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Peer-Tutoring in Online and Face-toFace Formats: A Small Comparative
By Maria Eleftheriou
Feras Ahmed
Introduction
The American University of Sharjah Writing Center implemented an on-line tutorial program in Spring 2011. Since
then, tutors have been conducting on-line tutorials using
Google Hangouts, a platform which enables tutors and students to share documents while talking and working interactively on a whiteboard. In order to determine the effect
of the on-line format on tutorial interactions, we conducted a small-scale comparative study analyzing the interactions in on-line and face-to-face tutorials.

Data Collection and Analysis
Several on-line tutorials and face-to-face tutorials were recorded during the Spring 2012 and Fall 2012 semesters, and
seven from each format were subsequently selected for
analysis. Voluntary participation of students and tutors was
solicited prior to the taping of each session. Face-to-face
tutorials were taped by a digital recorder on the table. Tutorials were transcribed. Participating students were enrolled in freshman composition courses. Six of the tutors
were undergraduate students who had taken a course in
peer-tutoring, and one of the tutors was an instructor.
Using Thonus’ (2004) and Williams’ (2005) analyses of tutorial conversation as models, we analyzed features and
sequences of talk in tutorial transcripts. Some of the features we examined included opening phases, tutor turn
length, control of the discourse, evaluative comments, mitigating directives and challenges and acceptances.

Results and Discussion
Similarities
The analysis of the tutorial transcripts revealed
that the tutor’s authority was apparent in both face
-to-face and on-line formats: tutors controlled the
tutorial discourse, made evaluative comments, and
adopted teacherly roles. The data revealed that
tutors had a tendency to dominate the conversation. Students did feel comfortable to ask questions, and in some instances did direct the conver-

sation, but in most cases, the tutors were the ones
creating the agenda, asking the questions and determining the course of the tutorial. Research in
face-to-face settings has revealed that tutors typically dominate during tutorial interactions: they
exhibit features of conversational dominance such
as longer turn length, taking charge, and holding
the floor (Thonus, 2002). This conversational dominance is even more prominent in tutorials with
non-native speaking (NNS) students (Thonus,
2002, 2004; Williams, 2005) and is, therefore, particularly relevant to AUS students. The data derived from this small study indicates that on-line
tutoring does not diverge from this pattern.

Students characteristically accepted their tutors’
suggestions most of the time in both face-to-face
and on-line formats. This finding is not surprising.
Research has shown that challenges and rejections
are rare in all tutorial situations, and they are even
less common with NNS learners (Williams, 2005).
The students regard their tutors as authorities in
both formats and seek reassurance from them
about various aspects of their writing. For example,
students ask, “Is my paragraph OK?” or “Does that
sentence make sense?” While the dominant theory
of writing center pedagogy embraces the idea that
the tutor is distinct from a traditional teacher
(Bruffee, 1993; Hobson, 2001), recent studies
demonstrate that peer tutors often fulfill
“teacherly” roles within the tutoring relationship,
and, therefore, are not regarded solely as peers in
their interactions with writing center students
(Thonus, 2002, 2004; Williams, 2005). This identification by tutors seems to exist in both face-to-face
and on-line sessions.
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Cont’d from ….p 2
Differences
Conclusion
In face-to-face tutorials, tutors often asked questions to
confirm their students’ comprehension. Confirmation
questions by tutors such as “Do you know what I mean?”
or “Do you see my point?” were common after a concept
was explained. This request did not occur as regularly in
the on-line format, possibly because tutors could not rely
on facial expressions or body language.
An interesting finding is that the on-line format encouraged students to speak more frequently and at greater
length than in the face-to-face format. The on-line discourse was more evenly balanced between tutors and students. Without a physical presence, tutors and students in
online sessions must establish their presence verbally to
compensate for the inability to interpret facial expressions
and body language. This finding is in line with research
that has been done comparing face-to-face and on-line
tutorials. Jones, Garallada, Li and Locke’s (2006) study
comparing on-line and face-to-face interactions revealed
that on-line tutorials were more egalitarian with students
controlling more of the discourse.

Although on-line and face-to-face tutorials share
similar features, the distinctive nature of each
format, which has been noted by researchers
(Jones, Garallada, Li and Locke, 2006) has been
affirmed in this study. Instead of trying to simulate the face-to-face format, perhaps it is possible
to consider the strengths of the on-line format
where students feel compelled to take a more active role in the conversation. This observation
may be of particular relevance to NNS populations
who are characteristically reluctant to speak
(Williams, 2005) and more culturally inclined to
rely on the authority of a tutor. A larger sample
size would contribute further to our understanding of the features and potential of each format.
Moreover, vertical transcription would provide us
with a more in-depth look at interactional and
linguistic features of the tutorial formats.
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L a s t ye a r ' s h i g h l i g h t s a t t h e L AU
Wr i t i n g C e n t e r
By Paula A. Habre, Writing Center Director, Lebanese American University

During the Fall semester, the WC hosted several workshops on the fundamentals of APA style. Though this
might not be the most exciting part of writing a paper, it is essential to ensure success in academia where charges of plagiarism are a growing concern. Many graduate and undergraduate students attended the event. In addition, for the undergraduate students taking the research writing course, class visits were made to introduce this documentation style.
During the Spring semester, the WC planned an event that served students who were soon to graduate and find jobs.
The event took place on May 13 and 14 prior to the annual Career Fair at LAU that was on May 15. We set up a booth and
tutors from the Writing Center were available from 11:00 until 4:00 on those two days helping students write their CVs
according to their needs. A big number of students visited the booth and made sure their CVs were ready and up to many
companies’ expectations. One student wrote in the evaluation , “ My CV improved and the gaps that were in it were
filled.” Another student commented, “ Everyone was very helpful , and I learned how to write other forms of CVs”
A final recommendation by another was to have it done next year.
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By Kevin Pittman

Paula Hayden has left the AWC to be Coordinator of the Teaching & Learning Centre at
CNA-Q. Paula's new responsibilities were
effective as of August 27th, 2013. Paula was on
AWC staff for six years, four years as its Coordinator. That role was doubled-up with a directive to oversee the College's community
outreach initiatives. Needless to say, these
were typically writing related programs, with
frequent workshops in topics from Journaling
and Reflective Writing to Poetry and Short
Fiction to Scriptwriting, delivered by Paula
and her colleagues at the AWC. The AWC
awaits a decision from College management
concerning her replacement.

Paula and I co-authored a paper as part of our
presentation for the Global Innovator's conference held last winter at the Qatar National
Convention Centre. It's title is Writing centres and the idea of community outreach
( http://tinyurl.com/o8ftn4h ). Our colleague,
Ed Balsom, presented a paper titled, Instructor tutoring in the classroom: a merger of domains ( http://tinyurl.com/ox2e7er ). Both
papers were published in QScience as part of
the conference proceedings.

Andrea Comeau takes over Ruth Benson's position at the AWC, as Writing Mentor, beginning this semester. Ruth retired in June. Andrea has been at CNA-Q for several years as a
Communications Instructor, with two years
as the Instructional Coordinator of the Communications Section. She joins current Writing Mentors Kevin Pittman and Ed Balsom.
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N E W S I N THE OASIS

(Oasis tutor Abdulla Najjar (left) works with a fellow student)

Peer tutors at Texas A&M at Qatar’s (TAMUQ) OASIS spend time learning how to have conversations about writing
with their clients. It is important that tutors understand how to engage in conversations about the writing process. Tutors can be a valuable resource for student writers who are struggling to even begin an assignment. When the focus of a
tutoring session is on generating ideas, clients can move forward in their assignments with more confidence. Here in The
OASIS at TAMUQ, we use Ryan and Zimmerelli’s The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors, 5th edition to supplement our
discussions about how to best engage clients in talking about writing. Tutors currently undergo a bi-weekly meeting for
specialized training and meet weekly to field individual questions and concerns. The next phase of the tutoring program
will include student tutors being observed and counseled regarding ways to enhance their effectiveness.

Contact Kelly Wilson, Training Specialist at kelly.wilson@qatar.tamu.edu

Thanks to everyone who contributed to this edition of the newsletter. Please remember there can be no newsletter without your submissions! If interested in featuring in future editions, please send pieces to sherry.ward@qatar.tamu.edu .
Thanks again for your interest in MENAWCA. Tune in again in January 2014 for the next edition.
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