
Promot ing soc ial  sk i l ls  i n  the  t ime  of  soc ial  d i stanc ing :

Small  group  Act iv i t i e s

Small groups are a key time to implement instruction and meet goals for
learning. Well-planned small groups can be an opportunity to build social and

academic skills. They can also be a place to teach classroom rules and
expectations. Small groups can be flexible to each child's needs, allowing

teachers to efficiently differentiate instruction. 

See the pages that follow for tips on structuring whole group activities!

BEST
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Best practices
guide

practitioners by
considering what
we know about

how children
develop and learn;
strengths, needs,
and interests of

individual
children; and

social and cultural
contexts in which

children live. Include activities that span across domains
and meet individual learning needs. Examples
of domains include: social-emotional, literacy,

math, science, and motor.

Small group activities should be well-planned and
organized. Have all materials prepared beforehand

to minimize wait time. 

Lesson plans should include the domain, activity,
goal, objective, content, materials, procedures,
adaptations, extensions, and evaluation. Also

include how to incorporate IEP goals and objectives. 

Set goals for children's learning and evaluate
yourself and the adults implementing small

groups for effective teaching practices. Include
specific data collection for IEP/IFSP goals. 

BEST PRACTICES 

See next page for tips on how to connect small group instruction to the rest of the classroom.
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What are best
practices? 

(Kostelnik, 2019)

Consider these best
practices as you

adapt small
groupactivities.

Check out the DEC
Recommended

Practices for more
classroom

considerations. 

https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04183850/positive-attention.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04183850/positive-attention.pdf
https://www.dec-sped.org/dec-recommended-practices


Select activities that meet curricular goals while
being mindful of child preference and including
activities that involve active participation from

the children (ex: songs, dances, games)

CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS

Use visuals to support learning. They can
be used to remind children of behavior
expectations, to review daily or group

schedule, or to learn new things 

Small groups can
be used to teach,

extend, and
individualize

classroom
instruction. 

See next page for tips on making small group instruction safe.
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Review behavior and safety expectations
when small group begins. Include examples,

non-examples, and modeling to help children
understand the new expectations. 

Ensure all children are able to fully
participate in the activities. Plan for

activity adaptations based on children's
strengths and needs.

https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04194535/behavior-expectations.pdf


Small groups are a
great time for

explicit instruction
to teach kids new

skills. Here are
some ways you
can adapt small
group activities
while following
current physical

distancing
guidelines.. 

Use small groups as an alternative to
whole group activities by distancing

children and teaching a few at a time. 

Use nonverbal and verbal cues to let children know
what you are thinking and doing. (ex: thumbs up and
saying "I am smiling because I am happy you all did

so well following expectations today!")

SAFE SMALL GROUPS 

Set up the physical space with markers or chairs for
children to sit distanced. Consider plexiglass dividers

or body orientation (where children are facing) for
activities in which children are close to each other. 

Provide materials for each group to
minimize sharing of materials. 

See next page for tips on adapting small groups. 
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Small groups have
the flexibility to

adapt curriculum
and goals to meet

learners where
they are. Here are

some ways you
can differentiate

instruction in
small groups to

support all
learners. 

Consider the strengths and needs of the learners
when arranging groups. More advanced learners

may be good models for other students, while
pairing learners with similar abilities will make

instruction more cohesive. 

Use "invisible support" to structure activities and increase
engagement. This can be arranging how children take turns, doing fun

activities after difficult ones, balancing teacher directed and child
directed activities, and capitalizing on typically occurring

opportunities to support children. 

Curriculum modifications are used when children show
interest in an activity but are not able to fully

participate. Pre-plan these adaptations and think
about embedding IEP/IFSP goals into your activities.  

Adaptations include: modifying materials, simplifying or
breaking down activities, incorporating child

preferences, providing adult assistance, teaching peers
to support each other, and environmental arrangements.

ADAPTING SMALL GROUP LEARNING 

See next page for tips on supporting students in whole group activities. 
BARTON LAB 

 BARTONLABVU@GMAIL .COM

(Sandall et al., 2019)



SUPPORTING CHILDREN

Give children frequent positive attention,
regardless of behavior. This helps build

positive, nurturing relationships. 

Clearly communicate with other adults in the room so
that everyone is clear what their role is and how they are

supporting children's learning during small groups.

Give frequent
positive attention

and positive
descriptive

feedback often.
Use this time to
nurture positive

relationships with
children.  

Ensure all children are able to fully participate
in the activities. Plan for activity adaptations

based on children's strengths and needs.

Avoid using "No, Stop, Don't"
language. Instead, tell children
what they should do and give
positive descriptive feedback. 

Teachers should
support children's
learning in small

group by
encouraging

participation. 

See next page for additional resources.
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https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/10/13153427/Nurturing-relationships.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/10/13153427/Nurturing-relationships.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04183850/positive-attention.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04182136/Positive-descriptive-feedback.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/10/13153427/Nurturing-relationships.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04195046/Keeping-it-Positive.pdf
https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-web/lab-wpcontent/sites/96/2020/02/04182136/Positive-descriptive-feedback.pdf


RESOURCES

BUILDING POSITIVE CHILD-
TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS

EXPRESSING WARMTH AND
AFFECTION TO CHILDREN

Acknowledging
children's positive

behaviors

Supporting families,
educators, and children

with disabilities
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http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/handout12.pdf
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/wwb20.pdf
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/wwb_22.pdf
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/children-disabilities/coronavirus/services-children-disabilities

