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Abstract: This paper describes research by the authors into student views of ‘what makes for
agood tutoria’. It draws on the results to discuss the attributes of effective tutorials and
ways of accommodating individua differences, with particular reference to encouraging and
assessing participation in tutorials.
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Introduction

In a study of student drop-out rates, Martinez and Munday (1998) found that two factors for
success were ‘the student’ s awareness of his/her own learning process and the lecturer’s
response to the varied learning needs of the group’ (Briggs, 2000). Thus considering student
preferences about tutorials is important in enhancing * authentic accommodation of individual
differencesin the classroom’ (Riding & Raynor, 1999) through recognising ‘the needs of
different participants' and supporting them in their learning (HERDSA Fellowship
Professional Recognition and Development Scheme). This matters less with the most able
students, but ‘if the individual preferences of students are ignored, those already most at risk
of withdrawal or failure are put in double jeopardy’, including students from ‘aless academic
environment ... from lower socio-economic groups, ... outside the ‘mainstream’ white
culture, women, and those with disabilities’ (Smith, 2002). Thisisagrowing concern as
increased access to university hasled to larger classes and a greater variety of learner (Smith,
2002; Zeegers, 2002) at the same time as fiscal and performance pressures are increasing the
tendency to leave tutorial teaching to ‘apprentices’ (Ramsden, 1992).

Because people tend to teach from their own experiences and preferences (Entwistle, McCune
& Walker, 2001; Riding & Raynor, 1999), student centred teaching requires enhancing tutors
awareness of differences between themselves and their students. Appropriate psychometric
Instruments can contribute to raising this awareness.

The research reported in this paper originated from observations about the efficacy of the
DISC instrument (Marston, 1928) that measures behavioural stylesin the context of preferred
ways of relating to people, classifying respondents as ‘Direct’, ‘Influencing’, ‘ Stabilising’
and ‘ Conscientious' in response to their selection of self-descriptors out of 48 possible items.
In this serendipitous instance, Ritter observed that student behaviour in different tutorials
within afirst year university subject (Communication Processes, taught in the criminal justice
and policing degrees) corresponded with the results of administering a DISC instrument to
studentsin atutorial on individual differences. A particularly passive group had a majority of



‘stabilisers’; an uncontrollable group had a majority of ‘influencers and a‘good’ group had a
majority of ‘direct’ people.

Ritter then designed a follow-up survey, which was administered to the same students, asking
them to identify themselves by their DISC descriptor and to select from alist of 40
characteristics ‘the five things that make atutorial work well for you'. There was sufficient
correlation between DISC descriptors and preferences about tutorials to suggest the value of
further research in enhancing understanding and accommodation of differences between
groups. It was notable, for example, that the tutor had perceived the passive group as having
‘unsatisfactory’ tutorials, whereas the stabilisers who made up that group expressed
satisfaction with their relatively quiet and strongly led style of tutorial.

The research

Based on the follow-up survey, a questionnaire was developed to evaluate tutorial style
preferences (the TSP). Respondents were asked to rate * the things that make a tutorial work
well for you' from alist of 38 items on a Likert scale where * 1= not at all important and 5=
very important’. The new scale was administered with the DISC instrument for comparison
purposes.

The aims of the research were

1. totest the hypothesis that there were defining categories of preferred tutorial styles.
2. todiscover whether there was a relationship between preferred tutorial styles and
preferred behavioural styles as measured by the DISC instrument.

The questionnaires were distributed in class in avariety of subjects, 306 students responded,
median age 19, age range 17-58, predominantly first year (71%) and female (80%) and from
the discipline areas of psychology and education (91%).

Results

Factor analysis was used to determine categories of tutoria styles (see Appendix A). It
indicated three factors: authoritarian, participatory, and enjoyable. Of these three styles,
enjoyable (mean 3.9) was the most endorsed, followed by authoritarian (mean 3.88), with
participatory (mean 3.57) being the |least endorsed.

Correlation analysis was conducted to explore the relationship between TSP factors and DISC
behavioura styles (Table 2). The strongest correlation was noted between TSP Participatory
and DISC’ s Direct and Influencing behavioural styles.

Thelink between the TSP and the DISC instruments was further illustrated by the correlation
of individual TSP itemswith DISC quadrants.

Discussion

The results suggest that significantly different types of learner prefer significantly different
types of tutorial. These findings particularly challenge widely-held assumptions about the
primary importance of interactive discussion for all learners (Exley & Dennick, 2004:



Marmolejo, Wilder & Bradley, 2004; Myers, 2004; Boniecki & Moore, 2003; Fritschner,
2000; Howard & Henney, 1998; Wambach & Brothen, 1997; Martin 1993).

Table 1: TSP factors: items that correlate >.5

(Pearson Correlation sig. (2 tailed))

Authoritarian Participatory Enjoyable

Clearly explained material .67 Interesting debate .65  Humour .72

Direct teaching .66 Lots of debate and argument .64  Entertaining .64

Orderly and well- .64 Lots of different ideas .63 Bright people 51

organised process

Handouts .63 Lots of participation by others .60  Emotionally safe .51
environment

Lots of information from .63 Materia that stretches your .59 Interesting topic .51

tutor thinking

Clear learning outcomes .59 Everyone encouraged to .57

participate

Strong control/leadership .58 Open ended discussion .57

Detailed guidelines .58 Interactive discussion .55

Building blocks to create .56

understanding

Table 2: correlations >.2 between TSP factors and DISC behavioural styles

Pearson Correlation sig. (2 tailed) at p > .2

DISC styles
TSP factors Direct Influencing Stabilising Conscientious
Authoritarian .23 25
Participatory .35 .38
Enjoyable .26 .29

Table 3: correlations >.2 between individual TSP items and DISC behavioural styles
Pearson Correlation sig. (2 tailed)) irrespective of TSP factors

Direct Influencing Stabilising Conscientious
Everyoneencouraged .30 Everyone 39 Cam .26 Discussionbasedon .23
to participate encouraged to atmosphere readings

participate
Lotsof participation .30 Lotsof participation .31 Handouts .23 Orderly and well- .22
by you by you organised process
Material that .22 Interesting debate .30 Clearly .22 Clearly explained 22
stretches your explained material
thinking meterial
Lots of different .22 Entertaining .30 Calm atmosphere 21
ideas
Lots of debate and .22 Humour .28 Lotsof analysis 21
argument
Broad explorationof .22 Clear learning .28
topic outcomes
Studentsin control, .21 Studentsin control, .24
tutor facilitates tutor facilitates

Working in small .22

groups




Of the three TSP styles, ‘ participatory’ was the least supported and ‘interactive discussion’,
which was the most important attribute within this factor, was only ranked eighth overall (see
table 4); furthermore, more strongly endorsed attributes, including ‘ obvious relevance’,
‘clearly explained material’ and ‘strong direction by tutor’, could be jeopardized by a high
level of student contribution.

Table 4: The most popular TSP attributes (by mean) distributed across the three factors (>.4 by
factor analysis Pearson Correlation sig. (2 tailed))

Attribute Rank Authoritarian Enjoyable Participatory
Obvious relevance to subject/course 1 A7

Interesting topic 2 .51

Clearly explained material 3 .67

Strong direction by tutor 4 A2

Clear learning outcomes 5 .59

An emotionally safe environment 6 .51

Orderly and well-organised process 7 .64

Interactive discussion 8 .55
Easily understood packaged knowledge 9 54

Building blocks to create understanding 10 .56

There was also awide variation in the importance accorded to attributes that indicate high
levels of socia interaction, including ‘lots of debate and argument’, ‘lots of participation by
you', and ‘bright people’ (see Appendix A).

The DISC factor analysis produced similarly divergent results (see table 3). Direct types and
influencers tended to like interaction, but stabilisers and conscientious types did not value
high levels of interaction. These findings support the findings of other observers and
researchers that in low participation classes, students become ‘irritated’ with ‘talkative’ peers
(Fritschner, 2000, 342) and that there are differences between studentsin desired level of
structure of instructional activities and of social interaction (Entwistle, McCune & Walker,
2001; Renzulli & Dai, 2001).

‘Not being forced to participate’ emerged as particularly important and produced the greatest
variation in TSP responses. It isalso notable that the TSP item, an emotionally safe
environment, was important to many students, being ranked 6" overall. This contra-indicates
enforcing participation, as enforcement can place strains on students, produce a counter-
productive ‘ sense of inadequacy’ (Ramsden, 1992) and threaten non-conforming personalities
who prefer to avoid debates (Barsky & Wood, 2005); the resulting anxiety may encourage ‘a
surface approach’ to learning (Heywood, 1989, p. 81) and divert learning-energy into
developing avoiding and protective behaviours.

These findings have implications for a number of well-used strategies, such asin-class
debates, calling on people by name to contribute, and are most relevant if participation is
enforced through summative assessment. If tutorial behaviours are, at least to some extent,
the product of sub-conscious preferences, as the TSP and DISC outcomes suggest, then there
Isadanger that assessment of ‘participation” will not measure what it claims to measure, but
merely assess the fit between student preferences and learning environment, rewarding those
who find speaking out empowering and disadvantaging those who find it threatening or
overwhelming. This makesit neither valid nor effective (Logan and Thomas, 2002; Zhang
and Sternberg, 2000; Brown and Knight, 1994).



These findings do not contradict the literature that suggests that students learn best when they
are actively participating in class (see Fritschner, 2000); rather, they beg a recognition that
participation takes many forms and that enforced verbal contribution may not enhance the
learning of all students.

It is notable that the students saw encouraging participation as different from forcing it. The
TSP preference for not being forced correlated, albeit weakly, with lots of participation by
you (.22) and everyone encouraged to participate (.21). This suggests the need for non-
threatening strategies which effectively encourage and/or teach effective interaction (Ahlfeldt,
Mehta & Sellnow, 2005; Exley & Dennick, 2004, Smith, 2002, 66). Thisinvolves both
respecting students’ preferences and pushing them to grow (Felder and Brent, 2005). The
potential of such strategiesis reinforced by indicators that participation increases with class
level and participants age (Ahifeldt, Mehta & Sellnow, 2005; Fritschner, 2000), the belief
that there is a developmental component in the acquisition of appropriate learning styles (see
Zeeger, 2002) and the predominance of first years in the TSP sample, which may account for
the importance of authority relative to participation.

Conclusion

This paper demonstrates how reflection on a classroom experience can lead to formal
research. Inthis case, reflection and on tutorial style preferences has produced a new
evaluation instrument, the TSP, and identified the potential of the DISC instrument in
contributing to our understanding of tutorial behaviour.

The results of administering both instruments suggest that variationsin the levels of
participation between individuals and groups should be expected and accepted, and that
variations between groups, which are often attributed to tutors’ efforts or students' abilities
(Ramsden, 1992), may result from the preferred style of most members of the group. This
could either be the result of the sum of each student responding with his/her preferred style, or
the product of the interaction of the students within the group. In either case, the TSP and
DISC instruments could help tutors to understand that a variety of tutorial approaches are
reguired to optimise them as learning environments for al students, and to identify which
tutorial styles are preferred by each individual/group in order to facilitate tailoring tutorials to
the students' needs. Thisis particularly important in choosing between prescriptive and open
ended tasks, and directed or self-regulated relationships, because these characteristics impact
on all members of the group and tend to negate each other.

Respecting students’ preferences requires reflection on our assumptions about motivating and
evaluating particular student behaviour in tutorials. In particular, respect for different forms
of participation should be developed, taking into account the variety of preferred tutorial
styles. Where student contribution is desired, it should be encouraged and facilitated rather
than forced. In doing this, the TSP and DISC instruments could be used to make students
aware of how they approach tutorials, help them select approaches that suit them and develop
strategies for managing unwelcome situations.
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Appendix A — TSP results

TSP Components Pearson
Correlation Sig. (2 tailed))

Items Mean SD Rank Aduthoritarian Participatory  Enjoyable
Strong direction by tutor 4.2 .82 4 42 a2 -.15
Interactive discussion 4.0 .90 8 .07 .55 A2
Lots of participation by others 3.7 94 24 .05 .60 .07
Lots of participation by you 3.6 10 26 A3 54 .01
Broad exploration of topic 38 90 19 .25 42 -.33
Lotsof analysis 35 95 27 .35 45 -.16
Following up interesting ideas even if not

directly relevant 31 10 33 -.10 44 22
Detailed guidelines 3.9 10 14 .58 .00 .06
A calm atmosphere 3.9 98 11 .36 -.03 45
Bright people 3.3 11 29 .00 10 51
Humour 3.9 92 12 .09 A3 72
Clear learning outcomes 4.2 .84 5 .59 A7 19
Direct teaching 3.8 91 20 .66 -.09 A3
Easily understood packaged knowledge 4.0 .86 9 54 -.03 16
Orderly and well-organised process 4.1 .83 7 .64 -.02 A3
Strong control/leadership 3.7 91 25 .58 .07 -01
Formally structured debates 2.6 92 38 27 .36 -2.5
Discussion based on readings 3.3 96 31 .30 .52 -.01
Working in small groups 33 10 30 .23 .26 31
Not forced to participate 3.0 12 35 -1.6 A7 -.18
Doing written exercises 29 95 36 54 10 -.01
Students presenting papers 2.7 98 37 24 .38 -42
Materia that stretches your thinking 38 85 17 -.01 .59 -.00
Students in control, tutor facilitates 3.0 88 34 -11 .53 15
Lots of debate and argument 31 10 32 -.10 .64 .06
Entertaining 3.8 10 15 -.03 .23 .64
Interesting debate 3.7 97 23 -.08 .65 .26
Everyone encouraged to participate 3.7 96 22 0.8 57 24
Lots of information from tutor 38 91 16 .63 14 -01
Handouts 3.8 10 18 .63 -.02 14
Overheads to work from 33 11 28 .59 -.08 A3
Clearly explained material 43 a7 3 .67 A2 .05
Building blocks to create understanding 40 85 10 .56 15 .06
Obvious relevance to subject/course 44 a7 1 A7 .08 -.04
Open ended discussion 38 85 21 A1 57 21
Lots of different ideas 3.9 91 13 .06 .63 31
An emotionally safe environment 4.1 .93 6 a2 24 51
Interesting topic 4.3 a7 2 .19 A7 51
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