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From Teaching to Learning in Higher Education: Models of
Student Centered Small Group Learning in a Larger Class

Kazuhiro Abe and Kouich Terazawa

Hokkaido University

Abstract—In 1995, Hokkaido University introduced a new model for articulation of general
and specialty education curricula within each school and faculty. Prior to 1995, Hokkaido
University’s two year curriculum of general education and the 2-4 year curriculum of study in

a specialty field were organized under distinct faculties and were not meaningfully connected.
Students completed their general education courses by the end of their sophomore year. Their
entrance into particular schools or faculties for further education in specific fields was deter-
mined by their performance in the general education courses, except for students entering the
medical and dental schools, who had previously been accepted into the professional schools.
(Editor’s note: in Japan, students are usually accepted into medical and dental schools at the
time they enter university, and pursue a six-year program that combines the U.S. equivalent of
both undergraduate and postgraduate professional education leading to the doctoral degree.)
General education teachers complained that students with dental or medical concentrations
were less motivated than other general education students because of this lack of competition.
These students, however, stated that their lack of motivation in the general education classes
was due to the teachers’ lack of interest in students’ future medical or dental education and the
apparent irrelevance of the general education classes to medicine.

These problems were a direct result of the general education faculty’s philosophical dedi-
cation to teaching specialized knowledge through teacher-centered teaching. At Hokkaido
University, we needed to change our educational approach from a teaching paradigm to a
learning paradigm. We therefore decided to initiate some general education classes for medi-
cal students based on concepts of student-centered learning. This article describes the ap-
proach we have developed, based on small, student-centered learning groups within a large
class. Some of the general education subjects taught to medical students with this new ap-
proach include: “Communication and medicine”, “Introduction to medicine”, “History of
medicine”, “Simulation research and presentation”, and “Research methods in medical sci-
ence.” Although the instructional model has been developed specifically for the general edu-
cation of medical students, its supportive teaching techniques are applicable to students of all
schools in the university.

SUMMARY

At present, universities and colleges in Japan are transforming the relationship between gen-
eral education and specialty education. This transformation is a response to changes made in
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1991 by the Japanese Ministry of Education in regulations governing Japanese universities
and colleges. These changes are being implemented through various means: the reform of
curriculum, the enhancement of graduate schools, and the evaluation of the university’s teach-
ing, research and administration functions. The evaluation may include student assessment of
teaching, external review of research activities, and assessment of the faculty tenure system.
These reforms are being driven by a decline of the overall size and perceived quality of the 18
year old students entering colleges and universities, by increasing accountability pressures to
provide education in a cost-effective manner, and by increased societal demands to produce
graduates who are competent to participate in society. Under these increased demands on
higher education, faculty are under pressure to change their traditional orientation to teaching,
one in which faculty have had unlimited freedom to choose the content of instruction under
the precept of academic freedom in universities and colleges. This article introduces our new
instructional approach.

Design of Small Group Learning in Large Classes

The new program was designed for classes of 100 medical students. They take a series of
three classes: “Introduction to medicine”, a 90 minute class meeting once a week for 15 weeks)
in the first semester; “Early clinical exposure” to experience the medical practice communi-
ties (one week internships assisting nurses and other non-physician medical staff); and “His-
tory of medicine”, a 90 minute class meeting once a week for 15 weeks in the second semes-
ter.

These classes were designed to:

1. Facilitate informal communication and interaction among students. Much effort was de-
voted to creating a relaxed and friendly atmosphere in the class. Its first meeting was an
introductory orientation, consisting of a one day trip with an evening party.

2. Form learning groups. The class of 100 students was divided into 10 groups of 10 students
each. The students in each group were positioned at particular places in the lecture room that
represented their responsibilities in classroom activities and discussion. Small group learning
for these 100 students is facilitated by a task force of 1 to 3 teachers.

3. Stimulate active learning. The lecture is no longer utilized as the primary means to pro-
mote student learning and knowledge seeking. Students are encouraged to learn coopera-
tively while interacting with each other. Each learning group develops effective techniques
for presenting its own work and findings to the larger class. To meet this goal, students must
function as communities pursuing important topics of inquiry. Participating in this new ap-
proach to learning helps medical students recognize and prepare for their future social and
professional roles as well as helping them to broaden their motivations to learn medicine.

Process of the Classes and Products of the Learning

The article describes three classes which adopted this new approach.

Subject 1 (Introduction to medicine). The class was organized into a number of compo-
nents:
1. Orientation. Students in the class are divided into groups. Use of nicknames is encouraged
to produce an informal atmosphere for presentation in the class. Members of a group intro-
duces themselves within their groups, and each group selects one member and nickname that
will be introduced to the whole class. Then the group begins to work together, learning lead-
ership, cooperative group work, and communication skills.
2. Video learning and discussion. Students watch and then discuss 40-45 minute videos about
topics in medicine. For example, students in the class watched three videos: an experimental
approach to the developmental psychology of babies; a scientific approach to the function of
organs; and clinical and social perspectives on a doctor dying of cancer. These videos and
discussions result in the students becoming more aware of their future community roles.
3. Doctors’ presentations of their medical experiences. After practicing physicians describe
some of their own personal experiences, students hold discussions. These activities help
students attain a realistic understanding of the social problems inherent in medicine.

-129-



000000000000 @MO00O0197M 000000000000 OOol. Higher Education (Hokkaido Univ.), Special (1997)

4, Finding topics about medicine to study. This component is comprised of several steps.
First, each group is required to do a class presentation on a selected topic. Then the faculty
teach skills of group process and inquiry. Each group next creates 5 new topics of study in
medicine, resulting in a total of 50 topics from the 10 student learning groups. From this large
set of topics, 10 topics are selected by class discussion, one for each of the groups. The
learning groups then initiate their inquiry on these selected topics. Throughout this process,
students experience working cooperatively.

5. Group studies. The learning group activities focus on understanding, introducing and
discussing topics in the class as well as understanding and discussing research methodology.
For field study groups, teachers introduce field study locations and identify interview possi-
bilities. Participating students experience different aspects of responsibility, leadership and
cooperation within groups.

6. Presentation methods. Faculty teach various methods of presentation using a overhead
projector. Students began to prepare for their group presentations.

7. Research in libraries and communities. Each group conducts research on its the topic for
presentation. This results in active learning, awareness of individual responsibilities, commu-
nication, cooperation and awareness of the values of active work.

8. Presentation. Each group gives a 15 to 20 minute presentation of results. Students and
teachers evaluate these presentations and results. Students write reports about the future of
medicine.

Subiject 2 (Early clinical exposure). Students participate in community work experience.
Students are asked to write reports about their experiences. As a result, students develop a
realistic understanding about the community of study.

Subject 3 (History of medicine). Students in the class are divided into groups. Each group
is given a theme relating to a famous person in medical history. After an orientation and
demonstration by the teachers, each group must give a 45 minute lecture introducing various
media and conduct a 40 minute discussion. Use a video camera is encouraged. In the lecture,
the group introduces a person in medical history, the social background of the person and the
influence this individual has had on contemporary society. Components of the course in-
clude:

1. Orientation.

2. Demonstration lectures and discussions by teachers.

3. Lectures and discussion by students, enhancing their awareness of their own place in his-
tory, their understanding of contemporary medicine, and their self-recognition and personal
development.

4. Symposia: Future Medical Science; Future Clinical Medicine. Students are asked to write
about their future roles in the community, resulting in students increased self-awareness of
their own future. After completing the writing, the students conduct the two symposia.

Roles of Teachers

Five teachers were formally assigned to teach the class. In addition, two or three teachers
attended the class as a task force. The teachers presented group work skills, critical thinking
methods, roles of leaders, presentation techniques, interview techniques, and video camera
and editing techniques.

Response of Students

Students in this active learning situation exhibited high degrees of interest and involvement
during presentations and discussions. Groups utilized various techniques of presentation,
including dramatic performances. Most groups created some video presentations. Their pre-
sentations were developed during the course by active participation in cooperative group ef-
forts. Changing from a teaching to learning paradigm increased the productivity of student
learning compared with that previously seen in traditionally organized classes in which knowl-
edge is transmitted in only one direction -- from teachers to students -- in teacher-centered
lectures.
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