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Preparing to Serve: 
A Program Training College Students for Tutoring and Mentoring in Public Schools


In this chapter we report the results of a collaborative effort to create a training program for college students engaged in service-learning in K-12 schools. The training program grew out of a service-learning project to use the college students to promote college participation in traditionally non-college bound K-12 students.  Our focus on training makes this chapter different than others in this book which have identified pathways for student engagement through courses, programs, community service, and other activities. But we see our training problem as serving the broader goal of the promoting student engagement by offering a free, portable, and standardized training program for use by service-learning researchers and administrators.

The team who created the service learning project is a broad collection of university personnel, among them a University Vice President, AmeriCorps VISTA volunteer, faculty members, and university staff.  Most of us serve as members of a university College Participation Committee whose mission is to promote greater university participation by traditionally non-college bound students. The committee was created mid-decade along with other committees (Recruitment, Retention) by the Provost who was motivated in part by evidence of lower college participation rates by 18 to 24 year-olds state-wide (Perlich, 2006, also see Lee and Rawls, 2010 for evidence of a national decrease in college participation rate). 

The College Participation Committee agreed on a goal to increase college enrollment of students from local high schools whose college participation rates were notably low. At the same time as the College Participation Committee was deliberating on means to reach its goal, the university was creating a Community Involvement Center whose mission is to promote and manage forms of service-learning in the university.  With the director of the Community Involvement Center also serving on the College Participation Committee, there was a cross-germination of ideas.  It did not take long for the College Participation Committee to arrive at a Trojan Horse solution of the college participation problem:  Our college students who otherwise serve as tutors and mentors in public schools can be trained to carry a personal message of the importance of college participation to precisely the students who we hoped would hear it. As tutors, the college students would have access to students who we wanted to target by offering help in critical academic subjects such a Mathematics, Science and English.  Students identified as traditionally non-college bound generally struggle in such core academic subjects.  But any student challenged in basic academic classes may be seen as at-risk for academic failure and college non-participation.  Tutoring these students would provide them with short-term, course-related support for the long term goal of college participation.  As mentors, the college students could form a personal relationship with their K-12 students which would effective encourage the students to adopt beliefs and values that promote the long-term goal of college participation.  To insure that our students would not to serve or be perceived as mere recruiters, we would insist that they promote college participation at any institution of higher learning not our own.
College Students as Mentors and Tutors of K-12 Students

The project using college students as mentors and tutors who carry a message of college participation to economically disadvantaged and academically underperforming K-12 students is keeping with the broader traditions of the university mission (Boyer, 1994).  Generally, the project is consistent with varied forms of collaborations encouraged between universities and public schools (Bok, 1982).  Many colleges and universities have focused some efforts on experiential learning, such as service-learning, to collaborate and strengthen relationships with the surrounding community, particularly K-12 students (Krebs, 2006). 

The project is also good pedagogy for the K-12 and college students.  Service-learning is defined as an activity which links academic learning to service that meets authentic community needs (Billig, 2002; Furco, 1996; Weigert, 1998). It is a form of experiential learning which can be located in the middle of a continuum stretching from academically-related internship on one side to socially-related volunteerism on the other (Furco, 1996). Research suggests a many service-learning activities takes the form of tutoring and mentoring of K-12 students and results in positive outcomes for all parties. 

There is evidence of a net positive effect on K-12 students of tutoring and mentoring programs staffed by college students. In a series of studies from the 1980s, Eisenberg, Fresko, & Carmeli (1981, 1983) assessed outcomes of the Perach program in Israel which matched up volunteer college students as tutors for disadvantaged children from grades 5-8. Tutoring sessions were held twice a week for two hours each over a period of 7 months.  No academic differences were demonstrated in carefully controlled tests of tutored students who completed, dropped out, or not enrolled in the program. However, the tutored students were shown to have greater school satisfaction and participation, and were reading outside classes more often than their non-tutored peers. In a two year follow-up on tutored and untutored students, differences emerged in their academic aspirations and competence, with tutored children demonstrating greater academic aspiration and competence in core classes than non-tutored children. Subsequent work has supported findings of the general effectiveness of college tutors on K-12 students academic preparation, achievement, and aspiration (Allen & Chavkin, 2004; Fitzgerald, 2001; Harwood & Radoff; 2009; Reisner, Petry, & Armitage, 1989; Ritter, Barnett, Denny, & Albin, 2009; Schmidt, Marks, & Derrico , 2004). However, caution should be raised if one narrowly defines the success of college-based mentoring and tutoring programs exclusively in terms of short-term performance improvements in core academic subjects of the K-12 students. As seen in Eisenberg et al.’s (1981) research described above, the results are not always consistent (see, Jones, Stallings, & Malone, 2004; Rhodes, 2008; Wasik 1998; Wasik & Slavin, 1993).  

Service-learning activities like tutoring and mentoring have become a course component in many different class in the college curriculum, including social science, education, medical, and humanities courses (Burrows, Chauvin, Lazarus, & Chehardy, 1999; Herschinger-Blank, Simons, & Kenyon, 2009; Jacoby, 1999; Quezada & Christopherson, 2005). Students engaged in various tutoring and mentoring service-learning projects demonstrate improved academic achievement and enhanced social interactions with peers (Fresko & Wertheim, 2006; Malone, Jones & Stallings, 2002; Mickey, 2001; Scales, Roehlkepartain, Neal, Kielsmeier, & Benson, 2006; Schmidt et al., 2004). These findings are echoed in the conclusions of national assessments of college student outcomes associated with tutoring and mentoring underprivileged K-12 students (Austin & Saxe, 1998; Reisner, et al., 1989; Taylor & Street, 2007).  
Training the Mentors and Tutors.

To meet the needs for the all parties involved in the service-learning project (K-12 students, service-learning students, faculty members, university outreach staff, and community partners), the college students would need to be trained.  Training would need to be carefully designed to accommodate the wide-range of service-learning students we hoped to attract from many different departments on campus.  On the one hand, the diversity of students would have to be trained so that they understood the mission of mentoring and tutoring traditionally non-college bound K-12 children in order to promote their college participation.  On the other hand, opportunities would have to be made available for faculty members whose students are enrolled in the service-learning project to focus their students on aspects of the service-learning experiences relevant to their courses. To balance these competing needs, the plan was to assign the Community Involvement Center (as the central university office charged with managing service-learning activities) as the responsible entity for training of service-learning students on mission-related issues.  However, individual faculty members would be left to perform any additional training and decide on the aspects of the experiences on which students will focus for course-related reflection and learning. 

All this sounded good on paper, but even the modest goal of finding a narrow, mission-related training program for service learning students proved to be challenging. A literature review revealed no off-the-shelf standardized training program for service learning students engaging in mentoring and tutoring underprivileged K-12 students. Indeed, most reports in the literature did not mention any training at all or only alluded to forms of training but without providing sufficient detail.  Although it is likely that all students were trained, the details of the training were not seen as relevant to share. These sketchy reports of training that were available described different combinations of three forms of training:  A pre-service training session (Allen & Chavkin, 2004; Fitzgerald, 2001; Malone, et al., 2002; Schmidt et al., 2004), in-service training classes (Allen & Chavkin, 2004; Dubois & Neville, 1997; Fitzgerald, 2001; Malone et al., 2002; Jones, Stallings, & Malone, 2004), and tutoring/mentoring feedback sessions (Jones et al., 2004).  Best we can tell, the type of training received by service-learning students involved in K-12 mentoring and tutoring appeared to vary in length (from minimal to extensive), in timing (prior to or during service) in depth (more practical or more conceptual training), and in instructor (service learning site employees vs. service learning course instructors, vs. university outreach staff) 


The lack of standardization of training service-learning students poses a broader empirical problem for the field.  It is difficult to compare findings of service learning outcomes if there is no standardized training of students.  Variations in project outcomes maybe due to nothing other than differences in how student tutors and mentors were trained rather than to any other variable. Needed for standardization is a portable, evidence-based service learning training program which provides at least minimal competence to students in tutoring and mentoring service-learning projects. Such training could be augmented by additional training related to the instructional interests of the faculty, the requirements of the particular university, and/or needs of a particular service-learning site.  Below we describe the development of a portable training program which could serve as standardized program for the research and service-learning communities.
Mentoring and Tutoring Training Modules 

In this section we review the designed and content of the training program for students preparing for service-learning activities of tutoring and mentoring economically underprivileged and academically underperforming K-12 students.  The goal of portability led us to design a training program modeled after the informed consent training required of all researchers to gain IRB approval.  Like the informed consent training, service the learning training is available online.  The training is a sequence of modules composed of PowerPoint presentations with linked video and other content.  It is hosted on the web by the University’s office of Community Involvement Center as a series of PDFs (http://www.weber.edu/communityinvolvement/Preparing_To_Serve.html).

The modules were designed to be independent but together necessary for the minimal training of college students for our service-learning project.  Others can use some or all the modules for their training of students.  Eight modules were prepared:  Professionalism, Cultural Sensitivity, Ethics, Introduction to Mentoring and Tutoring, Tutoring, Mentoring, Precollege Knowledge, and FERPA. These modules were selected on the basis of an informal review of information already being shared through various outreach efforts occurring at Weber State University as well as soliciting input from site administrators. Associated with each module is a quiz composed of multiple choice questions which assesses key points of the module. A 80% correct performance n the quiz results in the user being able to print-up a module completion certificate.  The certificate for all selected modules could then be given to students’ instructors as evidence of their completion of the course. 


There is sufficient accessibility and flexibility in the training and assessment program for faculty members or university administrators at any university to assign the training to service learning students. Moreover, the costs of running the training, and indeed the entire service-learning project are minimal.  The training program and software is managed by a VISTA volunteer working in the Community Involvement Center, at no cost to the university. The volunteer is a resource for faculty members to confirm students’ participation in the training, for college students to answer questions, administer their placements, and manage their time on site, and for site administers as the university point of contact.  
 

Module 1: Professionalism (click here) 
The training begins with a module on Professionalism because it highlights the importance of students recognizing their responsibility to engage in professional-related behavior that respects the norms of the site and their university.  The module addresses 5 such norms:  Time Management, Appearance, Understanding Your Role, Expectations, and Behavior. Time management highlights arriving at the appointed times and engaging in professional- not personal-related activities while on the job (additional time-management tips are presented).  The focus on appearance addresses the importance of following school dress-code policy, managing body art (tattoos and piercings), and wearing a credential (badge) or uniform (if necessary) for easy identification by others.  Role information emphasizes college students’ responsibilities to focus on the interests of students and keep appropriate boundaries with them but also recognizing their supervisors’ responsibility and keeping in a line of sight with them. Finally, it is stressed that their behavior should always demonstrate respect. 

Module 2: Cultural Sensitivity (click here) 

Many service-learning projects involve college students encountering diverse populations and our’s is no exception.  It is imperative that university service-learning students are well-trained in general cultural competencies so that they interact appropriately with individuals from various cultures (Sperling, 2007). By providing students training in cultural understanding and sensitivity, a university not only furthers the enrichment of its students, but it increases the likelihood of creating a positive impression on those being served through the outreach efforts. The Cultural Sensitivity module digs deeply into the concept of culture, its relevance for education, significance for identity, and its source of misunderstandings in order to inform students of the importance of cultural awareness for their success as tutors and mentors. It further offers instruction on how to develop sensitivity around issues of poverty, language, sexual orientation, and religion.  

Module 3: Ethics (click here)

Though tied with professionalism, ethics implies an internal set of values rather than outward behavior tied to their social norms and role. The Ethics module addresses these internal standards of behavior by reminding students of the university code of conduct and the values on which they are based. Moreover, they are exposed to the ethical values, to which those in the helping profession must adhere, including social work, psychology, education, and medical practice. Service-learning students need to be familiar with, and commit to adhere to the same set of ethics as educators.  The National Education Association Code of Ethics (National Education Association, 1976) includes a commitment to students and to the profession.  Highlighting these commitments, the module addresses students’ responsibilities for safety and privacy of the students they mentor and tutor and the dangers of inappropriate sexual, financial or emotional relationships between tutors/mentors and their students.  They are also reminded they are to consult with their supervisor regularly to avoid any ethical complications. 

Module 4:  Introduction to Mentoring and Tutoring (click here)

This module addresses why service-learning college students should mentor and tutor underachieving and underprivileged K-12 students. As such, it is a module that is much more mission-related than other modules. The module begins with a statistical portrait of predictors and consequences of academic failure of K-12 students.  The importance of mentoring and tutoring such students to prevent academic failure and promote college participation is then emphasized.  The service learning college students is presented as someone who can form a unique relationship with K-12 student which is not only unlike any other one in the student’s life but also fraught with potential difficulties.  But, by recognizing and overcoming such difficulties, a tutor/mentor has the opportunity to forge an effective and productive relationship with a student.  The module also introduces the scope of the relationship by defining tutoring (addressing students’ weaknesses in a particular academic area) and mentoring (offering a wide range of advice in the forms of values, beliefs, and attitudes about academically-related topics).  Although mission-related to the particulars of the goals of the project, the module may also be valuable for any student to understand the broader nature and significance of their activity.  

Module 5: Tutoring (click here)
Tutoring is a major focus of college outreach efforts within K-12 school systems.  It has been important to prepare tutors to understand what is expected from them academically in order for them to be effective.  Although tutoring may not guarantee improved academic performance outcomes (as reviewed earlier), it may be related to other outcomes, related to student beliefs and attitudes and to the tutor-tutee relationship itself.  The module focuses on the goal of tutoring as helping K-12 students to overcome academic challenges and become independent learners.  To realize these goals, the module challenges the college students to think more deeply about the relationships they are creating with their students (and with their students’ teachers).  It emphasizes their role not as teachers who provide answers to problems but as detectives who observe their students’ academic challenges so they can diagnose and remediate the forms of academic problems their students’ are having. The tutoring module also offers students practical tutoring tips which includes the value of modeling problem-solving strategies and suggestions for resolving problems with the students, their parents, or teachers that may emerge.

Module 6: Mentoring (click here)

To be effective, the mentoring role must be based on qualities of the relationship forged between the mentor and mentee.  The college student tutor needs to be seen as an example and a guide to followed in the eyes for the tutee. As Bellamy, Sale, Wang, Springer, & Rath, (2006, p. 58) put it, “The underlying theoretical assumption in these interventions is that the trust and support achieved in a positive relationship with an adult will have an influence that promotes positive social-emotional development and creates protection against negative behaviors.” The module first reminds students of attitudes which promoted their aspirations to higher education and emphasizes the importance of forming a relationship which would transmit those attitudes to their students. Such a relationship needs to be based on open, honest, respectful, two-way communications, which are individually reviewed.  Various tools for instructing and mentoring are discussed including modeling, coaching, articulating, exploring, reflecting, advice-giving, and self-disclosure.. 

Module 7: College Preparation (click here)

This module, like Tutoring and Mentoring, is mission-related as it addresses relevant information about college that service-learning students ought to explain to college-bound K-12 students. In the module, service-learning students are encouraged to talk affirmatively about their students’ college participation (e.g., when you go to college…) but not to talk about attending any particular college. Additionally details of precollege programs which prepare students to attend college are presented including GEAR UP, Educational Talent Search (ETS), Upward Bound and other TRiO
 programs.  Such college preparation programs have been shown to increase the percentage of underrepresented students who attend college (Perna, 2002). Service-learning students are instructed explain the nature and availability of such resources to students at particularly receptive times. Details of state initiatives to fund, support, and promote college participation are also presented to arm the service-learning student with critical and timely information to inform students of college participation resources. Also, information about university admissions criteria, financial aid options, and scholarship opportunities are presented so that the service-learning student can speak authoritatively to their students on these important matters.

Module 8. FERPA (click here)

The importance of keeping private confidential information was stressed in early modules on Professionalism and Ethics.  However, this module makes clear the legal requirement that students protect student information under the Federal Educational Rights to Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99). This law is designed to protect the individual privacy of students within an educational setting.  The module makes clear that anyone who interacts with an individual within an educational institutional setting must actively protect information which may compromise that individual’s right to learn in a peaceable and private manner. The module presents an overview of FERPA, points out its various provisions, notes conditions when exceptions to FERPA are permitted, and discusses various amendments, legal clarifications, and state extensions to the law. 
Prospects of the Program

The training program is now being used regularly on the Weber State Campus.  This semester xxx students have been trained through the program.  This reflects a xx% increase over the past year.  At very least, the training provides a service for faculty members and site supervisors alike who can be sure that service-learning students have the minimal understanding of their roles and responsibilities. However, we appreciate that for the training program to become a standard for service-learning researchers and administrators, we will have to empirically demonstrate its effectiveness.  

One of the authors (Sheldon Cheshire) is testing the effectiveness of the training program as part of his M.Ed. thesis.  To examine the effectiveness of training modules, he is using a qualitative interview design in which student participants were interviewed about the effects that online tutor training had on their tutoring and mentoring abilities. He is also interviewing stakeholders (faculty and site administrators) to assess whether they had noticed differences in the mentoring and tutoring provided by students who had received online tutor training versus students who had not been so trained. Preliminary results are quite positive, suggesting that students and stakeholders readily recognize the value of the training. 

Further work is also ongoing through Student Affairs, which is examining the university enrollments of K-12 students from schools with low college participation, which were targeted by the College Participation Committee.  Rates of college participation from these schools appear to be on the rise coincidental with the initiation of the training of service-learning students placed in those schools.  Of course other events, like changes in the broader economy may also contribute to student college participation and larger timeframes are needed to confirm results from this time series analysis.

The College Participation Committee and the Community Involvement Center are committed to further assess the impact and value of the training program on service-learning and K-12 students alike.  We again note the importance for researchers and administrators of a portable and empirically effective training program to prepare college students for service-learning.  Only time will tell whether or not such a training program will look like the one presented here.  But we invite others to provide use, test, and provide feedback to us on the program we have made available. 
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