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This study is concerned with the detailed accounts of twenty-one students who participated in a peer tutoring program known as  Supplemental Instruction (S.I.)  In this approach, the development of students’ study skills through weekly peer tutoring sessions, is built on particular subject curriculum, not separate from it. In this study the first-year subject selected was Statistics for Marketers. The approach is designed to assist students to succeed in “high risk subjects” through highly participative, voluntary attendance at the S.I. sessions.  The central question to this study was how students’ discussed their  'involvement' in their learning experience while participating in an S.I. group in their first-year, and the implications the approach has for engaging students during their transition from school to university.

Introduction
The first-year-experience in Australian universities has become a major factor which can differentiate teaching and learning quality between competing universities. Programs to improve student transition from school to university include first-year mentoring programs and peer tutoring approaches. These are examples of how universities are addressing the needs of Australian university students  in the year 2000.
 Supplemental Instruction (S.I.) is an example of a peer  tutoring approach which could offer teaching and learning enhancement in the Australian higher education sector, at a time when there are serious pressures on the sector to maximise performance in first-year. S.I. was developed in the early 1970s at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. 
  

The S.I. approach provides students with the opportunity to engage with other students  in small groups and to therefore invest energy into becoming more involved in the activity of their place of study. The extent of students' involvement has been shown to be positively linked to student retention, a key outcome sought by  transition activity. 
 
 
 

Peers as mentors

Peer relationships have been shown to have the potential to provide strong interactive communication in relation to some of the mentoring functions. Peers have been more readily available than particular bosses or mentors and the greater opportunity for communication has made mutual support and collaboration easier to achieve. 
 
 
 

The S.I. approach links peer tutoring and study skills development to particular curriculum and how it operates from the students’ perspective is in need of much closer investigation. Building on earlier work, how the teaching and learning transactions  are perceived by students involved in an S.I. group needs detailed examination.

Involvement

Astin 
 released his findings from the first ten years of a longitudinal study into the effects of college on beliefs, attitudes and knowledge. In his later discussion on factors related to the impact of student involvement, he found that high involvement in "interpersonal, academic and athletic pursuits" led to “...increased chances of completing college, implementing career objectives and satisfaction with the undergraduate experience” . 

Related studies, 
 
 
  along the theme of ‘involvement’ as a factor in student achievement and retention, has extended research from the 1970s leading to a theoretical framework developed by Astin. 
 He more clearly defined the term ‘involvement’  in the context of the student in an academic environment, as “...the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience”. 
   Tinto and Russo 
  concurred with Astin, in a study which illustrated that the achievement of  involvement was becoming a differentiating factor in a competitive education market.  

S.I offered an innovative first-year intervention strategy, at a time when universities are beginning to compete more openly in offering students high quality teaching and learning. Research to date has not provided in any depth, information about how the approach worked, nor had any detailed student accounts of their learning experiences in an S.I. program been collated and analysed. This study aimed to begin such an investigation process.

Methodology

An S.I. program was arranged in the first-year subject Statistics for Marketers, to try to get behind what was happening in the students’ transition experience during the course of completing the subject and participating in S.I.  More particularly, how did they view their 'involvement' in their learning. The subject was selected as it fitted the S.I. criteria of being a ‘high-risk’ subject, with high fail rates, high withdrawal rates and poor exam performance. 

Sample

S.I. leaders

The researcher invited all immediate past-semester students with a D (distinction) or HD (high distinction) grade in the subject, to apply for a position as an S.I. leader. Seven students were interviewed and 4 selected. A request for funds to cover the salaries of S.I. leaders was approved. The researcher conducted training for the four S.I. leaders over 2 days, following the recommended program provided by the University of Missouri-Kansas City during the S.I. supervisor training program, which she had previously attended. Two males and two females were selected to take up the S.I. leaders roles. They were all full-time undergraduate students. Their ages were 20 years (2),  24 years and 21years. They were selected on the basis of a written application which explained why they were interested in the position and their personal interview, which explored their suitability further.

S.I. participants

All students enrolled in the subject Statistics for Marketers were offered the opportunity to participate voluntarily in the S.I. sessions. Of the sixty students who had attended, those who had attended five or more sessions were invited to be interviewed and the twenty-one who agreed formed the sample. As views on the S.I. approach itself were central to this study interviewing those students who had had most experience with it was considered preferable..

Data collection and analysis

Depth interviews

A semi-structured interview design was used to collect data 
 
 
 and included students’ perceptions of their learning experience in an S.I. program. The interviewer’s style of questioning was designed to elicit students’ reflections of their learning experiences which typically might not otherwise be consciously articulated. All interviews were tape recorded with the agreement of each participant and as they progressed and the researcher gained understanding from the experience of the students, the questions became more focused. 

 Interviewer

Depth interviews rely heavily on the role of the interviewer and their skills, experience and personal profile. 
 The aim was to obtain honest information from the respondents, with the researcher-interviewer able to establish rapport and trust with the interviewees. 
 

Data analysis

The process of generating meaning from the interview data was characterised by action at different levels of detail, beginning with broad groupings then identifying finer aspects of the data and sorting that into more specific categories. The first level of data processing by the researcher involved clustering or coding each student’s comments into broad themes. 
 
Major themes

Each individual interview was tape recorded, transcribed and catalogued. Approximately twenty-one hours of interview data was collected. Sorting the labelled data for each student was completed by the researcher rather than electronically using the software, to enable both familiarisation with the data and to facilitate the interpretation process. 
 
 
  Following the identification of major themes within each individual interview the examples of students’ comments relevant to each major theme were collated to enable differentiation between individual’s comments and this enabled exposure of similarities and differences within each major theme. 
 
 Working firstly within each individual interview then across the 21 interviews the data for each individual was sorted into four major themes which emerged as overarching categories. Sub-sets of like data within each theme were then identified, and data sorted into sub-sets. 
  In this paper, the theme of  'involvement' is the focus. Quotations from interviews are used extensively to illustrate students’ views.

Analysis and Discussion

Opportunity for student involvement is considered a critical point of differentiation  in the marketing of educational institutions. In this section a detailed analysis of students’ responses on their experiences on being at the university extends our understanding  of influence of the extent of their involvement. Within the involvement category relating to students' comments on their  involvement in their learning are a number of factors which are like ideas which emerged from the interview data. Each factor will be discussed and student responses used to illustrate their views. 

Evidence of involvement in the S.I. context was collected from students’ views and their own examples of how and why they engaged in the learning process during their participation in the S.I. sessions. The student data concerning involvement was sorted and matched for like factors reflecting their experiences and their descriptions of their engagement   with the curriculum through their participation in the S.I. sessions. Five factors about student involvement emerged from the data and illustrated more clearly why and how the students chose to participate and moreover their reflections on that involvement. These factors are: involvement to review work, to pass the subject, for improved participative skills, with a motivated group of volunteers, and with a coach.

Involvement

Involvement to review work

Many students  chose to be involved with the S.I. sessions so that they would have the opportunity to review the work covered in the lecture. Many of the students interviewed demonstrated that they were actively engaged in the S.I. sessions, preparing things to ‘sort out’ and discuss in advance. They indicated they had elected to attend the S.I. sessions seeking to gain this opportunity to consolidate each week’s lecture content, and to try to check up on any parts of the week’s work that were unclear. A student described working cooperatively with her friend in this subject and that together they were involved in the S.I. group sessions, reinforcing their learning.

“M. and I are quite good friends and we talk about these (S.I.) sessions as well, and she feels the same way.  It sort of clarifies the ... even though we may have known them, it just gives you the satisfaction that you have got the answers correct.”  (B.I. 41-52) 

In addition to reinforcing learning, the student’s comments illustrate the gain in confidence she experienced from this process of being able to double check her work.

Another student has used the S.I. sessions to reinforce the lectures and as preparation for the next lecture in some weeks, and has gained confidence in her ability in the process.
“But it has added so much more... it’s made the lectures so much clearer. Because sometimes we have gone a little bit ahead and when I get to the lecture I found that my knowledge having done it before, even though I didn’t do any good, but it was a lot clearer than it was then.” (D.I. 34-38)

The comment about going  “ …a little bit ahead...” is an insight which may hold considerable weight. Students who find the subject difficult spent most of the week after a lecture reviewing and consolidating their understanding of the content, however this student’s positive experience of advance preparation for the lecture could provide a powerful model for other students and for teaching practice.

Although students indicated their view of the value of recapping on lecture content they described the lecture format particularly as unconducive to interjections by students with concerns, during the actual lecture. This appeared to create a tension and pressure on students to try to grasp the conceptual material in the time available and with limited resources. Also reported was the difficulty this created for students when they tried to recap during home-study and come to terms with material not fully understood at lectures. A good illustration of the pressure felt by students in the lecture theatre was this remark:

“The material is just covered in such a rapid pace that you really have to (try to) keep up...it’s really your own effort that gets you through.” (C.A.J.500-525) 

The student felt that the “rapid pace” of the lecture was a critical issue and an additional challenge to the actual content of the lectures. In terms of involvement students had no perception that there was any chance for them to mull over a particular learning point in the lecture. Having the choice and taking responsibility for participating to gain better understanding was particularly evident in this student’s comment.  
“Just the clarification.  My own questions answered and other people’s questions and also just recapping what has been going on in the lectures.”  (A.C. 238-240) 

This student also recognised the benefit to her of other students’ questions in her own consolidation of understanding of the lecture content. Generally students illustrated their acceptance of responsibility for their learning but needed guidance and opportunity to achieve that effectively.

Involvement to pass

The theme of being involved to improve one’s chance of passing the subject was heavily represented amongst the students. Keeping in mind the subject’s reputation  of having a high fail rate, many students described their involvement in the S.I. sessions as providing them with an improved chance to pass the subject. Their involvement in itself was often reported as a boost to confidence but moreso students reported that they were seeking gains in understanding to improve their chances of passing the written exam, which had proven to be the key obstacle to pass grades for many students before them. Not all were motivated by a search for deeper understanding of the meaning of the work, but those that were, described their view and their investment of time and energy in that process as in this case:

“I found that obtaining a deeper knowledge, particularly for the written exam, the (S.I.) tute with Kim has been really, really important. And it’s enabled me to see deeper into the statistics and what its about.”  (D.I.136)

Gaining deeper understanding  was considered to be a very important aspect of exam preparation for this student. While there were students aiming to achieve greater understanding, others were more task focussed and were motivated and involved in order to achieve the pass grade hurdle.

Many students reported the richness of experiencing a positive learning group all striving for understanding of  common material and each respecting each other’s struggle.  For many, the only option other than S.I. was to work on problems alone which was considered a sponge on valuable time. 

“I think it saved a lot of time.  It saved a lot of time in just trying on my own, and doing my own mistakes and, well, we learn through sharing and some sort of straight forward sort of learning.”  (B.R. 122-124)

For this student working alongside other students had saved him time. He considered that “sharing” the study of the work was better than trying to work out problems and making mistakes on his own, and having to sort them out alone. The student’s term  “...some sort of straight forward sort of learning”  is an insightful reflection that in his view the core of the conceptual material was covered in the S.I. sessions without unnecessary embellishment. When asked to compare S.I. as a revision  method, with other methods students used for different subjects  the concentration of energy and purpose for the hour each week was considered to be more efficient. 

The unspoken acknowledgment within the group that it was ‘OK’ to need help to understand the material and that there were peers in the same position was reported as a rewarding learning experience. This example illustrated the benefits to students of sharing the challenge. The student described her group, which comprised students from different faculties. She was an Arts student and was reassured to find that business marketing students were struggling with the subject too. This revelation had reduced her sense of isolation and provided a like-group with which to work.
“And, I think it was good to see other people also struggling. I mean I always feel a bit ‘less superior’ because I’m an arts student while they’re all business marketing students. They all have the same problems as me which is nice to see. It sort of makes me feel I belong a bit more.”  (D.M.451-454) 

Seeing other students facing difficulty with the subject had helped the student to join in with the group rather than feel isolated. 

Involvement building participative skills

Involvement was described by many students as a feature elicited by  identity with the S.I. peer tutor and the ease of communication. The lack of formal structure enabled students to dictate the work undertaken each week. This differed from other tutorials which students described as following a plan of prepared questions and a set agenda  to work through which sometimes precluded their particular concerns.  As the opportunities to raise questions outside the plan were few, it seemed rare that students would even contemplate using a traditional tutorial for this purpose apart from accessing the tutor before or after the tutorial.

“Like I said before, with the tutorials, its a big group and you have to ask the tutor questions and you can’t really have their undivided attention but in a smaller group, its like a discussion group and it helps to clarify issues and you get a clearer picture of things rather than a tutor standing up in front telling you”  (B.L.105-114)

Students needed and valued the opportunity to check their understanding and were influenced by the teaching or tutorial style used in terms of how comfortable they were to raise questions and not feel they were intruding on the planned program.
A further issue for  students was that they regarded the informality of the S.I. session as more conducive to participation and involvement.
“So it’s like you can discuss things, whereas if you had a formal tutorial you sort of sit there and listen to the teacher, what he has to say. Whereas an informal environment, I think, prompts you to talk openly to the person next to you - ‘Oh, how did you go with that question’ or ‘Did you have trouble with that?’, ‘I’ll help you with this’, ‘I’ll help you with that’, so, being informal is really good.”  (C.A.J. 149-153) 

Included in his own words, was a clear sense of sharing the learning challenge with other students. His example of how students might have communicated with each other also illustrates the reciprocal nature of the interaction between students in the informal S.I. session. The student concluded this section of comment with a clear statement of preference for smaller, collaborative groups.
“…But, informal little groups, I think, are really good.”  (C.A.J. 155) 

When students were asked what they  thought of the way the S.I. sessions were run, their answers indicated that they appreciated the difference between the S.I. session style and many other classes. In terms of building participative skills, students clearly identified that the S.I. approach provided that opportunity.

Involvement with motivated group

Students valued the time allocated for concentrated effort on the one subject. The hour was regarded as an opportunity for full participation without distraction.  The following student’s comment illustrate that she found the time required to participate in S.I. was worthwhile since she could fully concentrate on the subject at hand with other students who had a common focus.

“It’s a good use of time.  No distractions and it makes it easier to study one subject at once…  But I know that if I sit down with a group of friends and we are all doing the exact same thing at the one time, it’s like a nice concentrated effort on the one subject.  Definitely good value.”  (D.I. 201-207)

Participation appeared to be a major key to students being fully committed to involvement in the session and to the high value they placed on attending.

Involvement with a coach and stakeholding in learning

The fifth factor relating to involvement emerged from students’ comments about their interaction with the S.I. leader, the other participants in the group and the sense that they were working together against a common challenge. There were clear examples where students described the phenomenon of ‘stakeholding’ in the learning process, in that not only were they contributing their own time and effort beyond the scheduled classes but that the sharing of the experience meant that others were involved in encouraging their success.

Students stressed the high value they placed on having ‘coaching’ on how to tackle past exam questions. That is, although previous papers had always  been available their availability was meaningless without discussion of the process of how to approach the questions. The mystery of the ‘exam’ was being exposed and this learning opportunity  reassured students and appeared to allay some of the anxiety associated with this component of the assessment. Students identified this aspect of the S.I. sessions as a major motivator to their involvement.

“Mainly it would be going through the previous exam papers... I didn’t realise they were important, but they were from a past exam and so I think “If I was given that question, how should you answer that?” I could read it in the book but...”  (A.C. 278-282)

The student was especially pleased to have been shown how to approach exam questions. She regarded as very important, knowing how to answer different questions.  The opportunity to quite consciously set about evaluating how to approach exam questions was greatly valued by students. They regarded working together on that skill in particular as a vital component of the S.I. sessions.
Outside of the S.I. sessions the rapport established in the S.I. sessions was extended and students reported being pleased to be recognised out of class and that this was unusual in their experience. The S.I. group was likened to “team” membership which also provided positive personal feedback by way of recognition. Mutual acknowledgment and respect were also elements linked to the peer-tutor/ student relationship and valued by students as illustrated by this student’s comments, which reflected the view of the relationship reaching far beyond the classroom.

“I think its good because he can relate to it.  Like outside, Alex says “good-day”, whereas other tutors or lecturers just walk past, you know what I mean?  I have two lecturers and tutors and one of them will walk past you and not say a thing.”  (S.M.C. 53-55) 

Being acknowledged was valued and in the student’s mind this feature distinguished one style of relating very clearly from the other. He valued being recognised. In addition to the student valuing the social rapport, he extended the idea to embrace what could be called intellectual rapport; being in touch with the student’s learning challenge, and being able to anticipate difficult aspects of the learning process. 
The trust that is built between team-members and their coach in the sporting world was reflected in the comments from students about their participation and involvement in S.I. This student had engaged in the S.I. sessions to the extent that he trusted the learning he had gained through that component of the subject, to the extent that he would rely on that material for revision for the exam.

“I think the (S.I.) classes will help because, well I think I will be studying more what we covered in the (S.I.) classes than what we covered in the lectures.  I think purely 100%.  All these symbols and things and what do they mean?...go to the (S.I.) tutes and sort of clarify things a bit for me.  But I’ll be studying purely what I’ve learnt with Gina (S.I. leader).”  (C.A.J. 554-559)

The symmetry in the students’ relationship with the S.I. leader appeared to allow for a free flow of shared dialogue. They worked together but with the S.I. leader having had the benefit of recent experience with the subject and having achieved a creditable grade. The S.I. leaders were also credited by the participants with having ‘inside information’ about the content of the subject and about how to tackle questions, which would be shared with them.

Summary

The data collected about students’ involvement in their learning provides a critical range of factors perceived by students to positively influence the quality of their learning. Students were reflecting on their learning experiences in a particular     subject, and through a lens of their experience within an S.I. group. However, their comments demonstrate their awareness of the value to their learning of such activities. Student views on their integration with the university provide an interesting profile   of a particular cohort, where extracurricular activities are in the main, considered a distraction from their learning.

Students responses about the influence of involvement on their learning were  classified into five identifiable factors. Students’ involvement was considered an effective way to review their work, rather than trying to work alone with the text book. Students wanted to pass the subject so got involved to help their chances of succeeding. There was a perception that in sharing the challenge of passing the   subject with other students like themselves, there were benefits to be gained from working together. Students noticed that their involvement in the S.I. sessions had helped them to get used to participating in class discussions and develop skills of working collaboratively in a small group. Involvement with other volunteers was regarded as a very positive aspect of the S.I. sessions. In contrast,  students had found the lecture a difficult place to concentrate and were easily distracted by students talking around the room. The most important factor for students was their involvement with a coach, the S.I. leader, who could identify with their situation and guide their learning.  
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