

STUDY GROUP GUIDE FOR LEADERS 
Adapted from material produced by the Dept. of Mathematics and Statistics at York University.
Why are Study Groups Important?

The nature of the college classroom continues to change. One of the most apparent pieces of evidence of this change is the large-sized, first-year, lecture-styled class. This style of teaching is usually one-directional, for several reasons, such as:

· There is insufficient time for professors to answer all questions for the benefit of all students, 

· Students are shy to ask questions in large classes 

This creates a need for students to work on learning the course material primarily outside of the classroom. The formation of study groups have been found to improve the learning experience for many first-year college students. Here are some of the benefits study groups provide:


Getting Questions Answered

The study group can be one of the best places to get questions answered about confusing/difficult course material. Quite often, as there is strength in numbers, some member of the study group will understand some of the material, and others will find other elements of the course understandable. Taking turns in explaining the difficult parts helps build confidence in all the members. And when no one understands it, the study group leader can step in to provide direction. The study group allows for a good course review.  Even when a student understands the material, it is good to review the material by explaining it to someone else.  For this reason, it is a good idea to encourage students to take on the responsibility of teaching each other, and to not simply rely on the study group leader for assistance.


Developing Self Discipline

The study group has to form a meeting time and then adhere to the agreed-upon times. This actually helps all members develop self discipline, by sticking to a schedule. It also builds a sense of community and shared responsibility and accountability.  A study group depends upon the participation of all of its members to reach its full potential.


Learning Problem-solving Skills

All members of the study group can improve his/her problem-solving abilities, by working together to solve difficult questions. And if the group does this on a regular basis, all members will learn the skill-set required to solve any type of problems. This can be a definite asset, to be transferred to other courses, and eventually to a future career.  The study group leader can help to model this.



Learning Teamwork Skills

Being able to work as a team member is a skill that can only be learned by doing. There are definitely challenges to working in a group, but the rewards outweigh these challenges. And making it work can lead to lifelong friendships among the team members.

Benefits of Study Group Learning

For the Study Group Leader

· Study Group Leaders get to know the course material better.  Being able to articulate and teach difficult concepts in a study group indicates that you have mastered the material. 

· Can develop good leadership, organization, speaking and presentation skills

· You can develop rewarding relationships with the students in your group

For the Students

· Students can verify with each other any confusing or complex subject material 

· Learning can be more fun 

· Material is better understood and retained 

· Study Group Leader and the professor are seen as more approachable 

· Students have chance to dialogue with classmates and therefore opportunity to make friends; students will feel less isolated 

· Fellow students can be a source of encouragement 

· Anxious students see themselves as tutor/teachers, not just recipients of someone else’s knowledge. 

· An increase in confidence in academic ability. 

· Students have opportunity to learn new study habits from peers and leader. 

· In a nutshell, learning is more personally relevant, and intellectually stimulating.

The Role of the Study Group Leader in Study Group Learning

Be a FACILITATOR and encourage students to become active participants in the learning process.

I. At the First Meeting,  establish a serious learning environment.

· On the first day of class, go through your expectations.  Explain that this study group will require serious time commitment, but that if a good effort is put forth, there is no reason why a student shouldn't succeed. 

· Let them know what you would like them to bring to each session (e.g., text, class notes, assignments, etc.)

· Let the students know that they need to take an active role in their education and in this group to maximize learning.

II. Try a Warm-up Activity at the first or second. It's important to provide students with the opportunity to hear each other's concerns or anxieties about the course so that they realize they are no t alone.

· People who are in a strange environment with strangers often feel a sense of isolation or reticence. By addressing their concerns or anxityies about the course up front, they see that other people in the group will listen to them and sympathize with them.   If they feel a connection with each other, they are more likely to participate regularly and feel a sense of responsibility to the group to always be prepared. 


III. Throughout class sessions, keep your finger on the pulse of the group. Try to anticipate and be responsive to the needs of the students.

· Professors and group leaders should be comparing notes about any concerns they have regarding student participation in study groups.  This professor might be aware of a student who is struggling and in need of extra help and vice versa. 

· Keep your ears open during classes.  Try to make note of particularly complex material that you should address later in the study group.  Often, students become confused and cannot even articulate the questions that they have. 

· Remind students that there are “no stupid questions” and that they should feel comfortable asking for additional clarification.

More Advice:

· Keep notes on rough spots that occur as they occur (and they will).  These notes will be invaluable the next time you try a study group approach as they will help to avoid any glitches you first experienced. 

· "Don’t expect to win them all.”   In the end, despite your best efforts, some students will fail and  refuse to take advantage of  the assistance that you are providing.  Although this may be frustrating, don’t be discouraged.  Overall, you should find the experience to be rewarding and fruitful.

Common Problems and Possible Solutions

Problem #1: Lack of Interaction

Possible Cause #1: Lack of Experience with Learning in Study Groups

Suggestion: Have a meeting with the group. Express your concern. Give students a simple, practical exercise. For example, ask a student to present an opinion in a sentence or two and then ask two students to restate the sentence in their own words. Repeat for each student. Or you could ask a student to voice an opinion and then ask another student to disagree with the opinion, but without attacking the person.

Possible Cause #2: The Authority of the Study Group Leader is Overwhelming

Suggestion: Talk less. Too many words can overwhelm students. Encourage students to participate more and state things in their own words.  Students retain 70% of what they say and 90% of what they SAY AS THEY DO SOMETHING.
Possible Cause #3: Students Feel Coerced to Participate.

Suggestion: Make it clear to students that the study groups are for their benefit. If their study group isn't serving their needs they should please speak up. Reiterate that students' primary obligation is to themselves and to one another, not to the study group leader.

Possible Cause #4: Physical Arrangement

Suggestion: Make sure students are sitting, facing each other and no one student feels isolated by the seating arrangement.

Problem #2: Students are Participating Unequally

Possible Cause #1: Intolerance of Silence. Some people feel a strong need to fill in moments of silence with speech. In the same way the nature abhors a vacuum, some people abhor silence in conversations.

Suggestion: Have a meeting with the group of students. Explain the positive role of silence. Silence allows us time to think and to collect our thoughts. It allows quieter students a large window of opportunity to get into the conversation.

Suggestion: Demonstrate an acceptance of silence. When giving a lecture or talking with a group of students, allow for long pauses in your speech to show that you are comfortable with breaks of silence. 

Possible Cause #2: Dominant Speakers Monopolize the Discussion.

Suggestion: Talk to the dominating speaker privately. Find out why this person is talking so much and if he or she is aware of the problem. Usually such students are unaware of the problem and are simply outgoing by nature. If the student is aware of t he problem, usually he feels he has not had his point fully appreciated, or feels some need to compete with his classmates. In all three cases, just recognizing the student this way often reduces the student's need to dominate conversations. 

Possible Cause #3: A Student has No Interest in Speaking. Some students feel that they learn better by listening than by talking. Some students feel that speaking and helping others requires too much effort. 

Suggestion: Talk to the withdrawn student about helping others. Explain how you think they could be very helpful to the learning of everyone else. Most likely the student will feel flattered for being taken aside like this and will want to contribute a t least a little more.



What to Do at Your First Meeting… 

· Collect the names and contact information (email addresses?) of the students in your group.  This way you can easily contact them if you need to adjust the schedule or if you want to refer them to additional resources.

· Get to know one another. How? Well, ask each other what your majors are or where you are from or what you think of the particular course, etc…

· Establish when and where you will hold your next meeting.  Make solid dates right up until the end of term. This way, you will be sure to be able to keep these dates. 

· Be sure to establish your expectations from the beginning and stick with them.

· Let them know your thoughts on attendance and punctuality.  Are you comfortable if students show up or leave part-way through a session or do  you prefer that they remain for the entire session at all times?

· Find out from the students what they are looking to get out of the study group experience.

· Remind them that this is not an “answer giving session,” rather it’s a work group where they can collaboratively explore challenging course material.

What to Do at Subsequent Meetings… 

Below is a list of things you should/can do at your meetings. Suggestions in bold I would recommend you do at every meeting.

· establish what you hope to accomplish at your meeting 

· review lecture notes together, discuss anything you did not understand 

· discuss key concepts from lecture 

· work on assignments 

· assign yourselves questions and work on them 

· study for tests or exams 

· discuss what questions you expect to be on tests and exams 

· set aside time to talk about anything under the sun other than class (this prevents you from doing this throughout the session and getting off track) 

· at the end of each session, determine or verify location and time of you next meeting 

· address all of the students’ questions.  If you did not have the time to clarify all of the material, make sure that they know what resources they can refer to (the text, their notes) to get the answers you need.

Don’t be afraid to ask for help!

Please contact the professor or the ASC staff 

if you have any questions or concerns.
