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ROLE OF TUTORS’ TRAINING IN DELIVERING EFFECTIVE 
MEDICAL EDUCATION
Zeba Haque1, Zeenat Ayoob2, Fauzia Imtiaz1

Objective: To determine the effectiveness of training of the tutors to conduct small group tutorial sessions. 
Study Design A descriptive study
Methodology: One hundred and thirty nine students of first till fourth year of MBBS course, were introduced 
to the subject/topic and the learning objectives. In the following week, they attended small group sessions 
arranged for their respective subjects. Trained tutors were identified on the basis of having taken the tutor 
training course/workshops arranged by College of Physician and Surgeons, Pakistan. The tutors conducted 
the small group tutorial sessions as per their assignment. At the end of tutorial sessions the students were 
asked to complete a questionnaire encompassing the learning outcomes of the students and behaviors of the 
tu to r during the tu to ria l c lasses. L earn ing  outcom es w ere com pared using  Pearson  test. 
Results: The motivation of the students and their clarification of concepts increased significantly by attending 
the tutorial sessions with trained tutors (trained 77.7% vs. un-trained 21.58% p<0.005 and trained 80.58% 
vs. un-trained 19.42% p<0.005 respectively).
Conclusion: Trained tutors facilitated the sessions in such a way that students discussed themselves and 
found their own queries help in the clarification of the concepts more efficiently. Effective faculty development 
program should be designed and implemented to enhance the learning process of the students by trained 
facilitators.
Key words: Small group tutorials, Tutor Training, Learning, Facilitators.

INTRODUCTION

The curriculum in most of the medical colleges in Pakistan 
is discipline based using lectures as main instructional 
method. Lecture is the best strategy to transfer a new 
concept or information to a large number o f students at 
a time. A lecture is usually thought of as mechanism for 
imparting factual information and provides an opportunity 
to “paint the big picture” of the topic to the whole class. 
Unfortunately in public sector medical colleges of Pakistan 
the student population is large enough to lim it the 
interactive nature of the lecture. According to O’Donnell, 
lecture is a process by which the notes of teacher become 
the notes of a student without passing through the minds 
of either. 1 With undergraduate medical education currently
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carrying a health warning because of the stress and anxiety 
exhibited by students and young graduates, any educational 
process that promotes enjoyment of learning without loss 
o f basic know ledge is likely to be a better idea . 2

Undergraduate students are assumed to be capable of 
creative and critical thinking, and problem-solving skills. 
With large classes of over a few hundred and over-crowded 
syllabi, explicit teaching of thinking skills during lectures 
is not considered a practical choice. Small group work is 
characterized by student participation and interaction . 3  

Small group tutorials sessions are an innovative technique 
of information transfer which allows the tutor to develop 
the student more effectively as good listener, speaker, 
manager, life long learner and researcher . 4  When adults 
teach and learn in one another’s company, they find 
themselves engaging in a challenging, passionate and 
creative activity . 5
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On the other hand, one o f the problem s, which is 
commonly seen, is unavailability of experienced facilitators 
to conduct sessions in the appropriate way. 6  There are 
several schools of thoughts regarding the benefits of 
problem based learning and small group tutorial for the 
knowledge provision to the students. Some private medical 
institutions are following a problem based learning system 
(PBLS) , 7  whereas many public medical institutions follow 
a conventional lecture based curriculum. Pakistan Medical 
and Dental Council has policies regarding the standard 
of teaching in medical schools, however there is no such 
policy to force any institution for opting small group 
session strategy. 8  Therefore different institutes implement 
tutorials and lectures based system in different ways. The 
role of tutorial support by the tutor/facilitator is to assist 
students and encourage a learning environment that 
empowers students. A trained tutor is capable of facilitating 
the tutorial sessions in a coherent way, so that the students 
clarify their concepts without the involvement o f the 
tutor. While the untrained tutor may not be able to facilitate 
the discussion rather he/she starts leading the discussion 
and give all the answers him/herself turning small group 
tutorial session into a mini lecture again a didactic one. 
The leading role of tutor also suppresses the inquisitive 
nature of the students limiting them to become a life long 
learner.

The objective o f this study was to determ ine the 
effectiveness of training programs for the tutors to conduct 
small group tutorial sessions.

METHODOLOGY

It was a descriptive study conducted at Jinnah Medical 
and Dental College Karachi, during the academic year 
2006-7.The College observes the conventional type of 
MBBS curriculum with two years of basic and three years 
of clinical sciences education. One hundred and thirty 
nine students from MBBS first year till MBBS fourth 
year were identified by a randomly stratified method for 
the study. The students were introduced to the topic and 
its key concepts in didactic lectures. The learning 
objectives regarding the topic were given at the end of 
the week. In the following week, they attended small 
group sessions arranged for their respective subjects. 
Tutors of the respective department facilitated the tutorial 
sessions. The trained tutors were identified as the one 
who had taken the teacher-training courses regarding 
conduction o f small group tutorials arranged by the 
College ofPhysician and Surgeons ofPakistan (CPSP). 
Trained and un-trained tutors conducted the small group

tutorial sessions according to their assignments. At the 
end of tutorial sessions the students were asked to complete 
a questionnaire addressing the learning outcomes 
(motivation towards study and clarification of concepts) 
of the students and behaviors of the tutor (lecture based, 
m inim al interference, keeping discussion on track, 
bouncing the question back to the students) during the 
tutorial classes. Statistical analysis was done through 
SPSS version 15.0 and Pearson chi-square test was applied 
to calculate the association among various responses with 
significance atp<0.05.

RESULTS

The sessions facilitated by untrained tutors were mostly 
teacher centered and were unable to clarify concepts of 
students and they were not motivated towards their studies 
(Table -I). The sessions conducted by the trained tutors 
were mostly student centered and the discussion was kept 
on a track that resulted in significantly higher motivation 
towards studies and clarification of concepts compared 
to the sessions led by untrained teachers (77.7% vs. 
21.58%  p<0.05 and 80.58%  vs. 19.42%  p<0.05 
respectively). Figure I depicts the students response 
towards the method o f facilitation by a trained tutor. 
Keeping the discussion on track, making the students 
discuss among themselves and bouncing the question 
back to the students, significantly increased the motivation 
o f the students towards their studies and helped them 
clarify their concepts (p<0.05). Figure-2 is the graphical 
representation of the responses of the students towards 
the tutorial sessions conducted by the un-trained tutors. 
It shows that delivering the lecture in tutorials was not 
helpful in motivating the students towards their studies. 
Moreover the qualities of the tutor that is keeping the 
discussion on track (p<0.05), making it more student 
centered (p<0.05), and bouncing the question back 
(p<0.005) to the student group highly correlated with the 
motivation and understanding of the students regarding 
their subject clarify ing  their concepts (Table-I).

DISCUSSION

In this paper outcome-based approaches are described 
in  w h ich  com petence in  teach ing  w as defined  in 
term s o flea rn in g  outcom es. There have been  m any 
calls to decrease the use o f  didactic lectures m ethods 
in m edical education and to increase student centered 
le a rn in g . 9  S m a ll g ro u p  w o rk s  is a p o w e rfu l 
educational tool and group learning is the variety o f
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Table I: Responses of the students on the items in the questionnaire (N=139)

Descriptive output P - Value
Trained Tutor Untrained Tutor Trained Tutor Untrained Tutor

Frequency Mode % Frequency Mode % Motivation Clarification of 
concepts

Motivation Clarification of 
concepts

Teacher 
centered 
(Lecture based)

75 2 54.0 90 1 64.7 0.101 0.004 0.066 -0.037

Student
Centered
(minimal
interference)

92 1 66.2 95 3 68.3 0.179* 0.125 0.055 0.074

Keeps the 
discussion on 
track

93 1 66.9 68 2 48.9 0.100 0.198* 0.031 0.-0.013

Bounces the 
question back

78 1 56.1 79 3 56.8 0.230** 0.126 0.237** 0.009

M otivation 
toward studies

108 1 77.7* 72 3 51.8 - 0.369** - 0.062

Clarification 
o f concepts

112 1 80.6* 72 3 51.8 0.369** - 0.062 -

* p< 0.05, **p<0.005. 1= always, 2= sometimes, 3= never 

120 n

95

Teacher Student Keeps Bounces the Motivation Clarification 
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Figure 1: Responses ofthe Students to Tutorials Conducted 
by the Trained Tutors_______________________________
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educational sessions designed to enhance the learning 
capabilities o f  the student. Personal understanding 
o f  an educational issue can be attained in a num ber 
o f  w ays bu t sm all group m ake it possib le  to turn  
such  understand ing  in to  a coherent, ra tio n a l and 
professionally defensible position that can be clearly 
articu lated . 1 0  G roup is defined as the set o f  people 
ga thered  together to d iscuss the top ic  o f  sim ilar 
in terest. T he optim um  size o f  the group in  these 
sessions is 1 8 - 2 0  students . 1 1  

T rained  tu to rs  can ac tua lly  p lay  the ro le  o f  true 
leaders, who direct the discussion onto the right tract 
in  such  a w ay  th a t at the  end o f  d iscu ssio n  the 
participants are convinced that they them selves have 
reached  to the righ t decision. L eaders can m odel 
m anual, intellectual and com m unication skills, and 
le a rn e rs  can  sa fe ly  re h e a rse  an d  re f in e  th ese  
capabilities. 1 2  P reston-W hyte et al. in  their study 
declared that over two-thirds o f  academic and clinical 
s ta ff  had  rece ived  no form al tra in ing  in teaching  
skills . 1 3  It is quite possible that sessions are arranged 
w ith  a sm all num ber o f  students and a tu tor ye t the 
d iscussion is one sided and the participation  o f  the 
students is minimal. This is better called mini-lecture. 
The ro le o f  tu tor during the session is m ore o f  the 
facilitator rather than a resource person. The trained 
facilitator keeps the discussion on the right track and 
directs it to the achievem ent o f  task  w ith  m in imal 
h is/her interference.
O ptim ally effective sm all group w ork is done w hen 
there is m ore in teraction  o f  students w hich  m akes
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them  m ore expressive, encouraging them  into a good 
listener and speaker; that are the qualities o f  a good 
doctor. In case o f  traditional tutorial sessions, the tutor 
norm ally  states the objectives, initiates the process, 
invites learning input, prom otes discussion and brings 
the session to an appropriate  close. T hroughout the 
session the tutor “leads from the front” often literally. 1 4  

During all this process the discussion revolves around 
the tu tor h im /h erse lf and a few  outspoken  students 
am ong the group. T h is c learly  does n o t e lic it the 
m otivation  o f  all o f  the students and the aim  o f  the 
sm all group session is no t achieved. The success o f  
these sessions depends upon  the tu to r’s ro le . 1 5  This 
study confirm ed that the training o f  teacher influences 
significantly  (p<0.05) the m otivation o f  the students 
towards their studies. The authors surveyed forty-eight 
d istin g u ish ed  teach ers  from  c lin ica l departm en ts  
regarding the role o f  instructional successes in learning 
to  teach . U s in g  q u a lita tiv e  c o n te n t a n a ly s is  o f  
com m en ts , the  au th o rs  id e n tif ie d  n in e  com m on  
successes in clinical teaching associated with planning, 
teaching, and reflection. In anticipatory reflection used 
for planning, com m on successes occurred by involving 
learners, continuously innovating, creating a positive 
atm osphere  fo r learn ing , considering  the learners, 
engag ing  the learners , p rep arin g  adequate ly , and 
lim iting content . 1 6

In addition to the participation, sm all group sessions 
are also  charac te rized  by  group w ork  on task  and 
reflection on the w ork completed. This is reflected by 
the achievem ent o f  the learning objectives w ith  the 
clarification o f  the concepts. The training o f  the tutors 
as the facilitators o f  group discussion has a v ital role 
in th is aspect. The ab ility  o f  the tu to r to keep  the 
discussion on the right track and bouncing the question 
back  to the students is positively  and sign ifican tly  
correlated w ith the clarification o f  the concepts by the 
students themselves (p<0.05 andp<0.005 respectively). 
A  fundam ental feature o f  effective facilita tion  is to 
m ake the p artic ipan ts  feel that they  are v a lued  as 
separate, unique individuals deserving o f  respect . 5  I f  
the tutors are new  to sm all group learning, then they 
need to be trained and acquire som e basic know ledge 
o f  adult learning. A ppropria te  faculty  developm ent 
p ro g ra m s  sh o u ld  be  d e v e lo p e d  to  m e e t th e se  
requirem ents. These m ay  take the form  o f  specific

courses or “on th e jo b ” training and m ay include the 
opportun ity  to jo in  experienced  tu to rs at w ork. 1 7  

Faculty  developm ent and evaluation program  w ere 
found to have contributed significantly to the process 
o f  c u rricu la r change. 1 8  S uccessfu l sm all g roup 
sessions are based on developm ent o f  trust, fostering 
o f  co llaboration  and achievem ent o f  task. A s w ith  
all teaching instrum ents its benefits are m axim ized 
w hen it is used skillfully by  a well trained tutor w ith 
s t r u c tu r e d  w i th  w e l l  d e f in e d  o b je c t iv e s .

CONCLUSION

T ra ined  tu to rs w ere  able to m anage sm all group 
tutorials in a w ay that students could obtain m axim um  
learning benefits. Students’ satisfaction and motivation 
become high after attending tutorial session conducted 
by  tra ined  tu tors. T herefo re  the au thors strong ly  
recom m end that the teaching staff o f  m edical college 
shou ld  be tra ined  th rough  short courses/series o f  
w orkshops to be w ell acquainted w ith  the teaching 
skills and learning m ethodologies so as to conduct 
tutorial session effectively.
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