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Introduction

Education plays an important role in the development of  the 
country. Countries worldwide believe that their growth and ad-
vancement rely on their education systems and traditional teach-
ing methods cannot provide them with the development and 
transformation they seek [1]. An improvement in the academic 
achievements of  students is one of  the main goals of  education 
and teachers can play an important and effective role in this by 
selecting proper teaching methods [2]. Traditional methods con-

sider classrooms as places where the role of  teachers is merely 
to provide information to their students. Students often compete 
with one another to increase their knowledge. Goals are more 
personal in such classes which contradict with cooperative classes. 
Cooperative learning is an educational method in which students 
cooperatively work towards achieving common goals. Teaching 
involves primarily transmission of  knowledge, but it is also much 
more than that wherein the students need to be equipped with 
the social skills [3]. Cooperative learning promotes effective team 
work and interpersonal skills and at the same time it is more ef-
fective than competitive learning for promoting positive learning 
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outcomes [4].

Small-group teaching and learning has achieved an admirable po-
sition in medical education and is well-liked as a means of  en-
hancing the process of  deep learning. Small group learning is 
defined as a process of  learning that takes place when students 
work together in groups [5, 6]. Small group teaching and learn-
ing sessions increase student interest, retention of  knowledge, 
enhance transfer of  concepts to novel issues, students' critical 
skills, teamwork ability, self-directed learning, communication 
skills, student-faculty and peer-peer interaction [7, 8]. The most 
important characteristics of  small group teaching are the active 
involvement of  learners in the entire learning cycle, well defined 
task orientation with achievable specific aims and objectives in a 
given time and the reflection based on the experience and deep 
learning [9]. Small group teaching has many advantages to offer to 
the learner. These include self  direction and active learning. Small 
group teaching also encourages reflection upon and control of  
learning activities and development of  self-regulatory skills con-

ducive to lifelong learning. It facilitates an adult style of  learning 
and the acceptance of  personal responsibility for own progress. 
It promotes transferable skills such as leadership, teamwork, or-
ganisation, prioritisation, and encouragement to others, problem 
solving, and time management skills [10].

Slow learner is a term or concept riddled by educational psycho-
logical interpretations. The term slow learner is used to describe 
a student who takes longer to grasp ideas in the classroom. The 
concept of  slow learning is literal adjunctive statements reflect-
ing examples of  individuals failing to consolidate appropriate in-
formation in certain contexts [11]. They might have difficulty in 
doing multifaceted or complex problems and have difficulty in 
time management. Fast learners are students who have a higher 
capacity of  grasping power and higher speed of  learning when 
compared to slow learners. They take minimal time to understand 
a particular topic than the slow learners.

In small group teaching which encourages active and cooperative 

Table 1. Overall responses of  the students for various questions.

Variable Options % of  students who gave 
various responses

Q1. How do you rate the concept of  small group 
teaching?

A. Excellent 67%
B.good 23%

C. average 10%

Q2. What is your opinion about grouping students 
according to their performance in this small group-

ing?

A. agree 38%
B.disagree 48%

C. no opinion 14%

Q3. Separate classes for Fast learners and slow 
learners is better for both the groups?

A. agree 35%
B.disagree 45%

C. no opinion 20%

Q4.Separate classes for Slow learners and Fast 
learners in small groups is good for more interac-

tive learning?

A. agree 41%
B.disagree 41%

C. no opinion 18%

Q.5Separate classes for slow learners and fast learn-
ers are really helping the teacher to guide and teach 

the students more efficiently?

A. agree 47%
B.disagree 33%

C. no opinion 20%

Q.6 Grouping students on their academic perfor-
mance is?

A. encouragement to students 33%
B. discouragement to students 60%

C. no opinion 7%

Q7. Separate classes for slow learners and fast 
learners can affect the unity of  the students?

A. agree 57%
B.disagree 27%

C. no opinion 16%

Q8. This system can cause development of  superi-
ority complex/ inferiority complex in student

A. agree 17%
B.disagree 71%

C. no opinion 12%

Q9. Based on my experience I feel that this type 
of  separate classes has improved in my class room 

learning

A. agree 41%
B.disagree 47%

C. no opinion 12%

Q10. Because of  the system I feel that it’s been 
more confident in participating in active learning 

method?

A. agree 43%
B.disagree 27%

C. no opinion 20%
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learning, the grouping of  students also matters. It has been re-
ported that the needs of  the slow learners can be focussed when 
they are grouped together and taught separately [12]. At the same 
time, it is debatable whether grouping the students based on their 
academic calibre could affect their perceptions of  themselves and 
thereby impact their learning.

In a dental school in South India where small group teaching is 
practiced, undergraduate dental students of  each year (100 stu-
dents) are divided in to 6 small groups and posted in 6 compre-
hensive clinics where the clinical training as well as the theory is 
taught exclusively for each group. The grouping of  the students 
is done based on their academic performances in such a way that 
high performers and low performers are separated. The aim of  
this study was to evaluate the students' perceptions and concerns 
on grouping as well as the impact of  grouping based on academic 
performances and taking separate classes for fast learners and 
slow learners. The study also aimed to compare the opinions be-
tween the fast learners and the slow learners regarding the same.

Materials and Method

This cross sectional survey was conducted in a dental school in 
South India where small group teaching is practiced. A question-
naire was prepared consisting of  10 questions (table 1) and was 
distributed to 150 final year and Compulsory Rotational Interns 
(CRI) students who were divided into 6 groups and posted in 
6 different undergraduate comprehensive clinics. The study was 
approved by the scientific review board of  Saveetha Dental Col-
lege. The age group of  the participants was between 21-23. Both 
males and females were included in the study. All the students 
had 1.5yrs-2yrs of  small group learning experience where in the 
grouping was done based on their academic performance. Each 
group had 16-18 students and among the six groups the first four 
groups were considered as the fast learners (high performers) of  
the batch and the last 2 groups were considered as the slow learn-
ers (low performers) in their respective batches (final year and 
CRI batch). The questions were aimed to assess their feedback on 
small group teaching as well as the grouping being done  based 
on their previous year academic performance. The results were 
tabulated and descriptive statistics was done and comparison of   
opinions of  slow learners (last two groups) and fast learner (first 
four groups) was done by Pearson and chi-square test using SPSS  
software with p value less than 0.05 considered as statistically sig-
nificant.

Results

Overall responses for the questions regarding small group teach-
ing and separate classes for slow learners and fast learners is 
shown in Table no 1. 67% of  the students rated the concept 
of  small group teaching as an excellent method. However, only 
(38%) of  the respondents agreed to grouping students based 
on their academic performance whereas (48%) disagreed to the 
same. 45% of  the students believed that separate classes are not 
better for both slow and fast learners. For the question regard-
ing whether separate classes for slow learners and fast learners 
is good for more interactive learning, equal proportion of  stu-
dents (41% each) agreed and disagreed. A majority of  the stu-
dents (47%) agreed that separate classes for slow learners and fast 
learners really help the teachers guide and teach efficiently. 60% 

of  the respondents believed that grouping students based on aca-
demic performance acts as a discouragement to them. A majority 
of  the students (57%) felt that grouping students based on their 
performance would affect the unity among them. When asked if  
separate classes for slow learners and fast learner would create 
a superiority or inferiority complex, a majority of  the students 
(71%) disagreed. When asked if  separate classes help students 
in improving classroom learning (47%) students disagreed and 
(41%) agreed. A majority of  the students (43%) believed that they 
had become more confident and could participate better in active 
learning because of  the system.

The statistical comparison of  the responses between slow learn-
ers (low performers of  the batch)and fast learners (high perform-
ers of  the batch) are given in the Table no 2.

While comparing the opinion regarding small group teaching 
there was no significant difference(P=0.413) between the groups 
i.e. both the groups favoured small group teaching. Also there was 
no significant difference (P=0.58) between the groups regarding 
their opinion on grouping them based on their academic perfor-
mance. There was a significant difference (P=0.024) in the opin-
ion on whether separate classes are beneficial for slow learners 
and fast learners. For the question regarding whether conducting 
separate classes is good for more interactive learning, there was 
no significant difference (P=0.482) in the opinion between slow 
learners and fast learners. But for the question on whether sepa-
rate classes helped the teachers guide and teach efficiently, there 
was a highly significant difference (P= 0.001) in their opinion 
wherein fast learners agreed for the statement where as the slow 
learners disagreed.

For the question regarding whether grouping of  students based 
on their academic performances is an encouragement or discour-
agement, both the groups felt it was discouraging and there was 
no statistically significant difference in their opinion (P=0.143). 
There was a significant difference (P=0.011) in opinion on wheth-
er separate classes can affect the unity of  the student where in fast 
learners were more concerned that it affects their unity. There was 
a highly significant difference (P=0.001) in opinions about the de-
velopment of  superiority or inferiority complex by dividing them 
based on their performance. Majority of  the fast learners felt that 
it can cause development of  superiority or inferiority complex 
whereas slow learners disagreed. Upon analysis of  the responses 
to the last two questions which were intended to assess the impact 
of  the system, there was significant difference between fast learn-
ers and slow learners (P=0.015, P=0.005). Majority of  the fast 
learners felt that grouping them based on their performance has 
improved their classroom learning and improved their confidence 
in participating in active learning methods whereas a majority of  
the slow learners disagreed to the same.

Discussion

The present study evaluated the student’s perceptions and con-
cerns as well as the impact of  separate classes for slow learners 
and fast learners in a dental school. On analysing the result it was 
found that most participants believed that small group teaching 
was an excellent method. Small group teaching is appreciated in 
various institutions including medical schools, as it provides a 
productive academic environment. It also involves active partici-
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pation of  students and improves their team work ability. It has 
been reported that it enhances the student-faculty and peer to 
peer interactions and communication skills [11].

In the present study, even though a majority of  the students had 
a good opinion on small group teaching, grouping them accord-
ing to their performance was not very well received. Nearly half  
of  the students agreed that separate classes for slow learners and 
fast learners was good for interactive learning. A majority of  the 
students reported that separate classes helped the teachers to 

guide and teach efficiently. Small group teaching demands self  
motivation, active learning and proper time management. In the 
case of  fast learners and slow learners these capacities might dif-
fer. A teacher could facilitate effective teaching in a homogenous  
group of  students who are all of  the same caliber. This could be 
the probable reason as to why a majority of  the respondents felt 
that teacher student interaction was better in our survey. Many 
respondents felt that grouping students according to their perfor-
mance is discouraging as it might affect the unity among them. 
However, it is interesting to note that it was the fast learners 

Table 2. Statistical comparison or fast learners and slow learners with respect to their responses againt various questions(by 
pearson chi-square test).

  
% of  students who gave 

various responses
 

Variable Options Fast Learn-
ers

Slow Learn-
ers P Value

Q1. How do you rate the concept of  small 
group teaching?

A. Excellent 88.60% 83.3%
0.413B.good 8.6% 16.7%

C. average 2.9% 0.0%

Q2. What is your opinion about grouping 
students according to their performance in this 

small grouping?

A. agree 51.4% 23.3%
0.058B.disagree 34.3% 6%

C. no opinion 14.3% 16.7%

Q3. Separate classes for Fast learners and slow 
learners is better for both the groups?

A. agree 42.9% 13.3%
0.024*B.disagree 45.7% 76.7%

C. no opinion 11.4% 10.0%

Q4. Separate classes for Slow learners and Fast 
learners in small groups is good for more inter-

active learning?

A. agree 40.0% 26.7%
0.482B.disagree 54.3% 63.3%

C. no opinion 5.7% 10.0%

Q.5 Separate classes for slow learners and fast 
learners are really helping the teacher to guide 

and teach the students more efficiently?

A. agree 62.9% 16.7%
0.001**B.disagree 28.6% 66.7%

C. no opinion 8.6% 16.7%

Q.6 Grouping students on their academic per-
formance is?

A. encouragement 
tpo students 28.6% 26.7%

0.143B. discouragement 
to students 60.0% 73.3%

C. no opinion 11.4% 0.0%

Q7. Separate classes for slow learners and fast 
learners can affect the unity of  the students?

A. agree 71.4% 50%
0.011**B.disagree 14.3% 46.7%

C. no opinion 2.9% 3.3%

Q8. This system can cause development of  
superiority complex/ inferiority complex in 

student

A. agree 80.0% 36.7%
0.001**B.disagree 14.3% 60%

C. no opinion 5.7% 3.3%

Q9. Based on my experience I feel that this type 
of  separate classes has improved in my class 

room learning

A. agree 65.7% 30.0%
0.015**B.disagree 31.4% 66.7%

C. no opinion 2.9% 3.3%

Q10. Because of  the system I feel that it’s been 
more confident in participating in active learn-

ing method?

A. agree 80.0% 33.3%
0.005**B.disagree 11.4% 63.3%

C. no opinion 8.6% 3.3%
     **HIGHLY SIGNIFICANT P<0.01.

*SIGNIFICANT 0.01<p>0.050.
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who felt that such grouping could foster feelings of  superiority 
and inferiority between members of  different groups. The slow 
learners did not have such feelings. Even though more students 
agreed that the system helped in improving their confidence in 
participating in active learning, the majority did not agree that it 
improved their classroom learning. According to Pololi, Frankel, 
Richard et al small group teaching had a positive influence on the 
medical students The primary purpose is to develop discussion 
skills and thinking. Evidence indicated that small group learning 
sessions are better than large groups at promoting thought and 
developing attitudes and values [13]. Supporting our result, Adam 
M Persky and McLaughlin also reported that small group teaching 
resulted in better academic grades [14]. According to Gopinath, 
the different teaching methods and video based learning did not 
have any significant difference in learning outcomes [15].

In the present study we also compared the responses between fast 
learners and slow learners. While comparing the result statistically, 
there was a significant difference between most of  their opinions. 
There was no significant difference in their opinion regarding the 
small group teaching method wherein both the slow learners and 
fast learners believed it to be an excellent method. But there was 
a significant difference in their opinion on grouping them based 
on their performance and whether such grouping helped both the 
groups. A majority of  the fast learners felt that it helped whereas 
slow learners disagreed to the same. Most of  the fast learners 
agreed that separate classes would help the teacher guide and 
teach more efficiently while the slow learners disagreed. Similar 
to our result, a study done by Kulik and Chen in school children 
reported that homogenous grouping of  students was beneficial 
for the talented students and had very little effect on the average 
students [16]. In the study, we found that more fast learners were 
concerned about the system affecting their unity than the slow 
learners. Similarly, a majority of  the fast learners believed that 
such a system could create feelings of  superiority and inferiority 
among the students while the slow learners disagreed. A major-
ity of  the fast learners felt that this system improved classroom 
learning and boosted their confidence allowing them to perform 
well in active learning while slow learners did not feel the same.

There are many theories regarding adult learning. Experiential 
learning theory has influenced adult education by making educa-
tors responsible for creating, facilitating and organising experi-
ences in order to facilitate learning. Where as self  directed learn-
ing suggests that adults can plan, conduct and evaluate their own 
learning. In the present study the participants were final years 
and CRRI of  age group ranging from 21-23 who fall under adult 
learners. A small group teaching method which demands active 
learning will be best suited for this category. Supporting this con-
cept the result of  the present study also shows that a majority of  
the students favoured small group teaching.

There are different opinions regarding separate classes for slow 
learners and fast learners. Some authors felt that it is better to mix 
fast and slow learners in one class rather than separating them. It 
is challenging for a teacher to satisfy both slow and fast learners 
at the same time in a mixed crowd. Our study also supports that 
separating them facilitates better teacher-student interaction and 
learning. The result of  the present study highlights one of  the 
major concerns regarding this system i.e. it might affect the unity 
among the students.

In the present study, even though a majority appreciated small 
group teaching, dividing students according to their performanc-
es as fast learners and slow learners was not very well appreciated. 
The probable reason for this could be since the study was con-
ducted in a professional college where most of  the students are of  
good learning capacity as their admission itself  demands a level 
of  academic proficiency. When these students were divided based 
on previous years academic performance, the academic calibre of  
the first and the last group might not be significantly different. 
The student’s perceptions of  their educational environment have 
been studied at all the levels of  educational systems [17]. Learn-
ing environment has a significant role in determining a student's 
academic achievement and learning [18]. The group learning en-
compasses the culture of  a school or class and its presiding ethos 
and characteristics, including how students interact with and treat 
one another, as well as the ways in which teachers may organise an 
educational setting to facilitate learning [11]. Studies have shown 
that the educational environment affects students’ achievement, 
happiness, motivation, and success [19]. The present study em-
phasises that even in professional courses small group teaching  is 
well appreciated.

Conclusion

It can be concluded that small group teaching is preferred by the 
dental students but separating them based on academic perfor-
mances was not favoured. It is also found that there was a sig-
nificant difference in the opinion between fast learners and slow 
learners where fast learners preferred to have separate classes. 
The study gives an overall opinion about small group teaching 
and division based on academic performances. Since this was only 
a cross sectional survey, the analysis was restricted to participants' 
opinion but not on the actual academic performance or grades. 
Further studies are needed to evaluate the benefits of  small group 
teaching and separate classes for slow learners and fast learners.
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