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Group Size and Adult International Field Study Programs: A Literature Review 

Natalia Mora, Brittany Davis, and Joellen E. Coryell 
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Abstract: Traveling in a group impacts the learning process abroad. This literature review 
examines established research about the effects of group sizes on learning when studying abroad 
as an adult. 
 
Keywords: Adult peer-learning; adult group size; group size abroad; adult study abroad; group 
and individual learning abroad 
 
 

In 1990, the National Task Force on Undergraduate Education Abroad argued that most 
typical study abroad models were not in-tune with the needs of adult students. However, more 
recently, higher education has begun to offer many more opportunities that include “short-term 
off-campus programs—credit-granting, volunteer, internship, international, domestic, summer, 
embedded in a semester—create opportunities for a far greater range of students to leave their 
homes to access another culture and educational opportunity” (Spencer & Tuma, 2002, p. 1). 
Current research indicates that small group configurations in adult education learning settings is 
a common practice and results in a myriad of benefits. This paper reviews current literature 
relevant to adult learning and instructional methodologies related to group work abroad.  

 
Adult Learning in Small Groups 

As adult educators shift from lecture-based to learner-centered teaching methods, group 
work becomes an indispensable technique utilized by instructors. Literature shows that “learning 
communities for students are now a staple of higher education across the disciplines” (Buch & 
Barron, 2012, p. 67) and constitute an emancipatory adult learning practice (Connolly, 2008). 
Jones (2014) confirms this notation stating that faculty members frequently utilize collaborative 
learning methods in graduate education to aid students in connecting course content to practice. 
Within the field of adult education in particular, group work has become more important as 
educators seek a more robust learning experience by utilizing challenges and processes 
encountered by students in their professional lives (Roemmich, 2013). 

 
In a study conducted to understand the effects of group learning on student performance, 

Vrioni (2011) found that switching from the traditional teacher-centered teaching method to a 
learner-centered method promoted communication among students. As members communicate 
through explaining, elaborating, and auguring their thoughts on the topic, a deeper understanding 
of the content is likely to occur (Dart, 1997; Jones, 2014; Yalom 1995). Mowatt and Siann 
(1997) conducted extensive research about learning in small groups to find that group work 
encourages students to actively structure their own learning instead of waiting passively for 
learning to occur. Jones (2014) echoes this notion stating that in a collaborative learning setting 
students have the ability to create their own understandings “actively and uniquely” (p. 164). 
Likewise, students working in small groups learn new ways to synthesize information and new 
ways of knowing (Brookfield, 2015; Taylor, Marineau, & Fiddler, 2000). Another benefit of 
adult learning in small groups is the opportunity for members to explore different perspectives as 



well as examine and refine their understandings (Dart, 1997). Brookfield (2015) states that small 
groups enable students to hear the different ways in which their classmates approach things.  

It is clear that the size of the group is an important consideration in the learning process; 
in fact, some suggest that students “strongly prefer smaller groups” (Levine & Moreland, 1990, 
p. 19). However, what constitutes “small” is a subject of debate among scholars. Many have their 
own definition of “small” group, such as Webb and Palinscar (1996) who posit that most 
researchers propose three to four students per group to maximize learning potential, while Lyons 
et al. (2003) suggest four to seven group members to allow for a variety of viewpoints and to 
inspire discussion. Bray, Lee, Smith, and Yorks (2003) suggest five to twelve group members 
allows for diversity while still fostering collaboration efficiently and democratically. Imel and 
Tisdell (1996) suggest the consensus among most scholars is that groups of six or less are more 
unified and productive. These definitions nevertheless are for adult group work in the classroom, 
where the total class can be divided into smaller groups in order to work collaboratively. When 
we refer to the group size while abroad, we are referring to the size of the program as a whole, 
the total amount of students who will be travelling abroad and will be led by faculty. For this 
particular dynamic where a vast amount of the learning happens outside of the classroom, the 
grouping for adult outdoor education seems pertinent. In this regard, Walsh and Golin (1976) 
sustain that an ideal group can constitute around 10 participants, and for practical purposes an 
optimal range could be between six to 16 (Neill, 2004). 

 
Adult Learning in Small Groups While Abroad 

Even though learning in small groups can significantly benefit a learning process, 
literature referencing adult learning in small groups while abroad is rather exiguous. The 
scholarly discussion about group size is relevant as different group sizes can deeply shape the 
multicultural experience. In fact, students travelling abroad in large groups tend to miss out on 
the deeper cultural interactions. Ogden (2006) discusses the “flock,” the “American bubble” or 
the “one hundred-legged American” metaphors which are often used to describe American 
students travelling abroad and how studying abroad in such large groups does not allow students 
to effectively explore the host culture (p. 104) because their ‘togetherness’ can impede cultural 
interaction. In fact, to facilitate the understanding of different cultural frames of reference, 
Ogden proposes teaming students in small groups, which help them "compare, contrast and judge 
things in terms of their own world views" (p. 106). In this regard, Mills, Vrba, and Deviney 
(2012) point out that the unique individual characteristics of each student and the composition of 
the group of their study abroad program "enriched the study abroad program beyond what might 
have happened otherwise" (p. 127). Indeed, the smaller size of this group (fourteen students) was 
probably instrumental to the deeper interaction within the group and enabled each personality to 
to influence significantly the group. Willis (2010) also suggests “flexible grouping” where U.S. 
students are combine with host students in and outside of the classroom (p. 469). 

 
Travelling abroad generates a “liminois state of communitas” among the group where 

traditional barriers dissipate and cultural and national identity deepens connections, which can 
create “insular behavior”, but can also serve as a powerful learning tool (Fairley & Tyler, 2009, 
p.287). Therefore, the shared individual experiences foster meaningful group learning processes: 
they help assimilate new knowledge (Mills, et al, 2012; Willis, 2010), but they also help 
individuals cope with stressors in socio-cultural adaptation (Savicki, 2015). In this regard, Davis 
and Coryell (2016) conducted a study with adult students enrolled in a study abroad course to 



find that travelling in a group of ten students allowed for trust and comradery to develop among 
the group. The size of the group, among other characteristics of the program, enabled students to 
focus more on the learning experience and the cultural exchange as opposed to the stressors of 
adjusting to the foreign locale. 

 
In addition, the risk of insular behavior mentioned above must be considered to avoid 

creating “island programs,” disconnected from the host culture (Gnatt, 2014). Therefore, an 
appropriate balance between the group learning dynamic and the authentic exposure to the 
culture becomes one of the goals when structuring successful study abroad programs.  

 
Instructional Methodologies in Adult Study Abroad 

We know from studies on pedagogical strategies across study abroad programs, which 
can cater to non-traditional adult undergraduate, graduate, community college, and professional 
students, offer some insight into the kinds of instructional methods in use, many which are 
designed with small groups in mind.  

 
Experiential learning activities are cited as foundational for international learning 

experiences. Many programs include cultural field trips, lectures/presentations, and academic 
excursions to meet with groups of host country individuals and observe local practices and norms 
(Bai, et al, 2016; Barton, Bruck, & Nelson, 2009; Coryell, 2013; Dirkx, et al., 2014). In addition, 
research recommends utilizing group discussions (Coryell, 2013; Coryell, Spencer, & Sehin, 
2014; Dirkx, et al., 2014), offering alone time, scheduling guided observations, organizing 
research activities, and requiring students to journal or blog (Davis & Coryell, 2016; Dirkx, et 
al., 2014). Others recommend utilizing formative and long-term evaluation practices (Bai, 
Larimer & Riner, 2016), group role plays or projects to present typical professional interactions 
in interprofessional exchanges (Bai, et al., 2016; Coryell, 2013), and service oriented 
activities/volunteering (Coryell, et al, 2016; Dirkx, et al., 2014). Additionally, in graduate study 
abroad programs, opportunities often include internships, teaching abroad, and/or work abroad 
(Dirkx, et al., 2014). Many researchers also promote individual and group reflexive activities on 
both assumptions and new learning throughout the course/program (Coryell, 2013; Coryell, et 
al., 2016; Coryell, Spencer, & Sehin, 2014; Bai, Larimer & Riner, 2016; Spencer & Tuma, 
2002), while Sanders and Morgan (2001) assert critical reflection and rational discourse with 
adult study abroad participants while abroad. Similarly, Roholt and Fisher (2013) emphasize the 
importance of including decolonizing pedagogy, which requires  

 
“raising student awareness of the lived experiences of those who have been ‘othered’ 
through colonizing practices and creates space for these marginalized and disenfranchised 
voices to enter the discussion. The goal is not simply to empathize with others but to 
realize how our understandings of the world and social work practice are often grounded 
in our own lived experiences (p. 62).” 

  
Researchers suggest collaborative learning in small group instruction and interaction can 

provide opportunities for students to work and learn with students from the host country and to 
share cultural professional practices (Bai, et al., 2002; Coryell, et al., 2014) and to interact 
outside the classroom to exchange cultural traits and mores (Bai, et al., 2016; Coryell, 2013; 
Davis & Coryell, 2016). Working collaboratively with integrated host country students in the 



classroom (Mills, et al., 2012), with assigned cultural informants (Willis, 2010), or with 
intercultural mentors at the site (Van den Berg, et al., 2009), can also maximize students’ 
intercultural learning. Participants often reflect on these experiences as being meaningful and 
some of the best learning opportunities offered in the international experience (Bai, et al., 2016; 
Coryell, et al., 2014; Davis & Coryell, 2016). Likewise, the literature proposes the need to offer 
students opportunities to provide feedback about the design of the learning program (Bai, et al., 
2016; Barton, et al., 2008; Coryell, 2013). Indeed, the learning design must consider that “each 
traveler may have very different experiences based on complex and intersecting identities of 
gender, national origin, and socio-economic status” as Biniecki and Conceição (2014, p. 50) 
stress. Gathering learner perspectives on their experiences, what worked, and what may not have 
in their learning while abroad, can help instructors establish more reflective and meaningful 
instructional practices. 

 
Groups in Adult Study Abroad Programs 

Faculty led study abroad programs found in the literature describe and analyze the 
characteristics which have made each program a success, and most of these programs travelled in 
small groups. Savicki (2015) analyzed four programs which had between 9 and 23 students while 
Mills, et al. (2012) led a 14-student program abroad. In his model, Sachau (2010) required a 
minimum of fifteen students for financial viability of the program, and a maximum of twenty for 
manageability, which are concerns shared by Herbst (2011). Even though these many successful 
programs have de facto been working with small groups, the number of students present in each 
program or the ideal size of the group to enhance learning has not been a significant question in 
their research. Besides Ogden (2006) who mentions the value of the small groups in a faculty-led 
study abroad program, research is scarce in regards to this specific characteristic of the program. 
Overall, the literature indicates that the intercultural competencies do not improve by the mere 
exposure to a foreign culture (Tezuolo, 2016) but by the quality and depth of the cultural 
interaction (Bardovi-Hartlig, 2013; Gantt, 2014) which then becomes one of the most valuable 
conditions to be fostered by study abroad programs. Nevertheless, for future research, we posit 
the following questions: is it possible to incorporate effectively the characteristics of successful 
programs when travelling in larger groups? In what ways might group size maximize students’ 
intercultural learning abroad? And, how can we learn more about the effect group size has on 
learning in adult study abroad experiences?  

 
References 

Bai, J., Larimer, S., & Riner, M. B. (2016). Cross-cultural pedagogy: Practical strategies for a 
successful interprofessional study abroad course. Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning, 16(3), 72-81. doi: 10.14434/josotl.v16i3.19332. 

Barton, S., Bruck, J., & Nelson, C. (2009). Exploring ways to enhance student learning during 
study abroad: Landscape exploration of Brazil. HortTechnology, 19(2), 459-464. 

Biniecki, S. M. Y., & Conceição, S. C. O. (2014). How living or traveling to foreign locations 
influences adults' worldviews and impacts personal identity. New Horizons in Adult 
Education & Human Resource Development, 26(3), 39-53. 

Bray, J., Lee, J. Smith, L., & Yorks, L., (2000). Collaborative inquiry in practice: Action, 
reflection, and making meaning. London: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Brookfield, S. (2015). The skillful teacher: On technique, trust, and responsiveness in the 
classroom (3rd ed). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 



Buch, K., & Barron, K.E. (Eds.). (2012). Discipline-centered learning communities: Creating 
connections among students, faculty, and curricula. New Directions for Teaching and 
Learning (123). San Franscico: Jossey-Bass.  

Connolly, B. (2008). Adult learning in groups. Maidenhead, England: McGraw-Hill Education. 
Coryell, J. E. (2013). Learning on-location: Evaluating the instructional design for just-in-time 

learning in Italian interdisciplinary short-term study abroad. Journal on Excellence in 
College Teaching, 24(2), 5-31. 

Coryell, J. E., Spencer, B. J., & Sehin, O. (2014). Cosmopolitan adult education and global 
citizenship: Perceptions from a European itinerant graduate professional study abroad 
program. Adult Education Quarterly, 64(2), 147-166. doi:10.1177/0741713613515067. 

Coryell, J. E., Stewart, P., Wubbena, Z., Spencer, B. J., & Valverde, C. (2016). International 
service-learning, study abroad, and global citizenship development in a post-disaster 
locale. In D. Velliaris (Ed.), Handbook of Research on Study Abroad Programs and 
Outbound Mobility (pp. 420-445). Hershey, PA: IGI Global. 

Dart. B (1997). Adult learners’ metacognitive behavior in higher education. In. P. Sutherland 
(Ed.), Adult learning: A reader (pp. 30-45). Stirling, VA: Krogan Page. 

Davis, B., & Coryell, J. E. (2016). The power of relationship building in international short-term 
field study experiences at the graduate level. In M. Boucouvalas, M. Avoseh, & V. Colón 
(Eds.), Proceedings of the Commission of International Adult Education Pre Conference 
of the American Association for Adult and Continuing Education (pp. 79-90). 
Albuquerque, NM. 

Dirkx, J. M., Millar, K. J., Berquist, B., Clason, N., Sinclair, J., & Vizvary, G. (2014). “The 
Landscape of Graduate International Experiences: 2014 Research Report”. East Lansing, 
MI: Michigan State University. 

Fairley, S., & Tyler, B. D. (2009). Cultural learning through a sport tourism experience: The role 
of the group. Journal of Sport & Tourism, 14(4), 273-292. doi: 
http://dx.doi.org.libproxy.txstate.edu/10.1080/14775080903453823 

Gantt, J. (2014). Broadening the lens: A pilot study of student cognitive flexibility and 
intercultural sensitivity in short-term study abroad experiences (Doctoral dissertation). 
Retrieved from ProQuest (Order No. 1558216).  

Herbst, M. T. (February 2011). Building A faculty-led study abroad program: From development 
to history pedagogy in Istanbul. Society for History Education, 44(2), 209-226.  

Imel, S., & Tisdell, E. (1996). The relationship between theories about groups and adult learning 
groups. In S. Imel (Ed.) Learning in Groups. New Directions for Adult and Continuing 
Education (pp. 15-24). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Jones, E. A. (2014). Examining the influence of structured collaborative learning experiences for 
graduate students. Journal on Excellence in College Teaching, 25(3/4), 163-175. 

Levine, J. M., & Moreland, R. L. (1990). Progress in small group research. In M. R. Rosenzweid 
& L. W. Porter (Eds.), Annual Review of Psychology (Vol. 41). Palo Alto: Annual 
Reviews. 

Lyons, R. E., McIntosh, M., & Kysilka, M. L. (2003). Teaching college in an age of 
accountability. Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 

Mills, L. H., Vrba, T., & Deviney, D. (2012). Enriching the short-term study abroad program 
though collaboration: A tale of two universities. Journal of Business and Behavior 
Sciences, 24(3), 112-130.  



Mowatt, I. & Siann, G. (1997). Learning in small groups. In. P. Sutherland (Ed.), Adult learning: 
A reader (pp. 94-104). London: Kogan Page. 

National Task Force on Undergraduate Education Abroad. (1990). “A National Mandate for 
Education Abroad: Getting on with the Task.” Report. (ERIC Document Reproduction 
Service No. ED 331 340)[t]. 

Neill, J. (2014). What is the ideal group size in outdoor education? Retrieved from 
http://www.wilderdom.com/group/GroupSize.html.  

Ogden, A. (2006). Ethnographic inquiry: Reframing the learning core of education abroad. 
Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad. XII, 87-112. 

Ogden, A. C. (2010). Education abroad and the making of global citizens: Assessing learning 
outcomes of course-embedded, faculty-led international programming (Doctoral 
dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest. (Accession No. 3420254). 

Roemmich, G. L. (2013). The effects of group size on student learning, student contributions, 
mental effort, and group outcomes for middle-aged adults working in an ill-structured 
problem-solving environment (Doctoral Dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest. (Order 
No. 3579616).  

Roholt, R., & Fisher, C. (2013). Expect the unexpected: International short-term study course 
pedagogies and practices. Journal of Social Work Education, 49, 48-65. 

Sachau, D. (2010). Three models for short term study abroad. Journal of Management 
Education. 34(5), 645–670.  

Sanders, K. A., & Morgan, M. (2001). Study abroad programs: A mirror for adult learning and 
perspective transformation. Proceedings of the Adult Education Research Conference, 
East Lansing, MI. 

Savicki, V. (2015). Implications of early sociocultural adaptation for study abroad students. 
Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 19. 205-223.  

Spencer, S. E., & Tuma, K. (2002). The guide to successful short-term programs abroad. 
NAFSA: Association of International Educators. 

Taylor, K., Marineau, M., & Fiddler, M. (2000). Developing adult learners: Strategies for 
teachers and trainers. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Terzuolo, E. R. (2016). Intercultural development and study abroad: Impact of student and 
program characteristics (Doctoral Dissertation). Retreived from ProQuest (Order No. 
10013975).  

Vande Berg, M., Connor-Linton, J., & Paige, M. R. (2009). The Georgetown Consortium 
Project: Interventions for student learning abroad. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Study Abroad, 18, 1-75.  

Vrioni, R. (2011). Effects of group learning on the academic performance of university students. 
Problems of Education in the 21st Century, 33, 111-117. 

Walsh, V., & Golins, G. L. (1976). The exploration of the Outward Bound process. Denver: 
Colorado Outward Bound School. 

Webb, N., & Palincsar, A. S. (1996). Group processes in the classroom. In D. C. Berliner & R. 
C. Calfee (Eds.), Handbook of educational psychology (pp. 841-873). New York: Simon 
& Schuster Macmillan. 

Willis, H. (2010). What shapes short-term study abroad experiences? Journal of Studies in 
International Education. 14(5), 452-470.  

Yalom, I. (1995). The theory and practice of group psychotherapy (4th ed.). New York, NY: 
Basic Books. 

http://www.wilderdom.com/group/GroupSize.html


 
 
 


	Group Size and Adult International Field Study Programs: A Literature Review
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1496841897.pdf.EgMQa

