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Abstract

The present study aims to explore the cognitivegsses of older students during their peer
tutoring support of freshmen engaged in asynchrerthscussion groups. Stimulated-recall
was applied to study the underlying motives for cHjpe tutor behavior in the online
discussions and to make tutors' concerns exphAcgrounded theory approach was used to
analyze the interview transcripts. A constant comfpze analysis of the data resulted in six
issues associated with peer tutors' cognitive @%ing in relation to actual tutoring behavior:
strategy use, reasons for intervention, experienith online discussions, evaluation of
faculty support, satisfaction with tutor-tutee natetion, and evolution over time.
Furthermore, the results point at tutor worriesm@jor dilemma concerns the persistent
problem of deciding when, how exactly, and how @retly to intervene. A second tutor
dilemma is associated with the multidimensionabitwble. Thirdly, peer tutors struggle with

the fact they are not professionals so not expdtie learning materials.



Introduction

An extensive body of peer tutoring studies documém impact of introducing peer tutoring
programs within a face-to-face context (see e.@urdll, 1996; Duran & Monereo, 2005;
Topping, 1996; Webb, 1992). However, apart fromréeent work of McLuckie and Topping
(2004) and De Smet, Van Keer, and Valcke (200&earch into online peer tutoring is
relatively scarce. Moreover, in the limited numbéistudies available, the thought processes
underlying the tutor’s online facilitation approashin the actual management of younger
peers’ learning processes is rarely addressedpiidsent study aims to fill this research gap
by focusing on the thoughts and reflections of oktadents during their online peer tutoring
support of freshmen. This purpose may assist introeling the commitment and
responsibility on the older peers in the tutoringezience. As it is not common to analyze
thought processes by means of a survey or building questionnaires, qualitative
interpretative research is chosen. In line with wherk of Bennett and Marsh (2002) on
training programs for online tutors, fourth-yearnwansity students, who participated in the
present study as cross-age tutors, are engageddnulated-recall to reflect on their online
tutor role. Additionally, this technique is mostefid for generating research-based
understanding of peer tutors’ thoughts on theidfiexperiences. Moreover, the information
obtained from the interviews can identify elemewdtuable for the design of future tutor

training programs.

Theoretical background
Online facilitation can be described as “the actmanaging the learners and the learning
through an online medium” (Backroad Connections Bty, 2002, p. 2). It is frequently

referred to as ‘online moderation’ or ‘e-moderatifl§onk, Wisher, & Lee, 2004; Paulsen,



1995; Salmon, 2000). In online learning this mamnaget is usually taken care of by a teacher
or a staff tutor. However, e-moderating can be laleropeer task as well. In the study of
McLuckie and Topping (2004), for example, studertibits were introduced in an interactive
online learning environment to give their peers @mng content and/or process-related
support. This type of collaborative learning, inigfh“people from similar social groupings
who are not professional teachers help each othieatn, and learn themselves by teaching”
(Topping, 1996, p. 322), is called peer tutoringePtutoring is further characterized by
“specific role taking as at any point someone hasjob of tutor while the other(s) are in the
role of tutee(s)” (Topping, 1996, p. 322). Withihet scope of the present study, the
facilitating role performance of cross-age onlints is of special interest.

A number of researchers acknowledge that onlinditedmon behavior is generated by a
cognitive activity at the same time that it genesahis activity (Darvin, 2006). This point of
view stresses the impact of both cognitive actiaityl context variables on online facilitation
behavior, and therefore, the situated nature ofnenfacilitation (Darvin, 2006; Lave &
Wenger, 1991). Within the broad area of researchesmr tutoring little empirical evidence is
found in view of gaining insight into tutors’ co@gwe activity when facilitating younger
peers’ collaborative learning. Although it has bestrown that during the actual task of
supporting, facilitators learn as they reason (Zplixegani, & Vaaknin, 2001), generate
instructional explanations, and monitor their owrderstanding (Chi, Siler, & Jeong, 2004;
Topping, 1996; Topping, 2005), the actual thougbtpss of peer tutors’ during this practice
is rarely studied. In their exploratory study, Sotm and Crowe (2001) aimed at presenting
an overview of the perceptions and concerns ofestutiitors in a carefully organized face-to-
face and problem-based learning program. The mesiilthis study indicated that peer tutors
convey a sense of worry and a feeling of respolityidor ensuring that their colleagues

addressed the tutorial objectives adequately.



Bennett and Marsh (2002) also made a valuable stiggeafter surveying the research
literature on being an effective online tutor. Dgrithe in-service training program that they
implemented, the staff tutors were given the oppoty to ‘observe’ their own online tutor
role through online teaching observation and a orefacilitated discussion. Involving tutors
in self-observation, stimulated-recall interviewst discussions about the nature and
complexity of online facilitation processes fits with the approaches adopted in ‘teacher
thinking’ and ‘teaching practice’ research (Udva@oker, 1996) as well as research exploring
beliefs underlying teachers’ actions (SamuelowiczZB&in, 2001; Zohar et al., 2001). In
general, a reflective, developmental, and inqumgrded view on the teaching practice and
teaching career underlies the broad researchdiefteacher thinking'. In particular, from the
mid-1980s, educational researchers began to foousom-behavioral components of the
teaching process, such as (1) teachers’ beliefstat@mssroom, students, school, and learning;
(2) teachers’ decisions for designing and presgntnteaching activity; (3) teachers’
perceptions on classroom teaching affairs; andtédrhers’ roles and their self-images
(Kagan, 1995). In their expectancy-value model ativation, Wigfield and Eccles (2000)
stressed that, besides contextual circumstancegito@® processes, and beliefs affect
teaching performance. According to Valcke, SangsRend Hermans (in press), the feedback
loop in the expectancy-value model is of criticaportance. The feedback loop illustrates
how teachers’ teaching performance is part of sigtent interplay with context variables,
cognitive processes, and personal beliefs.

In line with the work of Hargreaves and Fullan (82@nd Wigfield and Eccles (2000) on
teacher thinking, we assume that it is what tutbirsk and what tutors do at the level of the
online environment that ultimately shapes theirdkof tutoring and learning. Within the
context of the present study on online peer tugphiahavior, cognitive processing in relation

to actual behavior takes a central position. I3 tieispect, capturing a portrait of the tutor’s



thinking during practice may contribute to previdushavior-oriented studies about online
peer tutoring (De Smet et al., 2008; McLuckie & Ppoy, 2004). The importance of this
broader orientation towards tutoring performancstisssed in view of the conclusions that
might be derived for the improvement of future oalpeer tutoring practices. Furthermore, a
cognitive processing orientation towards tutorirapdwvior may allow future tutor trainers to
identify and develop solutions to the challenges paradoxes of authority embodied in peer
tutoring (Chappell, 1995; Solomon & Crowe, 2001)ork the tutor’'s learning perspective,
requirements for recalling their thoughts may emaga tutors to reflect on their current
practice and advance exploration of new perspectared tutoring strategies (Bennett &
Marsh, 2002; Udvari-Solner, 1996). Accordingly, dbeeflections may offer research-based
evidence of the learning of the tutor as suggestezhrlier research on peer tutoring (Chi et

al., 2004; Topping, 1996; Topping, 2005).

Research aims

In this study we intend to draw a more completeéupecof peer tutoring activities. Therefore,
we build on the wide scope of teacher thinking EtsiqHargreaves & Fullan, 1998; Kagan,
1995; Samuelowicz & Bain, 2001; Udvari-Solner, 19%dgfield & Eccles, 2000; Zohar et
al., 2001) and apply points from these studiesather thinking to the situation of students
engaged in peer tutoring. This means that contaxables and non-behavioral components
such as beliefs, decisions, perceptions, and seltepts tend to be associated with the actual
tutoring behavior. Our study responds to the neediriderstand the specific gains and
reflections accruing from the tutoring process. dlezing a broad spectrum of specific peer
tutor thoughts underlying their actual online pador behavior and facilitation is the main
purpose of the present study. More specifically following objectives directed our

research. First, this study aims to identify andheike explicit specific themes or issues raised



by student tutors facilitating online discussio8econdly, we intend to study the concerns of

online peer tutors as this might be helpful to clifeture tutor training practices.

Method

Participants

The present study was set up during the first semne$the academic year 2006-2007. Fifty-
seven fourth-year Educational Science studentscyated, of which 53 were female and 4
were male, aged between 22 and 25 years. Thesenssudvere enrolled in a 6-credit
educational internship. During this internship thake up the role of peer tutor facilitating
asynchronous discussion groups. In view of thelmenfacilitation role, tutors received a
specific training which is discussed below.

Research context

The asynchronous discussion groups were a forrmapooent of the ‘Instructional Sciences’
7-credit course, which is part of the first-yeaclhalor of Educational Sciences’ curriculum.
In the present study, the general task for theseag® tutors was supplying support during
freshmen’s online task-based interaction. More ifipatly, during 8 weeks the freshmen
worked on four successive authentic tasks relatedotr course themes: behaviorism,
cognitivism, constructivism, and higher-order thimk in educational settings. Each
assignment lasted two weeks. The tutors workedBiiubor pairs (except for one 3-person
team), facilitating the same group of 12 to 14 Hraen students throughout all assignments.
The co-tutorship format implied tutors took turrissapporting the online discussion group.
During a complete discussion theme one tutor wahamgeably in charge, while the non-
active tutor followed the online discussion in treckground, monitored the interaction, and
shared ideas in view of the online facilitationsa€tnecessary.

Procedure



To structure the online facilitation, and to measil tutor quality requirements, the following
components were built in to the support of all pegors: (1) tutor training, (2) stimulated-
recall interviews, (3) focus groups, (4) keepindgusor diary, and (5) writing a personal
internship report.

(1) Tutor training: Tutors participating in the pemt study already had experiences with
comparable asynchronous discussion assignmentsgddineir own first bachelor year.
However, at the time when the present tutors wesghimen, no cross-age peer tutors were
assigned to the discussions. In this respect,utoest in the present study were not involved
earlier in a peer tutoring process. However, byn¢petngaged themselves in comparable
assignments and going through a process of knowledmnstruction in asynchronous
discussion groups, the tutors already had develogmde prior knowledge and skills
regarding collaborating online, managing onlinecdssions, ...Therefore, the tutor training
did not have to start from scratch and could bwitdthese acquired experiences. Student
tutors needed however an introduction to the dyongmskills, and techniques of online
facilitating the discussion processes of youngedestits. Hence, a compulsory tutor training
was organized during a three hour face-to-facei@egsior to the actual tutoring. The tutor
training format included pre-service practice. A& end of the training, tutors received an in-
depth introduction to the CSCL-environment and &absite was set up supporting the
administrative and logistical issues related todhkne facilitation during the next 8 weeks.
The tutor training was supplemented by a tutor manith background information as well.
(2) Stimulated-recall interviews: the individual Bitors were involved in two stimulated-
recall interviews, which focused on recalling tstathinking processes prior to and during
their tutoring activities. Further information alb@timulated-recall is presented below.

(3) Focus groups: in order to supervise tutorsfqrerance and to improve peer tutoring

activities through feedback, every two weeks fogumips were organized. These face-to-face



meetings were set up in small groups of approxilpaen tutors bringing together tutors
from the same tutor training condition.

(4) Keeping a tutor diary: by means of keeping arygitutors were required to write down
reflections about their activities on a daily basitre specifically, they were asked to reflect
on their position, role, and concrete interventioAs example of what could be expected
from the tutors in terms of this diary was madeilat¢e on the tutor website.

(5) Writing a personal internship report: at thel,gators were required to write a concise
personal internship report consisting mainly oftical reflections about their tutoring
activities and the identification of indicatorspdrsonal progress (Seale & Cann, 2000).

Data collection and sampling

Lyle (2003) argued that coaching presumes cogngkiks in which thinking and decision-
making is paramount. Therefore, studying the natdirenline facilitation and especially the
cognitive processes underlying the tutoring acgésitmay allow the adoption of qualitative
methodological approaches. Lyle (2003) studied tspavaches’ cognitive activity and tried
“to design an investigation which (a) adopted asticl approach; (b) used data gathered from
a naturalistic setting; (c) engaged with the cageitsystem and its interaction with the
environment; and (d) addressed the challenge ddrrinfj cognitive organization from
individual and retrospective techniques” (ibid,868). To achieve this goal in the present
study, we adopted stimulated-recall. This reseaneithod makes it possible to elicit peer
tutors’ decision-making, beliefs, dilemmas, andlgaeehich are vital to understand what they
do in the online discussion group, and why theysdoThis approach is also in line with the
work of Calderhead (1981) who stated that the ifleation of teachers’ thoughts and
decision-making by stimulated-recall, and the reasthey have for acting as they do, could
provide essential information in the descriptiontedching processes in naturalistic research.

On top of the methodological perspectives, in thesent study tutors were also required to



engage in stimulated-recall as an opportunity flece on and learn from their online tutor
role. Although the stimulated-recall method hasnbaeed extensively in classroom-based
research about teaching (Dunkin, Welch, Merrittjllips, & Craven, 1998; McBride &
Bonnette, 1995; Schepens, Aelterman, & Van Kee@72@toffels, 2005), the use of non-
video based approaches that build on both writasgnchronous, and peer communication
has yet not been reported in the literature.

The procedure adopted by the researcher in mandbgmgtimulated-recall interviews
builds on a series of open-ended questions presémtde tutor immediately after reviewing
his tutor contributions in the discussion groupt Fstance, the interviewer pointed to single
online contributions and asked the tutor to rememaipe report what he/she actually thought
just before and during writing this tutoring comrheinother open-ended question asked for
the extent to which the tutor intervened delibdyat®©n average, the stimulated-recall
interviews lasted twenty minutes per tutor. To gatimformation about the validity of the
interview procedure, a number of additional questiovere asked about the difficulty in
reliving the thinking processes (i.e., ‘were youeatn relive what you thought and felt just
before and during intervening?’). Since the stirtedarecall technique was also introduced as
a type of ‘clinical supervision’ (Wallace, 1991, IBennett & Marsh, 2002), the interviewer
finished the session by inquiring as to whethenatrthe tutor needed specific faculty help in
future tutoring sessions. Furthermore, the researatided personal comments or memos as
an initial written form of reflecting on the dataibg gathered (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In
general, field notes permit us to make the qual#atesearch process more explicit.

In order to analyze the interview data, each sttad-recall interview was audio-taped
and a ‘purposeful sample’ of the recordings wasstabed. Coyne (1997) defines purposeful
sampling as “selecting information-rich cases fiudg in depth” (p. 624). As for Cutcliffe

(2000), “purposeful sampling involves the calculatkecision to sample a specific locale
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according to a preconceived but reasonable ingétl of dimensions” (p. 1477). In this
respect, 45 interviews were chosen for data anslfreen a set of 112 interviews (i.e., 28
tutor pairs over four discussion themes). In ortdegenerate rich information on the type of
phenomena which needed to be studied (Miles & Hubhar 1994), purposeful sampling was
based on gender and discussion theme variablegnTiako account that only 4 male tutors
were involved in the present study, we selectechamily female tutors in the purposeful
sampling of the interviews. However, a male tut@svselected as well, to include also this
perspective. Transcriptions of the interviews wigmked to the four consecutive discussion
themes: theme 1=12, theme 2=11, theme 3=10, antktdel2.
Data analyses
An in-depth qualitative analysis was carried oubrder to map the large variation in topics
being raised by online peer tutors in the datardfoee a grounded theoretical approach was
adopted (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corb#90). Cutcliffe (2000) gives the
following description of this analysis approach:rd@nded theory is a theory that wili the
situation being researched andrk when put into use. Bt Glaser and Strauss mean that the
categories must be readily (not forcibly) applieats and indicated by the data under study.
By work they mean that the categories must be meaningfelvant and be able to explain
the behavior under study” (p. 1477, italics his pwn

To support the qualitative analysis, the Atlas.# Software tool was used to organize the
interviews, compare data, and construct knowle@dggting to the topics arising during peer
tutors’ retrospective talk (Marsh, 2001). The attaing of the topics implied the adoption
of an interpretative and cyclical approach to revibe coding categories and the sections
studied earlier until a rich final and saturatedtynie has been developed (Zafeiriou, 2003).
This process of attempting to saturate coding caieg with case examples in order to

support their relevance is often called the ‘camstamparative method’ (Strauss & Corbin,
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1990). To give an example of this method later km@s Grounded Theory, our results apply
to distinctive issues and dilemmas negotiated Hinerpeer tutors during stimulated-recall.
The initial coding resulted in 24 categories idigirig a blend of events, strategies, decisions,
beliefs, perceptions, attitudes, self-images, feggsli and concerns related to the students’
experiences as online peer tutors. Thanks to aercloemputer-supported and iterative
examination procedure, the 24 categories develtyedorehand were once again examined
and clustered to form themes. Finally, the openrapdechnique (Strauss & Corbin, 1990)
illuminated six tutor issues and five tutor chafles, and resulted in a general analytical

framework that had theoretical and practical rateean relation to our research setting.

Results

A qualitative analysis of the tutor interview sampmlrawing on Grounded Theory revealed
specific thoughts of student tutors during a sesfesnline tutoring activities. In what follows,

these reflections are divided into main issues spetific tutor concerns. To illustrate their
frequency, the total number of interviews and thember of statements within these
interviews referring to and/or exemplifying one cffie issue is reported, together with

translated fragments of the tutor’s disclosure.

Issues raised by tutors

A constant comparative analysis of the data redutiethe identification of six main issues
associated with peer tutors’ thoughts on their @ctmline facilitation acts: (1) strategy use,
(2) reasons for intervention, (3) experience wittiree discussions, (4) evaluation of faculty
support, (5) satisfaction with tutor-tutee interact and (6) evolution over time. These

distinct thematic issues are outlined in more dé&bw.
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Strategy use

Almost all tutors mentioned that they applied mantr tutoring strategies (189 statements
over 40 interviews). A typical example of a tutgristrategy concerns: giving a compliment
to the student prior to making a comment or posinguestion. Other strategies frequently
mentioned and adopted by the tutors were: modélovg to induce (counter)arguments, how
to elicit summaries, and how to promote discussiom topic; keeping an eye on the structure
of the discourse; encouraging students to partejpeontrolling for understanding; and

providing or inviting for examples.

“Even if they feel uncertain about the accuracyhefr contribution, | encourage them to
participate.”

“I tend to set deadlines. Therefore, they finisksbynmarizing.”

“I get them to consult and elaborate on other sitgleontributions to see if their thoughts had

been confirmed by other students.”

Moreover, when talking about their strategy uséortiapplied a large variety of tutoring
metaphors (72 statements over 30 intervigwslustrate personal skills, beliefs, or thoughts
associated with their online facilitation role. Rostance, a student compared her computer-
supported facilitation role with “being on call’One tutor associated his overall peer tutor

role with three main tasks of a skipper:

“Creating enough swell at sea, passing on the hatah taking over the helm when the ship is

threatened to sink.”

Reasons for intervention
Tutor reactions to the interview questions reveded they have specific reasons that direct a

decision to intervene in a discussion at a certfaament. They mention: ‘keeping dialogue on
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track, elaboration on a topic, time or conflict rmgament, indicating content mistakes or
misunderstandings, seizing the chance to buildhenrput of freshmen, answering questions,

and introducing individual experiences or beliefs’.

“I was thinking that when the discussion seemsearclor me as a tutor, there is a huge chance
that this would be the same for the other partitipa

“As there came no answer on that, in my opiniorpantant question, | decided to elicit the
solution myself.”

“Not everyone is intrinsically motivated to parpeite, so | started with an opening question.”

“I felt some controversy between two levels of thyeand practice, so | clarified this issue with an

example.”

In contrast to decisions to intervene (92 statemener 33 interviews), tutors also decided

regularlynot to jump in (37 statements over 21 interviews).

“1 had no reason to complain, thus | thought to Wait

“They are doing very well, so | decided not to inene.”

“They took a slow start, but | preferred to letrthevork things out independently.”

Experience with online discussions

Most student tutors did build on their personal exignces with online discussions (51
statements over 22 interviews). They referred ekplito the weaknesses observed in their
earlier experiences: unstructured discussions,daxticipation levels, limited understanding
of individual students, and non-content-related tgbuations. This resulted in conscious
decisions to pay attention to social and orgaronati support, such as giving compliments,
sticking to the planning, and promoting a groupislen that is clearly related to the actual

completion of the group assignment.
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“I remember it is useful to make and agree to amlzg in online discussions.”

“In comparison with my first-year discussion groitpgseems that the tutees stick more to the
assignment.”

“Coming to the computer class at university to ostessage in the discussion group is a barrier

for first-year students.”

Evaluation of faculty support

The tutors stressed that they were satisfied va#ir tparticipation in the focus groups that
were set up for tutors (21 statements over 13vigess). The majority of the tutors found the

peer feedback and the advice they received dun@ddcus group sessions inspiring to solve
problems encountered in subsequent tutoring aevand to put new ideas into practice. In

addition, many tutors indicated that they coulddyon faculty support.

“During the focus groups for tutors, | was initialidvised to apply the first three steps of e-

moderating. Hence, | geared my tutoring activit@this suggestion.”

Satisfaction with tutor-tutee interaction

Many tutors expressestrong feelings of satisfaction when their tuteeseaparticipating and
negotiating well (47 statements over 23 intervievigspecially when they observed that first-
year students took into account their contributidngors explicitly expressedppreciation.

The following example is related to tutees showimgpningful thinking:

“I do appreciate that this first-year student dgdefends his opinion by means of an elaborated

argumentation. | reinforced his behavior and agkedyroup whether they agreed or not.”
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Unfortunately, a minority of tutors reported oppesifeelings as well. They found it
frustrating and irresponsible of tutees when thgryored the tutor’'s posted message (18
statements over 12 interviews). Those tutors repothis disillusionment especially in
relation to the final discussion theme. In thisafitheme it appeared that tutees were much
less engaged in the online discussions and lepsnsiwe to tutors’ contributions, because of
the high workload they experienced due to the disiom assignment and additional tasks for

other courses so close to the examinations ofitftesemester.

Evolution over time

Finally, in the stimulated-recall sessions, thersialso mentioned issues related to changes in
their thoughts over time (12 statements over 5rwew/s). Since both tutors and tutees got
more experienced in dealing with the online leggrenvironment, some tutors felt somewhat
superfluous during the later stages of the tutopegod. Other tutors were better able to deal
with this evolution in the online discussions. Theffaced themselves partly, invested more
time in observing the ongoing discourse, and ireed only occasionally during the final

discussions.

“I neither made the threaded structure nor therptanmyself. At this time, | am sure they can do

it themselves.”

At that moment, they especially tried to stimuletgical thinking about the learning content
and the group assignments. Many tutors statedhbgtfound it difficult to enter catching and
appropriate thinking questions. At the end of thtering period, many tutors reported a better
understanding of group dynamics, expressed a actisl/ feeling of belonging to a

‘community’, and reported a development in theflecive abilities.
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“In this final discussion theme, there is a redudestiince between me and the tutees. The
interactions are less formal as well”.

“Both the level of self-motivation and discussidsilidy are higher”.

As a result, many tutors engaged in self-assessamehasked tutees for feedback about their
personal tutoring approach. With respect to tutgesrceived evolution over time (12
statements over 9 interviews), tutors noted tha&t mhmajority of the first-year students
demonstrated sufficient technical skills to papate in the learning environments.
Furthermore, the growth in unprompted tutee intgwacwith the tutor was appreciated.
Finally, a gradual decline in the amount of meafuhd¢utee postings over time led some
tutors to consider issues related to becoming,tiveded, and stressed, possibly connected to

the demanding agenda of tutees.

“Compared to the beginning, they made less of forteb get down to the bottom of a case.”

Tutor concerns

In what follows, we present findings concerning Waaries and dilemmas that emerged in 45
interviews with student tutors recalling the thougiocess underlying their tutoring approach
in asynchronous discussion groups. Since 158 etsc¢oper 35 interviews) were coded as
‘tutor dilemma’, tensions and feelings of uncertgiseem to be inherent to the induction
period into online peer tutoring. Moreover, we feed on tutors’ concerns as a way of better
understanding relevant interventions and topicsrtay be useful for future training of online
cross-age tutorgzive worries presented during the stimulated-reicédirviews which should
be further understood and better managed: (1) eatir intervention, (2) text-based
interaction, (3) reasons for intervention, (4) amoaf intervention, and (5) novice versus

expert tutor role.
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Nature of intervention

One of the key concerns refers to the idea thatutwe role is often limited to encouraging
interaction between students. Even though the dutoew they were expected to stimulate
‘personal development’ while e-moderating (Salm2800), the tutors in our study expressed
concern about both the complexity and lack of tipneventing them from inviting tutees’
critical thinking on the learning materials. Morgesifically, many tutors reported that the
four two-weekly discussion assignments were ratheéensive which made it difficult for
them to ask the freshmen extra critical thinkingesjions as suggested in the preliminary
training. This tutor concern led to thoughts of iduway overloading the tutees when doing
their best to complete the assignment on time. Bletie necessary time for negotiating and
completing the new body of knowledge in each grasgignment must be considered in more

detail.

“l asked a critical question and assured themltdat not intend to overburden someone.”

Text-based interaction

Another worry that demands consideration is reléellow student tutors approach their role
in an online environment. In particular, this tutilemma involves the implications of written
communication in CSCL, without face-to-face contaBince this apprehension may be
connected to the search for language adequacy réndlaion within an electronic format,
many tutors have doubts about how and when toveter in order to facilitate purposively,
concisely, and clearly. Being misinterpreted appéarbe a major tutor concern as tutors are
scared to discourage their tutees’ enthusiasm rtiicipate in the discussion, even when they

contribute in a vague or far-fetched manner.
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“It is my ambition to write in as ‘operant’ a wag possible, | mean, so that they can value my

contribution. | prefer to intervene in a formal atwhcrete way to let them build on my input.”

Reasons for intervention

The third challenge concerns the tutors’ worriesoamted with the multidimensional
facilitating role in asynchronous discussion forurDependent on the task execution of the
group, their knowledge construction, and their alodrative effectiveness, tutors can be
situated in a context-specific role. For instanttee student tutors in the present study
preferred not to jump in, make a comment, ask arotjuestion, or redirect the discourse
when observing the discussion as progressing Welhversely, in cases of misunderstanding
or content mistakes, some tutors expressed a sinulacern associated with the decision to
intervene or not. More specifically, one tutor refeo the implications of making the decision

to wait before redirecting the discourse as follows

“In my opinion, giving my tutees the time to makedauncover content mistakes entails the

diminishment of their time to discuss the righttig”

Amount of tutor intervention
A fourth dilemma, partially related to the previouse, indicates the amount and frequency of
postings necessary to call tutees’ task-basedaictien a ‘good’ discussion. A few tutors

argued, regarding the input of both themselvestategs’, that:

“Quantity is not intrinsic to quality, quite the ¢aary!”

However, the overriding concern for the fourth-yestindents as they embarked upon the

online tutoring process was whether they postediginonot enough, or too much to bring or
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keep a meaningful discussion on track. Accordingty,the early stages of their online
facilitation practice, a few tutors expressed fieglof guilt’ when considering to keep some
time in the background. On the contrary, it appelas some tutors started by putting their

own role in the learning environment into question:

“l did not want to be regarded as pedantic.”

“From the beginning, | did not want to be regardsdeacher-like.”

Novice versus expert tutor role

The final tutor concern is related to student tsioeing a facilitator but not an expert in the
learning materials they are expected to deal witktors’ focus of concern also includes a
strong feeling of responsibility for tutees’ leargiand understanding in view of their exam.
The following example provides evidence of the eabitelated uncertainty in peer tutors’

reports.

“What if | add something wrong? | am not sure timgtanswer is right as | find the assignments

quite difficult.”

General discussion

The present study intended to explore the thoughtierlying the online facilitation acts of
cross-age tutors in discussion groups. All tutarthis study were challenged by the demands
of an online facilitation internship in higher edtion. From a set of 112 interviews, 45
interviews were chosen for data analyses. Duriegrees of online tutoring activities, certain
issues and concerns emerged that were of particuéest. The results indicate that there is
more to learn when investigating tutors’ onlineotiig processes in relation to their

underlying thoughts. Previous quantitative researansimilar academic context (De Smet et
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al., 2008) already showed that student tutors predantly instantiated organizational and
social support such as monitoring participatiomvpting technical help, and reinforcing

good discussion behavior. In the present study,-wide&o stimulated-recall interviews

generated tutor thoughts suggesting that the afeméoned result was not coincidental. The
main points that arose from these interviews anensarized and discussed below.

Qualitative analysis of the tutor interviews rewehkhoughtful and reflective attitudes.
Regarding the validity of the stimulated-recallherjue, the results of the present study are in
line with previous research on teachers’ inter&ctoognitions during teaching practice
(Schepens, Aelterman, & Van Keer, 2007). More dpwatly, the present study suggests that
a transcript-based stimulated-recall technique calh on tutors’ working memory when
facilitating online, as was the case for teacheis face-to-face context.

With regard to the first research question, thelltef the interview analyses indicated
six main issues. Initially, tutor reactions to tinéerview questions showed that online peer
tutors have tutee-oriented reasons directing ttheaision to intervene in the discussion at a
certain moment. An example is giving a complimenthe tutee prior to making a comment
or posing a question. In this respect, the impadanf providing a safe and non-threatening
learning environment for participation in onlinenmmunication and activities is stressed as an
important guideline for future online and face-&md peer tutoring settings and as a specific
point of interest to deal with in tutor training&ccording to Henninger and Viswanathan
(2004), the continuous social presence of a tidems to be critical in online tutoring in order
to establish an interpersonal relationship andt thetween the online communication
partners. In addition, his or her social preserxceritical to create a sense of community
(Rovai, 2002; Swan, 2002).

The tutors’ reasoning behind their decision notntervene highlighted two arguments

that are frequently found in the research litemturhese arguments are based on social-
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constructivist principles: ‘not doing what they cdon themselves’ (Vygotsky, 1978) and
‘leaving the discussion largely alone when thergded progress’ (Mazzolini & Maddison,

2007). In this respect, the stimulated-recall wmigws with the tutors at the beginning and at
the end of the tutoring period indicate that tutmtend to fade out their contributions and
succeed in observing the ongoing discourse anat@mviening only occasionally at the end of
the tutoring period. However, they keep worryingoatb asking catching and reflective

thinking questions. Similar concerns and a feelgesponsibility for ensuring that their

peers addressed the tutorial objectives adequatefg found in the empirical research of
Solomon and Crowe (2001) on perceptions of stugert tutors in a PBL program. These
results imply the importance of tackling these @ns during the preliminary tutor training

and the interim support of the tutors in ordemipiove the practice of peer tutoring.

Many tutors further mentioned that they apply gattr tutoring strategies when building
an individual and deliberate relationship with theitees. In line with the work of Sobral
(2006), this finding suggests that there is a grk@atation among student tutors regarding
personal goal-setting, frequency, and breadth diherutoring activity. Notwithstanding
these differences, it appeared that fourth-yearsuhave at least two things in common. First,
many tutors felt that both their good and bad expees with online discussions are
inspirational for acting in the role of an undemsti]ng and responsible cross-age tutor.
Secondly, the in-service focus groups for tutorsenmerceived as a useful procedure to share
experiences and to offer numerous ideas for impnags on one’s tutoring performance.

With respect to the second research question, pemhidilemma components in the
online tutoring processes were revealed. Althoughfocus of the study is on online peer
tutoring, it should be mentioned, however, thatdbecerns raised by the peer tutors are not
directly related to the ‘online-ness’ of the saitiand also apply to offline, face-to-face peer

tutoring contexts as well. The first concern anlérdma confirms the general conclusions of
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Chappell (1995) acknowledging that being a peeartista complex process, especially with
regard to acting in the role of ‘peer’ in conjuctiwith ‘tutor’. In the current study, many
tutor concerns are related to the continuous pnolwé deciding when and how to intervene
due to a complex tutorial context that is simultarsly computer-supported, asynchronous,
collaborative, cross-age, and task-based. Althdbgte is clearly more research to be carried
out, early indications suggested the following tutoncerns. At first it seemed that student
tutors agree with Bennett and Marsh’s (2002) ided hew information and communication
technologies (ICT) have a considerable impact envtay in which people teach and learn.
More specifically, connected to the online learnremyironment, being misinterpreted through
written communication appears to be a main tutocem as tutors are scared of discouraging
tutees’ enthusiasm to participate in the discussvben they contribute in a vague or far-
fetched manner. A second tutor dilemma is assatiatgh the multidimensional, and
therefore context-specific, facilitating role inyashronous discussion foruni§lazzolini &
Maddison, 2007; Salmon, 2000). Even though thewktiat they were trained to stimulate
‘personal development’ next to providing organiaatil and social support, a number of
tutors in our study expressed two context-relateablpms inhibiting transfer of training
(Ottoson, 1997; Saks, 1995). According to Ottos®B897), transferability or perceived
similarity between training and work environmensswames that “the context to which a skill
transfers is one that supports or can accommodtatskill” (p. 89). In the present study, it
appeared that both a lack of time and the complaeriolved prevented our tutors from
actually encouraging tutees’ ‘personal development’the subject matter in the tutoring
environment. These specific concerns about wherhandto facilitate thinking skills are also
consistent with the difficulties mentioned in praws research on teachers fostering critical
thinking with a group of at-risk students in a fdodace classroom setting (McBride &

Bonnette, 1995). The result is further in line withe of the concerns of trade union tutors
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involved in text-based online teaching (Bennett &rkh, 2002). A third and final major tutor
concern is connected to the fact that peer tutonmglves tutors as facilitators, but not as
experts in the learning materials they are expeteteal with. This result supports previous
findings of Rourke and Anderson (2002) stating thabmmon anxiety about asking peers to
assume the instructor role is their lack of conterdwledge. Nevertheless, as pointed out by
Topping (1996), peer tutoring typically has higltde on curriculum content. Paying extra
attention to tutors’ content knowledge in the pratiary tutor training might therefore assist
them in their novice facilitator role. Other praeti improvements can be made to the tutor
training; for example, more information could bedaavailable on the learning materials to
be managed in the discussion group. In additioapgyes of both ‘good’ collaboration and
‘good’ tutoring or facilitation practice within aSICL-environment should be distributed for
consideration by online peer tutors.

The presence of the blend of three prominent pger dilemmas together with tutors’
satisfaction regarding their received support patrthe fact that attention should be drawn to
providing a combination of pre- and in-service rirag support and guidance in order to
optimize peer tutoring. Huberty and Davis (1998) &tampel and Stickler (2005) stress the
necessity to provide both pre-service and in-sergigpport to online tutors as well. Tutor
appreciation was especially related to the focusugs during which tutors got the
opportunity to question and share experiences peir tutors. The positive appreciation of
the focus groups can be seen as a just-in-time @faproviding tutors with training
opportunities. This just-in-time nature has begreatedly stated as beneficial in the context
of training of complex skills (Kester, Kirschnerarv Merrienboer, & Baumer, 2001). This
tutor learning dimension is also confirmed by Natld Ross’ (2001) who conclude that in-
service tutor training efforts are important to wnesthat peer tutors understand, integrate, and

improve their tutoring skills during practice. f@eared that the in-service tutor training gave
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the tutors more self-confidence in tutoring. Bugoathe training that was set up prior to the
actual tutoring was considered to be important. fidgilts point at the critical presence of
sufficient time to discuss examples and time tociica and reflect on these experiences
together with other novice tutors.

Notwithstanding the experienced dilemmas, time quess and the heavy workload,
almost all student tutors involved in this studymegned task-focused and motivated,
persisting in their role even when some of thefie¢s seemed relatively discouraged at the
end of the project because of the high workloactlsse to the examinations of the first
semester. This responsible attitude of peer tutorsoborate the findings of Solomon and
Crowe (2001) indicating that peer tutors convey emss of worry and a feeling of
responsibility for ensuring that their tutees addesl the tutorial objectives adequately. In
general, during recalling their thoughts, the tsitdemonstrated evidence of being active and
self-regulated facilitators intending to bear innohithe internship as a meaningful learning

experience for both themselves as tutors and #fréshman tutees.

Limitations and further research

The findings of this study, namely the thoughts atilémmas associated with online
facilitation, can be considered and adopted witrtimplications in the design of future

online peer tutoring contexts. Moreover, tutorguh can be inspirational to the design and
development of an adapted preliminary tutor traniby higher institution educators.

However, more empirical research is needed to wanbur findings. Future researchers
might wish to understand the distinct as well asalative effects of task, training approach,
group, and/or individual student variables on tsitothoughts prior to and during

performance. A number of factors which are not initthe researcher’s control could have

influenced our resulting data. For example, itdadible that the student tutors enrolled for
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this study vary on tutor-specific characteristicgls as writing maturity, experience with
group assignments, online experience and attitud@sards online interaction, and/or
perceptions on academic internship affairs. Sityiladesign characteristics of the present
study, such as the co-tutoring format, tutors’ priexperience in collaborating in
asynchronous discussions, and tutor participatithinvan accredited module could have
influenced the effectiveness of the preliminaryinireg and interim focus groups, tutors’
engagement, as well as tutors’ thinking and thelte®f the present study. In this respect,
future research should explore the impact of tdifferences, contextual circumstances, and
the specific setting in more detalil.

Another critical issue is related to the non-vidgémulated-recall method as an element of
a tutor training program. Although the student tsitceported that they were able to retrieve
thoughts and decisions through stimulated recall teir text-based interventions in
discussion groups, validating the degree of acguimwery difficult as it seemed likely that
they have brought a sense of semantic order to tleebal responses (Lyle, 2003). This
methodological constraint was also recognized bidé€thead (1981) who argued that the
stimulated-recall procedure and its explicit instions prior to the task may encourage
participants to place a greater degree of postrabonality upon their behavior. Hence, we
agree with researchers pointing to the small disbn between the ‘recall of an event’ and
the ‘reflection on an event’ (Gass, 2001, In: Ly2803). The support for tutors, as adopted in
the current study, can however be criticized inwd this consideration. More specifically,
whereas the focus groups for tutors, tutors’ diand tutors’ personal internship report aim at
reflection on being an online peer tutor, the stated-recall interviews aim at recalling the
event of being an online peer tutor. In future aesk, it would be recommended to

distinguish between reflective and recalling ingdip goals in order to avoid interference. At
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the same time, it would be recommended to glanceugh the many different reasons for
introducing stimulated-recall in education and ediomal research.

Since the present study is subject of a larger evative study, it is further advisable to
pursue methodological and data triangulation (Tidstva & Teddlie, 1998) using both
gualitative and quantitative data and techniqué® Stimulated-recall interview data reveal
in-depth information about the thoughts and doudftstudent tutors prior to and during
performance, while quantitative research basedumwey findings and/or content analysis
could provide a knowledge base about the naturtutof support. This idea follows the
burgeoning interest in educational research utijzinixed methods (Tashakkori & Teddlie,
2003) and creates opportunities to go further tetalying tutor thinking in isolation and
independent from online group behavior. In thigpees, the mutual relation between tutor and
tutees and the important interplay between tutthrisiking and their actual behavior in the
online discussions can be recognized and explored.

A final limitation of the present study is once mgeelated to the reliability and validity
issue in qualitative interpretative research. In @pinion, it would be interesting to give the
results back to the student tutors in order to pobdhe validity of our findings. By allowing
them to read the researchers’ interpretations e@lad the topics that arose during their
retrospective talk, as a next step the participaotdd be given the opportunity to express

more thoughts in order to refine the results.
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