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Abstract 

Guidelines for Using Study Groups Effectively in 
Teaching and Learning 

Instructors face a tremendous challenge when preparing students to enter the 21 81 Century. This 
Paper offers some tools to use in meeting this challenge. The Paper discusses some factors 
instructors need to keep in mind when creating groups, development stages of groups, suggested 
formats for effective group work, and how group interaction, learning, and productivity are 
affected. The Paper also offers information on dynamics of study groups, touches on the social 
benefits the groups derive from task and maintenance functions, and offers rules for groups to 
petform effectively. The role of the instructor in the group process is explained, and suggestions 
are offered to assign group grades. The Paper concludes by discussing the advantages of the 
study group process. 

Ef f ec veness 
4, 1998 
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Introduction 

How can instructors meet the needs of an 
ever-changing student population, and the 
challenges this population faces as they enter the 
21st Century? How can instructors help adult 
learners who, unlike the younger college student, 
have assumed responsibility not only for 
accomplishing in the work place but also for 
continued professional development? What tools 
can instructors use to help students become 
productive members of a world where 
information is multiplying almost as fast as it is 
becoming obsolete, where skills must continually 
be upgraded and perfected in order to compete 
effectively? 

One of the answers lies in setting learning 
objectives to help adult learners achieve their 
academic goals. These learning objectives should 
include enhancing self-directed learning through 
the ever-increasing use of small group dynamics, 
and developing those interpersonal skills required 
to participate effectively in study groups. 

Why do we place such emphasis on the 
study group process? For one, the study group 
process helps adult learners practice interaction 
skills needed to achieve a common objective, 
through sharing of talent, experiences, and 
learning resources. This not only allows learners 
to assume greater self direction and responsibility 
for their own learning, but also to share more 
infonnation in less time and cover more content 
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than if they were to do it alone. Furthermore, the 
study group process forces learners to participate 
actively in their own professional development 
and to be more responsible for acquiring 
knowledge and skills, unlike traditional learning 
environments where students assume a rather 
passive role.(University of Phoenix, 1992). 

Factors to Keep ig Mind When Creagng 
Groups 

Several factors need to be kept in mind 
when creating groups. In the first place, groups 
should be formed on the first class meeting. 
Doing this enables students to start working on 
group assignments right away, especially those 
due on the next class meeting. 

A second factor to keep in mind is for 
students to become familiar with each other prior 
to the formation of the groups. This can be done 
through ice-breaking, getting-acquainted, or 
warm-up activities, always remembering that 
these activities must never put the students on the 
spot. Both instructors and students benefit here 
by having a chance to settle in and get 
information on the make up of the class. In 
addition, these activities start the course off in an 
enjoyable and pleasant manner and make the 
classroom, the classmates, and even the instructor 
less threatening. 
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One ice-breaking activity I have found 
very helpful and have been using for several years 
is to ask class members to select a partner and 
interview each other using the questionnaire 
depicted in Figure 1. I usually give them six to 
ten minutes to interview each other, depending on 
the size of the class, and ask them to switch roles 
at half time. At the end of the exercise, students 
introduce to the class the person they have 
interviewed. 

Instructors should give students the 
responsibility to form their own study groups. 
Once they are formed, instructors should not 
change the composition of the groups, unless 
requested by them. Otherwise the dynamics of 
the group will be affected, and the learning and 
performance will suffer. 

The next thing to encourage when 
forming groups is the diversity of backgrounds. 
Similar experiences and occupations limit 
creativity. Diverse backgrounds tend to 
strengthen the learning process, and add a range 
of disciplines and real-world knowledge, which 
enhances the creative and critical thinking 
process. 

Geographic proximity of the group 
members, and time of their meetings, are also 
important considerations, since during the 
program they are expected to spend many hours 
together outside of class. Care should be taken 
here not to select members on the basis of 
proximity only, for this would detract from the 
quality of the learning process. 

Eff ec Veness 
4,, 1998 

How many members should a group have? 
Four to six members per group would be the 
ideal number. Groups ofless than four students 
are unable to deal effectively with major group 
projects. Groups of more than six students need 
more direction, more structure, and rules to 
operate artd stay focused. Otherwise creativity is 
reduced and the learning process is affected. 

Not all students are familiar with the study 
group process. Some students may be new to 
the process, especially in the elective or non-core 
courses; some of them may be very experienced. 
The instructor should keep this in mind and, for 
the benefit of the new students, offer an overview 
of the study group process. 

Group Development Stges 

Both formal and informal groups exhibit 
four development stages: mutual acceptance, 
decision making, motivation and commitment, 
and control and sanctions. (Nelson and Quick, 
Organizational Development, 1997). 

The first stage in the development of the 
group is mutual acceptance. The focus here is on 
interpersonal relations among the members. 
There is mutual assessment by members regarding 
emotional comfort, trustworthiness, and group 
acceptance. Other issues that may also surface 
are authority, influence, and power, when 
members with strong personalities try to 
dominate the process right away. Once a 
comfortable level of acceptance and mutual trust 
is reached, members attention can focus on the 
tasks at hand. 
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The second stage involves planning and 
decision making. The focus now turns to those 
activities having to do with understanding the 
nature of the group's task, and figuring out how 
to accomplish it. The issue of authority is very 
strong here, with the group trying to decided who 
should be responsible for what, and whether or 
not they need a primary leader. 

Now that tasks and interpersonal issues 
have been resolved, the group enters the third 
stage. Here the focus is on motivation of self and 
other members of the group, especially when it 
comes to really getting started. Some 
maintenance functions evident here include 
encouraging, supporting, acknowledging 
contributions of others, and establishing 
performance and evaluation standards for the 
group. Execution as well as achievement are 
highly emphasized here. 

The final development stage includes 
controls and sanctions. Now the group has 
evolved into a mature, productive, efficient, and 
effective unit. Interpersonal, task, and authority 
issues have been resolved successfully. Their 
purpose and mission are clear, everyone 
understands the performance and behavior 
expected, the level of cohesion is very high, and 
the leader·follower relationships are clearly 
defined. One important issue is worth mentioning 
here: the group may revert to earlier stages of 
development if the membership of the group 
changes through loss of a member or addition of 
anew one. 
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Another model of group development 
identifies five stages: Forming, Storming, 
Norming, Performing, and Adjourning. (Nelson 
& Quick, Organizational Behavior, 1997). 

&ome Formats for Group Work 

There are several formats available to get 
students involved in group work. Which one to 
use depends on the nature of the task, the size 
and composition of the class, and the instructors 
preference. 

One of them is called, DThink-Pair
Share. Here students are required to either think 
or write their answer to a question asked by the 
instructor. Their response should include 
evaluation, analysis or synthesis. It should also 
be shared first with a partner, then within a four
person learning team, and ultimately with a larger 
group or with the entire class. This exercise gives 
the students the opportunity to learn by reflection 
and verbalization, and improves the caliber of the 
discussion. (The Teaching Professor, 1995). 

Another format is called, "Three-Step 
Interview". In this format, students share 
information with each other during a paired 
interview. What they learned in this interview is 
then shared in a four-member learning team. The 
information could be a reaction to a film or 
article, or a hypothesis. This exercise can be used 
as an icebreaker. (The Teaching Professor, 
1995). 
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A third format is called, "Simple 
Jigsaw". The instructor divides the class into 
teams and an assignment or topic into four parts. 
One student from each team volunteers to 

become an "expert" on one of the parts. All the 
"experts" on each part work together to master it 
and discuss the best way to help the other 
students learn it. Then the "experts" go back to 
their home teams and teach the other group 
members. (The Teaching Professor, 1995). 

A fourth format is called, "Strudured 
Controversy." Here the class is divided in teams 
and assigned a controversial issue. Each team 
assumes a different position, and is responsible 
for discussing, researching and sharing its 
findings with the rest of the class. (The Teaching 
Professor, 1995). 

A different format can be used when 
assigning responsibility to the group for class 
sessions. In this particular format, the class is 
divided in groups of two to three students. Each 
group is fully responsible for designing and 
leading a class session. The groups decide on the 
theme or topic for the class and the format for the 
session, and advise the instructor of the selection 
two or three days prior to the class session. All 
members are required to participate equally in 
selecting the topic, and in preparing and 
presenting it. Then the group is expected to 
assess the pros and cons of their experience, as 
well as any changes deemed necessary. This 
format is used very successfully at Indiana 
University. 
(http://www.indiana.edu/~iubnurse/r200paper.ht 
ml). 
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And yet another format is present when 
using groups for the Case Method. This is the 
primary form of instruction at Harvard Business 
School, as well as many other higher learning 
institutions. Here groups of 4-6 students are 
responsible for analyzing and discussing actual 
situations managers face in real organizations, 
from the viewpoint of the general manager. 
Then the group members offer several solutions 
to the particular situation being analyzed, and 
recommend the course of action they consider 
best, based on the objectives of the company. 
(www.hbs.edu/mba/program/) 

What Affects Group Interaction And 
Leaming 

Lets now examine factors that affect 
group interaction and learning. One factor to 
consider here is the Friendliness Level. Those 
groups that display a high level of congeniality, 
camaraderie, and willingness to help each other, 
set a very positive atmosphere and facilitate task 
accomplishment. The result of this friendly 
environment is more effective performance and a 
stronger learning process. (University of Phoenix, 
1991). 

Another factor is the Intensity Level. 
When students work in a group they tend to 
concentrate more, stay more focused, and display 
a high level of inner activity. This, in tum, 
improves the level of perfonnance and enhances 
interaction among the members. (University of 
Phoenix, 1991). 
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A third factor is the Amount of Activity. 
Members of groups that generate several tasks 

and are actively involved in their performance, are 
animated, ask questions, debate issues and work 
together to complete the task in a timely manner 
and with a high level of quality. The agendas of 
the group members influence the amount of 
activity. Some members may want to compete~ 
others may want to work alone to either achieve 
their own, or the groups goals, and some may 
want to work together. Of course the most 
successful groups are those where members want 
to work together and cooperate with each other 
to increase the performance quality. (University 
of Phoenix, 1991). 

Instructors need to be aware of these 
factors, their effect on the groups performance 
and level of satisfaction, and ensure the students 
understand them and make them work to their 
best advantage. 

What Affects Group Productivity 

Instructors and students need to be aware 
of processes that affect group productivity. Not 
all groups work well or efficiently. Some 
students don't believe others in the group will 
perform up to their standards, so they decide to 
do all the work themselves and discourage others 
from becoming involved. Other students are 11no
shows11 throughout the duration of the project, 
and no one knows how to contact them. (The 
Teaching Professor, 1994). 

Some students have good ideas and don't 
hesitate to offer them and to force their solutions 
on the group. They don't listen very well to 
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others' ideas and constantly push everyone in their 
direction, whether they agree or not. And then, 
there are those students who attend all meetings 
and come well prepared, but are so quiet that 
others forget they are there. (The Teaching 
Professor, 1994). 

How can instructors deal with these 
unwelcome group member characteristics? 
One way is to ask small groups of students to 
discuss them and come up with strategies for 
dealing with them. The answers will, then, be 
shared with all the groups as tools to use for 
corrective action when faced with any of these 
unwanted behaviors. 

Jhnamics of Study Groups 

It is vital that Instructors set the 
tone for the study group process at the beginning 
of the class. As quickly as possible establish a 
supportive atmosphere conducive to creating 
mutual trust and encouraging positive feedback. 
As part of this, instructors should uncover 
learners hidden agendas inconsistent with the 
goats of the groups. Not doing this might result 
in conflict and friction, which will be detrimental 
to the learning process. 

One way to uncover hidden agendas is to 
ensure learners understand clearly the group 
responsibilities and tasks, and recognize and 
address individual needs. Otherwise the group 
might not be able to achieve the desired 
performance. 
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Another group dynamics factor to keep in 
mind is learners contribution. What happens 
when some members fail to complete their part of 
the project on time or worse even, do not accept 
their share of the work? Should the instructor 
step in and enforce the rules, or let the group 
handle the situation? Here the group should 
decide on the course of action--either carry the 
non-contributors share or have a confrontation. 
The best method is for the group to approach the 
non-contributor, make him or her aware of how 
this kind of petfonnance is affecting the group, 
and ask for corrective action. 

If all this fails, empower the group to 
Ofire the individual, explaining first the reasons 
for this decision. What is the instructors role 
when this happens? In the first place, act as a 
sounding board for the group; then, if the student 
requests the assistance of the instructor, help him 
or her join another group, explaining that study 
group assignments are a requirement to stay in 
the program. 

Should all members contribute equally? 
This would be the ideal situation, but is not 
always the case. Depending upon their 
background and experience, some group 
members may provide more input than others. 
The problem arises when one member continues 
to contribute less than the others, in which case 
the group should find out the reasons for this. It 
could be that the members abilities are below 
those of the other members, which would require 
the groups encouragement and assistance. The 
result of this is a stronger group and a better 
product. 
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How about groups with a leader versus 
groups without a leader? There are pros and 
cons to both. For a group to be leaderless, group 
members need to contribute equally and feel 
comfortable with the goals established. They also 
need to set these goals and the priorities of the 
group right away, and agree upon the different 
tasks to accomplish them. Usually it takes 
time for members to trust one another and realize 
the benefits to be derived from keeping hannony 
and understanding each members strengths and 
weaknesses. 

On the other hand, when there is 
uncertainty as to the direction of the group, this 
can create anxiety. In this case a group leader is 
needed. This will reduce fears and create a more 
familiar social order, but the group creativity and 
the petfonnance will also be reduced. A good 
idea here is to rotate the leadership role. Another 
option is to share leadership. In this case one 
member would act as the task master, setting the 
agenda, initiating much of the work activity, and 
ensuring that the group would meet the 
established deadlines. Another member could 
take the leadership role of maintaining effective 
interpersonal relationships in the group. This is a 
characteristic of a mature group. 

Group Social Bendits TIJrough Task Agd 
Maintenance Fugctions 

There are two sets of social benefits 
available to group members: (1) emotional and 
psychological closeness to other group members 
(psychological intimacy); and (2) closeness 
achieved through tasks and activities (integrated 
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involvement). (Nelson & Quick, Organizational 
Behavior, 1997). 

Groups perfonn both task and 
maintenance functions to help members achieve 
psychological intimacy and integrated 
involvement. Task functions are more important 
at the beginning of the groups life as the group 
members establish roles and determine objectives 
and procedures. They decrease in importance as 
the group matures. Using them effectively 
creates a successful team; not using them may 
result in disaster. 

Maintenance functions foster 
psychological intimacy, which includes a sense of 
togetherness, willingness to cooperate, and to be 
a true team member. They also contribute to the 
success of the group project, and help reduce the 
tension created by task functions. Just as task 
functions, maintenance functions are important 
for teams to be successful. Figure 2 shows some 
of the maintenance and task functions observed in 
successful group. 

Rul!'§ of The Group 

Each group needs to establish rules and 
clearly identify individual roles and 
responsibilities at the beginning of each project. 
The benefit of this is a decrease in anxiety and in 
the possibility that an assertive group member 
may take over the group. The faculty member 
can help the group establish perfonnance 
standards to enhance the process. 

The group should also agree on an agenda 
and set their project calendar right away. This 
will allow the members to set their long-range 
personal planning around the schedule of 
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meetings of the group, and will give everyone a 
clear vision of the tasks and deadlines at hand. 
Groups also need to ensure all members 
understand that participation is required of 
everyone within the group in order to achieve the 
level of performance desired. 

Group cohesiveness is another important 
factor. Encourage members to perfonn internal 
group evaluations from time to time, preferably at 
the completion of each task, to determine lessons 
learned and how the process can be improved. 
Figure 3 is an example of how this internal group 
evaluation could be perfonned. 

Several factors influence group cohesion, 
among them time to complete the project, size of 
the group, and internal and external competition. 
Group cohesion is not something that happens all 
of a sudden, it 
evolves over time as the group develops 
normally. As a general rule small groups, 
between 4-6 members, are usually more cohesive 
than larger ones, and this is one of the reasons 
why study groups should be kept small in size. 

The &le of The Instryetor 
I 

It is a good idea for instructors to 
remember that their role is that of facilitator, and 
to avoid interfering in the dynamics of the group. 
The instructors main responsibilities are to 

establish a positive tone, to monitor groups 
perfonnance, and to guide the process of the 
group. The positive tone must be established 
during the first class meeting and continue to be 
reinforced throughout the duration of the project. 
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I use the following technique as one of the 
ways to establish this positive tone. Since the 
majority of the students I teach, especially in 
Masters level courses, are military officers of 
different ranks, I always ensure they understand 
that once students enter my classroom they are all 
on the same level. To accomplish this, I use first 
names with everyone and strongly encourage 
them to do the same. I have found this reduces 
the intimidation non·officers feel in competing 
with their higher·ups during the course. Many 
non-officers have thanked me profusely at the 
completion of the course, for the opportunity I 
afforded them to shine in front of their superiors 
by reducing their intimidation and anxiety level. 
This technique also reduces the demands placed 
on officers to be the authority figure, and 
everyone seems to relax and have a good time. 

Another example of this equality policy in 
action is when it comes to all other students, 
regardless of their color, gender, nationality, or 
station in life, whether housewives, medical 
doctors; business owners, executives, or the like. 
I ensure everyone understands that, once they 

enter my classroom, they are all at the same level. 
Instructors must also monitor group 

performance, by providing clear direction on 
tasks and expected performance rather than 
dictating activities to be performed by the group. 
It is important that the group understand clearly 
the goals and expectations. 

It is important for the instructor to rack 
the group process. This will help the groups 
ensure their schedule is realistic, will keep their 
performance from becoming sidetracked, and will 
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contribute to the positive accomplishment of 
group tasks . One way to track the group 
process is to use the form depicted in Figure 4. 
Instructors should ask the groups to prepare this 
form after each group meeting and give it to the 
instructor at the class meeting following their 
group session. Doing this helps the groups stay 
focused and gives the instructor a status of their 
activities. 

When it comes to guiding the selection 
process, instructors should limit their involvement 
to establishing the size of the groups and the 
criteria for their fonnation, discussed earlier. 
Group members may decide to move from one 
group to another, but the instructor should not 
participate in this decision. One technique I have 
found useful here is to have the groups fill out the 
form in Figure 5, immediately after the groups are 
first formed. Then I provide copies of the form 
to each member for easy reference in 
communicating with group members or other 
groups, outside of class. 

In the event new members are added to the class, 
it is up to the groups to decide where the 
newcomers will be placed, provided the size of 
the groups does not exceed six students. If it 
does, the instructor should direct that a new 
group be formed. 

Some groups tend to divide the tasks on the first 
group meeting, and this all right, as long as they 
continue to meet weekly and have each member be 
involved in the group process through give-and
take. This is the basis for the learning experience 
of the study group. The problem arises when 
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there is Asplintering, that is, the different members 
work alone on their respective tasks and only meet 
again when putting the final report together. The 
instructor should definitely discourage this group 
behavior by strongly emphasizing the importance 
of having the project flow together through group 
meetings, to build strategies and decide on 
solutions as a unit. 

One idea here is to allow time at the end 
of each class meeting for the different groups to 
meet in the classroom. It is a good idea for the 
instructor to stay and listen in on the different 
group discussions, to get a status of the progress 
of the groups. 

Assignin1 Group Goolrs 
One of the considerations when assigning grades 

to the group projects is deciding what is a fair 
grade for each member of the group. Did they all 
contribute equally? Did some contribute more 
than others? Did some contribute less? One 
technique I have found very useful here is to 
assign a portion of the group grade based on 
individual performance. To detennine this 
individual performance I ask members to fill out 
the form in Figure 6, on an individual basis. I 
assure them this is a confidential evaluation of 
their groups, in other words, for my eyes only. 

The next item the instructor needs to consider is 
how to assign the remainder portion of the grade 
to the entire group. One thing to keep in mind is 
that assigning a single grade to the group aids in 
motivating the students to work towards a single 
purpose and to help each other accomplish it. 

Since they will all be getting the same grade, this 
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is an incentive for the group to ensure that non
contributors participate, and that everyone's 
efforts to increase the level of 
performance are intensified. It also motivates the 
members who are stronger in a particular area to 
work with those whose strength is not the same. 
(University of Phoenix, 1992). 

One word of caution is in order here. 
Sometimes placing too much importance on the 
grade assigned to the group will result in poor 
perfonners receiving a high final grade for the 
project, when the overall performance of the 
group they were in was outstanding. To add some 
fairness to the process, I usually assign 20% of the 
overall course grade to the group project, with 5% 
of that based on individual performance. I also 
ask them to include an Appendix to the 
written document, indicating the part that each 
group member was responsible for, and the level 
of contribution. 

There are several guidelines instructors can use in 
evaluating and grading the written report. One I 
have found very useful is the form in Figure 7, 
adapted from one used by the faculty of the 
University of Phoenix. I always share these 
criteria with the students prior to the assignment, 
and include the completed form with the graded 
report I return to them. 
The next step is grading the oral presentation of 
the project. I always require each group to 
present a summary of their project orally, and 
insist on the participation of all members of the 
group. Each group has 20 minutes to make their 
presentation, or an average of five minutes per 
member. The oral presentation is worth 5% of the 
total course grade. This portion of the group 
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study project seems to stimulate and energize 
everyone and build some healthy competition. 
Groups seem to want to outdo each other with 
their very creative presentations. For the oral 
presentation I ask each group to evaluate the 
presenters together, using the form in Figure 8. 
The evaluations are then handed to each 
presenting group at the end of their presentation, 
for their own edification. (University of Phoenix, 
1992). 

Adyantages of Group Work 
Not all students are in favor of group work. 

Some of them are, in fact, more comfortable 
working or studying alone. Some students are 
"loners", perhaps very shy, or have had an 
unsatisfactory experience in a previous group. 
Others may not like the pressure to conform or to 
fit in. (Howard Community College, 1996). Yet 
others may be impatient with the amount of time it 
takes the group to make a decision and think they 
can do it faster as an individual. Instructors need 
to be aware of these and other personality traits 
and emphasize the many benefits to be gained 
from the group experience. 

One of the positive outcomes of the study group 
process is strengthening the students' ability to 
make decisions in the work place. By being 
exposed to, for example, the dynamics of 
analyzing and solving case problems as a group, 
students learn how the process works and the 
difference between reaching a conclusion as an 
individual versus reaching it as a group. 

Participation in a study group also increases the 
students' self-confidence in dealing with problems 
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in the real world, for their role as a member of a 
group does not only include the classroom but also 
their workplace, their families, their friends, their 
religious affiliations, the organizations they belong 
to, to name a few. 

Gaining confidence working with groups reduces 
the level of anxiety and uncertainty this task may 
create, as students understand the group dynamics. 
Since the deadlines imposed by the 

group and the amount of work involved is similar 
to situations students encounter in the workplace, 
this also prepares them to perform more effectively 
there, even under pressure. 

Students increase their knowledge and experience 
as each one responds to the different contributions 
of the other members of the study group. 
Students also benefit from the many problem
solving techniques and creative solutions that 
emerge from this group interaction. 

Another benefit to be gained is the increased 
capacity for self-understanding and selfw 
assessment, as the group process heightens their 
sensitivity to their own behavioral characteristics 
as well as those of the other members. This helps 
them to learn not only to be leaders but also 
followers. 

By working with others in the accomplishment of 
the task at hand, students learn to use their 
strengths and minimize their weaknesses. This 
increases their quality and performance level in the 
present project as well as other projects they may 
be assigned in the different courses they take. 
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Their understanding and I earning of the 
material in these courses also increases and 
becomes more meaningful, as members are 
involved in the interaction of asking questions, 
providing answers, sharing their knowledge with 
others, and getting explanations on material they 
may not understand. This, in tum, improves their 
personal and interpersonal methods of 
communicating, their analytical skills, and helps 
them become aware of differences in desired and 
undesired behavior. 

Cgoclusion 

In an effort to assist instructors to meet the 
challenge of preparing students to face the world 
of the 21st Century, we have compiled important 
guidelines on the effective use of study groups in 
teaching and learning. We have discussed factors 
instructors. need to keep in mind when creating 
groups, development stages of groups, suggested 
formats for effective group work, and touched on 
how group interaction, learning and productivity 
are affected. We have covered some dynamics of 
study groups, the social benefits groups derive 
from task and maintenance functions, and offered 
rules for effective group interaction. And, finally, 
we have discussed the role the instructor plays, 
offered suggestions to assign group grades, and 
touched on advantages of the study group process. 

It is a reality that the 21st Century is upon us and 
we are called upon to do what no other generation 
of educators had to do. Are we, as instructors, 
prepared to meet the profound challenges and 
responsibilities of our profession? Are we willing 
to transform our thinking and our educational 
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