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Small Group Teaching
Facilitator skills
This handout is designed to be an aide to the ‘Small Group Teaching’ workshop
and offers some suggestions for increasing interaction, enhancing student
engagement and varying the stimulus for teaching sessions. These techniques
are based on the work of Jaques (2000; 2003) and Edmunds and Brown (2010).
These techniques generally favour smaller groups where the teaching is more
student centred but they can be adapted to suit the facilitator, student numbers,
experiences, sizes and settings. It is not expected that you rearrange your entire
teaching session around any of these techniques but we suggest them as
adjuncts which may enhance the quality of your teaching and improve students’
experience. Whilst these techniques have originated from the work of Jaques,
and Edmunds and Brown, this handout has been developed using the
experiences of CEP tutors and participants.
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There is a great degree of discussion as to what makes a good teacher, a good
teaching session or effective learning. How much of this can be apportioned to
the knowledge, skill or attitudes of teachers is open to debate. Palmer (2017)
asks, “Can teaching be reduced to technique or is it reliant on teacher integrity?”
We think it is the latter, but there are certainly a range of techniques which may
impact on students’ learning and their general experience of education.
Regardless of how much of a subject expert any teacher is, the planning,
preparation and delivery of a teaching session can make it or break it. This is
particularly true in the case of small group teaching where there are many
potential opportunities for deep learning. Deep learning may take place where
students activate their prior knowledge and then use their own reasoning to
build on this. This is can be facilitated through practice, reflection, feedback, and
an appropriate degree of challenge. Appropriately planned and well facilitated
small group teaching offers an excellent opportunity for all of these. The ideas
described on the following pages are suggestions which we encourage you to
try out and adapt to suit your own circumstances. We expect that, if you increase
the interactivity in your small group sessions, your students will be very
appreciative and you are also likely to derive greater satisfaction in your
teaching role.
If we want to facilitate students’ learning, we need to do more than simply
‘deliver’ information to them. Teaching small groups provides a perfect
opportunity to foster a sense of community and belonging with our learners.
This, in itself, not only enhances learning, but also help develop professional
relationships. We hope that the following pages will encourage you to consider
how you might build interactivity into your teaching.

3|Page

‘Brainstorming’
This can be useful to explore potential
solutions to problems or to promote thinking
‘outside of the box’. This works best when the
initial focus is on quantity rather than quality:
Staging, grouping and judgement should be
reserved for a later stage in the process.

1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

Top tips
Before brainstorming, a round of
introductions, or an ‘ice-breaker’, can
help to establish a psychologically safe
learning environment
Avoid judgement: the note taker is a
‘machine with a pen’- they must write
down all the suggestions they hear
Avoid digression: fully explore the initial
brainstorming phase before analysing
the content
Initial, short, paired discussions might
generate more responses, (see page 4)
Some ground rules around points 1 – 3,
above, can help enhance engagement
with the process.

Possible topics
 Common health presentations
 Health risk factors
 Symptoms of a condition
 Reasons why a patient may engage /
may not engage with healthcare

Example: You might choose to build a hypothetical scenario around a 36 year old patient who
presents to their GP with occasional numbness in their toes. On examination, the GP notices
bruises on their arms and legs. You might ask the students to ‘brainstorm’ what they think
might be going on.
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‘Buzz groups’
This technique is suitable for large and small
groups and it can be an easy and effective
way to vary the stimulus in any teaching
setting. A question is put to the group, who
are encouraged to discuss their own
experiences, or potential responses to the
question, in twos or threes. They then share
discussion points with the larger group. The
technique helps everyone to participate
because the pressure is taken off individuals
to speak out on their own. The buzz-group
technique can also be used as a ‘warm-up’
before other techniques, such as ‘rounds’
(see page 7).
Top tips
1.
2.
3.
4.

Be specific with the question you ask
Be specific and tight with timings
Keep discussions brief
Note, scribe or flipchart responses

Possible topic
 Contrasting perspectives (eg ‘What are
the benefits and challenges of …?’)
 ‘Discuss your own experiences of …’
 Almost any question

Example:
You might ask a group of students to cast their minds back to the last time they took a medical
history from a patient and ask them to discuss, in pairs, (or threes depending on group size or
seating arrangements), “What went well?” and “What did you find challenging?”. Stipulate a
specific time frame to keep them on track and to give you permission to interrupt at that point.
Taking feedback from these pairs or groups might help you to gauge their experience and
identify their learning needs, which may help you adjust what, and / or how, you teach during
the remainder of the session.
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‘Snowball’
This is where students start with a small task to
do on their own, before they share their
experiences and ideas with others. Typically,
after they share their ideas with a partner, they
are then given a more sophisticated task to carry
out, in a larger group, (for example of four
people). This activity can therefore also be
called, ‘Think – Pair – Share’. The activity usually
involves individuals working alone, then forming
pairs, and then fours. You could then increase
the group size further, as you see fit, but it
becomes more challenging to facilitate this.
Top-tips

How it might work

1. Be specific and tight with timings
2. Think about whether or not you will
declare the end goal at the outset, or
whether you want to ‘drip feed’
instructions for each stage as you
progress. The activity may be done
either way, but it will run differently
3. Increase the level of sophistication of
the task at each stage

 “Individually, think about a time
when…”
 Form pairs to share ideas
 Form fours to look for themes
 Agree plans or develop a policy,
checklist or guideline

Example: Your end goal might be to ask students to develop a set of guidelines for breaking bad
news. This might seem challenging for them so a step by step approach where you do not
declare this until later might help them get there. You might use a format such as this:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Think of a time where you saw a colleague having a difficult conversation (30 sec)
In pairs, discuss what you think worked and what you think didn’t go so well (2 min)
In fours, discuss your rationale: was it the words, the tone, the setting, the timing? (3 min)
In eights, develop a set of guidelines for having difficult conversations (5 min)

‘Line-Ups’

With smaller groups, increase sophistication without doubling up. With larger groups, a 5th
LL
stage might include comparing sets of guidelines.

‘Line up’
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Line-ups are a great way to change the
stimulus in your teaching session as they
require students to move around the room.
They can be used with almost any number of
students. Used effectively, they encourage
students to engage with each other as well as
with the facilitator. They are good for
exploring ethical topics, values or attitudes.
Line-ups involve asking students to declare
their opinion on a topic by placing themselves
somewhere on a spectrum of opposing points.
This can also work well as an ‘ice-breaker’.

1.
2.
3.
4.

Top-tips
You can run line-ups in many ways, eg you could
‘drip feed’ new information in at junctures.
Encourage debate or the exploration of other
points of view
Promote movement along the line in either
direction to challenge opinions
Consider whether your topic is potentially
inflammatory, or if there might be a sense of a
‘good’ or ‘bad’ answer. If you anticipate this, you
might suggest that students may adopt roles, or
opinions, that are not actually their own.

Possible topics
 Two patients with differing back
stories – e.g. “What would you
do next?” / “Who gets the
organ transplant?”
 Do or do not resuscitate?
 Sugar tax or not?
 Detainable or not?
 Capacity or not?

Example
‘Ice-breaker’: “How far have you travelled to be here today? If you think you’ve travelled the
furthest, stand towards the right of the room. Those who have travelled least distance, stand
on the left. Everybody else should stand in the space between, according to how far you think
you’ve travelled.” This ensures that even though you don’t speak to everyone, you can be sure
that everyone there has spoken to at least one other person in the room.
Educational: “Chronic smokers should have to pay for medical treatment related to their
lifestyle”: (agree = left, disagree = right, unsure = somewhere in between). Offer information
which might encourage some to change their mind and see if they change their place in line.
Circular
Interviewing/Questioning
Then, ask
one cluster
on the line to consider why another cluster might feel the way they do.
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‘Circular Interview’
There are various ways to implement this
technique: students may make up their own, real,
questions about a topic; or you may create some
questions yourself. Our recommendation is to
encourage students to create their own questions.
Allocate one person (A) to start the proceedings,
by asking the question they have (or have been
given by you), to one other person (B). Person B
should try to respond before you step in to open
the discussion to the rest of the group. After this,
person B should ask the question that they wrote
(or have been given), to one other person, (person
C),
and so on. There is therefore an equal
opportunity to ask, and respond to, questions,
assuming that it is well planned and facilitated. If
you create questions for the group, you (the
facilitator) maintain control of the discussion. If,
instead, you allow students to formulate their own
questions this helps you to identify their level of
knowledge. Your key role is to keep the activity on
task and to rectify any misinformation. The
technique works with almost any topic.

1.

2.

3.
4.

Top-tips
Each student should only ask, not
answer, the question that they have in
front of them.
Students should not ask the question
that they created, because this would
openly declare what they don’t know.
Instead, you should collect, shuffle and
deal the questions out to the students.
Describe clearly how the technique
works, including your role.
Make sure questions are ‘open’, with
more than a binary answer.
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How it might work
 Ask everybody to write down an (open)
question that they have about a topic. For
example: “Write down a question you have
about asthma / diabetes / depression:
make it something you really want to know
the answer to”. Collect the papers in,
shuffle them, redistribute them, and
proceed as described above. Continue
until everyone has asked, and answered,
one question.
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‘Rounds’
Sometimes known as ‘creeping death’, this is a simple
strategy of going around a group of students, asking
each person to talk about a topic, until each person has
contributed. It is effective where there are plenty of
different potential responses, however it can provoke
anxiety amongst some unless it is facilitated well. It
might be more engaging, and less formulaic and
predictable, if you ask students to nominate the next
speaker. An alternative option, where larger groups
are involved, is to have a soft ball or toy to throw into
the group. Whoever is holding the object, speaks.
They then throw the object to their choice of next
speaker: keep this light hearted!

1.
2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

Top-tips
Give a maximum speaking time, eg 1 minute.
Give people a ‘way out’, (eg tell them not to worry
if they run out of steam –this is OK and they could
say ‘time out’ or similar. Keep it light!)
Alter the order, change direction or be sporadic.
Perhaps do an ‘ice-breaker’ before this activity, (eg
a ‘buzz group’ – see earlier note), to reduce any
anxiety.
Be prepared for some repetition.
Don’t overuse this strategy.
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Potential topics
 Introductions, (eg “Tell us …”)
 Where are you up to with a
project
 Opinions and rationale for them

Example
You might ask, “In a moment, I’m going to ask you each to tell the group about one key thing
that you got out of your SSC project. This could be anything, (research, clinical, team-working,
and cultural)”. While students formulate this in their own heads, you can start with your own
experience (however many years ago) or your experience as an SSC facilitator.
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Role-play
Most people have done role play at some point
or another. Most people also learn a lot from it,
although it may provoke some anxiety at the
time. Some of you may have experienced CEP
role-play where we try to have several role plays
occurring at once. This limits the time spent
‘passively’ observing and reduces the numbers of
people watching those who are actively involved.
Don’t underestimate the value of actually doing
something over just talking about it!

1.
2.

3.
4.

Top-tips
Set some ground rules
Make groups of three, with one ‘active’
observer who has something specific to
watch for / note down.
Don’t call it role-play – just do it!
Don’t call it simulation either – there are
similarities but it’s not the same thing

Potential topics
 OSCE practice
 Communication skills (difficult
conversations, consent)
 Clinical skills (BP, pulse, examination)

Example (for a group of 5 students)
 Facilitator to s1: “Conduct the Epley Manoeuvre (BPPV) on s2 to examination standards as
best you can”
 Facilitator to s2: “In the role of the patient, try to imagine how this might feel: formulate
feedback for s1 using a simple format of WWW/EBI”.
 Facilitator to s3: “While observing, try to pay attention to any aspects that you think look
most challenging”.
 Facilitator to s4: “Pay particular attention to the communication aspect of s1 and formulate
feedback”.
 Facilitator to s5: “Observe the stages and compare what actually happens with the
checklist”
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