social context.”16

In both cases, it has to do something with a work done together. This is 
why, in all cases, we shall admit that cooperation and collaboration creates 
interaction. But the classroom (online or not) shall imply a situation, especially 
if we take into account an EFL class. Communicating in a foreign language is 
to be comprehended within a situation. This is why we should develop tools 
that teach/make learn how to solve a task by creating situations of interaction 
between learning teachers and their “teaching teachers”/tutors; and not only 
a “fake” asynchronous interaction of knowledge, as we presented within our 
“Initial representations” part. But here comes the context of our project. We 
conceived an online tool for EFL teachers all around Slovakia, who do not really 
know each other and do not follow this course in order to create or achieve the 
same thing but to individually acquire new information and be aware of the 

14  Hosseini: 2014
15  http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/
16  Oxford: 1997
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importance of CPD for EFL teachers. Moreover; an asynchronous interaction 
with others and/or with the trainer/tutor can cause discouragement as explained 
Gaillat in his study on construction of language interactions during an online 
tutoring for pre- and in-service elementary teachers in France:

The path [to initiate an interaction] needed to be built can be like the following 
scheme:
Professional observance (acknowledging) → personal questioning (asking oneself) 
→ need to ask someone else (asking for assistance) → formulating this questioning 
(asking) → putting the question into text (writing the question) → sending the 
question (connecting).
This approach is a whole procedure with several steps, which each of them are an 
opportunity to discourage potential “askers”.17

But as Mangenot and Delevotte, we can consider that “One type of tutoring 
can be more adapted than another according to the linguistic demand, technical 
equipment of the country or learners’ availabilities.”18

This third criterion seems to be relevant for us. We cannot indeed ask in-
service teachers to be available online at the same time and achieve a common 
task within a specific lapse of time. It could be feasible with pre-service teachers/
students in the framework of a blended-learning course. Their time availability 
is expected to be more adaptable; their technical know-how can increase the 
“discursive exposure space” as defined by Develotte19 (multi-tasking devices 
on screen to ensure multiple ways of communication during tutoring: writing, 
talking, annotating a document while a video is on…) and their compliance to 
the rules of a situation defined by the teacher should also be suppler than in-
service teachers in the frame of CPD.

This is why, in this conception, we tend to believe that online cooperative 
learning is more adapted to train in-service teachers whereas virtual collaborative 
environments can be more easily used with pre-service teachers/students.

CONCLUSION

As a conclusion, we would like to mention that we could not yet evaluate 
this environment since teachers have just began to discover this online course. 

17  Gaillat: 2006 (translated from French by the author)
18  Develotte&Mangenot: 2010
19  Id.
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A further article should process the ways how they used all functions of the 
online course and analyze the very interactions they would produce within this 
cooperative online course. However, we wish not to give up the idea of producing 
a virtual collaborative tool in order to train in-service teachers distantly.

Though we tried to demonstrate through the example of a CPD online course 
for EFL teachers that real collaborative learning is not easy to conceive for in-
service teachers, we remain convinced that a way to conceive such a tool is to 
analyze teachers’ needs, demands and expectations in order to meet their very 
needs within CPD. We indeed did not take into account real expressed teachers’ 
needs within this pilot study. This is an approach that should be privileged, 
especially in adult continuing education. In-service teachers could be then 
more involved in their own CPD, since we would try to meet their needs and 
fulfill their expectations. Besides, the constraint of number of participants in 
synchronous activities could be arranged by creating little groups of 10 teachers 
for instance, who agreed to connect to the online environment at the same time 
slot and who meet some common criteria (age, education, experience…) in 
order to successfully collaborate.

These are first leads, which hopefully will let us create such a tool in the next 
future and eventually analyze interaction schemes while tutoring and helping 
them in co-constructing in the academic language their own knowledge within 
a further wider research project for teachers of all subjects, but focusing our 
research on foreign language teaching, and preferably with teachers of French 
as a foreign language.
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