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Responses from instructors:  Assessment of Learning Assistants

Conducted by Dennis Chowenhill, Acting Tutor Coordinator
Fall 2010



Respondents:

Jas Bhangal, Business				Dmitriy Kalyagin, Business
Robert Buell, Jr., Fire Technology		Dr. Diana Kuo, World Language
Yoshiko Clark, World Language		Michael Thompson, History
Mary Dermody, CAS				Dr. Caren Parrish, World Language
Allison Golde, CAS				Wanda Wong, Computer Science/Business
Janice Golojuch, Art


QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES
[The following data were gathered from instructors who used Learning Assistants (LAs) during the fall term 2010.  All the questions to which they responded are included in this tally.  The wordings of the responses are for the most part quoted verbatim, though changes in wording have been made occasionally to keep the lists coherent.  This tally of responses gives the full range of responses, but does not report repetitions of any given response.  For instance, for item #4, regarding qualities required of LAs, most respondents noted “patience,” which appears only once in this tally.  The raw data are available to anyone wanting to note repetitions of response.]

1.  Identify the main functions of a Learning Assistant in your classroom.

Gain proficiency in understanding and using, orally and in writing, grammatical structures and vocabulary assigned.

Assisting in the teaching process by doing spot tutoring . . . as needed.
Creating example materials . . . such as improved step by step visual instructions.

Monitors students . . . in a large class with initially 69 students.
In small-group practice . . . gives students personalized . . . assistance.

Provides extra help for the lab hour facilitating homework practice.
Increases the number of students using PATH tutorial assistance by continuance of tutoring 
   from the classroom to the PATH Center.
Assists student whose first language is not English

Provides alternative reinforcement [as a student who had completed the course]

Helps students when they have questions or need extra help.

Promptly answers students’ questions in the [online] discussion board.
Helps students during group work and in-class assignments.

Assisting students in and out of class individually and in groups.
Providing learning materials to students.
Communicating with instructor about individual student needs.
Tutoring in the PATH Center.

Prior to class sessions, meets with instructor for briefing on psychomotor training objectives.
Intervenes during students’ manipulative performance whenever proper safety techniques
   and equipment handling methods require correction.

Identifies the subject material for which individual students and the class might need additional 
   support and explication.

Supports students who need additional help understanding the materials.
Helps facilitate classroom activities.

Assisting students whose personality and skill level cannot withstand the instructor’s
   structured expectations.  


2.  What specific learning goals are being met by the activities and presence of a Learning Assistant in your classroom or lab?  

For success in a World Language class taught by immersion (use of the target language in class), 
   a necessary component is having students come to class prepared, having studied the 
   materials assigned before each class meeting.  In this setting LAs serve to keep the class on 
   track, by assisting students entering class with weak preparation, and by assisting them when 
   the previously assigned work was challenging to the students.  

At risk students were assisted by tutors.  

One-to-one instruction was doubled with an LA.

By giving more drawing students one-to-one assistance, LAs improve students’ performance 
   in producing drawings that meet the assignment requirements.

Answers vital questions regarding computer applications (in CAS).

In a World Language class one-to-one assistance has improved students’ command of grammar, 
   vocabulary, sentence structure, pronunciation, and intonation.

The following course goals were addressed in introductory courses in Business and Computer 
   Science:  easing students’ frustrations in using homework management systems; 
   improving student interactions.

In a Fire Technology class, students improved their manipulative performance techniques

In a History class, the LA improves students’ comprehension of both primary and secondary 
   text sources.  They also improve students’ critical thinking necessary to develop historical 
   analyses.

In a World Language class, the LA improves students in Word Recognition and 
   Vocabulary Skills, Fluency in Reading and Writing; and Oral Fluency.


3.  Describe what your Learning Assistant does.  Identify as many activities as apply.

Answers questions from individual students during class sessions.
Worked with students in small groups in class.

In a Drawing class, works with individual students to assist them in developing discrete skills 
   and applying lessons.

Answers questions about class procedures and assignments.

Encourages and enables at risk students to find tutorial assistance in the PATH Center.

Assists students in generating ideas and plans for individual projects.  

Coaches students preparing for class presentations, performances.

Assists with identified trouble areas within homework assignments.

Tutors students during lab hours.

Gives study tips, strategies for learning principles and terminology.

Assists students at the beginning of the term with class procedures, in class and online.

Meets regularly with instructor outside of class to discuss learning objectives of specific lessons.

Maintains Q&A pages on Blackboard sites.

Helps respond to students’ questions during class.  Instructors often have LAs answer questions 
   asked in class when a student’s perspective will be useful in the response.

Acts as liaison and representative between students and instructor.

Keeps in touch with students in terms of how they are doing in the course.

Offers hands-on assistance and coaching during practicum exercises.

Leads online chats and offers online tutoring (in an online class).  

Summarizes students’ questions about reading assignments.

Helps set up the classroom before sessions begin.

Role plays with the instructor for in-class demonstrations.

Observes students and give immediate feedback to the instructor.

Leads small group activities.

Observes class activities carefully and offers instructor assistance during the teaching process.

In a World Language class, pulls out individual students for extra oral practice, as necessary.


4.  What are the qualities required of a Learning Assistant, in order to work effectively in your class?

Knowledge of the material
Skill in the subject
Determination to follow instructions well
Desire to help others
Empathy for others’ learning experiences
Enthusiasm
Patience
Reliability
Responsibility
Personableness
Good listening skills
Compassion
Camaraderie
Calmness
Sensitivity to when a student needs help and when he needs to work independently
Communication skills
Attention to details
Leadership skills
Diligence


5.  One of the goals of the tutorial program is that the tutors themselves benefit from the training and work that they experience.  
a.  What benefits do you have in mind for your Learning Assistant(s)?
b.  What benefits have you perceived?

a.  
Interpersonal skills
Skills of critical analysis
Insight into the tutor’s own learning
Psychomotor competencies, which are perishable, so the tutor has the opportunity to keep them 
   at a high level, after having taken the courses in which they were originally learned
Professional development
Greater mastery of the material of the course
Appropriate classroom and professional behavior
Persistence in pursuing educational goals
Consideration of whether or not to enter teaching/training/supervising professionally
Leadership
Responsibility
Understanding of the importance of cross-cultural learning and communication
Sense of achievement and overall satisfaction from helping others
Understanding of responsibilities and work habits necessary to teaching


b.
Self confidence
Mastery of material
Ability to communicate one’s understanding to others
Personality development
Oral and writing skills
Increased comfort working with students
Independence
Persistence in pursuing educational goals
Consideration of whether or not to enter teaching/training/supervising professionally
Improved engagement and activity (from previously being more quiet and shy)
Improved ability to apply what they have learned

6.  What are some differences for you between having a Learning Assistant in your classroom and not having one?  Explain differences in at least the following areas:
In what you do in the classroom
In what your students do
In lesson plans you make
In what you can expect of an instructional period

More individual attention is provided for students.
Prevents mistakes from being learned by students, as LAs can give immediate feedback.
Having an LA to answer questions provides more time for other forms of instruction.
Students become more confident and engaged.
More flexibility and creativity is possible in instruction.
There is more allocation of small group and pair practice.
There are more opportunities for students to participate and speak in class.
Focus more on overall concepts, instead of spending instructor time with individuals
More students find their own way to the PATH Center.
Mores students ask for help, and are less self-conscious about asking many questions.
LAs encourage more teamwork generally in the classroom.
More variety is possible for classroom activities.
Class discussions are more productive, since students are better prepared from having had 
   assistance from LAs.
Student satisfaction is better.
Classroom management is easier and improved.
Stress level among students has decreased.
Training is not interrupted when individual students encounter problems.
Instructor is better informed of difficulties students are having learning.
It is possible to provide more application of core competencies.
At-risk kinesthetic-tactile learners receive more attention.
The goals of an instructional hour are better met.
LA assistance makes it possible for more instructional goals to be met.
Having LAs in a program helps to keep instruction consistent within the program.


7.  What is your assessment of the effects of the work that your Learning Assistant does?  

The needs of students are better met.
Greater student feedback is provided.
Class activities are more efficient.
Students’ reading and writing have improved due to the LAs efforts.
At-risk students received more attention.
Students’ study techniques broadened and improved.
Instructor can focus more on new material as necessary.
Students are less discouraged.
Students are more satisfied.
Students comprehend the course content better.
Non-native English speaking students received more attention that they needed, and improved 
   their classroom performances.
A true learning community is established.
Students become more comfortable and confident.
Students can learn at different speeds.
Student progress improves.
Students at basic levels receive more attention, which gives them a better grasp of basics.


8.  Given the experiences you have had using Learning Assistants, what are ideas you have for changing your use of them?

No changes (4 respondents)
(In a World Language class):  Have the LA spend more time speaking the target language.
Spend more time reviewing specific status for each student after each of the three midterms.
Provide more direct contact with LAs for online students.
Have less documentation required to participate in the program.
Add some online time for LAs to work with students in traditional classrooms.
Find more activities/formats for LAs to work online with students.
(In a World Language class):  Have LA monitor students’ progress more, and follow up with 
   students outside of class.


9.  Think of ways that one could document the effects of your having a tutor working with you in the classroom. 

Self-assessment questionnaires for LAs to assess their contributions.
Student surveys.
Perhaps there are ways to measure the additional scaffolding that Learning Assistants provide 
   in assisting students acquire the skills necessary to succeed.
Look at evaluation criteria that IR put together for student surveys that had LAs, to see if any 
   of those items are worth tracking by the instructor.
No more documentation—what we have is demanding enough of the instructors.
Personal interviews of LAs.
Interviews of students.
Tally the number of participating students in classrooms.
Have instructors fill out a checklist of abilities at the end of each semester.
Have LAs document the progress of the students they are assisting (like the Tutor Reports 
   from the PATH Center).
Have students provide feedback on the benefits they have received from LAs.


ANALYSIS/OBSERVATIONS
Questions 1 and 2
The responses to questions 1 and 2 identify what the instructors regard as the primary advantages of having LAs in their classrooms:  
- at-risk students receive more quality attention; 
- large classes become more teachable; 
- the quality of learning for all students interacting with LAs improves; 
- students are more likely to learn applications of the knowledge and skills 
  they are learning when they have LAs to work with.  

These benefits address not only student learning objectives of the courses involved, but specific goals of a community college, which historically provides struggling students with better access to quality education.

Question 3
Responses to this question underscore the wide range of activities currently being used with LAs.  This is a product at least in part of the development of the tutorial program, as it has been shaped by instructors and students who have been active in it.  At the beginning of the LA program, tutors in the classroom were used primarily to sit either one-on-one or in small groups to assist students who were having difficulty keeping up with lessons.  That function still applies, but these responses indicate how greater uses of LAs have been discovered and developed.  They also point out how the LAs are currently assisting students of all levels—not just basic skills—improving the engagement of the students, as shown by such responses as “Assists students in generating ideas and plans for individual projects,” “Offers hands-on assistance and coaching during practicum exercises,” and “Role plays with the instructor.”

Question 4
The guidelines that are given to instructors to assist them in recruiting students to work as tutors specify that instructors should look not only for students receiving the highest grades in their classrooms but those who also interact well with other students and have a good rapport with them.  The responses to Question 4 give us a far more detailed account of the qualities that make a good tutor.  One possible use of these data can be to add some of these observations to the guidelines that recruiting instructors are given.  Noteworthy in this context are the inclusion among “qualities required” of “Attention to details,” “Leadership skills,” “Determination to follow instructions well,” and “Empathy for others’ learning experiences.”


Question 5
It is encouraging, and noteworthy, that instructors have high goals for their tutors, in terms of the tutors’ own development.  Instructors hope not only that tutors deepen their understanding of the material that they tutor (applying the axiom that one deeply learns something by attempting to teach it), but that they develop their thinking skills, accept greater responsibility in the work that they do, and increase their commitment to their own educational goals.  The self development of the tutors in the Chabot Tutoring Program is one of its distinguishing characteristics.  From the inception of the program, one of its primary goals has been to educate tutors themselves, and this has been demonstrated by the extensive training program required of all tutors and the training of instructors who interact with tutors.  The Tutor Report Form is another contributor to this goal, as it provides tutors with direct feedback from instructors whose students are receiving tutoring.  In any case, the account reported from this questionnaire recommends that both the tutor training program and the strong liaison between tutor trainers and the instructors using tutors be fully maintained.

Question 6
It is remarkable that respondents came up with more than twenty ways that having an LA in the classroom affects instruction.  At least two useful insights are offered here:  1) As instructors gain more experience working with LAs and develop new ways of using them (cf. Questions 1 and 3), they expand their expectations of how the work of LAs can contribute to the classroom.  This parallels the current diversity in expectations instructors have for their LAs (cf. Question 5).   2) Theories that argue that each discipline, in order to be effective in its teaching, needs to develop its own instructional methods are borne out in the diversity of ways that instructors of different disciplines benefit from tutorial assistance.  This study does not aggregate disciplines in order to observe patterns that would reveal teaching approaches that distinguish any of the disciplines (nor has it enough responses from any individual discipline to do this), but it is noteworthy that instructors in this survey came up with items for this question that were not repeated by instructors of other disciplines.  The Learning Connection from its inception has encouraged instructors to personalize their use of tutors as much as they need to, and the responses to this question indicate that this is a good approach to take.  The responses also recommend that the Tutor Program participants—trainers as well as students—need to continue studying potential benefits from the program and continue developing the training program to assure that tutors are prepared to serve the needs of the various classrooms.

Question 7
The responses to this question were energetic and positive, indicating that instructors are generally impressed with the work that their LAs are doing.  The learning results that are noted in this item repeat the crucial importance of LAs especially to students who are low-skilled, non-native, lacking confidence, and lacking focus.   The tutor program cannot hope to address the needs of students lacking focus in their studies:  increasingly, the college’s students are troubled by the strains of economic instability, unemployment, fragmented families, and disjointed communities, which are factors for which educational institutions have no quick remedies.  There is the possibility, however, and supporting anecdotal evidence from tutees, that the tutors, coming from the same general communities as the tutees themselves, act as role models that have a positive effect on a tutee’s determination to pursue education.  This is an area that is worth investigating in future research regarding the tutorial program.


Question 8
Five of the eleven respondents indicated that they are satisfied with how they currently use LAs.    Two of the respondents would like to have their LAs assist students online as well as in the classroom.  One, who teaches online courses, wants her students to have more access to the LA in person.  


Question 9
One of the respondents would like to have fewer reporting responsibilities, but the remaining thought of ways to gather more information from their LAs regarding their students, and about student needs.  Meetings with LA instructors as well as this survey indicate instructors feel that there is more information that can be gathered from LAs about their students, and that this could be a valuable resource.


CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this questionnaire was to gather information about current practice among instructors using LAs, and the instructors’ thoughts about what LAs add to the learning environments in which they work.  The results are more complex than had been anticipated.  Instructors using LAs are using them in a greater number of ways than previously, observing positive effects on student learning, benefitting from increased possibilities for the use of class time, and embracing high standards for the development of the LAs themselves.  As observed in the analysis of Question 3, it would be defeatingly narrow to regard LAs as serving only the students who are struggling the most in a class.  

For a better sense of problems that might be occurring with LA use, future questionnaires could include questions asking directly about difficulties instructors are having because of the presence of LAs in their classrooms, and disadvantages instructors face as participants in the program.

The richness of the responses to this questionnaire is compelling.  The responses speak, as do conversations among instructors using LAs during their meetings with tutor coordinators, of significant improvements in student learning and valuable support especially for struggling students.  It is noteworthy that the responses to this questionnaire specify ways that LAs assist students of all levels, and are a reminder that even the student who is ostensibly succeeding in a classroom can have deeper and more relevant learning experiences with the assistance of a peer tutor.  Thus, though LAs clearly serve to improve the survival of at-risk students, they also serve to improve the quality of learning at other levels, and apparently this is related to how relevant many students regard the education they are receiving in the classroom and lab environments.  It is also important to remember that the skills and work habits that the LAs represent to their tutees are all basic to survival in college:  LAs model study techniques, question asking, greater interaction with instructors and other students, high level performance in the subjects they tutor, and positive attitudes toward classroom learning.   The effects of all this will not necessarily be shown through pass rates and grades.  As instructors have observed in discussions of their practice with LAs, often it is the case that a student who is earning a “C” in the class at the middle of a term is still receiving the “C” at the end of the term, but with improved confidence and more consistency in the student’s work when the student has the assistance of an LA.  

This current study is of course not a study of the effects of LAs on the learning of students in the classroom.  Such a study will be valuable to the college, but will have to include more than fill-in-the-blank surveys and pass/fail studies.  It will be productive to interview students regarding their experiences in classroom utilizing LAs.  One form for this could be a video interview study, like the Reading Between the Lines video produced at Chabot College.  

Another theme that emerged from this survey is the interest among several instructors of having LAs do more to assist in reporting how individual students are doing in a class.  As one instructor observed (Question 3), the LA “keeps in touch with students in terms of how they are doing in the course,” and this can be a valuable resource for an instructor.  This interest, however, in having LAs inform instructors more about how individual students are doing will need to be attended to carefully by tutorial staff.  LAs are not trained to make formal assessments of students’ work or progress, and the relationship between the LA and the student depends to an extent on the student trusting the LA not to report back everything that transpires during tutorials.  One of the most common comments from students when they speak about their experiences with tutors is that they feel more comfortable with their tutors than they feel with their instructors, because they can speak openly about their struggles as students, knowing that the tutor can empathize and is not a student’s evaluator.   Putting LAs in the position of doing more work in reporting students’ behavior to instructors risks jeopardizing this relationship.  Yet LAs do learn a great deal about the students with whom they work and about those students’ learning struggles, so the desire to learn more from them should not be ignored.

The responses to Question 6, regarding the diversity of ways that tutors can be used in the classroom and practicum settings, underscores the importance of Tutor Training 1B (Discipline-Specific Tutor Training).  As indicated by several responses to this survey, individual disciplines have unique teaching modalities.  World Language classes require different LA activities than do classes in History, or Fire Technology.  

