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Introduction

My plan for practice will be to revise the peer tutor training program provided at the beginning of each semester. Since this training is to be offered for the first time in summer of 2010, there are no preconceived notions about the specific activities and approaches that will be used to achieve its objectives. This creates an ideal opportunity to embed many of the ideas and techniques learned in this class. The training program is delivered in 20 hours over the course of four days and addresses a wide variety of topics ranging from basic technology training, policies and procedures, as well as the more sophisticated and subtle soft skills necessary for working effectively with students. 
While many of our professional tutors come to us with backgrounds in developmental reading, writing and mathematics with knowledge of developing study skills, peer tutors do not have this necessary training in basic skills instruction. Peer tutors are most often successful students in the discipline they are tutoring, but are not likely to be metacognitively aware of the study habits and skills that have made them successful or that may work best for others in certain situations. Moreover, they often do not fully appreciate the importance of their role as peer tutors within the larger context of the Academic Support Department. 

 One crucial goal of this training program is for peer tutors to learn tutoring techniques that are effective with a diverse student population and to critically evaluate the efficacy of the tutoring they provide. Another important goal of this program is for peer tutors to become aware of the strengths and drawbacks of their interaction and learning styles and to develop and apply active listening skills in their work together and with students.  A third goal is for peer tutors to develop an appreciation of the importance of peer tutoring within the context of the Academic Support department and increase the level of interdependence across the department.
The knowledge and skills gained in this course have provided the basis for structuring the peer tutor training program. I will incorporate specific tools from each unit of this course which will (1) provide awareness and appreciation of the diversity in the department and across the Middlesex Community College student body, (2) create a cohesive and interdependent team that works together and supports each other, and (3) improve the level of collaboration among peer tutors and across the Academic Support Department to effectively solve problems and achieve common, agreed upon goals. 
Diversity
Diversity is a necessary component of this training program for a variety of reasons. First, the population of our community college is extremely heterogeneous. Middlesex Community College serves students from many different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, physical abilities, learning styles and viewpoints. According to the MCC Fact Book (2008) 28% of the MCC student body consists of minority populations, coming from a wide diversity of racial and ethnic backgrounds. Furthermore, half of MCC students are of non-traditional age (over the age of 22), with 22% of the student population over the age of 30.  It is extremely important for the peer tutors to appreciate the uniqueness of each individual and provide support to every student in a non-judgmental way even when the beliefs of the students are different from or inconsistent with their own. In order to achieve this goal I intend to implement two of the tools presented in the diversity component of this course into my tutor training.
Students come in to the tutoring sessions looking for help for a variety of reasons, but at times tutors prejudge their intentions. I have heard tutors express the idea that many students do not read the instructions and simply want the tutors to do the work for them. The notion that students are looking to have the tutors do the work for the students may stem from a preconceived stereotype of a specific racial or ethnic background or simply judgment of the student based on his or her clothing or style of dress. For effective tutoring to occur it is important for the tutors to first think critically about any preconceived assumptions they have about students, races, ethnicities, or social groups and make efforts to adjust their behavior.
I will address these preconceived notions using the “Share Your Stories” activity. This activity will be the first item on the agenda since it is also a way for all of us to get to know each other well in a short time period. The activity will include all the questions answered in our workshop as well as an additional question regarding learning style preferences. In this activity the peer tutors will share their racial, cultural, and ethnic identities by answering the following questions: 

1. Share your racial and cultural background
2. Share where you grew up 
3. Share your class background
4. Share the strengths you gained from your background
5. Share your learning style preference and your favorite study strategies
6. Share what you do for fun
I included the learning style preference question for tutors to reflect upon since it is an important consideration every time they work with a student. It is important for students to become aware of their own learning styles in order for them to study effectively and become independent learners. Learning styles, like any other kind of diversity, are differences that make us unique and provide valuable information on how to work effectively with students, since a specific study strategy may work a person of one learning style but not for another. Understanding how we learn in different ways and respecting those differences is important to providing a supportive and effective learning environment. Once the workshop participants have shared their responses, I will facilitate a discussion in order to uncover any preconceptions we may have had before we shared our backgrounds. As it did in our class, this activity will identify any prejudices we may have believed about each other and set the stage for keeping an open mind when working with each other and with our students.
 The ancestor cards are another tool I plan to use with the peer tutors as a way for them to become aware of themselves and their behaviors when working with students. Each person will take a card from a basket and explain how they will use that particular trait when they are working in a tutoring session. For example, a trait or quality they may pick out of the basket could be patience, peace, listener, sensuality, ethnicity or collaborator. By providing behaviors and traits we want our tutors to possess through the ancestor cards we can promote insightful discussion regarding appropriate behavior when tutoring and also how we can bring who we are as people to the tutoring sessions in a positive way. 
Effective Team Work
While the term tutoring may conjure up images of individuals working one-on-one with students, in fact, team skills are a necessary component of working in the Academic Support Department. Academic support professionals at all levels need to work as a coordinated team to provide the necessary resources to students, develop tutoring schedules that respond to student need, and continually work to improve the way services are provided to students. In each of the sections of this class there were two consistent themes regarding effective team work: active listening skills and keeping a positive attitude. These two ideas will form the basis for my work with peer tutors in the upcoming training program. In the peer tutor training I will use a version of the listening activity to develop these ideas.
I have struggled with teaching my peer tutoring team the importance and subtleties of soft skills as part of the tutoring process and have had specific trouble with the notion of active listening. Soft skills are effective communication and interpersonal skills needed for many professions. One particular soft skill, active listening, is a key component of our tutoring process. Peer tutors need to be active in their listening in order to identify problems students may be experiencing with their study habits. Active listening will also help the peer tutors to identify root causes of students academic problems so that the appropriate supports may be put in place.

Active listening is also important for functioning as an effective team member. Through the listening activity I will introduce the importance of active listening while simultaneously addressing a larger set of soft skills important for success at any job. The peer tutors I supervise are young and often their work in the Academic Support Department is their first professional experience. They struggle with time management, clear communication, and maintaining a strong work ethic. An ancillary benefit of this active listening activity will be to make apparent the importance of these soft skills, and hopefully improve the performance and interdependence of the tutoring team.
To begin the listening activity, I will lead a group discussion on the importance of active listening and communication skills in the context of a tutoring session. This discussion will be followed by a group activity based on one of the team building models in class. In this activity the tutors will be placed in groups of four. The first person in the group will describe what it means to apply soft skills in the context tutoring. This peer tutor will need to describe the skills required in a tutoring session as well as in other tutoring responsibilities (e.g. interacting with professional tutors and other peer tutors). The other three group members will listen, and the second person will repeat to the best of his or her ability what the first person said. The third person will add anything the second person might have missed, and the fourth will let the group know whether they were successful or not in identifying all the key soft skills in the context of tutoring. This activity will encourage peer tutors to expand upon their understandings of the role of soft skills in the tutoring process. It will require peer tutors to (1) listen carefully to what is said by others, (2) summarize ideas in their own words repeating back what they believe they have heard, and (3) actively think about providing additional information, all around the topic of the role soft skills in tutoring.
A second goal I will address in this training will be regarding positive thinking. Peer tutors often do not complexly understand their importance to the Academic Support Department. They are young and are focused on mastery of the hard skills within their academic discipline, believing these are what are necessary to get a job. For example, one tutor currently working in the department is consistently late for work and often does not call in when he is 20 – 30 minutes late. He believes that if there are not any students waiting for him, there is no harm from his tardiness; in his eyes it is a victimless crime. 

This frame of reference does not take into account the lost work in the form of preparation and organization of materials he could be performing.  Moreover, there is always a need for someone to welcome walk-in students when they enter our centers, answer the phone, and troubleshoot day to day issues that arise during the day. I think the Career Skills and Objectives activity would be useful in identifying soft skills the tutors already posses as well as the importance of soft skills required in all professions.
By identifying peer tutors’ strengths and listening to their ideas I can build confidence and also awareness for the importance of soft skills. The Career Skills and Objectives activity identifies individual skills in communication, team work, and organization. The activity then provides the opportunity to share with each other their positive skills and provide an opportunity to look at skills required for their current and future positions. Through an open dialogue process tutors process together the importance of good communication and interpersonal skills.
Facilitating Participation and Collaboration
In order for the peer tutor training to be effective, participants need to be engaged in the process. I enjoyed all the different tools for collaboration we learned about in this weekend’s activities, and I felt engaged in the process and could imagine using almost all of them in the tutor training. To identify what is currently working well in the peer tutoring program and what we need to improve upon I intend to use the the Force Field Analysis and ORID Focused Conversation Method of reflection in our training. 
The Force Field Analysis assists in identifying what is working in a particular situation and what problems or barriers need to be addressed. In this planned activity we will address tutoring administrative procedures in order to improve their effectiveness.  Currently there are procedures in place that provide a detailed plan for communicating  when schedules have changed, who to call when tutors are late or sick, as well as a checklist of what to do when tutors are not tutoring students. Unfortunately, tutors do not always follow the current procedures and I’m not sure why this occurs. Do they not understand the procedures or are they simply ineffective?  By identifying what the current procedures are and what needs improvement we can have an active, productive discussion regarding whether the current plan is effective or start to develop an alternative plan that may be more effective and worth implementing. In addition, the process of engaging in this activity will increase investment from the tutors in the procedures we agree on as a group to implement.
Another component of our tutor training program consists of tutors watching instructional videos of dramatized tutoring scenarios. To date the process has been a passive one. In the past I have asked peer tutors a general question about what they thought about the videos, and the responses have not always addressed the main issues the videos present. The ORID Focused Conversation Method will bring to the surface the main points of the videos by actively engaging the peer tutors in questions designed for targeted reflection. The questions below are intended to be answers after viewing a four-minute video on building the student/tutor relationship.
Objective Questions
1. What words of phrases caught your attention?
2. What stood out for you as new?
3. Have you used the techniques presented in the video during a tutoring session?
Reflective Question
1. Did you feel the techniques for making students comfortable were useful?

2. Do you think you could use all of the techniques presented in the video during a tutoring session? If so, explain.
Interpretive Questions
1. What technique would you use if a student is reluctant or uncomfortable in participating in the tutoring session?

2. What did you learn that you did not know before?

3. What would you say is the most important factor in building a student/tutor relationship?

Decisional Questions
1. Any techniques you use in tutoring that are missing from the video? 
2. What title would you give this video?

By leading the tutors through the above questions we will all learn from each other. The group will be compelled to share their personal stories which will provide them with opportunity for feedback from the whole group. This will promote the timely development of collective decisions which will inform the policies and procedures in the Academic Support Department. This should not only increase peer tutors’ awareness of policies and tutoring procedures, but also increase their understanding and buy-in.
Evaluating Efficacy
Evaluating the efficacy of the peer tutor training will require a variety of activities aimed at determining the level of success achieving the three major program goals of (1) providing awareness and appreciation of the diversity in the department and across the Middlesex Community College student body to improve interaction as well as the tutoring process; (2) creating a cohesive and interdependent team that works together and supports each other; and  (3) improving the level of collaboration among peer tutors and across the Academic Support Department to effectively solve problems and achieve common, agreed upon goals. 
Awareness and respect for diversity

To assess the level of awareness and respect for diversity, I will implement the following measures:

· Upon completion of the workshop, peer tutors will write reflections of how their own unique backgrounds and perspectives have helped to form their approach to tutoring

· At regular meetings throughout the semester, peer tutors will share experiences working with diverse learners emphasizing successful strategies and insights gained

· Peer tutors will suggest policy changes, special programs, or other original ideas to improve the Academic Support Department’s effectiveness with the diverse set of learners at Middlesex.
Cohesive and interdependent team

To determine the level of cohesion and interdependence of the peer tutoring team, I will:
· Ask peer tutor team members to reflect on their role in the team and to provide feedback on their perspective on how the team is functioning
· Keep record of the number of disagreements and conflicts; subjectively evaluate how disagreements are handled (i.e. constructively or not)
· Add questions to the evaluation students complete after a session to assess how well the students felt they were understood by the tutor
Improved collaboration to work toward agreed upon goals

To evaluate the ability of the peer tutors to collaborate to work toward agreed upon goals, I will:
· Ask peer tutors to reflect upon their knowledge and understanding of department goals at regularly scheduled department meetings.
· Measure progress toward annual goals, reporting back to the department director and to the peer tutors at regularly scheduled department meetings
· Facilitate discussions of departmental goals, clarifying the reasons for specific goals and relaying peer tutors’ ideas and concerns to the department director.

All of these measures together will provide some level of understanding of the effectiveness of the peer tutoring workshop in regard to the stated goals, but it is understood that respect for diversity, team building, and effective collaboration are not discrete efforts limited to a specific time-frame or activity. They will necessarily overlap as individuals learn more about themselves and experiment with new identities and group roles. Moreover, these efforts need to be on-going and to become part of the culture of work within the Academic Support Department to truly see the benefits for the department, the peer tutors, and the students they serve.
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