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Given the diverse backgrounds and technical expertise that language
teachers can possess, it is challenging for technology instructors to
meet the needs of individuals during workshops or classes. In this
study, we explored the effectiveness of three interventions imple-
mented to help a technology instructor better meet the needs of
individuals in his class: peer tutoring, asynchronous discussion board
and electronic journal entries. Through the three interventions, the
instructor’s role changed from being the provider of solutions to
every problem (firefighter) to being an available coach, able to focus
his attention on matters that required it most. The instructor
became well informed of individuals’ challenges and frustrations
through discussion board postings and journal entries. Learners
regularly answered each others’ questions and provided support and
advice as they acted as peer tutors and as they exchange messages via
the discussion board. A strong group dynamic developed as learners
grew accustomed to assisting each other regularly. The instructor
was able to adjust lessons according to needs perceived via journals
and discussion board entries. He was also able to focus more attention
on problems in class that required instructor attention (as opposed
to questions readily answerable by peers).
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Supporting technology instruction through peer tutoring, discus-
sion boards and electronic journals

Preparing foreign language teachers to use technology in the class-
room frequently presents a difficult challenge to teacher educators.
Language teachers come to classes and workshops equipped with a
range of technological expertise—some having few computer skills
and limited exposure to the software and hardware useful for teach-
ing languages, and others possessing a range of computer skills use-
ful for classroom instruction. Developing strategies for dealing with
large individual differences and needs is key to successful teaching
and learning in the educational technology classroom.

As Taylor (2003) has noted, students who have more experience
using technology or feel confident about learning new technology
usually prefer to learn independently by “playing around” with new
tools with little interference from an instructor. Other students who
favor learning through more traditional forms of instruction such as
lecture, demonstration, guided hands-on experimentation and writ-
ten guides may appreciate more intervention and structured guid-
ance from the instructor. Many students may only feel comfortable
if they have constant access to a technology expert to help them
troubleshoot any problem that may arise as they attempt to famil-
iarize themselves with the course-required technology. In short,
there is a broad range of learning preferences as well as expertise.
Accommodating these preferences presents additional challenges for
an instructor.

This study focuses on the use of three instructional practices useful
for helping educators deal with some of the challenges of teaching
technology to foreign language teachers: student journaling, thread-
ed discussion boards and peer tutoring. Each of these three practices
was implemented in a technology course for language teachers in
order to meet the needs of individuals in terms of knowledge devel-
opment and learning styles. This paper is a qualitative case-based
report of the effectiveness of these interventions in meeting the
needs of individuals enrolled in this technology course.

Several studies on the use of e-mail and threaded discussions in dis-
tance programs for teacher education have focused on what stu-
dents learn while using online communication tools. McFerrin
(1999), for example, suggested that incidental, unplanned and
unforeseen, learning occurred through an online technology in edu-
cation course. Students reported increased patience and self-disci-
pline, adaptability to non-traditional and isolated learning
environments, and time management skills as incidental learning
that took place through the online course. McFerrin (1999) also
found that students reported growth in self-confidence and self-
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worth at the end of the online course. Another benefit cited was the
development of an online community in which students offered and
received assistance from one another, rather than solely from the
instructor (Ohland et al., 1999).

Studying the nature of the interaction that took place among online
learners (language teachers) who used asynchronous discussion
forums, Pawan, Paulus, Yalcin, and Chang (2003) found that stu-
dents do not always use online discussion forums as their instruc-
tors may have intended. Some of their participants frequently
engaged in “serial monologues” in which they spoke at length about
their own teaching experiences and opinions or engaged in small
talk (Pawan et al., 2003). These participants did not link their own
comments to the comments of other discussion board participants
by answering questions or responding to discussion starters of others.

Recent studies on the use of asynchronous and synchronous
communication within traditional on-campus teacher education
courses suggest that electronic communication tools allow students
and instructors to overcome obstacles of time and distance even
when face-to-face meetings occur regularly (Estes et al. 1999; Justice
1999; Khan 2005; Levin 2000; McMullin, Goldbaum, Wolffe, and
Sattler, 1998; Nicholson and Bond 2003). Khan (2005) showed that
students did not have to “bid” for the instructor’s attention as much
within the classroom because they could continue to make com-
ments, ask questions and discuss material with the instructor and
their peers on the discussion boards or by e-mail. Nicholson and
Bond (2003), Estes (1999) and McMullin et. al. (1998) demonstrat-
ed that classroom discussion time was extended beyond the class
period through discussion boards and e-mail journals. These tools
facilitated ongoing discussions between students and their peers and
students and their instructor.

Studies that have examined the content and nature of messages
written for course-required e-mail journals and online discussion
forums (Dutt-Doner and Powers 2000; Levin 2000; Nicholson and
Bond 2003; Pawan et al. 2003) have reported that students used
asynchronous discussion boards for reflecting on their own profes-
sional development, exchanging ideas about teaching and offering
support. Levin studied e-mail messages exchanged among students
and between students and the instructor, and messages posted to an
online discussion board, and found that “peer-to-group” online dis-
cussions through online forums “appeared to foster reflection more
than the other forms of one-to-one electronic communication stud-
ied” (2000, 151-152).

The third practice to be explored in this article is peer-to-peer
tutoring. Teachers involved in a five-year study of 32 technology-
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intensive elementary and secondary classrooms observed that peer
tutoring and the use of student experts freed them from the role of
primary instructor of basic technology skills; allowed for more per-
sonalized, one-on-one instruction; brought about positive change in
students’ academic performance and “senses of self-efficacy;”
(Ringstaff, Sandholtz and Dwyer 1991, 12) and lead to their greater
awareness of students’ capability and talent.

This paper demonstrates the potential of e-mail journals, asynchro-
nous electronic discussion boards and peer tutoring to increase an
instructor’s ability to meet the needs of individuals enrolled in a
course on using technology in the foreign language classroom.
Research indicates that as learners participate in these activities, they
are likely to develop greater confidence, engage in more collaborative
learning, and provide greater support and advice for each other.
These results can build an environment where learners are more
able to meet their own needs and to have some of their needs met
through their peers. It follows that as this occurs, an instructor can
then better act as a coach on the sidelines, to guide learners in their
individual and collaborative efforts, and to provide focused support
where his or her expertise is most needed. The report that follows
demonstrates how this process can occur in the technology classroom.

Students in a course on technology in the foreign language classrcom
were given three assignments designed to inform the instructor of
their progress, to facilitate the meeting of individual needs, and to
create a stronger group dynamic: e-mail journals, asynchronous
electronic discussion boards and peer tutoring. What follows is a
description of this course and learners and of the three assignments,
which will hereafter collectively be referred to as the three target
assignments.

The fifteen-week three-credit course, “Technology in Foreign
Language Education,” met once a week for three hours. The instructor
designed the course to teach teachers of foreign languages a set of
skills that would allow them to use technology in their classrooms.
Although the course emphasized using technology in pedagogically
sound ways (assignments were evaluated for pedagogical value as
well as technical merits), the focus was not on materials or lesson
plan design. These practices were taught extensively in other teach-
ing methods classes, where assignments were often fulfilled using
technology. The primary focus of the course was on the acquisition
of a set of technical skills helpful for implementing technology in
the classroom.

This paper reports on the learning of a very diverse group of 54 students
at the University of Pittsburgh: 24 in one class and 30 in another.
These learners included student teachers, master’s and doctoral

20

IALLT Journal of Language Learning Technologies



Feature

students. Forty of the participants were pre-service teacher candi-
dates and the remainder were practicing teachers participating for
professional development purposes. The technological expertise of
the participants varied greatly. Students included both highly capa-
ble and less capable individuals: a former computer programmer
and a retired banking industry systems analyst on the highly skilled
end, and self-proclaimed “technology idiots,” who struggled even to
check their e-mail and send and receive attachments at the other
end. In short, wide-ranging abilities and needs of the individuals
enrolled in the course presented significant challenges for the
instructor, who wanted to provide meaningful and useful instruc-
tion for all individuals.

Students in the course were required to complete small weekly
assignments involving skills such as using Blackboard, creating web
tools (links, tables, frames, forms, etc.), downloading, editing and
manipulating graphics, editing digital video and audio, creating
HotPotatoes activities and PowerPoint presentations and more.
They also wrote evaluations of commercial software and read sever-
al short articles on technology in the classroom. For a final course
project, learners were required to integrate at least three skills taught
in the technology course to create a series of activities for use in their
classrooms. They were also to demonstrate an understanding of how
to effectively implement these activities through lesson plans and
explanations of their teaching contexts and the theory and goals
driving their projects.

To increase awareness of students’ needs and to provide additional
means of support to the learners, the instructor also required that
students complete weekly e-mail journals or discussion board post-
ings (worth 10% of their course grade) and that they act as “expert
for the week” (peer tutor) during the semester (also worth 10% of
course grade). To accommodate those less comfortable with the
public discussion board forum, the instructor gave students the
option of either writing journal entries and sending them directly to
the instructor or posting a message to the threaded discussion board
using Blackboard (Blackboard, 2005).

The instructor designed the three target assignments to help him
better meet the needs of individuals enrolled in the course. He felt
that by paying large amounts of attention to the needs of some indi-
viduals, he may have been overlooking the needs of others. The
instructor thought that having learners write journal entries after
each class would give him a better sense of each individual’s under-
standing and progress. He asked the learners to consider the follow-
ing questions as they prepared their entries for e-mail submission
each week:

Volume 38, No.2 Winter 2006

21



Dewey and Cannon |

1)How well were you able to use the tools taught in class this
week?

2)How well did the instruction facilitate learning?
3)What obstacles did you encounter during class this week?

4)How difficult was it to complete the homework
assignments for the week?

5)What specific aspects of the homework assignments were
most difficult?

6)How are you feeling about your progress in this course this
week?

7)If you could change anything about the course this week,
what would you change?

8)How well were the instructor and/or the weekly experts
able to help you this week ?

9)In what ways were the instructor and those assisting him
able to help?

Students were not necessarily required to answer all of the journal
questions, but the instructor wanted to encourage them to consider
these types of questions as they formulated their responses. He gave
journal writers full credit if they addressed these questions or
focused on related issues in a paragraph or more of text. Single sen-
tences were not accepted and partial credit was not given.

The following prompt guided discussion board posts and appeared
each time students logged into the discussion board:

The purpose of this discussion board is to allow each of you to share
thoughts, concerns and questions you may have regarding the skills
taught in each class. Each week please make at least one posting.
This posting may be a thought, a question, or an answer to someone
else’s post, but I encourage you to each post both your own thoughts
on class and a response to others’ questions or comments each week
where possible. While I do not require your posting to be of any spe-
cific length, I ask that you do your best to make each week’s posting
a meaningful one. Please respect others as you make your com-
ments. Criticism of others will not be accepted, given that one aim
of this discussion board is to provide support for all who post and
read here.

Students were given full credit for discussion board postings each
week if they made a post indicating that they gave thought to the
material covered in class or that they read and gave a meaningful
response to others’ comments.
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Results

Journal Entries

Each student was required to act as expert for the week at least twice
during the semester. Each week, two or three students met with the
instructor between classes to learn how to use the tool or tools that
would be covered in the upcoming class. Students spent between 10
and 30 minutes with the instructor learning these skills and then
practiced on their own before the next class in order to become
competent enough to teach their fellow learners. The instructor
encouraged students to become experts in technologies they were
not familiar with so that they were forced to learn well a set of new
skills, but this was not a requirement. As a result of this, those par-
ticipants already familiar with the technology, but not acting as
experts for the week, often functioned as additional experts if need-
ed. Experts were given full credit for participation if they met with
the instructor during the week and if they stood and circulated to
offer help during the class period. Partial credit was not given.

Evaluation of the success of the three target assignments involved
several forms of evidence. First, two of the assignments, journal
entries and discussion board postings, served as rich sources of
information themselves. Second, the authors used anonymous
course evaluations submitted by students at the end of the semester
and read by the instructor well after grades were submitted. Third,
the instructor conducted informal focus groups following each
semester. Comments from these focus groups provided useful feed-
back regarding each of these methods. Finally, the authors analyzed
two forms of evidence written by the instructor: instructor’s
responses to e-mail journal entries and discussion board postings,
and the instructor’s end of semester/class log. Journal entries and
discussion board postings were categorized in an interactive man-
ner, with categories being created and later modifications driven by
patterns in the data, following methodologies for coding qualitative
data outlined in Miles and Huberman (1994) and Charmaz (2005).

The impact of the journal entries, the discussion board and the
expert for the week program will be presented with an emphasis on
how these interventions accommodated individual differences and
allowed the instructor to better meet the needs of his students.

Results from the journal entry analysis are summarized in Table 1.
The table lists the eight most common comment types in order of
frequency (most to least). Less frequent types (all occurring less
than five times each) are not included in the table.
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Frequency | Category Description Example

80 Frustration Students express “} have no clue what is going on. . . .
frustrations related to | At this point | just feel like this proj-
the class. ect is never going to start moving

again. Sorry for such a negative jour-
nal this week. That's why I kept trying
before writing, but | have to give up
right now. I’m just SO frustrated.”

61 Difficulty Students comment “This is one of the hardest things
on the difficulty of we've learned how to do so far.”
specific tasks or
projects.

48 Technology Students make a gen- | “l like how you can create tables so

Observation eral comment about easily in GoLive. | wonder if | can
the nature or capa- create tables within tables with it.”
bilities of technology
tools taught in class.

39 Goals Students specify “My goal for the web site is to work
goals. continuously for the following week to

learn the new skills | need to finish the
section I've been having trouble with.”

31 Technology Students describe “} created three mail-to forms to use

Accomplishment | something that they in activities for my class this week.”
accomplished using
technology during
the week.

24 How To Students ask questions | “Can you remind me how to make a
regarding how to picture smaller once you get it off the
perform a specific Internet?”
operation on the
computer.

22 Ability Students comment “| didnt realize in class how confident
on their own ability | felt, but later on when | reflected |
or inability todo a realized that | know a lot more than |
given task thought. I'm able to do everything we

went over, and it's a good feeling.”

18 Comment on Students talk about the| “I'm not sure what to write this week.

Journal task of writing weekly | It's sometimes hard to write these.”

Writing journal entries.

Table 1. Journal entry category descriptions and frequencies (listed in order of frequency).
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Discussion Board

Journal entries indicated regular active reflection by individual writers.
Learners addressed their own abilities, frustrations or apprehensions,
actions and goals. In a focus group regarding journal writing, one
learner noted, “it gave me a sounding board—sort of a place I could
go to express my frustrations or tell my successes, and in some ways
made me accountable. . .. Some weeks I could tell someone what I was
going to do and then felt guilty if I didn’t.”” This comment largely sum-
marizes the main roles journals played for learners.

Having a better understanding of students’ abilities, frustrations or
apprehensions, actions and goals through the journals, the instruc-
tor not only was able to respond to and try to meet individuals’
needs based on e-mail correspondence, but also to assess and
answer many of the needs of the class as a whole, as depicted in mul-
tiple journal entries. One week several students expressed frustra-
tion over upcoming workload in their journal entries. The
instructor was able to respond to these frustrations by reducing sev-
eral specific demands and negotiating a more manageable workload
in class with students. Another week he was able to re-teach a skill
that journal entries indicated was not acquired well during a previ-
ous class. An added benefit was that students felt, “our concerns
were being heard, even if [our instructor] didn’t always feed us the
specific answer we wanted, and sometimes [our instructor would]
talk about problems I brought up in my journal, but even if [he]
didn’t, it felt good that [he was] always listening.”

Students occasionally included specific “how-to” questions in their
journal entries. Answering these questions outside of class reduced
the amount of time in class required for answering individuals’
questions. When more than one learner brought up a similar ques-
tion or concern, the instructor was able to address these questions
well in class, having prepared in advance to do so.

In short, journal entries provided the instructor with an under-
standing of the progress and attitudes of each individual. This
understanding allowed him to follow up on journal entries with
one-on-one e-mail communication and face-to-face support where
necessary outside of class. He was able to provide support and
encouragement and to adjust instruction according to students’
needs as perceived through reading journal entries.

Discussion board entry analysis results are displayed in Table 2.
Only the most frequent categories (thirty or more instances) are
displayed in the table. Six of the eight most frequent comment types
involve sharing ideas, help, or support with other students or seek-
ing this help and support. This help and support is evidence of a
strong group dynamic that was present for the group. Several post-
ings highlight this dynamic:
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Example 1: “I think one of the greatest benefits of technology is that
it facilitates the creation of a cohort. Even though we only see each
other for a few hours on Thursday nights, we’re able to chat on the
discussion board and share ideas.”

Example 2: “[It] is not very often that a group of people can work
together and help each other the way that we did. Many people
offering support through phone calls, e-mails, discussion board
advice, and their time, to help each member through what seemed
to be huge problems.”

Example 3: “Discussion [boards] are great for group dynamics, as |
can work with students that I don’t usually see outside of class. I feel
I have support, and many times it is comforting to see you all have
the same questions and concerns as I do”
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Frequency | Category Description Example
140 Responding Students respond to | Student A: “Help! I can’t get my stupid
to Requests requests for help form to work!”
for Help from their peers. Student B: “Why don’t you post your
form and we can see what
we can do to help.”
Student A: “Here’s my form. | can’t for
. the life of me figure out
127 Requesting Students ask for help what I'm doing wrong!”
Help from their peers. .
Student B: “I've got the form working for
your page. V'll tweak it a bit
more in the coming days.
69 Expressing Students express “I'm so sorry to hear about your drive
Sympathy or sympathy for other problems! | had the same thing happen
Support students when they to me last month. Makes you want to
express frustration or | pull your hair out, doesn't it :-( .”
discuss problems.
64 Offering Help Students offer to help | “If anyone has any questions on
out without being how to use courseweb please let
asked by other me know” . . . “I'm good with today’s
students. Usually technology, so, once again, if anyone
this involves offering | has any questions, please feel free
expertise in a to contact me via e-mail . . . or
specific area. telephone . . . ”
48 Commenting Students comment “This week’s class wasn't as
on Class on the nature of a challenging as last week’s.”
specific class or the
class in general.
45 Sharing New Students share ideas | “Here’s another idea I've been throwing
Ideas for using technology | around for my own classes and it
in their classrooms— | might work for your sites.” The student
ideas that were not then goes on to give an extensive
presented by the description of publishing a Spanish
instructor or others in | newsletter on her web site and using it
class. with a class she is teaching.
3| Describing Students write about | “Once | got down how to make
Independent learning new skills (not| Quicktime movies, | played with things
Learning taught in class) on their| on my own and figured out how to
Experience own as they experi- add these movies to my web pages.
ment with technology | Then I found a web site provider to
outside of class. store my pages and movies on, since
they're too big for our school space.”
31 Agreeing Students agree with “| agree that this week’s class was easier.”
with Others points others express
on the discussion
board.

Table 2. Discussion board category descriptions and frequencies (most frequent to least).
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Peer Tutoring/Expert
for the Week

Peer tutoring was evaluated by looking for comments about the
experience in students’ journals and discussion board postings and
by reviewing post-study focus group comments, course evaluations
and instructor notes. The most prevalent theme in all of these items
was a transformation of students from less confident to more confi-
dent through acting as expert for the week. Several comments illus-
trate the development of confidence by individuals participating as
experts. Regarding the use of Adobe GoLive for tasks such as creating
tables, one student expert for the week wrote, “I was really scare [sic]
at first but it is actually pretty easy to use and you can do pretty cool
stuff with it. I am really excited about it.” Another student chose to be
an expert for the week for a class on digital video editing because “I
tried to find something I thought would be the most challenging and
that maybe I wouldn’t be able to do.” She later commented on the
discussion board on her ability to use Apple’s iMovie to edit digital
video footage. “I am an expert for next week, and what [our instruc-
tor] showed us after class was amazing. I think we will all feel like real
movie editors (as we will be!) after using iMovie because the effects
and features are incredible. I never thought that editing a clip would
be so easy and look so professional at the same time. Believe me, you
all will love this program.” The learner later mentioned to the
instructor in class that she never thought she would be able to show
others how to become “little film makers.” Her vision of her ability to
edit digital video changed from viewing the task as nearly impossible
to describing herself as a “real movie editor.”

As several discussion board comments illustrate, students developed
a better understanding than usual of each of the tools as they acted
as expert for the week. “I liked class tonight because we all had a lot
of fun playing around with everything. I was also expert of the week
so it was nice to actually be able to understand what was going on. .
. . Normally it takes me about half the class to start picking things
up; ...” (Student 43). “I was the expert for the week, so it was nice to
be able to play with everything and . .. understand what was going
on.” (Student 3). Although students who were not experts normally
left with sufficient understanding to use the tools taught in class
each week, they were much more confident and capable when they
had acted as experts.

Students came to realize that they were capable of learning much on
their own as well: “Being the Expert for the Week made me realize
that if I practice, I can even teach this stuff myself.” (Journal Entry
7, Student 45). An interview comment showed a willingness to be
more independent in learning: “Yeah, I found myself wanting to be
the Expert for the Week more often. . . . I tried on [sic] two or three
other things I thought would be kind of interesting to learn ahead a
bit—or at least to do some reading or playing....”
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Discussion

Expert for the week also promoted group cooperation and collabora-
tion. Postings such as the following, by the expert for the week on the
HotPotatoes program, were typical (16 similar comments were made
by experts). “Please, if you have any questions about hotpotatoes post
them up on the board and I will try to help as much as possible. I
check this quite often.” One student’s course evaluation comment also
suggests the influence of expert for the week on group dynamic: “I
think having Experts each week forced us to rely more on each other.
I suggest [the instructor] continue this program, given how much it
forced us to help each other more and rely on the instructor less.”

Evidence of individuals learning from weekly experts was also plen-
tiful. “Expert for the Week was a great way for us to pitch in and help
each other. I was . . . skeptical because I didn’t think I could learn
much from them, but now I know it’s possible to learn and teach
quite a bit from all of them” (Interview, Student 41). “I was very con-
fused at first, but then when Robert and Thomas showed me how to
play around on it and get my movie to work in it, it was great!”
(Discussion Board Post, Student 11, names changed to pseudo-
nyms). Comments indicating learning from the experts appeared 21
times on the discussion boards—either in the form of a direct
response to a question on the discussion board by an expert or in the
form of a learner reporting having received help outside of the dis-
cussion board venue from an expert.

The purpose of this paper is to highlight the potential of e-mail
journals, asynchronous electronic discussion boards and peer tutor-
ing to increase an instructor’s ability to meet the needs of individu-
als enrolled in a course on using technology in the foreign language
classroom. Given that the results presented here are anecdotal, it is
impossible to make generalizations based on the data presented.
However, the analyses did highlight some of the apparent benefits to
students and teacher of these three target assignments in this partic-
ular situation.

Several patterns emerged from the data. Each of the three interven-
tions appears to have contributed to noteworthy growth in self-con-
fidence in terms of technology use of the individuals enrolled in the
class. Journal entries and discussion board postings showed individ-
uals moving from less to more confident over time. As students
experienced being expert for the week, they realized that they were
more capable than they initially thought. Like Ringstaff et al’s
(1991) study, this study indicated that even learners who were con-
sidered less capable initially (by themselves or the instructor) were
able to participate in and draw confidence from being expert for the
week. These same individuals reported gaining strength and confi-
dence from the encouragement of fellow students through the dis-
cussion board and from their instructor through replies to journal
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entries. Ediger (2001) and McIntosh (1991) also indicate the value
of journal writing in terms of increased self-efficacy in science and
math problem classrooms. As several students noted in journals and
interviews, the level of attention that each individual received
through the journal entries, discussion board and peer tutoring con-
tributed to the development of greater self-confidence. This degree
of attention would not have been possible if the instructor had
relied solely on office hours and in-class interactions.

Prior to the implementation of journals, the discussion board and
peer tutoring, the course instructor was frequently frustrated by the
challenge of listening to and dealing with the questions and strug-
gles of individuals during each class, in particular when enrollment
numbers were high. He would occasionally be surprised when a stu-
dent would drop the course out of frustration or when he would
hear of a student’s concerns through other students or instructors.
In short, it was difficult for him to determine and meet the needs of
each individual during the weekly class periods. The three interven-
tions allowed him to hear students’ voices outside of class often and
to focus classroom time on individuals particularly in need of his
help. Students described this change as “having a voice in the class”
Students who wrote journal entries felt that the instructor listened
to and responded to their concerns and questions related to the
course itself and the technology covered in class. Those who wrote
discussion board postings felt that their concerns and questions
were regularly addressed by classmates and the instructor. Finally, as
one student noted, “Being the expert for the week made me feel like
we had some control of the classroom. If things went well, we were
to blame . . . . If they went poorly, we had some blame to take as
well.” In short, the instructor was better able to assess and meet indi-
viduals’ needs by hearing their voices and allowing them to partici-
pate in classroom instruction as experts.

Prior to the three interventions, the instructor was regularly over-
whelmed outside of class with requests for help. Students frequently
had technical questions, but would also approach the instructor to
express general feelings of frustration and lack of confidence.
Journals, discussion board postings and peer tutoring created a
group dynamic that led to individuals seeking support (both techni-
cal and moral) on a regular basis from their peers. Although some of
the group dynamic present in the classroom could be attributed to
the fact that many students took other classes together, the data indi-
cate that the discussion board and peer tutoring were major contrib-
utors to this dynamic. Discussion board postings contained many
examples of peer-to-peer support. As one student put it, the instruc-
tor “didn’t even have to help us. We helped ourselves.” Students were
so fast to answer each other’s questions on the discussion board that
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the instructor rarely had a chance to provide answers via this forum.
Although some studies of asynchronous discussion boards (e.g.,
Pawan et al., 2003; Pena-Shaff and Nichols, 2004) have shown that
learners can engage in monologues, seldom responding to each oth-
ers’ comments, many others (e.g., Arnold and Ducate, 2006;
McFerrin, 1999; Bonk and King, 1998; Kamhi-Stein, 2000; Mitchell,
2003) have indicated that learners can respond thoughtfully to each
others’ postings and that a strong group dynamic can be present in
the discussion board forum, in particular if discussion board instruc-
tions are worded in a manner that encourages responding to peer
postings. Similarly, studies of peer tutoring in other disciplines (e.g.,
Ringstaff et al., 1991) have revealed that group bonding is a common
result from peer-to-peer tutoring. The group bonding that occurred
in this study provided an atmosphere where the instructor was a
coach on the sidelines, providing guidance only where needed.
Through the expert for the week program, he was assisted by other
capable assistant coaches who freed up his attention to allow him to
have a better view of the larger picture and to spot individuals need-
ing one-on-one attention most.

In conclusion, the three interventions described here, journal writ-
ing, discussion boards and peer tutoring, allowed the instructor to
change his role radically. Prior to implementing these three inter-
ventions, he often felt like a single firefighter trying to exterminate
small and frequent fires spread throughout an entire city. While he
was able to maintain some degree of control most days, there were
others when the fires grew too large or when his ability to go from
one emergency to the next was entirely inadequate. The move from
single firefighter to sideline head coach led to an increased view of
the scene and an ability to focus on specific problems requiring his
expertise. Assisted by other coaches (experts for the week) and team
members (classmates providing assistance through the discussion
board and in-class help), and informed by reports (journals) from
individual team members feeling the need for one-on-one assis-
tance, he was able to direct the team through careful observation
and leadership and occasional intervention.
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