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SHOW NOTES 

Tips on Small Group Facilitating 
Tim Peters, MD, Randy Clinch, DO, MS 

 

Broad Goals for Small Group Learning: 

1. To discuss 

2. To think  

3. To reflect upon the experience  

 

A major benefit of small group learning: prepares learners to move from passive 

recipients of information into independent, task-oriented learners who begin to 

develop self-directed learning skills. 

 

 

“Remember, the people doing the 

talking are the ones doing the 

learning.” 
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Roles of the Small Group Facilitator: 

1. Prepare the learning materials and students for the session (sometimes this is 

done by the course director) 

2. Provide a structure for the experience 

3. Keep the discussion going 

4. Summarize what has been learned in the discussion 

5. Keep the group friendly and focused on the task 

 

5 Tips about Small Group Facilitating: 

1. Prepare in advance - you’ve got to be ready for a small group session and not just 

“show up" 

• Know where learners are starting from based upon the course syllabus, outline 

or notes. 

• Familiarize yourself with the case, the learning objectives, the problem-solving 

approach and any references - don’t go in “cold” to the small group session. 

• Assess the group needs - do you have the room set-up for maximal interaction? 

Do you need anything to facilitate discussion (white board, flip chart, etc.)? 

2. Focus on good group dynamics    

• Begin with introductions. Get to know each other. Don’t assume the learners all 

know each other. 

• Negotiate ground rules for interaction - be polite, no interruptions, no ridicule. 

• Be enthusiastic! This is a key factor that students say they desire. 

• Observe group interactions and encourage ongoing interaction. 

• Reflect questions back to the group; avoid just giving the answers. That’s a sure 

way of short-circuiting the learning. Remember, “the people doing the talking 

are the ones doing the learning.” 
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• If dynamics are poor, engage the group and ask their input on what needs to 

change. If you’re working with another faculty member, ask for their input on how 

the interaction is going. 

3. Focus on achieving goals - This tip is really where the facilitator earns their keep. 

This highlights just how dynamic and involved the facilitator’s role is.  

• Pay attention to tracking the time during the session. 

• Make sure the group understands the session’s learning objectives at the outset. 

• Intermittently summarize where the group is at, pointing out progress and 

moving the group ahead. 

4. Motivate the group! 

• Focus on the relevant problem to solve - pay attention to the discussion so it 

doesn’t go off on many tangents. 

• Give feedback on individual contributions and encourage others to do so as well. 

• Remember to praise in public and correct in private. 

• Guide group members to direct their own learning by identifying areas where 

further study is needed. 

• Keep the learning relevant by sharing your own related experiences and 

highlighting the latest evidence - avoid lapsing into lecture tangents! 

• Draw explicit links with what they already know - activate prior knowledge in 

your learners. 

5. Summarize at the end of a small group session 

• Consider asking a group member to make a final summary. 

• What has been achieved? Which questions remain? What needs further 

clarification? 

• Give individuals specific feedback, and give reminders for any ‘homework’ that’s 

been identified. 
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