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Teaching and learning is not just a one-way process 
as is the case in the traditional lecture, and the 
medical student is more than a listener1. The call to 
reduce reliance on lectures by providing active 
learning instructional formats is well 
documented2,3. Traditional lectures are criticized 
for promoting student passivity in a ‘banking 
education’ that seeks to transmit and deposit 
knowledge in students4. In contrast, small group 
learning in its various kinds has attracted great 
attention because it is believed to be amenable to 
active learning pedagogies. These pedagogies are 
believed to promote continuity of educational 
experience that fosters growth rather than arrest it5. 

Small group discussions brainstorm ideas and solve 
problems. A small group method of teaching is an 
effective approach adopted by different schools 
with expected learing outcomes6. There is no set 
number for an ideal small group. We usually define 
a small group as 8–12 learners facilitated by a 
teacher. Small group teaching is a student-centered 
approach where all students join together in a free 
discussion on a particular topic and engage in 
active learning. Properly designed small group 
learning activities create an active and safe learning 
environment with  beneficial opportunities for peer-
peer interactions. 

There is enough evidence to suggest that teaching 
and learning in a small group is an excellent 
method for developing communication skill, 
critical thinking, team work ability, decision 
making capacity, and the retention of knowledge6,7. 
Studies demonstrate that small group learning 
improves students' knowledge acquisition and 
retention, and enhances their academic 
performance and attitudes toward group work8,9. 

There is no ideal way to teach in a small group. 
Different types of methods facilitate different kinds 
of student’ involvement and opportunities to learn. 
Some important methods of small group teaching 
and learning are tutorials, seminars, workshops, 
problem-based learning (PBL), team-based 
learning (TBL) and tutoring (self-help group). In 
many small group sessions, the teacher acts as a 

facilitator and manages the learning process by 
promoting discussion among students, encouraging 
them to think and share their ideas with each other 
through the learning activities. Small group 
learning thrives when students take their learning 
responsibilities seriously. The responsibilities range 
from a willingness to collaborate with peers and 
facilitator, trusting and respecting each other, 
having the ability and willingness to deal with 
conflict constructively, and upholding a common 
sense of purpose to investing time in reflection on 
their work2,3. Additionally, the preparedness of 
students before meeting, and discussion and 
dialogues among themselves are key to the success 
of small group activity. The readiness of students 
can be assessed through review of a task (prework), 
which was assigned to them to complete before 
starting an activity10. If the students know that they 
will be asked about these tasks, they will more 
likely contribute to the activity. 

Similarly, the productivity of small groups depends 
on upholding responsibilities of good facilitation 
rather than the knowledge of contents.11 A 
facilitator needs to have competencies that help 
students engage with the learning material and with 
each other. The facilitator serves as a catalyst to 
lead the group by promoting meaningful discussion 
and dialogue among group members, and 
encouraging students to vocalize and evaluate their 
views. To achieve these outcomes, the facilitator 
should be able to ask clear and open-ended 
questions, promote debate and critical thinking, 
give constructive feedback, and practice active 
listening12. Thus, an effective facilitator can create 
an engaging learning environment without the need 
of didactic teaching. It is encouraging to know that 
facilitator knowledge and skill can be developed 
through training, reading and reflecting on 
successes and challenges experienced during 
facilitation.  

To conclude, small group learning is unique in 
engaging students to promote meaningful learning. 
However, it takes a great deal of work to 
successfully design and implement. Without 
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putting enough effort in designing and developing 
well thought-out small group learning activities 
facilitated by competent facilitators, the passive 
learning that characterizes traditional lectures may 
persist in small group learning activities. 

 
REFERENCES 
 
1. Karakitsiou DE, Markou A, Kyriakou P, Pieri 

M, et al.	 The good student is more than a 
listener - The 12+1 roles of the medical 
student.	 Med Teach. 2012;34:e1-8. doi: 
10.3109/0142159X.2012.638006. 

2. Graffam B. Active learning in medical 
education: Strategies for beginning 
implementation. Med Teach. 2007;29(1):38-
42. 

3. Westberg J, Jason H. Fostering learning in 
small groups: A practical guide. New York: 
Springer Publishing Company. 1996. 

4. Freire P. Pedagogy of the oppressed. New 
York: Continuum. 1981. 

5. Dewey J. Experience and education. London: 
Collier Macmillan Publishers. 1938. 

6. Meo SA. Basic steps in establishing effective 
small group teaching sessions in medical 
schools. Pak J Med Sci. 2013;29:1071-6. 

7. Dennick RG, Exley K. Teaching and learning 
in groups and teams. Biochem Edu. 
1998;26:111-5. 

8. Peets AD, Coderre S, Wright B, Jenkins D, et 
al.	Involvement in teaching improves learning 
 in medical students: a randomized cross-over 
study.	BMC Med Educ. 2009;9:55. 

9. Gaudet AD, Ramer LM, Nakonechny J, Cragg 
JJ, et al.	 Small-group learning in an upper-
level university biology class enhances 
academic performance and student attitudes 
toward group work.	 PLoS One. 
2010;5:e15821. 

10. Mills D, Alexander P. Small group teaching: a 
toolkit for learning. 2013. Retrived from: 
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/res
ources/small_group_teaching_1.pdf 

11. Kitchen M. Facilitating small groups: how to 
encourage student learning.	 Clin Teach. 
2012;9:3-8. 

12. Edmunds S, Brown G. Effective small group 
learning: AMEE guide no. 48. 2010. 

 
Arun Kumar Agnihotri 

Editor in Chief 
Email: agnihotri_arun@hotmail.com 

 


