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Abstract
Purpose: This study aimed to compare mean scores on critical 
thinking, self-directed learning, and learning satisfaction in 
third-year students who participated in small group discussion 
compared to those who attended lectures in a Thai 
undergraduate nursing program. 
Design: A quasi-experimental study design was conducted.  
Methods: The study participants included 68 students who 
attended the course, “Nursing Care of Persons with Health 
Deviation I”, during May to October 2006. Small group 
discussion was performed as a teaching method in the 
experimental group (n = 34), while lecturing was delivered in 
the control group (n = 34). Critical thinking and self-directed 
learning were measured before and after the teaching methods. 
Learning satisfaction was measured after the teaching methods. 
Main findings: Mean score changes (pretest-posttest mean 
differences) in critical thinking, and self-directed learning in 
the experimental group were statistically higher than those in 
the control group. Students’ learning satisfaction mean in the 
experimental group was statistically higher than that in the 
control group. In the control group, students’ critical thinking 
mean decreased following the lecturing. However, in the 
experimental group, students’ self-directed learning mean 
increased following small group discussion. 
Conclusion and recommendations: Small group discussion 
could increase students’ critical thinking, self-directed learning, 
and learning satisfaction. Thai nurse educators should 
incorporate small group discussion while teaching their nursing 
students when applicable.  
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Introduction
 Due to the dramatic change in national 
health care reform and the economic crisis in 
Thailand, professional nurses are required to be 
critical thinkers, problem solvers, and wise users 
of limited available resources. Critical thinking 
has been categorized by the Nursing Council of 
Thailand as one of the core competencies of 
professional nurses1; therefore, nursing students 
should be encouraged to be able to think 
critically, through teaching methods in their 
nursing programs. These students must learn how 
to assess new knowledge and monitor their own 
nursing practice using sound rationales.2 
Additionally, teaching methods presently used by 
the faculty should be assessed on their influence 
on critical thinking of Thai nursing students.  
 In current nursing education, lecturing is 
used as the main teaching method, especially in 
undergraduate education.3 During lecture classes, 
students listen and write notes.4 Bunbarithipong5 
reported that the lecture method did not appear 
to foster Thai students’ problem solving and 
critical thinking to the level desired. Thai students 
who received content in lecture classes had a 
moderate level of critical thinking.6 Thus, it is 
important for the nursing faculty to find 
innovative teaching methods in order to enhance 
students’ critical thinking.  
 Small group discussion, an alternative 
teaching method, may improve students’ critical 
thinking. In small groups, students have several 
opportunities to think, analyze, and evaluate the 
obtained new knowledge, and solve clinical 
problems which could enhance students’ critical 
thinking.7, 8  Ebert-May, Brewer, and Allred   
(1997)9 noted that small group discussion could 
change passive learners into active learners. 
Thanooruk, and Chanpuelksa (2002)10 assessed 
the effectiveness of problem-based learning, 
including small group discussion session on 
critical thinking skills of the first-year nursing 
students. Students’ posttest scores for critical 
thinking skills were statistically significantly 
higher than their pretest scores (p < .001). 
 Small group discussion could increase 
students’ self-directed learning, or their 

responsibility in learning process.11 Students who 
were part of self-directed learning would decide 
what they needed to learn and how they managed 
their learning process.11 Jutin et al. (2005) 
examined competencies in self-directed learning 
in Thai nursing students who received student-
centered teaching. These students had high scores 
of competencies in self-directed learning.12  

Arpanantikul, Thanooruk, Chanpuelksan (2004) 
assessed students’ self-directed learning readiness 
through problem-based learning, including small 
group discussion session. The posttest means of 
students’ self-directed learning readiness scores 
were significantly higher than their pretest mean 
scores (p < .01).13 

 Small group discussion, which focuses on 
student-centered teaching, may increase students’ 
learning satisfaction or opinion towards teaching 
management. Thai nursing students receiving 
student-centered teaching had high score of 
happiness.12 Students’ learning satisfaction 
through problem-based learning that included 
small group discussion session was in a good 
level.13 Small group discussion, an active learning 
method, may assist these students to gain more 
skills in critical thinking, self-directed learning, 
and learning satisfaction. Thus, this study aimed 
to assess the effectiveness of small group 
discussion on critical thinking, self-directed 
learning, and learning satisfaction of the third-
year students in a Thai undergraduate nursing 
program.  

StudyMethod
StudyDesignandParticipants
 The quasi-experimental study design was 
conducted in a group of 68 third-year students 
who attended the 3-credit course “Nursing Care 
of Person with Health Deviation I” in the 
Bachelor of Nursing Science Program at the 
Faculty of Nursing, Mahidol University, Bangkok, 
Thailand during April to October (first semester) 
in 2006. This course consisted of 3 different units 
and was offered twice a year. A total of 204 third-
year students were enrolled in the indicated 
nursing program in 2006. About 102 students 
attended this course in an 18-week semester. They 
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were divided into three groups (34 students/
group) and rotated to study for 6 weeks in each of 
the three units. Due to a large number of students 
who registered to attend this selected course and 
its strict rotation schedule, most students tried to 
complete its full schedules in a semester.  
 This study was begun with approval from 
the Ethics Committee of Faculty of Nursing, 
Mahidol University. At the beginning of the first 
semester, the students were well informed by the 
research team about the study objectives, details, 

Table1  Selected class sessions, teaching methods and data collection process 

Pretest
-Critical  
thinking 
-Self-directed  
learning 


Teachingmethods(Lecturing/Smallgroupdiscussion)
1.Nursing care for children with cardiovascular problems 
(3 hours) 
2.Psychosocial care for hospitalized children and families 
(3 hours) 
3. Nursing care for newborn (2.5 hours) 
 
4. Nursing care for newborn with complications (1.5hours) 

Posttest
-Critical  
thinking 
-Self-directed  
learning 
-Learning  
satisfaction 

 Participants in the control group (n = 34) 
were assigned to attend lecturing class during the 
first 6 weeks of the semester and they could 
request for additional handouts with related 
questions and scenarios after the 6-week period. 
These students could obtain some benefits from 
participating in this study. The experimental 
group (n = 34) were assigned to participate in 
small group discussion during the last 6 weeks. 
The stepwise process in this intervention program 
was described in Table 2. During the 6-week 
period, each group attended the selected 4-class 

sessions (total 10 hours) in the “Nursing Care of 
Children and Adolescence Unit”, one of the three 
units in the selected course “Nursing Care of 
Person with Health Deviation I”. Three existing 
instruments, listed below, were used to obtain 
data from the control and experimental groups 
during their separate 6-week periods. This 
schedule was selected in order to minimize 
opportunities for communication between the 
two study groups, which might affect the study 
results.  

and confidentiality of data. All students expressed 
their willingness to participate in this study and 
signed their informed consents. This study had 3 
parts: a pretest, a teaching method, and a posttest 
as illustrated in (Table 1). Prior to a selected 
teaching method (lecturing or small group 
discussion), critical thinking and self-directed 
learning were measured (Pretest). Following a 
teaching method, critical thinking, self-directed 
learning, and learning satisfaction were measured 
(Posttest). 
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Table2Intervention program (Small group discussion)  

InterventionProgram
1. Preparation at the beginning of the course unit  
 1.1 Introduced “small group discussion” to participants. 
 1.2 Provide handouts with related questions 1 week before each class session. 
2. Arrange teaching session at the beginning of each of 4 selected class sessions 
       2.1 Orientate participants to small group discussion. 
       2.2 Deliver essential contents (lecturing) (1/3 of teaching session hours). 
       2.3 Facilitate small group discussion (2/3 of teaching session hours). 
             -Divide participants into 3 groups (11-12 participants/group). 
             -Distribute scenarios and related questions. 
             -Encourage groups to select chair, secretary, and presenters. 
             -Allow participants to discuss their ideas/knowledge among group members. 
             -Facilitate/assist participants if needed (one instructor/per group). 
             -Arrange participants to give presentations to answer scenario questions. 
             -Offer comments, correct misunderstanding, and suggest important contents  
             -In order to obtain unbiased study results, the instructors were not allowed to collect data  
    from participants before and after class sessions.  
 

 
Instruments
 Three existing questionnaires were used to 
obtained data from study participants. 
 A critical thinking questionnaire was 
modified by Yamsuda (1999) from Facione and 
Facione’s Critical thinking tool.10  This 30-item 
instrument included 3 subscales: analysis, 
evaluation, and inference. Each item contained a 
short scenario and 4-5 multiple choices. If 
students gave a correct answer, they would get 1 
point. If students gave a wrong answer, they would 
get 0 point.10, 14  The internal consistency reliability 
(KR-20) was .70.10  A higher score indicated a 
greater ability of critical thinking.  
 The self-directed learning readiness scale 
was modified by Arpanantikul and colleagues 
(2004) from Fisher, King and Tague (2001).13  This 
instrument contained 50 items measuring on a   
5-point likert scale (1 = never true of me to 5 = 
very true of me). Internal consistency reliability 
was .93 using Cronbach’s alpha.13, 15  A higher 
score on self-directed learning indicated a greater 
ability of self-directed learning.  
Learning satisfaction questionnaire was developed 

by Sanasuttipun and colleagues (2002).16 This 62-
item instrument had three subscales: teacher, 
student, and environment. This instrument was 
measured on a 4-point Likert scale (high = 3, 
moderate = 2, little = 1, does not occur = 0). The 
reliability was high with Cronbach’s internal 
consistency of .94.16 A higher score indicated a 
higher satisfaction to learning of students.16  
 
Results
 A total of 34 students participated in the 
control group and other 34 students in the 
experimental group. The mean age in both groups 
was 20 years, ranged 19-34 years in the control 
group and 19-22 years in the experimental group. 
The majority of both groups (81-82%) had 
adequate family income. Most of students in both 
groups (71-76%) had parents who were still 
married. The majority (33-37%) of both groups 
had parents whose occupation was in agriculture, 
such as farmers. 
 The mean scores of critical thinking, self-
directed learning, and learning satisfaction of the 
control and experimental groups were displayed 
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in Table 3. The differences between pretest and posttest mean scores (changes in mean scores) in critical 
thinking and self-directed learning between the control and experimental groups were depicted in   
Table 4. In addition, the difference in posttest mean scores on students’ learning satisfaction between 
these two groups was demonstrated (Table 4). 
 

Table3 Critical thinking, self-directed learning, and learning satisfaction means in control and   
   experimental groups     

Variables
 
Critical thinking  
 
Self-directed learning 
 
Learning satisfaction 
(Posttest) 

Pretest
mean(n)

15.91 
(34) 

193.71 
(34) 

- 
 

SD
 

2.56 
 

23.88 
 
- 

Posttest
mean(n)

14.52 
(33) 

194.44 
(34) 

147.77 
(34) 

SD
 

3.43 
 

20.71 
 

13.46 

Pretest
mean(n)

15.19 
(27) 

187.63 
(27) 

- 
 

SD
 

2.39 
 

20.36 
 
- 

Posttest
mean(n)

15.71 
(34) 

198.28 
(34) 

160.19 
(34) 

SD
 

3.17 
 

22.24 
 

12.20 

Controlgroup Experimentalgroup

Table4 Comparisons of mean score changes (pretest-posttest mean differences) in critical thinking,   
   self-directed learning, and posttest between mean scores on learning satisfaction in control   
   and experimental groups 

Variables
Critical  
thinking  
Self-directed  
learning 
 
Learning satisfaction 
(Posttest) 

Meandifference(n)
-1.48 
(33) 
0.73 
(34) 

Posttest
147.77 

(34) 

SD
3.75 

 
18.06 

 
SD

13.46 
 

Meandifference(n)
0.37 
(27) 

10.77 
(27) 

Posttest
160.19 

(34) 

SD
2.73 

 
16.16 


SD

12.20 
 

t-test
-2.15 (p < .05) 

 
-2.26 (p < .05) 

 
t-test

-3.98  (p < .01) 
 

Controlgroup Experimentalgroup

 

 Between these two study groups, mean score 
changes (pretest-posttest mean differences) were 
statistically significant different in critical thinking 
(t-test = -2.15, p < .05), and self-directed learning 
means (t-test = -2.26, p < .05). Learning 
satisfaction mean in the experimental group was 
statistically higher than that in the control group 
(n = 34, t-test = -3.98, p < .01). These findings 
revealed that small group discussion could 
enhance students’ critical thinking ability, self-
directed learning, and learning satisfaction.  
 The mean scores of critical thinking and self-
directed learning during pretest and posttest 
within the same groups were compared in Table 5. 

For critical thinking in the control group, pretest 
mean was significantly higher than posttest mean 
(n = 33, paired t-test = 2.27, p < .05) while pretest 
and posttest means of self-directed learning were 
not significant different in this group. For critical 
thinking in the experimental group, pretest and 
posttest means of were not significant different, 
while posttest means of self-directed learning 
were significantly higher than pretest mean   
(n = 27, paired t-test = -3.46, p < .01). These 
findings revealed that a traditional lecturing 
method tended to decrease students’ critical 
thinking while small group discussion appeared 
to enhance students’ self-directed learning. 
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Table5Comparisons of critical thinking and self-directed learning means within control and    
  experimental groups      

Studygroups/
Variables
Controlgroup
-Critical thinking  
    (n = 33) 
  -Self-directed learning 
    (n = 34) 
Experimentalgroup
-Critical thinking 
    (n = 27) 
 -Self-directed learning 
    (n = 27) 

Mean


16.00              
 

193.71              
         
 

15.19                     
 

187.63 

SD


2.55 
 

23.88 
 
 

2.39 
 

20.36 
 

Mean


14.52 
 

194.44 
 
 

15.56 
 

198.40  
 

SD


3.43 
 

20.71 
 
 

3.41 
 

23.90 
 

pairedt-test


2.27 (p < .05) 
 

-0.24 (p > .05) 
 

-0.70 (p > .05) 
  
 

-3.46 (p < .01) 
 

Pretest Posttest

Discussion
 This study demonstrated that small group 
discussion did increase the students’ critical 
thinking, self-directed learning, and learning 
satisfaction. This teaching method might interest 
students attending classes. They were well 
prepared in advance by reading assigned 
handouts and trying to answer related questions. 
For each class session, students were provided 
succinct contents for one-third of each class 
session hours. This brief input would assist them 
to gain more knowledge and understanding. 
During group discussion session, students were 
encouraged to solve clinical problems in 
scenarios, and to work in group. In addition, they 
had good opportunities to share their knowledge, 
experiences, ideas, or debate with group 
members. Students also received support from 
group instructors if needed. At the end of group 
discussion session, students delivered their 
understanding of class content via class 
presentations. These several challenging learning 
steps of intervention program may raise students’ 
learning satisfactions, enhance their problem 
solving skills for class scenario questions, and 
organize their own learning style. In a previous 
study, instructors noticed that students who had 
taken the combined lecture and discussion 
courses tended to be more assertive learners as 
well ask and answer more questions in discussion 
session.17 Johnson and Mighten (2005)18 applied 

two teaching strategies in 3-credit medical-
surgical nursing courses. Students who attended 
lecture notes and structured group discussion 
course had higher examination scores than those 
of students who attended lecture course   
(p < .01).18  Bierzychudek and Reiness (1992)19 
confirmed that group discussion method assisted 
class instructors to check students’ understanding 
of assigned notes/materials. This discussion 
format also permitted students to work on 
interested topics profoundly.19 Two other studies 
also showed that most of nursing students who 
participated in problem-based learning including 
small group discussion session had learning 
satisfaction in a high level.13, 14 Therefore, nurse 
educators should use small group discussion as an 
alternative teaching method to enhance critical 
thinking, self-directed learning, and learning 
satisfaction of nursing students, especially the 
third-year students as their class contents could be 
well taken via small group discussion. 
 Our study indicated that critical thinking 
decreased in the control group. This might imply 
that students who attended a traditional lecturing 
class had less critical thinking ability because they 
might be bored with this old teaching method, 
which did not motivate them to think critically 
about their class contents. Self-directed learning 
increased in the experimental group. Small group 
discussion could urge students to convey their 
ideas, argue with group members, and try to solve 
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clinical problems in assigned scenarios. When 
compared with students who attended lecture 
courses only, students who worked through group 
discussion tended to increase their self-directed 
learning skills in attaining available resources 
facilitated by the faculty.20  A previous study also 
showed that, following problem-based learning 
including small group discussion session, posttest 
mean of self-directed learning readiness in 
nursing students was higher than pretest mean.13 

However, the two study groups in our study were 
not randomly selected; therefore, our study 
findings might be limited in generalization to 
other settings.  
 
Conclusion
 This study assessed the effectiveness of small 
group discussion on critical thinking, self-
directed learning, and learning satisfaction of the 
third-year nursing students in a Thai 
undergraduate program by comparing these three 
components to those in a traditional lecturing 
class. Small group discussion was shown to be an 
effective teaching method that could enhance 
students’ critical thinking, self-directed learning, 
and learning satisfaction while lecturing as a 
traditional teaching method appeared to decrease 
critical thinking of these students. Thus small 
group discussion should be used in any nursing 
courses when applicable. In addition, small group 
discussion can be incorporated in the lecture 
classes. Nurse educators could apply a brief small 
group discussion session (20-30 minute session) 
in the last session of teaching class hours. Nursing 
students can be divided into several small groups 
for brief discussion, problem solving, and class 
presentations. Class handouts with related 
questions should be delivered to students 1 week 
before each class session, or at the beginning of 
each class. Other class materials can be offered 
such as short case examples, selected scenarios, 
assigned clinical problems, patient interview tape 
records, video clips, and short parts of chosen 
movies.  This small group discussion format and 
interesting class materials may inspire students to 
engage deeply in their own learning, and share 
their knowledge, experiences, ides or attitudes 

actively in their group discussion. In order to 
maximize the effectiveness in faculty teaching and 
student learning process, sufficient class duration 
and good combination of lecturing and small 
group discussion should be provided in nursing 
courses.    
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บทคดัยอ่ 
วตัถปุระสงค:์ เปรยีบเทยีบคา่เฉลีย่ของการคดิอยา่งมวีจิารณญาณ 
การเรยีนรูด้ว้ยตนเอง และความพงึพอใจตอ่การเรยีน ในนกัศกึษา
พยาบาลไทย หลกัสตูรปรญิญาตร ี ชัน้ปทีี ่ 3 ระหวา่งกลุม่ที่ไดร้บั
การสอนดว้ยการอภปิรายกลุม่ยอ่ย กบักลุม่ที่ไดร้บัการสอนดว้ย
การบรรยาย 
รปูแบบการวจิยั: การศกึษาครัง้นีเ้ปน็การวจิยักึง่ทดลอง  
วธิดีำเนนิการวจิยั: กลุม่ตวัอยา่งเปน็นกัศกึษาจำนวน 68 คนที่
เรยีนวชิาการพยาบาลบคุคลทีม่ภีาวะสขุภาพเบีย่งเบน 1 ในระหวา่ง
เดอืนพฤษภาคม-ตลุาคม 2549 กลุม่ทดลองไดร้บัการสอนดว้ยการ
อภปิรายกลุม่ยอ่ย สว่นกลุม่ควบคมุไดร้บัการสอนดว้ยการบรรยาย 
กลุม่ละ 34 คน โดยไดเ้กบ็รวบรวมขอ้มลูของการคดิอยา่งมวีจิารณ
ญาณ และการเรยีนรูด้ว้ยตนเองทัง้กอ่นและหลงัสอน และความพงึ
พอใจตอ่การเรยีนไดเ้กบ็รวบรวมขอ้มลูภายหลงัสอน        
ผลการวจิยั: การเปลีย่นแปลงของคา่เฉลีย่คะแนน หรอืความแตก
ต่างของค่าเฉลี่ยระหว่างก่อนและหลังสอน ของคะแนนการคิด
อย่างมีวิจารณญาณและการเรียนรู้ด้วยตนเองในกลุ่มทดลอง   
พบวา่มากกวา่ในกลุม่ควบคมุอยา่งมนียัสำคญั สว่นคา่เฉลีย่ของ
ความพงึพอใจตอ่การเรยีนภายหลงัการสอนในกลุม่ทดลอง พบวา่
มากกว่าในกลุ่มควบคุมอย่างมีนัยสำคัญ สำหรับภายในกลุ่ม
ควบคุมมีค่าเฉลี่ยของการคิดอย่างมีวิจารณญาณลดลงภายหลัง
การสอนดว้ยการบรรยาย อยา่งไรกต็าม ภายในกลุม่ทดลอง พบวา่
คา่เฉลีย่ของการเรยีนรูด้ว้ยตนเองเพิม่ขึน้ภายหลงัการสอนดว้ยการ
อภปิรายกลุม่ยอ่ย 
สรปุและขอ้เสนอแนะ: จะเหน็ไดว้า่ การสอนดว้ยการอภปิราย
กลุ่มย่อยจะช่วยส่งเสริมการคิดอย่างมีวิจารณญาณ การเรียนรู้
ดว้ยตนเอง และความพงึพอใจตอ่การเรยีนในนกัศกึษาพยาบาล
ไทย ดงันัน้อาจารยพ์ยาบาลจงึควรผนวกการสอนดว้ยการอภปิราย
กลุม่ยอ่ย ในจดัการเรยีนการสอนแกน่กัศกึษาพยาบาลดว้ย 
 
คำสำคญั: นกัศกึษาพยาบาล การคดิอยา่งมวีจิารณญาณ การเรยีนรู้
ดว้ยตนเอง ความพงึพอใจตอ่การเรยีน การอภปิรายกลุม่ยอ่ย 
 




