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The place of the peer tutor in the British educational system

Introduction

Writing centers are a very recent phenomenon within the United Kingdom (UK)
and only one of a variety of institutional responses to what is widely held to be
a decline in the standard of writing at university[1]. Prior to the 1980s, UK
Higher Education (HE) was an elite system serving only 5 per cent of the
population and induction into academic discourse was implicit; writing was not
taught, but assumed to be “pick[ed] up” through doing (Lillis 32). With
successive government agendas set on widening access to HE, student
numbers have since grown exponentially and, with a student body less versed
in what is loosely termed “academic writing,” universities have responded by
employing academic or academic-related staff to offer direct, and in most
instances, generic learning or study skills support. The majority of British
universities now have centrally funded learning centers and or language centers
in which such staff are based, and Orr, Blythman and Bishop argue that it is to
the mainstream status of their staff that such units owe their centrality (209)
[2]. Privileging the “life experience,” pedagogic range and knowledge of
salaried staff over that of the peer tutor, and, more importantly, their power to
affect institutional change, Orr, Blythman and Bishop view the arrival of peer
tutoring to the UK as a threat to the “very centrality” of study support (209).
Whilst rejecting Orr, Blythman and Bishop’s fundamental concern that peer
tutoring will undermine the work of salaried staff, we do recognize that
perceptions of status are critical in UK HE; this we see, however, less as a
reason for silencing the peer tutor than as an encouragement to find ways to
enable peer tutors to voice the insights that they too derive from their work.

Peer tutor development at Liverpool Hope University

Established in 2004, the Writing Centre at Liverpool Hope is the longest
running university writing center in the UK, and one of only a handful of such
centers[3]. Supported through funding from the Write Now Centre of
Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL), the writing center has run a
peer writing tutor program since 2006. Early experience suggested a measure
of reserve on the part of students to engage with peer tutoring and a sense of
self-doubt amongst the tutors with respect to their “right” to tutor. With
numerous students reporting that they would rather see “a professional tutor”
and that they failed to see what working with “another student just like me”
could bring to their writing, and with the tutors themselves feeling insecure,
both peer tutor and student seem to echo the concerns noted above.
Professional development and the assumption of status by peer tutors is then



central to the success of such a program.

The main aim of our research project was to give the peer tutors
an opportunity to make their voices heard and to stress the value
of the insights they gained through their tutoring.

Peer tutor development — or training, as it is more frequently termed —
generally amounts in the UK to no more than a two-day induction. In contrast
to this in-at-the-deep-end approach, tutor development at Hope is conceived of
more as a long-distance swim, with the swim lasting the length of a tutor’s
employment and being characterized by four distinct phases. Given that the
waters in the UK are cold, I call these stages, getting oiled, the shock of the
cold, embracing waves, and points of arrival. In getting oiled the tutors spend
their first four weeks reflecting upon their own experience as writers and in
considering issues of difference: difference in writing process, difference in
genre, difference in approaches to tutoring and learning. The shock of the cold
comes when tutors first begin to tutor, an experience supported by further
workshops, team meetings and peer observation. As the tutors embrace waves,
meeting times diminish, tutorial hours increase, and the tutors become
increasingly confident in swimming away from the support boat and, not
infrequently, in throwing fish at it. Then come the points of arrival, those
different locations upon which each tutor beaches at the end of their time in the
center.

Throughout the swim, tutors are encouraged to speak, to write and to publish
and to redress that imbalance which Bouquet identifies when she asserts that:
“conclusions are drawn about peer tutors, information is produced for peer
tutors, but rarely are these things created by peer tutors” (Bouquet 18). In
getting oiled, the tutors generate writing guides and website reviews; in
embracing waves they meet with tutors from other writing centers in order to
exchange experiences and develop collaborative research projects; during
points of arrival they write what one of the tutors, Jim Davis, termed their
“legacy” — an attempt to capture what they have discovered through the act of
tutoring and to communicate this to whatever audience they see fit. Tutors
arrive at these individual legacies through a sequence of pre-writing tasks,
including question generation, audience identification, and self-directed focus
groups. With the focus groups being recorded, they provide an opportunity for
further reflection, and in addition, rich data for publication. Subsequent to
writing their legacies, four tutors (Jim Davis, Carly Rowley, David Tatlow and
Bella Craddock) worked together to analyze the focus group recordings, as well
as student writer data and feedback collected throughout the year, and along
with Smeets, presented their analysis to an audience of teachers, researchers
and policy makers at the European Association of Teachers of Academic
Writing (EATAW) 2009 Conference. Smeets now reports on the main
findings.

Findings

The main aim of our research project was to give the peer tutors an opportunity
to make their voices heard and to stress the value of the insights they gained
through their tutoring. We hope the results of this project are valuable to those
involved with the day-to-day coordination of peer writing tutors and we feel
they are of equal interest to departmental staff and other (future) peer tutors.

Another point the tutors made was that, from their point-of-view,



the ability to motivate was even more important than knowing
the technical aspects of writing.

As mentioned previously, data was collected from a number of sources: a
symposium, written legacies, focus groups, and student statistics; what follows
is an overview of the tutors’ main conclusions and an analysis of their
reflections.

Training needs

The current peer tutors assessed the training they received as well the training
needs they perceived for future peer tutors. The tutors felt an important part of
any pre-service training should be dedicated to practicing generic tutoring skills
such as active listening, paraphrasing and asking questions. This suggestion
stems from the tutors’ belief that essential qualities for their job are an
awareness of student differences, being a good listener and the use of positive
reinforcement. Another point the tutors made was that, from their point-of-
view, the ability to motivate was even more important than knowing the
technical aspects of writing. As for this more technical part, tutors indicated
that in addition to theory on writing processes, they thought grammar
refreshment clinics would be helpful for new tutors, mainly to help them meet
the needs of international students.

The tutors’ perceived need for grammar input might be seen as an instance of
what Shaughnessy refers to as the “guarding the tower” stage in a teacher’s
development, reflecting the kind of anxiety new teachers experience where
they feel they need to know it all to be able to pass information on to their
students (95). As with new teachers, tutors feel less of a need for knowledge as
they become more experienced. This is illustrated in the tutors’ findings by their
appreciation that tutoring skills are more important than technical knowledge
about writing.

The peer tutors also stressed that they valued the on-going in-service training
that was provided in addition to the pre-service training course. They found
that the weekly training sessions helped them feel part of a team. Furthermore,
they expressed that this continuous guidance helped them through the stages
Julian described above, in particular the embracing the waves phase, without
feeling they were left to their own devices. Therefore, they would encourage
institutions to aim to provide in-service training in addition to any pre-service
training program.

Departmental support and the role of the peer tutor

The topic of departmental writing support is closely linked to that of the role of
the peer tutor. Both in the focus groups and in their legacies, peer tutors were
eager to point out that they are not academics nor do they consider themselves
experts in academic writing. They feel their strengths lie in facilitating a
dialogue about writing, and in enabling and supporting students from a peer
perspective rather than in teaching or correcting. The tutors felt, however, that
students often seek an authoritative voice from the peer tutors and stressed
that they cannot be expected to bridge the gap between departments and
students. One of the main topics students discuss in writing tutorials is the
assignment prompt, as students are often unsure of what is expected for their
assignments. As our tutors see students from a range of different disciplines,
facilitating task interpretation can be difficult. They spend a lot of their time
interpreting what is meant by the task instructions provided rather than helping



students master the process of academic writing. Therefore, the peer tutors
would recommend departments have a clear statement of expectations, which
should be included in the module handbook, and ideally would also be
discussed during seminars. They also recommend implementing a personal
tutor system in which students could meet with their personal tutors several
times a year to discuss any issues they might have with their subject.

Tutors are not comfortable with the label “experts,” yet other
students tend to perceive them as such.

The peer tutors felt that departments need to become more familiar with their
work and with that of the writing center. This could be done by distributing
more information to the departments and by setting up meetings between
heads of department and peer tutors. This desire to be directly involved with
the departments might be seen as a natural progression in their professional
development, where tutors engage with the departments without having to go
through the writing center coordinator or the CETL staff to promote their work
and ask for the departmental support they feel they require.

Being a peer tutor

One of the peer tutors, Bella Craddock, studied the experience of being a peer
tutor in higher education as part of her third year dissertation. She conducted a
focus group and interviews with several current and former peer writing tutors.
Her conclusions indicated that overall, peer tutors experienced high job
satisfaction. Bella’s and the other peer tutors’ research led to the following
reflections on the experience of being a peer tutor. On a personal level, the
tutors especially valued the relationship they established with other peer tutors
over the course of their work at the writing center. It was also felt that being a
peer tutor helped them develop as individuals. As for professional development,
they felt they benefited from the initial training program which helped them
increase both their knowledge of writing and their tutoring skills.

The two slightly less positive elements that emerged were that peer tutors
often felt pressure to perform well as students; that is, other students expected
them to deliver top-level work as they were seen as “expert writers.” This issue
can be linked back to the identity issues described in the previous section.
Tutors are not comfortable with the label “experts,” yet other students tend to
perceive them as such.

Conclusion

Overall, their reflections show that the peer tutors have been pleased with the
impact their work has had on themselves as writers and as individuals. Their
accounts of the experience of presenting their findings at an international
conference have been overwhelmingly positive. Following the success of the
presentation at EATAW, our hope is now to encourage tutors to publish their
insights, and to further redress the imbalance identified by Bouquet above.
Whilst in 2008-09 a number of tutors sought advice in regard to publication,
none have yet published. The leap from speech to full-blown paper has perhaps
been too much. In order to facilitate writing for publication, our focus during
the next academic year will therefore be to foster low-cost writing. We hope
that encouraging the tutors to maintain blogs will enable them to build
incrementally to that point at which they feel confident enough to assert their
own voice in a journal article.



Notes

[1] Special thanks to Bella Craddock, Jim Davis, Carly Rowley, and David
Tatlow.

[2] See Devet et al. a two-part paper that explores the pedagogic underpinning
of the peer tutor model and the implications of its adoption in the UK.

[3] The word centre realizes but one of many differences in US and UK
spelling. US spelling has been adopted throughout save for direct mention of
particular centers in the UK, in which instance UK spelling is followed.
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