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Development of Higher-Level Intellectual Skills through Interactive Group 
Work: Perspectives between Students and Educators

Introduction
Nursing education aims to equip students with theoretical 
knowledge and practical skills to provide safe and cost-effective 
patient care [1, 2]. Currently, the healthcare service emphasizes 
interdisciplinary collaboration to ensure safe and high-quality care 
[3]. Various higher-level intellectual skills are crucial for promoting 
collaboration among healthcare professional disciplines. Interactive 
group work is an innovative teaching–learning method commonly 
employed to enhance knowledge and skill development through 
a student-centred learning approach [3-5]. Therefore, interactive 
group work embraces self-initiated study and group learning [3, 5, 
6]. In professional training curricula, the applications of interactive 
group work are currently increasing to develop self-learning 
motivation and collaborative attributes in students [7]. Students 
in a group have the opportunity to learn more their individual 

study and from others through discussion, feedback, sharing and 
clarification [3, 8]. In that sense, Interactive group work facilitates 
social networking and supportive relationships and develops social 
awareness and social interactions with others even from diverse 
cultural backgrounds and personal experiences contributing to 
more empowerment and cooperation abilities [4, 9-11]. 

As the current healthcare service emphasizes multidisciplinary 
collaboration to ensure patient safety and higher quality care, 
interactive group work is an effective tool for training collaborative 
attributes in students for clinical practice [12]. Students can develop 
higher-level intellectual skills, such as for communication, critical 
thinking, leadership and management, and problem solving, by 
interacting with others for personal and professional development 
[7-13]. However, how nurse students’ higher-level intellectual 
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skills developed through interactive group work was not well 
understood. Specifically, the study aimed to address what higher-
level intellectual skills are developed through interactions with 
other students in small group work based on the perspectives of 
students and educators. 

Materials and Methods 
Design
This study was a secondary analysis of a qualitative study using 
semi-structured group interviews [14]. This study design allowed 
the exploration of students and educators’ perspectives of higher-
level intellectual skill development and allowed the researcher to 
follow up on interesting issues to enrich the content of the topic 
during the in-depth interviews.

Participants and Settings
Purposive sampling was used to recruit the participants for this 
study. Participants who were undergraduate nurse students or 
educators at a professional training institution and had experience 
of learning or teaching small group were invited to participate in 
the study. Students and educators were separated for the interview.

Data Collection
A semi-structured interview guide was used to explore 
development of higher-level intellectual skills through interactive 
group work from the perspectives of students and educators. Three 
to four students or educators were formed in a group. Face-to-face 
group interviews were conducted by the principle investigator 
(PI) and were digitally audio-recorded in a quiet room at the 
study institution. The research assistant (RA) took fieldnotes on 
facial expressions, special tones and body language, and on 
interactions between the interviewer and interviewees to ensure 
more contextual information for analysis. The interviews started 
with the open-ended question, “Tell me how you learn specific 
intellectual skills while working in a group”. Each interview lasted 
about 45 to 90 minutes. Data collection was stopped when data 
saturation was reached. 

Ethical Considerations
Approval was sought from the Ethics Research Committee of the 
study institution. Participants were required to sign an informed 
consent form once they agreed to participate in the study. All 
personal data were kept strictly confidential and anonymous.

Data Analysis
Colaizzi’s method was used for data analysis in this study [15]. All 
interviews were first transcribed verbatim by the RA and accuracy 
checked by the PI before the analysis. Then the PI and the RA 
independently read and reread the verbatim transcriptions to obtain 
significant statements about students developing higher-level 
intellectual skills in small group work. Meanings were formulated 
and sorted into categories or clusters of themes. The findings were 
integrated into an exhaustive description of the phenomenon. 
To ensure qualitative rigour and trustworthiness, the principle 
researcher and research assistant analysed the data independently. 

The PI and the RA compared the results. All discrepancies were 
solved through discussions among two independent researchers 
until a consensus was reached.

Study Rigour and Triangulation
To ensure qualitative rigour and trustworthiness, purposive 
sampling allowed continuous comparisons among the perspectives 
of participants from different cohorts of undergraduate nursing 
programmes. Triangulation was employed during the interviews 
while simultaneously implementing persistent observation and 
taking fieldnotes. The PI and the RA did their individual coding 
independently and then compared the results to eliminate potential 
biases and illuminate blind spots. Member checking was performed 
to verify the results of the initial analysis, give comments, and add 
information to clarify the statements and refine the themes. 
 
Results
The study involved 13 students and 10 educators. All students were 
from year 2 to 5 and the educators had 2 to >10 years’ teaching 
experience. 

Based on the students’ and educators’ perspectives, four higher-
level intellectual skills, namely interpersonal communication, 
critical thinking, problem-solving, and creativity, were identified 
and presented them as themes below.

Theme 1: Interpersonal communication 
All participants pointed out that their communication among 
teammates were improved through working in a small group. 
Interpersonal communication is the core element for a healthy and 
strong group dynamics [3]. A lack of effective communication will 
invalidate the completely learning process no matter in individual 
learning and group learning through interactive group work [15, 
16].

“Working in a group facilitates our communication among our 
teammates. I can communication with my teammates to share 
our viewpoints and to ventilate our feelings. Through discussion 
and listening to others, I found that my communication skills are 
improved each time. We learned through sharing and listening to 
others with respect and understanding.” (Student 4)

Another student emphasized the value of learning through various 
communication channels while working together.

“I have experiences of working in a group. When you work in a 
group, you are expected to work with others with different ideas, 
personalities, and interests. Our group work will be divided into 
small parts and each of us will be responsible for one or two parts. 
Therefore, we need to communicate well with other groupmates. 
Otherwise, our works cannot be combined to be one piece. When I 
listen to others, I learn from them, and also learn to communicate 
in the group. I recall that I worked with eight groupmates for 
a poster. Each of us had our own task. But how we could make 
our small works, like puzzles, turn to be a poster? We need to 



communicate, to discuss, and to share. By time to time, I learned 
how to communicate with others. I had to share and listen to them. 
Even if time is running short, we can use various channels, such as 
WhatsApp and Skype for group discussion.” (Student 2)

All educators agreed that interactive group work was effective 
to develop students’ communication skills. They explained 
that nurses needed to maintain good communication with other 
healthcare disciplines for better patient care. Students were 
required to learn to effectively communicate with other teammates 
who were from various backgrounds, interests and personalities. 
Students enhanced their knowledge through sharing their ideas. 
Both students and educators shared that communication was the 
most challenging aspect of lifelong learning. Students needed to 
establish good relationships with groupmates and emphasized 
“respect” was an important element for establishing and 
maintaining good communication and interpersonal relationships.

“Students must understand and accept others with different 
backgrounds and personalities. Completion of project is, of 
course, important but it is more important for students to realize 
that good relationships and communication made it happen. In 
between, they actually learned how to respect others even though 
ideas might differ or are even unhelpful. In my experience, some 
students are able to communicate with others very well. They listen 
to their groupmates and they share their viewpoints. I believe 
that communication with patience, acceptance, and respect is 
very important for an effective communication. I believe mutual 
respect is the core of collaborative development. Students learn 
communication through working in a group definitely, and it is 
what we (educators) expected.” (Educator 6)

Another educator continued,
“Students must communicate with each other once they have 
formed a group, which helps them know one another better and 
learn how to get along with others with different backgrounds. 
Sometimes, I found some students do not know their groupmates in 
their group. Certainly, working in a group is important for them to 
communicate with others wo are with different backgrounds. They 
need to not only learn from the group project but also learn to 
communicate with someone no matter if they know or do not know, 
to accept points of view different from theirs, and to respect others’ 
feelings and thoughts. I can see some students learn all of these 
very well through working in a group, but some cannot. Well, it’s 
their study journal… Communication is definitely essential in their 
study. Students have to learn various skills to well equip themselves 
for better patient care. When I found some students who could 
not work well in a group, it’s usually due to communication gaps 
or misunderstanding among them. Mutual respect is the lesson I 
usually teach those students.” (Educator 1)

Theme 2: Critical thinking
All students agreed that they learned more seriously in a group 
because each of them had to commit to fulfil a project. During the 
learning process, they developed their critical thinking ability to 

integrate their knowledge and skills through working in a group. A 
student shared his experience.

“At the beginning, we have to search as much information as 
possible for our own task of the group project. During our searching, 
we need to critically screen and select the relevant information. 
The most challenging part is to integrate all information for our 
learning and our project. By time to time, I found that I developed 
some critical thinking skills.” (Student 3).

Most of the educators mentioned that critical thinking was the 
important skill for students to learn through interactive group work 
in their nursing training. An educator shared her experience how 
she found her students develop their critical thinking skills through 
interactive group work.

“I found that students usually learn critical thinking when they 
discuss. They usually brought their knowledge they learned and 
shared in the group. All students would discuss the findings they 
individually got from their home study, explain the phenomena 
altogether, and select relevant information for their project. 
Students develop critical thinking skills through analyze the 
statements shared by their groupmates. During the process from 
sharing to selection, they need to assimilate their learning and 
skills based on evidence. Such training is important for students 
to collect and analyze patients’ condition through critical thinking 
and analysis.” (Educator 6) 

Theme 3: Problem-solving 
All students admitted that working in a group was an effective 
learning process in which they were able to solve the problems 
together. The problems were diverse, spanning individual learning 
to complex interpersonal collaboration issues. Through group 
discussion, students shared their learning and worked together 
to address their difficulties. They would also find the answers via 
surfing internet and seeking advice from their tutors. A student 
shared her experience,

“I have my own responsible parts to do in the group. I surf 
the Internet and watch some videos on YouTube for relevant 
information. It’s exciting when I found the answers. In such 
learning, I could have more questions. If I do not do anything, I 
can only provide the answers of my part. Honestly, it’s not enough 
because I cannot explain my part well to my teammates. Therefore, 
I search again until I am able to understand my part well. At least, 
I can explain my part to my teammates. In such, I develop skills to 
solve problems.” (Student 2)

Another student agreed and shared, “I also have the same 
experience to have many questions and then find the answers 
while working on my own part. The problem-solving skills can be 
developed through discussion in the group. We sometimes cannot 
find the answers thoroughly. I therefore bring the problems in the 
group. Through discussion, we all solve the problems together. 
Group work is a good learning channel to learn from others, not 
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only from problems. Our problem-solving ability is enhanced 
particularly through discussion and working altogether.” (Student 
12)

All educators admitted that group work enables students to learn 
new knowledge through collaboration. They expected students 
to work on their individual tasks first and then work in a group. 
The educators believed that students learned from searching and 
solving problems together, not only the knowledge but also the 
conflicts among them. An educator shared, 

“Students are expected to learn more through a small group work. 
I found that students would distribute their own work and share 
with their groupmates. If they have any difficulties, they should 
discuss in a group first. I can also see students develop senses of 
accountability, perseverance, patience, and acceptance of others. 
If they do not have those attitudes and behaviors, they cannot solve 
the problems altogether. For sure, they learn from a question and 
further questions. No matter they learn from their own study or 
their group, Problem-solving skills enable students to be more 
competent. It is also an important ability to provide safe care for 
patients.” (Educator 6)

Another educator added, “Sometimes, the problems come from the 
conflicts or arguments among students while they are discussing. 
Students need to learn how to handle with all kinds of problems. 
I had a group of students. they had lots of arguments at the 
beginning. At the end, they would approach me because there 
were conflicts in the group. I told them that they should learn 
how to compromise and accept others while they were trying to 
solve problems. Otherwise, problems were not being solved but it’s 
meaningless if conflicts fill in the group. Students have to learn to 
solve problems even if they receive different ideas” (Educator 8) 

Theme 4. Creativity
Some students enjoyed their group work because they were able to 
use their talents. Through using their talents, they developed their 
creativity ability.

“(feeling excited) … depends on what types of group projects. I 
love posters because I love drawing pictures, putting photos on 
them, and sticking decorations. Some teammates are very talented. 
They can make special designs for our group project and make it 
more attractive.” (Student 1)

Another student further shared about the importance of having a 
talented and creative groupmate in a group:
“It is important to have a groupmate who is an artist. He loved 
drawing and was very creative. Even a tedious PowerPoint 
project, he could turn into an attractive artwork to impress others 
and allowed us to enjoy our participation in the final presentation. 
(Student 4)

Some educators expressed that not all students were creative, but 
those who were, they would enjoy their learning much more.

“If a student can find his/her talent and show it in the group, the 
group will be more energetic. I had a student who loved to draw a 
picture while her groupmates were sharing their ideas or learning. 
I found that the group would be more positive and filled with 
laughs. I can see that student used her creativity to draw a picture. 
At the beginning, she tried to make herself understand what her 
groupmates expressed. Because of her drawing, the whole group 
was immersed in the group sharing. I also felt amazed that she 
could draw that fast and share that in the group. Actually, students 
should use their imagination when they learn. Imagination is also 
creativity to help students illustrate the statements to a picture or 
a scene.” (Educator 11)

Discussion
This study revealed four major themes related to development 
of the higher-level intellectual skills, including interpersonal 
communication, critical thinking, problem solving, and creativity, 
based on perspectives of students and educators. They are all crucial 
for students to equip themselves to provide high-quality care. 
Unlike examinations and practical skill assessments, these skills 
are integrated into the curricula and under-evaluated throughout 
the study. These skills can be nurtured in accordance with students’ 
involvement in their learning through interacting with others. 
Therefore, this study results increase educators’ awareness of the 
development of higher-level intellectual skills through interaction 
among students. 

Interpersonal communication skills include active listening, 
empathy/understanding of others, problem-solving, conflict 
resolution and patience, which function during interactions with 
others [13-18]. In other words, interpersonal communication 
develops and enhance collaborative relationships and social 
interaction. As the current healthcare service emphasizes 
multidisciplinary teamwork, interpersonal communication skills 
are crucial to nurturing students’ collaborative attributes [15, 17, 
18]. Good communication improves outcome quality and resolves 
conflicts [13, 16-18]. Effective interpersonal communication is 
beneficial to individualized and group learning through mutual 
respect and exchange of experience and ideas.

Due to the complexity of the healthcare service, critical thinking 
is essential for determining high-priority care, ethical decision-
making and clinical judgment [19-21]. Critical thinking is also 
an essential skill for resolving conflicts and difficulties [10, 20, 
21]. Critical thinking ability is commonly examined using various 
teaching methodologies, e.g. problem-based learning, with positive 
results. Critical thinking and problem solving are inter-related 
[19-22]. Students learn to think competently and independently 
to cultivate their problem-solving abilities [19, 20]. Nurses also 

Med Clin Res, 2020         Volume 5 | Issue 8 | 167www.medclinres.org



have to equip themselves with analytic and reasoning abilities 
that coexist with critical thinking and/or problem-solving skills 
to ensure appropriate patient care. The extent of development 
of critical thinking, problem solving, and analytic and reasoning 
skills is related to the degree of competence in knowledge and 
experience [14].

Creativity is a unique ability that combines skills, experience and 
knowledge to improve outcome quality [23]. A creative person 
can motivate their group to complete a group work using different 
channels or methods. Students’ creativity skills should be nurtured 
to increase their feasibility when providing care to patients with 
innovative ideas [24]. Creativity is useful for problem-solving 
and generating new strategies and ideas [23]. Students may 
encounter unpredictable situations that demand creative thinking 
for appropriate decision-making [23, 24] Creative thinking and 
critical thinking are inter-related and can exist simultaneously 
[23]. During group discussion, students have opportunities to 
brainstorm and share their ideas; they generate constructive and 
creative ideas and explain the rationales, making them more 
engaged in their learning [23, 24]. Today’s healthcare service 
tends to rely greatly on sophisticated and convenient equipment; 
the development of creativity ability is impeded. Educators should 
provide a nurturing environment for students to develop creative 
thinking with adequate support [17].

It is important to note that interpersonal communication is the core 
element for further directing the development of other higher-level 
intellectual skills. These skills are all interlinked and individually 
connected with interpersonal communication. Knowledge and 
experience can be fostered and shared through interpersonal 
communication during learning, leading to the enhancement of 
other higher-level intellectual skills through small group work. 
Therefore, small group work can promote students’ personal and 
professional growth not limiting the knowledge and practical skills 
for appropriate care, but also by creating a better learning and 
collaborative environment for further skill development [25, 26]. 
Figure 1 illustrates the relationships among the four skills and their 
interactions with knowledge and experiences through interaction 
group work.

Figure 1: The relationships among these four higher-level 
intellectual skills and their interactions with knowledge and 

experiences through small group work.

This study found the development of higher-level intellectual 
skills through interactive group work was valuable for personal 
and professional development. However, this study has some 
limitations. As all participants were recruited from the same 
educational institution, the results cannot be generalized in other 
educational institutions because the perspectives of those students 
and educators could be influenced by the specific teaching and 
learning modes at the study institution.

Conclusions
The study revealed four major themes related to higher-level 
intellectual skill development based on the experience of learning 
in a small group among undergraduate nursing students or teaching 
in a small group among nurse educators. These themes showed 
the importance of higher-level intellectual skill development 
in nursing study. Of these skills, interpersonal communication 
is a core element of the development of other higher-level 
intellectual skills. All identified skills are significant to enhance 
their interdisciplinary collaboration abilities to provide higher 
quality care. Educators should pay more attention to not only 
achieve course intended learning outcomes but also increase their 
awareness of students’ learning in developing these higher-level 
intellectual skills through interaction with others.

Funding
This study was supported by College Research Grant of Tung Wah 
College (2015-00-55-R150401).

References
1. Bimray PB (2013) Innovative education strategies 

implemented for large numbers of undergraduate nursing 
students: The Case of one South African university nursing 
department. J Nurs Educ Pract 3: 116-120.

2. D’Souza MI (2014) Exploring nursing student engagement 
in the learning environment for improved learning outcomes. 
Clin Nurs Stud 2: 1-16.

3. Mennenga H, Smyer T (2010) A model for easily incorporating 
team-based learning into nursing education. Int J Nurs Edu 
Scholarsh 7.

4. Mills D, Alexander P (2013) Small group teaching: a toolkit 
for learning [Internet]. York: Higher Education Academy.

5. Sanasuttipun W, Tungjairob V, Musiksukont S, Lerthamatewe 
W, Chanwatana B (2009) Effectiveness of Small Group 
Discussion on Critical Thinking, Self-directed Learning, and 
Learning Satisfaction of Thai Nursing Students. J Nurs Sci 
27: 8-16.

6. Dana S (2007) Implementing team-based learning in an 
introduction to law course. J Leg Stud Educ 24: 59-108.

7. Van Offenbeek M (2001) Processes and outcomes of team 
learning. European Journal of Work and Organizational 
Psychology 10: 303-317.

8. Edmunds S, Brown G (2010) Effective small group learning: 

Med Clin Res, 2020         Volume 5 | Issue 8 | 168www.medclinres.org



AMEE guide No. 48. Med Teach 32: 715-726.
9. Chiriac E (2014).Group work as an incentive for learning – 

students’ experiences of group work. Front Psychol 5: 1-10.
10. Kokemuller, N. (2007). Advantages and Disadvantages of 

cooperative learning group grades [Internet]. Globalpost: 
America’s world news site, Demand Media.

11. Gagnon L, Roberge G (2012) Dissecting the journey: Nursing 
student experiences with collaboration during the group work 
process. Nurse Educ Today 32: 945-950.

12. Kourkouta L, Papathanasiou J (2014) Communication in 
nursing practice. Mater Sociomedica 26: 65-67.

13. Barnard A, Nash R, O’Brien M (2005) Information Literacy: 
Developing Lifelong skills through nursing education. J Nurs 
Educ 44: 505-510.

14. Wong FMF (2017) A cross-sectional study: Collaborative 
learning approach enhances learning attitudes of undergraduate 
nursing students. GSTF JNHC 5.

15. Colaizzi PF (1978) Psychological research as the 
phenomenologist views it. In: Valle R, editor. Existential 
phenomenological alternatives for psychology. New York: 
Oxford University Press 1978: 1-23.

16. Lee A, Doran D (2017) The role of interpersonal relations 
in healthcare team communication and patient safety: A 
proposed model of interpersonal process in teamwork. Can J 
Nurs Res 49: 75-93.

17. Vertino K (2014) Effective Interpersonal Communication: 
A practical guide to improve your life. Online J Issues Nurs 
19:1.

18. Wong FMF (2018) A phenomenological research study: 
Perspectives of student learning through small group work 
between undergraduate nursing students and educators. Nurse 
Educ Today 68: 153-158.

19. Yalçın Kanbay, Ayse Okanli (2017) The effect of critical 
thinking education on nursing students’ problem-solving 
skills. Contemp Nurse 53: 313-321. 

20. Ozkahraman S, Yildrim B (2011) An overview of critical 
thinking in nursing and education. Am Int J Contemp Res 1: 
190-196.

21. Papathanasiou JV, Kleisiaris CF, Fradelos EC, Kakou K, 
Kourkouta L (2014) Critical thinking: The development of 
an essential skill for nursing students. Acta Inform. Med 22: 
283-286.

22. Sandahl S (2010) Collaborative testing as a learning strategy 
in nursing education. Nurse Educ Perspect 31: 142-147.

23. Chan Z (2013) A systematic review of creative thinking/
creativity in nursing education. Nurse Educ Today 33: 1382-
1387.

24. Isfahani S, Hosseini M, Khoshknab M, Peyrovi H, Khanke 
H (2015) Nurses’ Creativity: Advantage or Disadvantage. 
Iranian Red Crescent Med J 17: e20895.

25. Beddingham E, Whitehead B (2015) Developing a 
collaborative research partnership. Nurs Stand 29: 44-47.

26. Morphet J, Hood K, Cant R, Baulch J, Gilbee A, et al. (2014) 
Teaching teamwork: an evaluation of an interprofessional 
training ward placement for health care students. Adv Med 
Educ Pract 5: 197-204.

Copyright: ©2020 Shimon Shatzmiller., This is an open-access article 
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, 
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any 
medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

Med Clin Res, 2020         Volume 5 | Issue 8 | 169www.medclinres.org

Citation: Florence Mei Fung WONG  (2020) Development of Higher-Level Intellectual Skills through Interactive Group Work: Per-
spectives between Students and Educators.  Journal of Medical & Clinical Research  5(8):164-169.


