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It has been argued that a Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) Program can be effective in supporting student learning.  This paper reports on a pilot PAL program that involved six second-year student learning advisors supporting a group of 15 first-year Commercial Law students who had not achieved required English language proficiency as measured by the IELTS test.  An analysis of the end of semester results showed that the first-year Commercial Law students, who were involved in the PAL program, outperformed the first-year Commercial Law students who chose not to participate in the program.   Other benefits of the program included a self-reported improvement in independent learning skills by both students and student learning advisors. There is also some evidence that suggests that PAL programs are better able to support learning within diverse student populations if student learning advisors share some commonalities with the students in their PAL groups.

Introduction

The concept of ‘mentoring’ is not new and in fact it can be traced back throughout history.  However, according to Woodd (1997) perceptions and definitions have changed over the centuries giving rise to different practices. 

Braithwaite (2002, p38) defined a mentor as a person who shares information, builds a trusting relationship and is goal directed.  Similarly, Burlew (1991, p214) suggested that a mentor is someone who offers ‘guidance support and knowledge’ over a period of time.  He also added that the learner needs to assume responsibility for his/her learning outcomes.  A similar view is that of Boud, Cohen and Sampson (2001, in Rowland, 2002) who suggested that peer learning exists when students learn from and with each other, both formally and informally.

In Higher Education, the original peer-tutoring model continues today, i.e. where ‘undergraduates select to work with other undergraduates, either individually or in small groups to talk through academic problems that the tutees bring to the sessions’ (Brufee 1999 p 93). The organisation of these sessions is varied and flexible to meet needs of tutors and tutees. 
Regardless of the variations in mentoring models, the tutees’ need is to understand how to navigate around and through their ‘academic and professional disciplines’ in terms of the communities they belong to (Brufee, 1999, p94). It is also advocated that peer tutoring can help the student to a deeper level of learning and understanding and ‘also help the lecturer reach students indirectly, who for a variety of reasons have not responded to the traditional teaching processes’ (Brufee, 1999, p94).

A peer-led team learning model for teaching and learning in Chemistry has been offered by Gosser and Roth (1998, p.186).  Their ‘workshop’ model involved a leader whose role was to ‘actively engage the students’ with the knowledge content and with each other. They suggested that ‘facilitation could take many forms: problem solving, creating sub-groups where members can compare results, offering timely assistance when students are stuck, providing encouragement and guidance. Workshop leaders set the tone for the group discussions with all members having equal opportunity to participate. Thus leaders guided students through trials and tribulations of the difficulties in the course.’ 

Gosser and Roth (1998 p188) also added that ‘although this model required an investment in time, it provided a mechanism to provide new opportunities for the best students’, who were then invited to train as workshop leaders for the next group.  Extensive data collection over a number of US Colleges indicated that there was a ‘significant improvement in grades, retention and levels of student satisfaction’.  They further added that focus groups and questionnaires produced feedback that enthusiastically endorsed the workshop model.  At the same time, there was recognition of the need for leader training, comprehensive workshops and close integration with staff

Training helps leaders to understand their roles in assisting students to become independent learners, to teach them how to ask questions and where to go to find the answers, rather than the leader being a surrogate lecturer (Brufee,1999; Gosser & Roth, 1998). 

Research has also shown that there are direct benefits for the tutors.  Peer tutors learn to develop people skills, confidence, communication skills, and can also understand the course content better as a result of teaching others (Brufee,1999; Potter,1997).  Furthermore, it has been argued that it is the lack of hierarchy that facilitates communication, mutual support and the collaboration necessary for effective learning (Kram & Isabella, 1985; Smith, 1990)

Peer assisted tutoring/learning has the potential to bring about institutional change.  Brufee (1999, p95) claims that the influence of peer tutors has two sources.  ‘On the one hand, peer tutors can offer their own intelligence, persistence, and understanding of the institutional processes and educational issues.  On the other hand, there is an understanding on the part of the faculty and administrators of exactly how peer tutors can contribute to institutional change.’ 

It could be argued that there are three theoretical perspectives that underpin learning through collaborative peer programs (Rubin and Hebert,1998). The first one is a cognitive approach, which focuses on strategies of information processing, where learning is maximised when students ‘act on information in ways that make it more meaningful’ such as organizing it, making their own connections with it and applying it to new context. 

The second perspective is motivational theory, concerned with how learning is initiated and sustained and giving responsibility for learning back to the students, and using innovative methods.

The third perspective is concerned with ‘dialogue characterised by interactions and cooperation, where teachers share responsibility for the course with students’ (Rubin and Herbert, 1998, p 26). This suggests that students are more willing to take responsibility for their educational experience than they would be in a traditional learning situation where they are dependent on, and subordinate to the teacher.

At a time when resources for education in Australian Universities are becoming an increasing challenge, Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) programs could be used as a cost effective means of supporting student learning.  In fact many universities already offer mentoring programs for new students (Medina 2003).  

When a group of students arrived at RMIT University, from Wuhan, in the first semester of 2003, it was found that 70 students had English language proficiency below the required standard of 6.5 as measured by the IELTS score. These 70 students were required to undergo five weeks of intensive English language classes and then to complete the academic semester by undertaking four subjects over eight weeks of intensive discipline-related classes.  While 12 subjects were available to these students, an academic advisor assisted each student in selecting the four subjects that would best suit his/her degree program.   The choices involved quantitative subjects as well as language-based subjects such as Macroeconomics, Marketing Principles and Commercial Law.  The objective of the eight-week intensive discipline-related classes, to be reached by the first semester exam period, was to bring the Wuhan students to the same academic standard as the first-year Business students studying over a 13-week semester.

Of greatest concern to the academic advisor, was the ability of the Wuhan students to cope with Commercial Law that not only had a high dependency on English language proficiency but also required an approach to learning that was unique to Commercial Law.  The challenge of completing the subject successfully was exacerbated by the intensive teaching mode.  A PAL program was therefore offered to the 34 Commercial Law students to support their learning in addition to their intensive classes. Fifteen students accepted the offer to participate in the PAL program that was set up to incorporate the following key elements, identified in the literature. 

1. The purpose of the program was to help students to understand the requirements of the subject and to help them to navigate around the literature (Bruffee, 1999).

2. The best students from a previous in-take were invited to become student learning advisors (SLAs) (Gosser & Roth, 1998).

3. SLAs were paid a modest income (Gosser & Roth, 1998; Potter, 1997)

4. SLAs were required to attend workshops that would help them to better understand their roles (Bruffee, 1999; Gosser & Roth, 1998).

5. The SLAs facilitated learning through group discussions (Gosser & Roth, 1998) 

Methodology

The PAL groups were established within the framework provided by Brufee (1999) and Gosser and Roth (1998).  

The purpose of the PAL program was to help the Wuhan students understand the requirements of Commercial Law and how to navigate around the required reading.

Students who had obtained a Distinction or above in Commercial Law during the 2002 were invited to become SLAs in a PAL program.  Six students agreed to be involved, four of whom had come from Wuhan in previous in-takes.  

The SLAs participated in several workshops where their roles were clarified and the distinction between a tutor and a SLA was highlighted.  The SLAs received a modest income for their participation and staff provided a weekly debriefing and training session where issues arising in the peer learning environment were discussed.  SLAs were required to submit weekly reports outlining the issues covered in their meetings and their reflections on their own learning and personal development.  The Commercial Law lecturer also received feedback on any subject-related issues raised in the meetings. 

The 15 Commercial Law students who had indicated their interest in participating in a PAL program were divided into small groups of three or four and allocated to a SLA who met with them once a week for 90 minutes to discuss approaches to learning in Commercial Law.  

The PAL groups met for 8 weeks after which students and their advisors were asked to feedback their thoughts about the program through the completion of questionnaires or by attending a focus group.  

The assessment results of the Wuhan students, in the language-based subjects of Macroeconomics, Marketing Principles and Commercial Law were compared to the average results of all first-year Business students undertaking these subjects in the same semester.  The results for the Commercial Law students from Wuhan were further analysed in order to compare the results of the students participating in the PAL program with the results of the students who did not participate in the PAL program.

Results 
A profile of the student groups whose results were considered is given in Table 1.

Table 1: Student Profiles

	
	Intensive Student Cohort
	Total Student Cohort

	Macroeconomics 1
	39
	789

	Marketing Principles
	19
	397

	Commercial Law

Participants in PAL

Non Participants in PAL

Total
	15

19

 34
	771


The assessment outcomes for the Wuhan students were compared to the assessment results for all students undertaking these subjects in the first semester of 2003.  A summary of the average marks and the associated standard deviations in the three language-based courses is given in Table 2.   

Table 2: Differences in average marks (and standard deviations) in language-based subjects for two student cohorts

	
	Intensive Student Cohort
	Total Student Cohort
	Z-Test for Differences of Means
	F-Test for Differences of Variances

	Macro-

economics 1
	53.9

(12.2)
	57.6

(16.2)
	Z= -1.84

Sig (p<0.05)
	F=1.76

Sig (p<0.05)

	Commercial Law
	47.6

(9.6)
	52.5

(13.4)
	Z= -2.86

Sig (p<0.01)
	F=1.94

Sig (p<0.05)

	Marketing Principles
	65.9

(4.54)
	58.5

(12.33)
	Z=6.13

Sig (p<0.01)
	F=7.38

Sig (p<0.05)


From Table 2, it can be seen that the credit average for students studying Marketing Principles intensively was better than the pass average achieved by all students in the subject. Using a test for the differences of means for two populations, it was found that the average marks for the intensive student cohort was significantly higher than the average marks for the total student cohort (p<0.01).   

The total student cohort outperformed the intensive student cohort in Commercial Law and Macroeconomics 1 with the differences in the averages being statistically significant (p<0.01 and p<0.05, respectively).

In general, the variation in grades (as measured by the standard deviation) was significantly lower for the intensive student cohort compared to the total student cohort.   

The impact of the PAL program on student results in Commercial Law studied intensively, can however, be analysed from the results in Table 3 below.

Table 3: The impact of the PAL program on results in Commercial Law studied intensively.
	
	Com Law Results for PAL Students
	Com Law Results for Non PAL Students

	Average
	53.53
	42.89

	Standard Deviation
	  6.76
	  9.01

	Minimum
	41
	26

	Maximum
	66
	60

	Count
	15
	19

	Pass Rate
	87% (with 6 or 40% > 55)
	37% (with 1 or 5% > 55)


From Table 3, it can be seen that the students who participated in the PAL program achieved significantly higher results in Commercial Law, with less variation in results, than students who chose not to participate in the program.  The pass rate in Commercial Law for the PAL student group was 87% compared to a pass rate of only 37% for the non-PAL students.   In order to determine whether the PAL program attracted the academically stronger students that could then account for the above results, a comparison was made between PAL and non-PAL students of the results in Macroeconomics 1 (see Table 4 below).

Table 4: Macroeconomics 1 results for PAL and non-PAL students
	
	Macro 1 Results for PAL Students
	Macro 1 Results for Non-PAL Students

	Average
	58.3 (53.8 after removing one outlier)
	55.6

	Standard Deviation
	14 (7.5 without the outlier)
	13.2

	Minimum
	43
	32

	Maximum
	86 (64 without the outlier)
	76

	Count
	  7 (6 without the outlier)
	12


While it would appear that the PAL students achieved higher results in Macroeconomics 1 when compared to non-PAL students, this difference was due to one PAL student’s result of 86%.  When this outlier was removed, there was no significant difference between the Macroeconomics 1 results for the PAL students compared to the non-PAL students.

Twelve out of the 15 students in the PAL program provided feedback that is summarized in Table 5 below.

Table 5: Summary of feedback provided by the PAL students

	
	Agreement/

Disagreement

	Item: Statements about The Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) Program 
	Strongly disagree
	
	
	
	Strongly agree

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1    The PAL program is well organised
	0
	0
	3
	5
	4

	2    The PAL program has helped me to learn
	0
	1
	2
	7
	2

	3    I have developed independent learning skills through the PAL program
	0
	1
	5
	6
	0

	4    My student learning advisor helped me to understand Commercial Law
	0
	0
	5
	4
	3

	5    I received useful feedback on my work from my student learning advisor
	0
	1
	4
	4
	3

	6    My student learning advisor motivates me to do my best work
	0
	0
	2
	7
	3

	7    My student learning advisor understands the difficulties that I am having   with my work
	0
	0
	2
	6
	4

	8    My student learning advisor is well organised
	0
	0
	2
	6
	4

	9    My student learning advisor is able to clearly communicate ideas 
	0
	1
	2
	4
	5

	10  It is an advantage for the student learning advisor to speak Chinese
	3
	1
	4
	1
	3

	11  It is an advantage for the student learning advisor to have come from China
	1
	1
	6
	1
	3

	12  I would join another PAL program if it was offered to me
	1
	1
	3
	1
	6

	13  Overall, I am satisfied with the quality of the PAL    Program
	0
	0
	2
	6
	4


From table 5 it can be seen that the students agreed that the PAL program helped them to learn and that the SLAs motivated them to do their best work.  Ten out of the 12 respondents agreed that the SLAs understood the difficulties that they were experiencing, however, it is unclear whether having the SLAs from China or speaking Chinese was an advantage of the program.  In their comments, students highlighted the importance of the SLAs helping them to develop approaches to studying Commercial Law.  They indicated their interest in having the PAL program extended to other subjects but also indicated that their learning embraced other aspects of their life experiences outside the classroom.

The feedback on the PAL program from the SLAs is summarized in Table 6 below.

Table 6: Summary of feedback provided by the SLAs

	
	Agreement/ Disagreement

	Item: Statements about The Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) Program 
	Strongly disagree
	
	
	
	Strongly agree

	1    The PAL program is well organised
	0
	0
	0
	2
	4

	2    The PAL program has helped me to learn
	0
	0
	0
	3
	3

	3    I have developed independent learning skills through   the PAL program
	0
	0
	1
	2
	3

	4    I feel supported by the PAL coordinators in my work as a student learning advisor
	0
	0
	2
	0
	4

	5    I receive useful feedback on my work as a student learning advisor from the PAL coordinators
	0
	0
	1
	2
	3

	6    I am able to motivate the students in my group to do their best work 
	0
	1
	2
	2
	1

	7    I understand the difficulties that the students in my group are having
	0
	0
	0
	2
	4

	8    I am well organised
	0
	0
	1
	2
	3

	9    I am able to clearly communicate ideas 
	0
	0
	1
	4
	1

	10  It is an advantage for the student learning advisor to speak Chinese
	1
	0
	2
	3
	0

	11  It is an advantage for the student learning advisor to have come from China
	1
	0
	1
	3
	1

	12  I would join another PAL program 
	0
	0
	0
	1
	5

	13. Overall, I am satisfied with the quality of the PAL   Program
	0
	0
	0
	2
	4


From Table 6, it can be seen that the SLAs agreed that they had developed their own independent learning skills.  They generally saw themselves as well organised, able to clearly communicate ideas and motivate the students.  There was a disparity of views around the advantages to the program of SLAs speaking Chinese, however, in general they agreed that there were advantages associated with the SLAs coming from China.  The additional comments that they made were around how to further improve the organisation of the program and their recognition of the importance of motivation in the development of independent learning.

Discussion

The results indicate that there may indeed be a relationship between the consistency of academic results and the class size.   Small classes enable a lecturer to engage with each student, to monitor student progress and to support individual learning.  The intensive classes were significantly smaller than those attended by the total student cohort.  The variation in results achieved by the intensive student cohort was also significantly lower that the variation in results of the total student cohort.   While this outcome can be explained by the homogeneity of the students studying intensively, in contrast to the diversity of the total student cohort, the small class size may also be a contributing factor in reducing the variation of academic results.

There was further evidence that suggested that class size could explain the academic success of the intensive student cohort.  Marketing Principles had a class size of 19 students compared to 39 in Macroeconomics 1 and 37 in Commercial Law.   The intensive student cohort achieved a significantly higher average mark in Marketing Principles than the total student cohort.  The converse was true for Macroeconomics 1 and Commercial Law.   

The academic outcomes in Commercial Law (as measured by both the pass rate and the average marks) for the PAL students were significantly better than those for the students who had not participated in the program.   These results would not be meaningful if the PAL students were academically more successful in other courses compared to the non-PAL students.  This was not the case when the academic results for the PAL and the non-PAL students in Macroeconomics 1 were analysed.   This supports the findings of others (Gosser & Roth, 1998) that a PAL program leads to improved academic results.  It also provides some evidence that a PAL program, particularly for students from a non-English speaking background, may provide similar learning support necessary for academic success as small class size.  

The results have also shown that both students and SLAs reported an increase in their independent learning skills.  For the first-year students, this can be associated with their reported increase in self-motivation that is consistent with second learning perspective described by Rubin and Herbert (1998).  Students also reported an improved understanding of what was expected from them in Commercial Law, a program objective identified by Bruffee (1999).  For the SLAs, their growth in learning independence could be associated with the requirement to keep reflective journals and the support that they received from the staff in the debriefing sessions (learning perspectives 1 & 3, Rubin & Herbert, 1998). 

While Chinese language was not seen as a critical success factor in this program, there was general agreement that it was advantageous for the SLA to be of similar background to the students.  Sharing this commonality helped the students to feel that their difficulties were understood.  It also helped them to understand what was expected from them in their new learning environment and helped them to make the necessary transition into a more independent learning environment. 

This project was an outstanding success as a pilot as evidenced by the feedback from students and SLAs.  The results have clearly shown that the PAL program improved learning outcomes and is a cost effective alternative to small classes.  It is suggested that PAL programs would enhance student learning even further in diverse student populations if the SLAs share some commonalities with the students thereby helping them to bridge cultural differences. For these PAL programs to continue, however, the learning institutions need to accept responsibility for their resourcing which includes making academic and administrative staff available to recruit, induct and support the student participants in the program, as well as providing the modest payments required for the SLAs.  
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