
Short Guide
Small Group Teaching

This Short Guide brings together ideas, hints and tips on teaching small groups. Aimed 
at postgraduates who teach and those new to teaching, the guide looks at the benefits 
and challenges of small group teaching and considers four potentially tricky situations 
that could arise in teaching small groups and how you might deal with them. Small group 
teaching environments are generally more informal and enable more discussion and 
interaction compared to lectures. Depending on the institution, small group teaching may 
also be referred to as tutorials, seminars or workshops. In all these cases the teacher’s 
role tends to be that of facilitator rather than presenter.

Top tips
Do all of your students know each other? •	
“Icebreakers” can be useful if applied 
tactfully, but judge the mood of the group 
before trying this. 

From the outset ensure all participants •	
know what is expected of them in the 
session. Remember most newcomers 
have never been in a small group 
situation before. Perhaps they have 
a different view of what a small group 
learning environment is from your own. 

Learn the names of your students. Use •	
name cards if you can’t remember easily. 

What lines of communication are open •	
between yourself and your students? 
Can they email you, for example? Do 
you encourage your students to contact 
each other outwith the class? 

Learn to tolerate silence. If you answer •	
your own questions students will exploit 
this if they don’t feel like speaking.

Ensure that all members of the group •	
are included. Aim to distribute your time 
equally between groups or individual 
students. 

Consider trying different seating •	
arrangements, depending upon your 
objective for the session. Remember 
sitting at the ‘head’ of the table will give 
you authority but you will also tend to do 
most of the talking. 

Ensure you have prepared. Do all •	
students have access to the information 
required for the session? Do you need to 
keep a record of attendance? Are there 
extra resources that you need to take to 
the session? 

Towards the end of the session it is often •	
a good idea to include a summing-up, 
highlighting any new work that needs to 
be completed, together with a deadline. 

Remind students when work for •	
assessment is set about the learning 
outcomes of the assignment and the 
relevant marking criteria. Remember 
to meet the deadline for marking and 
returning work to students. 

Aim to provide quality written feedback •	
to enable students to improve. Use 
feedback to give encouragement to 
students and to help them to strive to 
improve their work in the future.



Challenges of small group work
Identifying the needs of every student and the •	
differences in student’s knowledge;
Group management: ensuring strong students •	
do not overwhelm weak; avoiding dominance 
of one student; and remaining focused on the 
topic in hand;
Getting everyone to interact with each other •	
and the facilitator;
Disruption caused by student absence or •	
lateness;
Lack of interest from students. For example •	
encouraging students to answer questions, 
engaging with the session and maintaining 
their enthusiasm;
The preparation needed, both by the facilitator •	
and students. If students are underprepared 
they may not contribute to, or gain anything 
useful from, the session;
Being a facilitator while remaining non •	
dominant and avoiding spoon feeding 
students; and
Time management, making sure you as the •	
facilitator don’t overrun and have prepared 
enough material for the session, and that 
there is time and opportunity for students to 
contribute and undertake any tasks you set. 

Benefits for students 
Small groups can be less intimidating for •	
students compared to lectures and provide 
any opportunity for students to obtain more 
individual help and ask questions;
Students can meet peers and staff and •	
sessions may encourage student friendships. 
There is also closer contact between staff and 
students;
Can help to identify and address problem •	
topics / areas and help to identify students 
who might be struggling. Can also help to 
reinforce what they already know;
Different style of learning to lectures. This •	
could give students the opportunity to 
develop different skills e.g. communication, 
teamwork, presentations, problem solving 
and independent learning as well as subject 
specific skills and knowledge;
Can also support development of •	
employability skills such as communication, 

listening and questioning skills;
Students can share knowledge, discuss •	
different points of view and engage with the 
subject matter, improving their confidence; 
Teaching can be adapted to the audience, •	
and can also be led by the students. Perhaps 
students could identify and address issues 
they feel they lack understanding in;
There is opportunity for more peer interaction •	
and for facilitators to provide feedback quickly 
and directly to students.

Potentially tricky situations
These short scenarios consider four situations 
that could arise in small group sessions and how 
you as the small group facilitator might deal with 
them. For each scenario there are some potential 
approaches and issues to explore – although 
there are other approaches you could consider.

Scenario 1. During each cell biology tutorial 
you find that David is answering all of the 
questions you ask and tending to dominate class 
discussions. One or two other students in the 
group are getting annoyed, but most are simply 
switching off and ceasing to participate once he 
starts speaking.

Limit ALL students to how long they can talk •	
for or how many comments they can make. 
For example, have tokens (e.g. poker chips) 
give 3 or 4 to each student, when a student 
makes a point or answers a question they 
give up a token, when all their tokens are 
gone they can’t say anything further. Or you 
might get students to raise their hand before 
speaking and then pick people to speak.
Split the group into smaller groups (e.g. pairs) •	
to discuss a point, then choose a member of 
the pair to feedback to the whole group. This 
gives everyone a chance to discuss.
Something as simple as “thank you for your •	
contribution / answer – now does X have 
anything further to add?” could give others the 
chance to contribute.
Establish ground rules when you first start •	
– e.g. I will want contributions from ALL 
members of the group. This could make all 
members feel they are welcome to contribute 
and set out the expectation that you anticipate 
all members will contribute.



Request that David runs the session.•	
Talk to David and explain that you admire his •	
enthusiasm but would like to give all group 
members an opportunity to contribute.

Scenario 2. You have noticed that during your 
biology tutorials Jennie has been very keen 
and enthusiastic, but beyond the point of being 
genuine you feel. She has also started to appear 
early for your tutorials and remains behind to talk 
with you afterwards. As well as this, you have 
been receiving a lot of emails from her and now 
there are phone calls as well. You feel that you 
need to deal with this.

Most importantly, keep professional •	
boundaries in place. 
Discuss the situation with another (more •	
senior) member of staff – perhaps the course 
co-ordinator or her personal tutor.
Don’t respond to all the emails she sends; only •	
those you think need a reply and ensure you 
keep copies of these emails.
If there is discussion  after the tutorial move •	
out into a corridor or common space so you 
aren’t left alone. Perhaps ask another member 
of staff to be present in the tutorials.
Perhaps ask to be put in charge of another •	
group, or could Jennie be moved to a different 
group?
Is Jennie not feeling stretched or finding the •	
work too easy? Is there any further work you 
can give her?
Is it unique to you as a tutor or has she done •	
it before? Again talk to a more senior or more 
experienced member of staff.

Scenario 3. For the last four group sessions 
Kevin, a student in your group has never spoken. 
Even when you have asked him a simple, direct 
question you have received only a monosyllabic 
answer, a grunt or silence. Today you try again. 
You ask a question. Kevin says nothing.

Why wait for four sessions to address this •	
issue?
Perhaps establishing ground rules at the start •	
of the sessions (that you expect all to contribute 
to the discussion) might have helped. 
Find out if Kevin knows anyone else in the •	
group. Would he be happier in a group with his 
friends?

Have a chat with, e.g. the course co-ordinator •	
or his tutor, and see if there are any underlying 
issues you should know about or if they have 
noticed a similar problem.
It may be he has a lack of confidence in •	
speaking in front of a group. Perhaps try 
splitting the group into pairs for discussion – 
this way he can get involved and contribute 
without having to talk in front of everyone.
Similarly you could ask every student to write •	
down the answers to questions then say it 
back; giving students time to think rather than 
having to respond straight away.
Perhaps have a quick chat with him after a •	
session to check he is OK with his course and 
isn’t falling behind. Make sure you know who 
to “refer” him to if he does have problems he 
would like to discuss. 
Try to find out why he is being quiet – is he •	
shy, does he have a speech impediment, can 
he not hear? Talk to his tutor or a more senior 
member of staff.

Scenario 4. You have just begun your third 
session with a group of six students. Suddenly, 
Mary a student, leans forward and says angrily: 
“I’m sick of these bloody sessions.  I’m pissed off 
with the whole course. When are we going to do 
something useful?”

Keep calm, don’t lose control. Perhaps you •	
might ask her to leave the room for a minute.
Indicate she is welcome to leave if she wishes •	
to, she is not forced to stay if she is not finding 
it useful and she is disrupting other people’s 
opportunity to learn.
Having a quick chat with her after the session •	
– is it the small group sessions she isn’t 
finding useful or the entire course? Are there 
any underlying problems?
Find out what she would find useful to do in •	
the sessions. Perhaps ask her to plan what 
the next session will cover.
Find out what her expectations of the sessions •	
are. 
Get the views of the group on the direction •	
of the sessions. You could ask your group 
members for feedback – perhaps ask for “2 
stars and a wish”; two things they think have 
been done well and one thing they wished 
could have been done.
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Resources 
General teaching resources
New Lecturers folder, with points to consider 
when teaching students (e.g. lectures, practicals, 
fieldwork and tutorials). www.bioscience.
heacademy.ac.uk/resources/resourcepack.aspx 

Short Guides for learning and teaching in 
the biosciences. Short, informal introductions 
to various aspects of teaching and learning in 
the biosciences. There is also a Short Guide 
for Postgraduate Teachers and Demonstrators, 
with hints and tips on demonstrating, assessing 
student work and supervising final year project 
students. www.bioscience.heacademy.ac.uk/
resources/shortguides.aspx

Running small group sessions
From Vitae, advice on running seminars, 
labs and problems classes. http://tinyurl.
com/3c5bz9s

Guide for Graduate Teaching Assistants from 
the Economics Network, although subject specific, 
has useful tips for teaching small groups. www.
economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/gta/  

Resources from Oxford Brookes University 
including: Small group Teaching (www.
brookes.ac.uk/services/ocsld/resources/small-
group/) and Designing and leading seminars 
and discussion groups (www.brookes.ac.uk/
services/ocsld/firstwords/fw16.html).  

Series of videos from Nottingham University on 
various aspects of teaching small groups. 
www.nottingham.ac.uk/pesl/resources/smallgroup/ 

Tutorial teaching resources from the 
University of Otago, New Zealand. http://tinyurl.
com/3by3dwn

Ideas for icebreaker activities from the 
University of Manchester (http://documents.
manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=7582) 
and Nottingham Trent University (www.ntu.
ac.uk/cadq/welcome_week_student_transition/
resources/98374.pdf)

Resources for small group teaching
Bioethics Briefings – introductions to various 
bioethical topics. Each briefing brings together 
arguments for and against the topic, case studies 
to use in teaching and links to further resources. 
Perhaps they could be used to prompt discussion, 
or as an essay topic for your students? www.
bioscience.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/
ethicsbrief.aspx

Employability resources – perhaps a session on 
writing or improving a CV might benefit students? 
www.bioscience.heacademy.ac.uk/network/
students/careers.aspx 

UK Centre for Bioscience Student Award – get 
students to think about teaching and learning 
on their course, perhaps use the questions as 
the basis for discussions on how they might get 
the most out of their course. www.bioscience.
heacademy.ac.uk/funding/essay/    

Need to illustrate your talks 
or handouts? ImageBank 
brings together thousands of 
copyright-cleared images for 
use in learning and teaching. 
All the images in this guide 
are available in ImageBank. 
www.bioscience.heacademy.
ac.uk/imagebank  
 
The advice, hints and tips in 
this Short Guide came from 
discussions at a series of events “Teaching 
in the biosciences: an introduction for 
postgraduates and postdoctoral fellows” 
organised by Anne Tierney (University of 
Glasgow), Joy Perkins (University of Aberdeen) 
and Morven Shearer (University of St Andrews). 
Reports from these events, with presentations, 
discussion summaries and links to further 
resources are available from www.bioscience.
heacademy.ac.uk/events/glasgow240210.aspx
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