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Abstract 

The term “collaborative learning” refers to an instruction method in which learners work together in small groups to achieve a 
common goal. Individual accountability as a structural element in collaboration is pivotal to prevent and lower the likelihood of 
free riders or social loafing. Individual accountability is the belief that everyone will be accountable for her/his performance and 
learning. Individual accountability occurs when the performance of each individual is assessed and the results are given back to 
the group and the individual in order to identify those need more assistance and support in learning. This article reviews the 
importance of individual accountability in collaborative learning. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Odabaşı  
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1. Introduction 

According to Hsu and Malkin (2011), Confucius stated in over two thousands years ago: 
∞ What I hear, I forget; 
∞ What I see, I remember; 
∞ What I do, I understand. 

Laal et al. (2012) cited Siberman (1996) who modified the Confucius saying in his book which titled: Active 
learning: 101 strategies to teach any subject. He called the modified form the active learning credo; the idea on how 
people learn further. He declared the following: 

∞ What I hear, I forget; 
∞ What I hear and see, I remember a little; 
∞ What I hear, see, and ask questions about or discuss with someone else, I begin to understand; 
∞ What I hear see, discuss and do, I acquire knowledge and skills; 
∞ What I teach to another, I master. 
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Education and learning have been essentially reformed. The dominant change is a shift from a traditional teacher-
directed paradigm of training to a unique and novel student-centered one. Today, collaboration is the new trend of 
21st century. An increasing need to think and work together (Austin, 2000; Welch, 1998), making a shift from the 
individual efforts to the team work (Leonard, & Leonard, 2001). This article attempts to describe individual 
accountability (IA) in collaborative learning (CL). 

2. Material and method 

This article reviews the essential elements in the collaborative setting, strives its particular focus on IA. Key 
issues were identified through review of literature on elements of CL and through review of literature on IA.  It 
begins with a brief description of what CL means, follows by the essential elements that learning in collaboration 
should have, focusing particularly on IA. 

3. Results 
 
As Ted Panitz (1996) defined; collaboration is a philosophy of interaction in which individuals are responsible 

for their actions such as learning, and respect the abilities and contributions of others in the group. There is a sharing 
of authority and acceptance of responsibility between individuals in the group for the groups’ achievements. 

CL is an educational approach that involves groups of learners working together toward a common goal as to 
solve a problem, complete a task, or create a product (Srinivas, 2011). 

CL is not simply a synonym for members working in groups. A learning practice only qualifies as CL when these 
following elements are met:  
∞ Positive interdependence; is the belief that group members are linked together in a way that they succeed or 

sink together. When members clearly understand positive interdependence, they understand that each group 
member’s efforts are required for success of the group (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1998). 

∞ Considerable promotive interaction; means each member helps and encourages one another to learn. They 
share their knowledge, clarify what they understand and teach one another. Members must think that ongoing 
conversation, dialogue, exchange, and support interaction particularly a face-to-face interaction is needed to 
success (Foundation coalition, 2004).  

∞ IA is an element required to prevent and lower the likelihood of free riders or social loafing. It is the belief by 
each individual that she/he will be accountable for her/his performance and learning, which is particularly 
focused in this paper. 

∞ Social skills; members should learn the social skills needed for their collaboration and implement them to be 
productive and reach the goal. These skills include: 

∞ Know and trust each other; 
∞ Adjoin unambiguously; 
∞ Accept and support each other, and;  
∞ Solving conflict problems (Johnson, 2005; Johnson, 1990; Johnson, & Johnson, 2008). 

∞ Group processing; is reflecting the group on whether or not the actions are helpful and to decide what actions 
must continue or stop (Johnson, & Johnson, 2008). 

IA exists when the performance of each individual is assessed and the results are given back to the individual and 
the group in order to identify who needs more assistance, support, and encouragement in learning. Free riding and 
social loafing occurs when it is difficult to identify members' contributions, or members' participations are in excess, 
or members are not accountable for the end result of the group (Harkins, & Petty, 1982; Kerr, & Bruun, 1981; 
Williams, Harkins, & Latane, 1981). 

 Learning in collaboration and groups is an attempt to make each member a stronger individual in his or her right. 
Members learn together so that they subsequently can gain greater individual competency. In CL situation, learners 
educate to do something together therefore they can do it more easily when they are alone (Johnson, Johnson, & 
Holubec, 1998). 
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4. Discussion 
 
As Johnsons (2009) claimed: 
∞ One's actions may promote the success of others; 
∞ Obstruct the success of others; 
∞ Might not have any effect at all on the success or failure of others.  

The term of CL refers to a learning style in which learners at various performance levels work together in small 
groups toward a common goal. The learners are accountable for one another's learning as well as their own. Thus, 
the success of one learner helps other members to be successful (Gokhale, 1995). 

Johnson et al. (1990, 1991) made a pointed remark on 5 essential elements in a CL setting, as follows: 
∞ Clearly perceived positive interdependence;  
∞ Considerable interaction;  
∞ Individual accountability and personal responsibility;  
∞ Social skills, and;  
∞ Group self-evaluating. 

All these basic elements should be present to ascertain a learning practice as a collaborative one.  
Learning is not simply an automatic outcome of pouring or injection of information into another person‘s head. It 

needs the individual’s own mental processing. Therefore, lecturing by itself will never lead to real learning 
(Silberman, 1996).  

CL is not to make learners converse each other, either face-to-face or in a computer conference, while they do 
their individual assignments. It is not asking students do the task individually and then asking those who finish first 
help those who have not yet finished. And it is certainly not having one or a few students do all the work, while the 
others just add their names to the report (Klemm, 1994). 

In a collaborative environment, each individual group members is assessed to what he/she does. The purpose of 
the learning in groups is to make each member stronger as an individual. IA ascertains that all group members take 
responsibility for their share of the work. This differs from traditional group work in which some members may do 
most of the work while others do not pull their weight. Team members are also accountable for the work of their 
teammates. They teach each other the subject rather than just telling each other the answers. Team members hold 
each other responsible for their share of the work (Johnson, & Johnson, 1994).  

The concept of IA is that each member group is accountable for his/her learning and actions as well as the group 
learning and performance. IA is required to prevent a member from getting a free ride on the work of others and to 
prevent low quality of work being accepted from an individual by peers in the group (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 
1991). 

IA is something that every team member must shoulder. IA isn’t easy to establish and maintain. It takes time, 
needs commitment and patience. Anyway, once it exists among each individual, the strength of the group does 
indeed become the sum of the parts (Anderson, 2003).  

The importance of the role of IA in teams is verified by work on group development, self-managed work teams, 
and goal-setting (Bane, 2004). IA and shared commitment have been identified as key to the group dynamics of 
high-performing teams. 

5. Conclusion 
 
Learning collaboratively in groups refers to an instructional method where learners work together toward a 

common goal. In a CL situation, learners work together to increase their learning as well as each other’s learning. 
They strive for the success of group. Five basic elements should met to qualify a learning style as CL. IA is the 
structural e 

lement in CL to avoid free riding and social loafing. IA is the belief that each member in group is responsible for 
his/her performance as well as the work of their teammates. In CL, it means individuals in a group are accountable 
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for the groupʼs learning as well as for their own.  Team members hold each other responsible for their share of the 
learning. 
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