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INTRODUCTION 

It is generally accepted that teaching and learning methods influence learning outcomes and objectives, assessment and 
evaluation and quality assurance. When selecting which teaching method or methods to adopt, it is crucial that 
academics, as teachers, consider the various teaching and learning methods most appropriate to the specific discipline, 
ensure that each session forms part of the overall curriculum and create a stimulating environment for students to 
achieve the specified learning outcomes and pass the course. 

More specifically, the following factors should be considered: 

• The discipline - is the nature and content of the lesson practical or theoretical?
• The expected learning outcomes.
• The number of students and their level of study.
• How each specific lesson contributes to the course syllabus? What the students know about the topic and what

they will be undertaking next?
• Alternative teaching methods and length of time available.
• Informal methods of testing understanding and learning, such as impromptu quizzes, asking questioning at the end

of the lesson and other informal methods of assessments.
• Flexibility to account for any unforeseen learning needs.

SMALL GROUP TEACHING  

Typically, a small group comprises eight to ten learners. Some researchers suggest that between five to eight students 
depicts the ideal small group size in order to cultivate effective interactive teaching and learning [1]. However, it should 
be noted that often, in higher education, programmes may have small groups which comprise 25-30 students. 

It is important to note that one should not disregard the subjective perspective of what constitutes a small group. 
A lecturer who is accustomed to teaching 400 students might consider that a group of 50 would be a small group, 
whereas a lecturer who teaches 50 students may classify 10-20 in a class as a small group [2]. Therefore, an exact 
definition of small group teaching is difficult to attain. However, instead of attempting to determine a specific definition 
of what constitutes small group teaching, emphasis should be on the number at which it becomes too difficult to achieve 
the benefits of small group teaching and focus should be on the purpose and strengths of small group teaching and how 
size can enhance or impede those strengths [3]. 
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Small group teaching provides a classroom environment that enables the learner to practice their communication skills, 
whilst also building their sense of confidence. The more reserved, shy student who may be intimidated by larger student 
numbers in the classroom will have the opportunity to actively engage in the learning process. A good facilitator who 
finds effective ways to encourage such students to participate and overcome their shyness will assist them in obtaining 
the confidence to become actively involved and contribute to the interactive environment. From the primary author’s 
25 plus years of experience in teaching law at universities in Cyprus, there were many examples of students who, in 
their first year, were afraid of answering questions and of standing up in front of the class to do presentations 
or participate in debates and case study discussions. Over time, and by employing various teaching methods, there was 
a marked improvement and students started to become actively engaged in the lesson and increasingly participated in 
discussions and presentations. 

This was also evident in the Aviation Department in the College of Engineering at Abu Dhabi University, where classes 
are comprised of both male and female students. Teaching modules in which classes were capped at 30 students 
provided the opportunity to engage all the students in the learning process, and overall the teaching and learning 
experience was greatly improved from that of previous semesters where classes were taught with approximately 50 or 
more students in a class. 

According to McCrorie …the purist view of small group teaching is that it must be learner-centred, with all students 
joining in free discussion of a particular topic [4]. Thatcher has also argued that flight training should be mediated 
using a student-centred approach [5][6]. Small group teaching can be beneficial and enjoyable to both students and 
teacher. However, it should be noted that there are different skills and abilities required to teach in a small group setting 
as opposed to teaching in large group settings. Teachers who are more comfortable or familiar with standing in front of 
a large audience delivering a lecture may not be adept at facilitating learning in small groups, asking questions, 
prompting discussions and drawing out and engaging the quieter students. With small group teaching, the focus is not 
so much on transferring information in a knowledgeable and interesting manner (as it is in teaching larger groups), 
but on facilitating learning and fostering interactivity and participation. 

The advantages of well-designed small group teaching sessions include enhanced critical thinking, consolidation of 
learning from different parts of a programme and retention of information [4]. In addition, small group teaching enables 
students to: experience active participation, reflect on and clarify understanding, and explore ideas and concepts. 
Further, small group teaching also assists in the development of transferable skills, such as study and communication, 
teamwork, problem-solving and personal development. Mills and Alexander have highlighted the following four key 
strengths of small group teaching [7]: 

• Flexibility as learning happens interactively and dynamically.
• Interaction as it fosters a great amount of interaction and immediate feedback for learning development.
• Reflexivity in that it develops teaching practices through the skills required to support individuals within an active

learning environment.
• Engagement in that it enhances enthusiasm and creativity of thinking [7].

Small group teaching is often the preferred pedagogical method for certain disciplines at a tertiary education institution; 
for example, tutorials for law programmes, problem-based learning groups in nursing medicine and laboratory sessions 
in engineering. In addition, it is often that constraining factors, such as space and limited staff dictate the class size.  

When teaching small groups, it is important to simultaneously manage the group effectively, the set activities and the 
desired learning, while ensuring that the teacher maintains the role of the facilitator of learning by guiding students, 
asking questions and enabling active participation. One of the common difficulties faced by faculty or academics when 
teaching in small group settings is one of student engagement, that is, some students may remain silent and disengaged, 
whilst more dominant students will do the majority of the work. Additionally, students may find it easier to sidetrack 
the lecturer/facilitator by engaging in non-relevant discussion. 

The following tips and best practices are suggested techniques to enhance active involvement and interactive learning 
for teaching in small groups settings: 

• Learn the names of the students. The first author, a new faculty member at Abu Dhabi University, found that
teaching in the 2016 Winter Term with a group of aviation students with a class size not exceeding 30 made it
easier to learn the names of the students. Student engagement and active participation in discussions, as well as
student motivation was greatly enhanced. As a result of the interactive class, students took an active role in the
learning process and this, ultimately, contributed to students performing better in the class and obtaining higher
grades;

• Brief students about the content of the next session, and give them time to share and discuss what they have
prepared;

• Provide students with activities to help them integrate the material with the rest of the course;
• Give students time to think;
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• Make use of appropriate assessment methods, such as assessed presentations, class tasks, work sheets and poster
displays;

• Involve the students in assessing themselves and their classmates, giving them an opportunity to become familiar
with the assessment criteria;

• Make use of different methods and approaches to engage all the students;
• Take note of shy or reserved students and devise ways to engage them without pushing or embarrassing them;
• Be aware of gender and cultural issues;
• Allow students to participate in different ways by varying the activities, so that students can contribute by

discussions and presentations individually or as a group [2].

Teaching small groups provides opportunities for interactive learning, in-depth discussion, reflection and consolidation 
of learning. Small group teaching fosters an atmosphere very different to that of a large lecture and is a pedagogical 
approach, which, when executed well, affords both the teacher and the learner with optimum teaching and learning 
opportunities.  

Within the aviation discipline, small class teaching is taken to the extreme, because in flight instruction, there is just the 
instructor and the student in the cockpit. This presents both challenges and benefits. Challenges, because the student is 
alone with the instructor and is required to engage in active learning whether they feel comfortable in the environment 
or not. Benefits, because learning in this special type of environment is enhanced and immediately reinforced. This is 
a very powerful method of learning, because of the situated form of cognition [8]. It also allows the use of student-
centred or crew-centred learning to reinforce team skills through facilitation methods rather than pure pedagogical 
methods [9][10]. 

LARGE GROUP TEACHIING 

Teaching in large groups, (namely: the lecture) has been described as …the awkward child born of administrative 
convenience and academic habit [11]. 

There have been many developments and innovations in pedagogy and learning methods, but the traditional one hour 
lecture is still very widely used in educational institutions, particularly in certain disciplines, such as medicine. This is 
largely because it is a good method for the simple transfer of knowledge and information, and requires a smaller 
number of teaching staff. However, many researchers have questioned the amount of learning that takes place during 
a lecture and submit that while the lecture method is an effective way to transfer knowledge to students, it is not more 
effective than other methods [12]. Compared to other methods, lecturing is a less effective pedagogical method for 
teaching skills, applying information, developing critical thinking or changing attitudes [13].  

The actual size of the group of learners may limit both the tasks the students are asked to perform, as well as the 
learning experience. Teaching students in the hundreds presents many challenges for the lecturer with regards to the 
instruction, interaction, management and administration of large classes. Some lecturers feel intimidated by large 
classes. Students may take advantage of the large numbers and impersonal setting and not attend class or ask any 
questions. They may become de-motivated or may see the lecture class setting as an opportunity to chat with their 
friends. Students in a large group may find it difficult to focus on the task and the size of the lecture class may often 
impede discussion. In addition, it will be more difficult to have a supporting environment and the sheer size of the 
group may make it easier for weaker or quieter students to hide and become invisible to the teacher.  

Managing large groups of students requires planning the specific details of the lesson in advance and being well 
organised. Teaching large classes requires the lecturer to have a combination of skills and strategies that include, 
inter alia, the ability to: 

• Communicate the lecture material;
• Develop strategies to engage students;
• Maintain some degree of interaction with the students;
• Organise and present effective lectures;
• Integrate the essentials of active learning in traditional lecture formats;
• Effectively combine face-to-face and technology-enhanced learning activities;
• Control large crowds;
• Handle difficult and disruptive behaviour in such a setting [14].

The following are some strategies and practical tips for good practice in large classes: 

• Remember that students will not have the attention span to sit through a one hour lecture and that you will need to
find ways to maintain their attention and interest; be motivated and enthusiastic.

• Engage with students by moving around, making eye contact and talking to them and refrain from just standing in
one place reading notes.
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• Encourage students to engage with their notes and act upon the information you provide, individually or in groups.
• Reduce student anonymity.
• Plan how your lecture content will develop into a complete picture of the topic and provide structure to your

lectures by providing an introduction to the topic. Outline what you will cover and summarise the main points at
the end of the lecture.

• Ensure that you connect previous lectures with the current topic and future learning.
• Provide lecture notes or outlines to students in advance.
• Provide students with set tasks or reading in advance.
• Try to provide examples by applying theory to practical example. Reinforce the nexus between theory and

practice.
• Reflect on the way you communicate and on your presentation skills and make use of visual aids, handouts,

outlines and problem-based activities to facilitate active learning.
• Include reflective and interactive activities. Encourage interaction by asking questions and expecting responses.

Make use of a combination of activities, such as debates, role plays, problem-solving tasks, etc, to break up the
lecture and engage with students. In a 50 minute lecture, one or two activities of no more than 10 minutes in total
can be included for students to reflect upon. Such activities may include using focusing questions, such as What
are your thoughts on…? What do we know about…? Or consolidating questions, such as Please summarise ….

• Evaluate student understanding regularly by use of mini quizzes or true/false responses, etc.
• Assess how clearly you are communicating by getting feedback from both the students, as well as from peers.

To successfully engage large numbers of students (sometimes hundreds of students) sitting in a large lecture room into 
active learning is both challenging and rewarding. When done effectively, teaching in the traditional lecture method can 
transmit new information in an effective manner, explain difficult concepts, challenge beliefs and foster enthusiasm and 
motivation for learning [15]. 

SUMMARY 

Interactive learning entails active involvement and participation, and ensures that the student does not have a passive 
role in their learning experience. From past teaching experience, as well as from teaching in the Bachelor of Science in 
Aviation programme at Abu Dhabi University, both authors support the rationale, which indicates that small class 
teaching fosters an interactive learning environment. In cases where it is not possible to have small group teaching, it is 
necessary to find ways in which existing teaching methods can be made more interactive, in order to provide the learner 
with the advantages and positive qualities of small group teaching.  

However, it can be said that, regardless of the teaching style and pedagogical approach used, a successful teacher is one 
who is able to adapt his/her teaching style to motivate the students and transfer that motivation into engagement and 
active learning in order to meet the learning outcomes and assessment criteria, whilst providing the students with 
an optimum learning experience.  
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