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INTRODUCTION

Congratulations on becoming a tutor with Acadia Tutoring Service!

As a successful student and communicator, you already have many of the skills needed for
tutoring. The best way to improve as a tutor is simply by tutoring—the more experience
you gain, the more you’ll hone your skills.

This guide is intended to compliment your individual approach to tutoring. It will not cover
all the scenarios you may encounter, nor does it tell you the ‘right’ way to tutor. Rather,
this manual exists to provide you with some ideas to get you started, to add to your
current skill-set, and to offer guidance to help you build and maintain a productive
tutoring relationship with your students.

It's always great to get feedback from tutors. Please feel free to ask questions or to give
comments or suggestions about this Manual to the Tutoring Coordinator by emailing
tutoring@acadiau.ca
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LEARNER-CENTERED TUTORING

What is learner-centered tutoring?

The terms learner-centered education and student-centered learning (SCL) are widely
used in teaching and learning literature. The terms encompass methods of teaching that
shift the focus from teachers to students, putting responsibility for learning in the hands of

students.

Student-centered learning can be summarized as:

The reliance on active rather than passive learning

An emphasis on deep learning and understanding

Increased responsibility and accountability on the part of the student
An increased sense of autonomy in the learner

An interdependence between teacher and learner

Mutual respect within the learner-teacher relationship

A reflexive approach to the teaching and learning process on the part
of both teacher and learner!

NoOhMwbd-=

In a student-centered setting, students choose what they learn, how they learn it, and

assess their own learning.

Why is learner-centered tutoring important?

Learner-centeredness is especially relevant to the tutoring situation because, unlike a
course professor or instructor, your mandate as a tutor is to help students achieve the
learning goals they set; you are not responsible for their course outcomes or grades. To
maintain this focus, your tutee will need a high level of choice regarding how tutoring
sessions run and an active role in their own learning. Below are two important reasons to

work towards learner-centered tutoring.

1 See Leq, S. J., D. Stephenson, and J. Troy (2003). Higher Education Students’ Attitudes to Student Centred Learning: Beyond
‘educational bulimia’. Studies in Higher Education 28(3), 321-334.
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To build your tutee’s independence

To be successful in a university setting requires a pro-active approach to learning, usually
to a greater degree than has been required in high school. For this reason, tutees need to
not only absorb information provided by tutors, but need to be able to work towards
solutions and explanations themselves, to produce ideas and responses, and to learn to do
these independently.

By creating a learner-centered atmosphere in your tutoring sessions, you will help tutees
struggling with course content or related skills to develop confidence alongside
understanding, and independence alongside technique. This will allow them to apply their
learning from tutoring sessions to future assignments, exams, and ultimately in their lives
and careers.

To ensure you uphold academic integrity

There is often a fine line between helping tutees with learning and completing their work.
A learner-centered approach to tutoring will help ensure the focus of your sessions remains
on the former. This is important for pedagogical reasons, as explained above, but also for
ethical reasons.

In order to remain within Acadia’s guidelines on academic integrity, it is imperative that
your sessions do not involve tutees writing down your ideas or words on work they will
submit for grading. Acadia’s Academic Calendar defines plagiarism as “the act of
presenting the ideas or words of another as one’s own” and adds that “a student who
knowingly helps another to commit an act of academic dishonesty is equally guilty.”?2
A learner-centered approach to tutoring avoids this situation by placing the tutee in the
‘driver’s seat’.

2 Acadia University Academic Calendar 2023-2024, 40.
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How can tutors facilitate learner-based tutoring?

Set goals with your tutee

For a tutoring session to be successful, it is important that both you and your tutee know
what you hope to achieve. It can be tempting to simply dive into work from the beginning
of the first and subsequent sessions. By taking a few minutes to discuss goals, however, you
will ensure that:

e you make the best use of the time in both this session and future
sessions

® your tutee’s expectations for tutoring are realistic

® you can both evaluate the success of sessions, and make changes

where necessary

The time you spend goal-setting will depend on whether your tutee is seeking one-off help
with an assignment, long-term help improving their grades in a subject area, or something
in-between. Feel free to use the table below to guide your goal-setting and adapt it
based on the nature of your tutee’s needs. For example, you might make a ‘big picture’
goal sheet in your first session and mini goal sheets (written or verbal) at the beginning of
each session.
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Goal 1

Goal 2

Goal 3

Goal 4

You can complete the
table in writing (ideal
in the first session) or
verbally (e.g. at the
beginning of each
session or each week).

You might have an overall goal
for the course you're working on,
e.g. “understand the first, second
and third laws of
thermodynamics,” as well as
separate goals for the different
tasks you want to accomplish in a
session, e.g. “understand
Problem 2 on Chem assignment.”

If your tutee
wants long-term
help, consider
creating a ‘big
picture’ goals
table in the first
session and mini
goal tables for
subsequent
sessions.

Make it SMART:
specific, measurable,
attainable, realistic
and time-related. E.g.,
“Work through three
questions on Math
worksheet by end of
1-hour session” is likely
to be more productive
than “Improve
knowledge of linear
algebra.”

Action plan

An action plan is
especially important
for longer term goals.
Break down the goal
into S.M.A.R.T. action
points with
corresponding dates
(e.g. weekly) or times
(e.g. for each half hour
of your session).

Check-in

Decide when you'll
revisit the goal to
check progress. For a
‘big picture’ goals
table, this may be
several times a term.
For a single session
goals table, this may
be at the half-hour
mark.

Consider: How much of the goal
have we achieved? Are we on
track to meet the goal in the
remaining time?

Adjustments

If the check-in shows
you might not meet the
goal, ask: how can we
change our sessions,
the goal, or both, to
make it attainable?

Example adjustments:

e change frequency of
meetings

®  move through material
differently, e.g. using
textbook instead of
class notes

e  break the goal down
further so we can better
track progress

e  extend the timeline for
the goal

e adjust the goal to make
it more achievable
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Check-in 2 Add as many check-ins

as are helpful given
the nature of the goal.

Adiustments Make adijustments for
each check-in as

necessary.

Work through practice questions

The best learning often takes place through doing. Working through practice questions
allows you to offer as much help as your tutee needs without the risk of doing your tutee’s
actual work. You could draw questions from past tests or the course textbook, come up
with them yourself, or have your tutee think of some.

Encourage your tutee to talk

Help your tutee take an active role in their learning by allowing and encouraging them to
speak as much - or more than - you. This will help them to analyze and process the
material you cover, which they may be struggling to do from lectures or textbook readings
alone.

Some ways to achieve a good balance between yours and your tutee’s voice in a session

are:

e Pose open-ended questions that encourage a back-and-forth discussion
e Ask your tutee to tell you what they understand and what they don’t

e Challenge your tutee to ‘teach you’ how to solve a problem or explain
a concept to you in their own words

e Ask your tutee how they might fix - or work towards fixing a mistake -
before you weigh in

Never dictate answers

Explaining becomes dictating when your tutee is writing down your words directly.
Similarly, if you find yourself pausing to allow your tutee to write down a numerical or
other kind of solution on their assignment, you’ve crossed the line into dictating.
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In the moment, dictating may seem like an easier and less frustrating route for both of you,
but the ethical implications are severe; giving your tutee the answers puts you both at risk
of academic penalty.

If your attempts at explaining and coaching simply aren’t working, it’s time to take a step
back and see whether there is another approach you can try, or whether your tutee needs
to go elsewhere for help. This is a perfectly acceptable step in the tutoring process.

Avoid handling your tutee’s pen or laptop

A simple way to help you avoid crossing the line into doing your tutee’s work is to resist
putting pen to paper on their assignment. Of course, visual explanations can be a great
way to convey a concept, but make sure this is done separately from the piece of work
your tutee is to complete. If you are looking together at a piece of your tutee’s writing,
make sure you point out and explain mistakes (or better still, have your tutee try to point
out mistakes) rather than taking over their paper or laptop to fix it yourself.
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EFFECTIVE TUTORING FOR DIFFERENT LEARNING STYLES

We all have preferences regarding how information is presented. These preferences go
hand In hand with the way we individually process and analyze information.

When you are aware of how you and others perceive and interpret information, you can
make understanding, remembering, and communicating material easier for your tutee.
Talk with your tutee early on about their learning styles, and stay perceptive throughout
tutoring sessions to see which techniques seem to work best.

Strategies for three learning styles

The three modalities of learning, or “learning styles,” are: visual, auditory and
kinesthetic (“VAK”). The visual learner learns through seeing, the auditory learner through
hearing, and the kinesthetic/tactile learner through moving, touching, and doing. Some
learners have a dominant learning style, while others favour a combination of all of the
styles. As you become more familiar with your tutee and their work methods, you can
experiment with some of the teaching and learning strategies listed below.

Catering to the visual learner

e Use a variety of visual aids like pictures, maps, charts, and diagrams
(check the course textbook, other course materials, or relevant
websites)

e Use multi-media like videos and interactive activities (check course
materials or relevant websites)

e Use a blackboard, portable marker, or loose leaf to write questions
and answers (try booking a library study room with a board)

e Experiment with colour-coded highlighting

e Make flashcards together and use them during sessions

e Encourage your tutee to make notes during sessions

e Use acronyms, brainstorming bubbles, and concept maps

e Face your tutee so they can see your body language and facial
expression when speaking

e Hold your sessions in a quiet spot
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Catering to the auditory learner
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Adjust your tone of voice, speed of talking, and pitch to suit your tutee
Role play — ask your tutee to explain the material as if they were the
tutor

Employ active listening techniques — attend to what your tutee is
saying and obtain confirmation that they is understanding your speech
Use open-ended questions where your tutee is free to respond in their
own words rather than giving a rote response or repeating your words
Use mnemonics (like VAK above), rhyming, and storytelling to help
your tutee process information and retain facts

Ask your tutee to read material aloud and suggest they recite
information over and over to better memorize it

Choose a location for tutoring with little visual distraction and
minimal noise (e.g. a library study room)

Encourage your tutee to ask permission from their professors to record
lectures. Consider reviewing these together, pausing for parts where
your tutee needs additional explanation

Use the “Speak selected text” tool in Microsoft Word (easy to install —
Google for instructions) to allow your tutee to hear what they’ve
written
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Catering to the kinesthetic learner

e Make flashcards for each step in a procedure
e Use auditory cues for memorizing material

e Allow your tutee to doodle while listening

e Use bright colours to highlight material

e Suggest your tutee write down ideas that come to them while reading
or discussing

e Take small breaks during sessions for your tutee to stretch and move
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OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO LEARNING

Self-concept comprises people’s beliefs and attitudes about themselves. Research has
shown that learning increases as a person’s positive self-concept strengthens, and that self-
esteem affects effort and other important elements of performance.

Learned helplessness

Psychologist Martin Seligman suggests that the way a person views events in their life can
predict their future. Those who believe they are firmly in control of events are more likely
to do well than those who believe that forces beyond their control are the true
determinants of their success. Seligman coined the term “learned helplessness” to describe
the condition of people who, as a response to stress or trauma, have come to believe that
a situation is out of their control. People with the learned helplessness view see stresses or
problems as personal, pervasive and permanent.

An example of permanence:

Pessimist: This course bores me to death; | give up now.
Optimist: Today’s class was hard to get through, but some days | find the topic more

engaging.
An example of pervasiveness:

Pessimist: During my two years of university, I've had one decent professor. I'll never meet
one like her again.

Optimist: During my two years of university, I've had one professor whom | really liked. In
my next two years I’'m going to look for other professors with qualities like hers.

An example of personalization:

Pessimist: | really screwed up that exam. How could | be so dumb?
Optimist: That was a really tough exam. At least | nailed the memory questions.

Life’s challenges are not always the only problem; our responses to them can play a more
important role. How we have perceived and acted on similar challenges in the past tends
to shape how we react to present challenges. But just as helplessness is a learned
response, resilience can be too.
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Learned resilience

Seligman contends that learned helplessness can be overcome largely through a cognitive-
behavioural approach. People can use techniques to develop adaptability to stresses,
emotional strength, and resourcefulness—in short, to develop “learned resilience.”

Following are some strategies to help your tutee build resilience. Such strategies must be
grounded in reality — developing resilience isn’t about generating blind optimism, but
rather about reaching a place of confidence and resourcefulness where productive
learning can take place.

Strategies for reaching learned resilience:

1. Always set realistic goals with your tutee.
2. Plan your sessions to build on your tutees current knowledge and strengths.
3. Use positive reinforcement: evaluate your tutee’s work, pointing out
strengths as well as weaknesses.
4. Treat mistakes in the context of building competence.
5. If your tutee slips into modes of thinking associated with learned
helplessness, walk through the following steps with them:
Step 1: Identify the limiting statement or belief
Step 2: Determine how it is limiting learning
Step 3: Ask your tutee to express how they want to be, act or feel
Step 4: Create a new, affirming statement
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DIRECTING A TUTEE TO OTHER RESOURCES

Sometimes you may become aware, through the course of sessions, of problems your tutee
is facing beyond tutoring. If these needs are directly impacting your sessions and making
progress difficult, please get in touch with the Tutoring Coordinator to discuss the best way
forward. (Tutees agree to this liaison when signing the Tutee Agreement.)
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