Countering Polarization in society – The role of cooperative learning in adult education.

Background
Social scientists have studied and discussed the issue of polarization in society for several decades with many asking the same questions as posed by Dandekar et al, (2013) 
“Are we as a society getting more polarized? If so, why and how can we fix it?”
This study, as well as considering the first two questions, will focus on the use of cooperative learning strategies in teaching adult education. Specifically, how they can be used to counter bias and reduce polarization.

Polarization 
The term polarization has many scientific meanings but, in the context of societal studies, we will use the definition “the process or condition of being divided into two opposing groups” (Collins 2021). Makatos et al (2017) take this definition even further, describing the division into “sides that have little or no communication with and understanding of each other”
According to Böttcher et al (2020), the answer to the first part of the question posed above is a definite “Yes”, with the median voter representing a much smaller fraction of society than just a couple of decades ago. The polarization is not constrained to just politics, however. Makatos asserts that “online polarization has been observed over a variety of issues and topics, ranging from frivolous to decisive and consequential”. Even a casual observer of society over recent months and years cannot fail to notice the often vitriolic arguments over topics such as Brexit, the 2020 US election, Mask / Antimask, and the various vaccination topics.
Why it happens is a little more complicated, but it appears to be driven, in the most part, by social media.
Willson, in Van der Nagel (2018) argues that the goal of the algorithms used by Social Media platforms is profit and that this is achieved by increasing both the number of users and the time that they spend on the platform.
The various social media platforms utilise algorithms to connect users, seeking out common interests or mutual connections. Coombe et al, (2020) claim that, rather than increasing cohesion and connecting communities, this results in increased polarization and bias and go on to explain how this happens.
By promoting connections and content based on previous actions, these algorithms reinforce and amplify certain viewpoints. 
For example, someone with a slight right-wing bias may “like” or share a post that matches their views and opinions. The algorithm recognises this and suggests more, similar, posts and articles or recommends connections with other people who have accessed the same material. Over time, that user only sees that content with other, moderating, views being marginalised or even completely suppressed. 
Building on the work of Kahneman and Tversky (1973), Workman (2018) provides evidence of this Confirmation Bias, the tendency to reinforce already held beliefs, leading to the construction of a social reality that matches the individual’s perceptions. Often, this can result in illogical behaviours as people’s views and sentiments become more and more fixed. For the educator in the post sixteen sector, this can mean that students arrive at the learning centre with some already deep-seated beliefs, perceptions and biases. Even harder to counter is the fact that these beliefs may illogical, founded only on the confirmation of others with similar beliefs.
In their interviews with the creators of social media algorithms, Coombe et al (2020) consider the fact that these were not developed with the intention to be divisive but that this effect is an unintended and unforeseen consequence of the various platforms attempts to manipulate and monetize user engagement. By filtering news feeds and promoting the consumption of information that aligns with the users’ beliefs and preferences, the platforms hope to increase the time the user will spend on their platform as well as the likelihood of them clicking a sponsored link or making a relevant purchase and generating revenue. The more a user engages, the more data is generated and the more targeted their newsfeed and advertising becomes.
Both Coombe (2020) and van der Nagle (2018) explore the possibility that these algorithms, having been refined as well as evolving over time, sometimes work a little too well. That the human element is removed from the process and that, consequently, the human impacts are lost as the software strives to generate engagement and revenue, oblivious to the wider consequences. In this digital world, content gets shared and consumed simply because it exists and matches the users views rather than because it has any inherent value or even any factual basis. 
In recent years, this automated process has been used to great effect by a host of bad actors who use social media platforms to deliberately promote and perpetuate “fake news”, relying on the cognitive biases of individuals and the efficiency of the algorithms to manipulate public opinion and fuel the polarization. The strength of trust in the sources, enhanced by the confirmation biases, mean that most users are unable to detect this fake news. Even when new software tools tag such headlines with a “fake news” marker or warning, it has little or no impact on the users judgement as to it’s truth. (Moravec et al, 2018)
Ling (2020) reminds us that confirmation bias is not limited to social media but that individuals will also choose other news sources that resonate with their beliefs and perceptions. This choice is made so that the individual does this in order to avoid any cognitive dissonance and to avoid a possible fall out with their social network. 
As individuals align their views, and their media consumption, more and more closely with their social network, they become more likely to shun other, moderating inputs, leading to further entrenchment of their beliefs and the formation of dogmatic social groupings. Spurred on by the apparent validation of their beliefs, these groups become more and more likely to demonstrate extreme political and ideological beliefs as well as aggression towards those with opposing views  (Rollwage & Fleming 2021)
These increasingly homogeneous online communities can, if not tempered by other moderating influences, become more and more extreme with some promoting and facilitating violence and civil disorder. As Wojciesiak  (2010) points out, it is unlikely that the internet will turn the majority of it’s users into radical ideologues. It does have the capability, however, to move some users towards more extreme positions and this can, and does, have consequences that reach beyond the digital world.
As well as the rise in the deliberate promulgation of fake news, the last twelve months or so have seen a dramatic reduction in access to the moderating factors. Across the world, restrictions relating to the Covid 19 pandemic have meant people have found it harder to socialise with the range of people they may have done previously. The various stay at home orders and guidelines have meant that many people have been entirely reliant on digital media for engagement and interaction. Whilst the internet can have many positive uses, recent studies suggest that problematic internet usage increases as the moderating effects of offline social support decrease, that “usage of the Web may become dysfunctional when it is meant to compensate for lack of the ‘offline life’ “  (Mazzoni et al. 2016)
As well as the confirmation bias being amplified and reinforced by digital media, there is also the impact of online debate to consider. Karlsen et al (2017), liken online debate to Trench Warfare, suggesting that there is often little more than an exchange of opposing views and that, rather than helping to find a compromising middle ground to the discussion, this often serves only to strengthen their initial beliefs and biases. Taber et al, (2009) in Karlsen, (2017) refer to this as “disconfirmation bias”
The Response
In an environment characterised by a proliferation of fake news, where beliefs and opinions often seem to hold more weight than scientific fact and debate is characterised by sniping and sparring across an increasingly polarized arena the role of an adult educator demands a particular skillset and resilience.
It should be apparent that any attempt to teach people out of their biases by traditional, didactic, teaching methods is doomed to failure. Simply telling an individual that they are wrong is likely to lead to a strengthening of their position via a disconfirmation bias.
The good news, according to Rollwage and Fleming (2021), is that confirmation bias can be adaptive, that individuals with the capability for introspection are able to filter out and ignore contradictory information when they are correct but retain the capacity to challenge themselves and seek out new information when they realise that they are wrong. Jukes et al (2010) remind us that the role of an educator is to be a facilitator, to compel the student to want to learn. The non-compulsory nature of post-sixteen education means that the majority of learners have already taken the first step in choosing to place themselves in the learning environment. According to Jukes, we must not only show them how to learn for themselves, but also to be prepared to learn alongside them, or even from them. Indeed, it is only if we are prepared to subject ourselves to the same introspection that Rollwage and Fleming discuss, to challenge our own biases and perceptions, that we can hope to guide others through the same process.
Emerson et al (2015) ascribe four key characteristics to cooperative learning, these being positive interdependence (the correlation between the success of the individual and of the group), accountability of the individual, equal participation of group members, and simultaneous action across groups.
Two strategies commonly used to achieve these aims are debate and role play. Both of these are identified  as being in the Affective goals domain, the learning domain which requires the values, attitudes, or interests of the learner to be affected. (Bloom, 1965)
Bonwell and Eison (1991) in Kennedy (2009) suggest that students learn more effectively when analysing, discussing and applying content than by passively absorbing information. This would suggest that a well facilitated debate or a carefully structured and well debriefed role play could have a significant effect on displacing facts learnt via online media. It is the structure and facilitation of classroom debate that makes it a much more effective learning tool than Karsen’s ‘Trench warfare’ in the online environment. By encouraging the students to understand and research the opposing point of view in order to prepare a reasoned rebuttal, it is much more likely that a mutually agreed outcome can be reached. Kennedy’s research includes the role of a conciliator in such a debate. The student undertaking this role was tasked to present an alternative position or compromise prior to the closing of the debate. This middle position is what is usually absent from online debates and goes a long way towards ensuring that both sides work towards a collaborative conclusion rather than an increasingly polarizing and vitriolic spat as both sides aim to “win” the argument. In fact, this could be considered as a cross cutting enhancement to any lesson – the additional learning point that a considered compromise is often the best outcome of any debate and that there is rarely an outright “winner” or “loser”
Where effective debate encourages learners to understand and appreciate the opposing viewpoint, role-play is much more focused on introspection and reflection. Although the work of Latif et al (2018) approaches the issue from a medical teaching perspective, the lessons would be similar in training for any role that involves contact with the general public. It allows the student to test out responses to different scenarios, to experience and understand the reactions that their actions and attitudes will elicit in their future customer, patient, or service user. Once effectively debriefed, it encourages the learner to consider how changes in their approach or behaviour could impact that relationship, either positively or negatively. Like debate, it can have the added benefit of encouraging learners to realise that there is very rarely a definitive right or wrong answer to a given scenario and that some flexibility in their own attitudes could have a big impact on the outcome.
Many conflict management training courses refer to Betari’s box. There is some uncertainty over who, or what, Betari was but the model, as shown below demonstrates a cycle of attitude and behaviour that can either escalate or de escalate conflict or confrontation. If an individual begins a debate, or any other interaction, with a particular attitude, that will affect their behaviour. That behaviour will influence the attitude of the other party which will, in turn, influence their behaviour, affecting the attitude of the first individual and so starting the cycle again. If the attitudes and behaviour are negative, then it can very quickly escalate into a polarized shouting match or even physical violence.
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Encouraging students to visualise and apply this model, not only during a classic conflict situation, but in any debate or discussion could go a long way towards moderating both the tone and content of the conversation, thereby reducing the likelihood of escalation and polarization.

Conclusion
We have, through the course of this study, considered each of the components of the question posed by Dandekar et al (2013). There can be very little doubt that polarization exists within society with clear evidence across a range of media of some violent clashes rooted in absolute binary arguments. We have looked at some reasons as to why it occurs and considered the impact of recent world events on the apparent acceleration of this polarization and the impacts on the adult education environment. Finally, we have looked at the role of the teacher in countering this polarization and considered how powerful a tool cooperative learning can be in moderating views and countering polarization. Whilst it may not always provide a measurably better learning outcome in any given subject than other methods, the cross-cutting learning enhancements and concurrent life skills make cooperative learning an essential part of the toolkit for an adult learning practitioner.
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