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Abstract: Learning in small groups is a key instructional strategy in medicine and more so in the problem based curriculum (PBL). It is 
perceived that working in small groups enhances acquisition, processing and retention of the ever increasing medical knowledge. 
Learning in small group will help the students to be better learner and improve their personal, social and cognitive skills. The objective 
of this study is to describe undergraduate medical students’ perception toward small group learning in a PBL curriculum. A 
cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted among the undergraduate medical students in the phase 2 of their MBBS program at 
University of Sharjah. A total of 277 undergraduate medical students participated in the study. The mean age of the study population 
was 20 years and 61% were female students. The most rewarding experiences as perceived by medical students were exposure to 
different views (71%), making friends (57%) improving their grades (52%) and underwent personal development (46%). The main 
disadvantages of small group learning were waste of time (55%), side talks (16%), and other distractions (14%). Majority of students 
had a positive perception towards small group learning and agreed that it enhances their collaborative learning and team work skills. 
Small group learning was perceived as a key instructional method in the PBL curriculum [3] and it enhances their grades, learning 
outcomes, personal development and critical thinking abilities [4]. 
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1. Introduction 

Traditionally, undergraduate students in medicine 

are divided into small groups to learn during their 

practical, clerkship and tutorial sessions. Each small 

group usually consists of 6 to 12 students and the group 

either functions independently or with a facilitator. 

With the introduction of problem and team based 

learning curricula in medicine, the importance of small 

group learning has increased significantly. Especially 

in problem based learning (PBL) curriculum small 

group learning is the fundamental instruction strategy 

and key to achieve the curriculum objectives and 

outcomes.  

When it comes to learning in small group, the 

opinions are well diversified. While some consider   

it as a method of choice with bundles of benefits [1], 

while others have found it to be less advantageous   

or with negative side effects [2, 3]. Those who 
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advocate small group learning have shown evidence 

that it facilitate generic learning outcomes, promote 

skills related to lifelong learning, teamwork, 

communication, critical reflection, and self-directed 

learning [4-6] found that where students experience 

working in a socially cohesive group, the learning 

process is enhanced. For individual students, working 

in groups offers valuable opportunities for 

self-development, interpersonal growth and support. 

Furthermore, team learning also promotes individual 

student accountability, student engagement, and 

teamwork [7]. Productive engagement in peer 

interactions, collaborative reasoning and 

co-construction of knowledge lead to cognitive gains 

[8] and are therefore effective tools for promoting 

higher level learning [9].  

In contrast, there is a parallel, strong and converging 

body of literature documenting students’ negative 

perceptions [10, 11] and experiences of socioemotional 

as well as socio-cultural challenges [12]. Potential 

problems include unmotivated peers [13], 
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communication difficulties [14], and challenges in the 

management of workload [15]. It is also interesting to 

note that when people are placed in group they lose 

individual responsibility and learning may in fact be 

suppressed due to free-rider effect [2]. 

The college of medicine at the University of Sharjah 

has a Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery 

(MBBS) program of six year duration. The college 

takes 100 students per year and the six years are 

divided into three phases. The first phase is of one year 

duration called foundation in medicine, the second 

phase is of three years called basic sciences and the last 

phase is of 2 years of clerkship in hospitals. The college 

has adopted problem based learning (PBL) curriculum 

since its inception in 2005. The curriculum is delivered 

in all the three phases through small groups of 10 to 12 

students. Although the groups are assigned with 

facilitators most of the time to supervise their work, the 

groups do function independently outside the college 

hours. 

The aim of this study was to investigate 

undergraduate medical students’ perceptions on the 

values of small group learning and their perceived 

challenges. The results will help to understand the 

group dynamics, student attitudes towards small group 

work influence, learning and motivation experiences 

that will make small group learning a more productive 

and enjoyable experience in medicine. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This is a cross-sectional descriptive study involving 

undergraduate medical students in phase 2 MBBS 

program of the college in the academic year 2012-2013. 

A convenience sampling method was used and all the 

data were collected at one point of time. A 

questionnaire consisting of 35 questions (appendix 1) 

was used to extract information related to 

demographics and perception of small group learning. 

Three main domains were to be assessed in their 

perception, the social, cognitive and personal 

development domains. The responses were recorded on 

a 5 point Likert scale; 5 points for strongly agree and 1 

for strongly disagree. Data was collected, entered and 

analyzed using “SPSS 21” and Chi-square test was the 

main test used for the correlations and percentage 

frequencies, both of which were represented by pie and 

bar charts later on. 

3. Results 

A total of 277 undergraduate medical students 

participated in the study: 39% of the study population 

were males and 61% were females; the mean age of the 

student population was 20 years. 

Of the total number of participants, 41% were 

involved in study groups, of whom 50% had   

previous practice in high school. There was clear 

difference in gender perception to the group dynamics 

and learning behaviors in small group (Fig. 4). While, 

one hundred forty four (52%) students agreed that 

learning in small group helped to improve their  

grades, 19 of 277 (7%) reported grade deterioration. 

According to the students, exposure to different views 

was the most rewarding experience (71%) followed by 

making friends (57%) and personal development 

(46%). 

Helping the group members with their strengths, 

ability to work with heterogeneous members, sharing 

ideas, overcoming shyness, becoming tolerant to other 

people views, more organized and better productivity 

(Fig. 5) were some of the key social and personal 

development achieved in small group learning. In the 

cognitive domain, students learned better when they 

explained a topic to other group members, they helped 

each other to clarify doubts and in the process learned 

deeper in to the subjects, and developed more 

simplified materials like concept and mind maps (Fig. 

6) to help the group learning were the crucial 

achievements of small group learning. Some of the 

major disadvantages of learning in small groups were 

excessive time consumption to achieve a task followed 

by side talks and distraction during the group activities 

(Fig. 3). 
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Level of Importance as Perceived by Medical Students 

Study Circles 52% 

Anatomy Lab Groups 86% 

Clinical Skills Groups 88% 

Hospital Visits 48% 

Problem Based Learning (PBL) 70% 

Team Based Learning (TBL) 77% 

Fig. 1  Perceived importance of various types of small group learning. 

 

Most Rewarding Experience 

Cooperative Learning Environment 66% 

Making Friends 57% 

Underwent Personal Development 46% 

Exposure to different views 71% 

Fig. 2  Overall rewarding experiences. 

 

Disadvantages of Small Group Learning 

Time Wasting 55% 

Side talks 14% 

Distraction 7% 

Dominance 1% 

Conflicts 4% 

Others 16% 

Fig. 3  Limitations of small group learning. 

 

 
Fig. 4  Perception of learning in small groups by gender. 
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Fig. 5  Perceived benefits related to social and personal development. 
 

 
Fig. 6  Perceived benefits related to cognitive development. 
 

4. Discussion 

Our study showed that studying in small group in 

PBL based medical curriculum benefitted the students 

in acquisition of better knowledge, enhancement of 

their individual grades and improvement in their 

personal, social and cognitive development. 

In their personal domain, the study showed that the 

students were able to overcome their shyness and 

improve their communication skills while interacting 

with the team members in the group. They felt more 

confident and realized their individual importance in 

the group. The small group environment is more 

intimate where the members develop bonding and trust 

amongst each other. This in turn helps the member to 

express themselves more clearly and has more chance 

to speak up. For individual students, working in small 

the sense of identity and belongingness plays a great 

role in shaping their self-development and 

interpersonal growth [16]. 

When it comes to their social interaction, the 

students were more open to other people views, 

developed patience to listen to others, they started 

sharing ideas, were able to critique each other in a 

constructive manner. Working in group taught them 

how to organize priorities and achieve objective in a 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

More organized when working in a group

Compete with group members to do better work.

Become more patient while being part of a small group.

Working in a group helps overcome shyness

Sharing ideas freely when working in a small group

Ability to work with students who are from different 
backgrounds.

Helping group members with what you are good at

38%
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The material is easier to understand when you work with 
other students.

You try to make sure your group members learn the material.

You learn more information while being part of a group

The group members help explain things that you don’t 
understand.

You also learn when you teach the material to your group 
members.
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time bound situation. This we believe is the true 

essence of collaborative learning. The small groups 

started to develop positive interdependence where each 

member believed his success is closely dependent on 

the success of the group [17]. This motivated them to 

set priorities and work in time bound manner to achieve 

success that all can share credit [11]. 

In cognitive domain, the study showed students 

acquire better knowledge and problem solving skills 

when they work in small groups which was reflected in 

their individual grades. The students perceived that 

they learn better when they try to explain certain 

concept to other members in the group and they 

collected more information’s on a particular topic 

which means it does improved their in depth 

knowledge than superficial reading habits [18]. The 

development of group concept maps helped the 

members to simplify the complex concepts and put 

them in their own words which are easy to understand 

and reproduce. In PBL curriculum there is a good 

amount of self-study required in time bound manner to 

keep up with academic progress. When a student works 

independently, he has a chance to be lost in this vast 

knowledge gathering process and starts to panic. In 

contrast, when he is in a small group, there is a lot of 

mutual help and sharing that makes that process easier 

and rewarding [19].  

Learning in small groups has its own disadvantages. 

Half of the study population believed that they have not 

utilized their time properly and were engaged in side 

talks and distraction during group activities. Sometime 

there were issues with individual talking a boss role 

and dominating the group and conflicts within the 

members while making decisions. In small group 

without suitable buffer this conflicts can deepen and 

may results in segregation of certain team members 

[10]. Sometime these issues can be resolved in 

supporting the group with facilitators and laying down 

ground rules [20].  

The study sample size and lack of follow up of the 

study group in all the three phases of the curriculum are 

two potential limitations of this study. The plan is to 

overcome these limitations by including more students 

taking similar PBL medical curriculum and to follow 

them up in the phase 3 will be very interesting 

observations [12]. 

5. Conclusions 

Majority of students had a positive perception 

towards small group learning and agreed that it 

enhances their collaborative learning and team work 

skills. Small group learning was perceived as a key 

instructional method in the PBL curriculum and it 

enhances their grades, learning outcomes, personal 

development and critical thinking abilities.  
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Appendix 

Questionnaire 

1. Gender: 

(1) Male 

(2) Female 

2. Age: ……… years 

3. Nationality: ……………. 

4. Specify your academic year: 

(1) Year 1 

(3) Year 2 

(4) Year 3 

5. Were you part of small groups before joining college? 

(1) Yes 

(2) NO 

6. Specify your educational system during high school: 

(1) British 

(2) American 

(3) Ministry of education (UAE) 

(4) Others Please Specify: ………………………… 

7. How often are you involved in small group learning? 

(1) Never 

(2) Rarely 

(3) Sometimes 

(4) Often 

(5) Always 

8. Are you part of small study groups? 

(1) YES 

(2) NO 
 

Please tick the appropriate scores on the Likert scale. 

5 4 3 2 1 Rating scale:  
5 = Strongly Agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Uncertain, 2 = Disagree, 1 = Strongly Disagree       

     9. You enjoy studying with other students. 

     10. The group members, at times, do not respect your opinions. 

     11. You enjoy the material more when you work with other students. 

     12. You are able to share your ideas freely when you work in a group. 

     13. The material is easier to understand when you work with other students. 

     14. You are more organized when you work in a group. 

     15. You find it hard to express your thoughts when you work in a group. 

     16. The group members help explain things that you don’t understand. 

     17. You feel that the work takes longer to complete while working with other students. 

     18. You try to make sure your group members learn the material. 

     19. You also learn when you teach the material to your group members. 
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     20. You are able to work with students who are from different backgrounds. 

     21. You feel working in groups is a waste of time. 

     22. You like to help your group members with what you are good at. 

     23. You compete with the group members to do better work. 

     24. Your learning skills improve when you work in a group. 

     25. You learn more information while being part of a group. 

     26. You need less time to finish your work while being part of a group. 

     27. When you work with other students you spend too much time talking about other things

     28. You contribute more when you are in a small group. 

     29. Working in a group helps you overcome your shyness.  

     30. You became more patient while being part of a small group. 

     31. Being in a group helps you appreciate other’s views.  
 

32. In your opinion, rate the following as methods of promoting interactive learning. 

1—Not at all important, 2—Low importance, 3—Slightly important,  
4—Neutral, 5—Moderately important, 6—Very important, 7—Extremely important 

S. No Description 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

(1)   Study Circles        

(2)  Anatomy lab groups         

(3)  Clinical Skills group        

(4)  PBL        
 

33. In your opinion, which of the following was a rewarding experience in being part of a small group? 

(1) Cooperative learning environment  

(2) Making friends  

(3) Underwent personal development 

(4) Exposure to different views 

(5) Others: (Specify) ………………………………..…………………………… 

34. In your opinion, what are the advantages of small group learning? 

…………………………………………………………………………………….. 

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

35. In your opinion, what are the disadvantages of small group learning? 

……………………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………. 


