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ABSTRACT 

 Supplemental Instruction (SI) is an academic success program with a proven track record 

that was developed in the early 1970s to improve student academic performance in traditionally 

difficult courses (Arendale, 2000; Bonsangue et al., 2013; Bowles, McCoy, & Bates, 2008; 

Rabitory, Hoffman, & Person, 2015; Widmar, 1994).  In over 40 years of program 

implementation, SI has been almost exclusively studied from the perspective of benefits to the 

Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) and the students receiving the instruction.  Notably less 

research about SI has been conducted from the SI leader's point of view or included descriptions 

of their experiences in relation to changes in perception or critical self-reflection (A. W. Astin, 

1985; Cress, Astin, Zimmerman-Oster, & Burkhardt, 2001).  Using Mezirow’s (1991) 

transformative learning theory in combination with Nohl’s (2014) practice-based model as the 

theoretical structure, I conducted an interpretive qualitative study to investigate SI leaders' 

experiences.  I interviewed former SI leaders who have held the position for at least 2 semesters 

in one of two institutions in different countries.  The experience of being an SI leader shaped 

participants’ whole college experience, their post-graduate education, and professional careers.  

It also changed their perspectives about themselves, their career choices, and teaching and 

learning.  Implications for policy and practice include teaching and learning connections, 

educating future teachers, structure and support for peer leaders, recruiting program leaders and 

participants, broadening student success, applied learning opportunities, and expanding the SI 

program.  Implications for Mezirow's (1978) transformative learning theory in combination with 

Nohl's (2014) practice-based model include: the theories coexist and interact, context influences 

learning, stages may be skipped or experienced out of order, stages have nuances, and 

perspective transformation takes time. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Many colleges and universities confront ongoing concerns with student retention, 

academic success, and degree completion.  Retention and graduation rates are the primary 

measures used to define student success and determine a university’s effectiveness (Jenkins, 

Wachen, Moore, & Shulock, 2012; Hillman, Tandberg, & Fryar, 2015; Raju & Schumacker, 

2014).  Therefore, in an effort to improve academic performance, and retention and graduation 

rates, universities have instituted a number of student support programs and services.  One such 

program is Supplemental Instruction (SI), an academic success program with a proven track 

record that was developed in the early 1970s to improve student academic performance in 

traditionally difficult courses (Arendale, 2000; Bonsangue et al., 2013; Bowles et al., 2008; 

Rabitory et al., 2015; Widmar, 1994).   

 Supplemental Instruction (SI) provides support for students in courses with challenging 

subjects and high withdraw and failure rates, such as chemistry, biology, and math.  SI consists 

of routinely arranged, small group study sessions designed by trained peer leaders (International 

Center for Supplemental Instruction, 2018).  Current students who have effectively completed 

the course with an A grade are hired to be SI leaders.  SI Leaders attend the class they are 

working with, act as a role model to students, facilitate sessions, and track attendance.  SI leaders 

hold a critical position on campus; a peer leader who has an influence on other students and 

directly impacts their university experience (Martin, Lorton, Blanc, & Evans, 1977).   

 While enhancing the student experience and contributing to university retention and 

graduation rates, SI leaders may also benefit from the experience.  Being an SI leader may 

include a journey of self-exploration and transformative learning.  If SI leaders experience 
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transformative learning, they would question their beliefs, consider new perspectives, and 

embrace new ideas and a new personal narrative (Mezirow, 1991).   

Research Problem  

 In over 40 years of program implementation, SI has been almost exclusively studied from 

the perspective of benefits to the Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) and the students 

receiving the instruction.  There is evidence the SI program is effective in helping universities 

gain an overall increase in retention and graduation rates and helping student participants 

increase GPAs and improve study skills (Arendale, 2000; Bonsangue et al., 2013; Bowles et al., 

2008; Rabitory et al., 2015).  SI leaders are critical to the overall success of the SI program, as 

the program cannot function without them.  They are role models to other student participants 

and assist their academic and social integration into the university and future college 

experiences.  The principal role of the SI leader is to help students become more independent 

learners.  They do this by facilitating group study sessions using collaborative and active 

learning strategies based on social constructivist learning principles.  These sessions are designed 

to engage students with the course material and develop transferable study skills they can use in 

other courses and throughout their academic career (Martin et al., 1977).  SI leaders receive in-

depth training to facilitate effective SI sessions.  Training often includes group facilitation, 

presenting study skills, and problem-solving techniques (Stout & McDaniel, 2006).  Lipsky 

(2006) noted that SI leaders provide structure, guidance, and encouragement for student learning.  

They must have the ability to monitor student progress and manage disagreement and contest 

among student participants.  SI leaders perform an important job for the university and are 

expected to exercise great responsibility for the diverse students they work with because what 

they do contributes to the institution's retention and graduation rates.  
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 However, in spite of the essential role SI Leaders play, not much is known about how 

they have contributed to the program’s success or what they have gained from it in terms of 

experiences that may have influenced their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.  Even though there 

is now some emerging research on SI leaders, it has barely scratched the surface.  Scholarly 

literature referencing the benefits to SI Leaders has primarily identified academic success and 

skill development such as the development of study strategies, note-taking skills, time 

management, communication, and problem-solving skills (Lockie & Van Lanen, 2008; Stout & 

McDaniel, 2006; Zaritsky & Toce, 2006).  In terms of relationships, SI leaders gained an 

appreciation for different learning styles and established better interpersonal skills and 

relationships with peers and faculty (Lockie & Van Lanen, 2008; Stout & McDaniel, 2006).  

Zaritsky and Toce (2006) found that SI leaders gained self-confidence and improved leadership 

and communication skills.  Notably less research about SI has been conducted from the SI 

leader's point of view or included descriptions of their experiences in relation to changes in 

perception or critical self-reflection (A. W. Astin, 1985; Cress et al., 2001).  It is reasonable to 

argue that a focus framed around the university and participant perspective has inadvertently 

foreclosed on opportunities to explore how SI leaders contribute to the program's success or the 

possibility of SI leaders accruing cognitive, affective, behavioral, or social benefits.  These 

benefits may add significantly to the quality of their college experience as well as contribute to 

the overall success of the SI program.  A. W. Astin et al. (2005) noted the inner aspects of 

education and student development such as convictions, thoughts, viewpoints, self-awareness, 

emotional maturity, and spirituality have largely been ignored.  They defined spirituality as the 

way students create significance of their learning and their lives, build a sense of purpose, and 

face important dilemmas.  Recent research indicated the SI program has enhanced the personal 
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development of SI leaders (Arendale & Hane, 2016; Lozada & Johnson, 2018; Skipper & Keup, 

2017; Zacharopoulou, Giles, & Condell, 2015).  In this dissertation, I examined the program's 

implications from their perspective, which provides a deeper understanding of their experiences; 

experiences that have transformed their perspectives and influenced their personal interactions 

and career trajectories.   

 Given that SI has existed for more than 40 years, it is not clear why exploration of the 

cognitive, affective, behavioral, or social aspects of the SI leader experience has only recently 

begun.  One explanation suggests the SI leader phenomenon did not yield any historically valued 

academic or economic benefits to student participants or the university.  Administrators and 

researchers may have taken for granted SI leaders and assumed they will do well in school and 

life regardless.  While researchers and practitioners have extensively focused on the program's 

success from the university and participant perspectives, they may have assumed SI leaders were 

doing well and not considered it worthwhile to examine their experiences or how they may have 

contributed to the program’s success.  Because SI leaders are usually students in good academic 

standing on a sound trajectory to graduate, it is possible their presence has been subsumed by the 

high-value quantitative measures related to university retention and graduation rates.  That is, 

their contributions to the program are presumed to be part of its success.  In doing so, researchers 

have overlooked the contribution SI leaders make to the program and how SI leaders gain some 

tangible benefits from the experience that are still only vaguely understood.  Kronman (2007) 

found that teaching and learning methods should connect meaning, purpose, and ideals as a 

fundamental part of a college education.  The SI leader experience inspires this method of 

teaching and learning.  While the SI program helps students and SI leaders achieve academically, 

it is a safe place for self and career exploration and provides the opportunity for SI leaders to 
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learn about themselves, their mission, and/or calling in life.  The SI leader experience brings 

changed perspectives or attitudes about and appreciation for teaching, relationships, and their 

potential future role in education (Arendale 2016; Lozada & Johnson 2018; Stout & McDaniel, 

2006). 

Theoretical Framework  

 Mezirow's (1978) transformative learning theory in combination with Nohl's (2014) 

practice-based model of transformative learning were the theoretical frameworks used in this 

study.  A theoretical framework organizes the philosophical foundation of the academic position 

within a qualitative research process (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015; Patton, 2015).  In this study, the 

theoretical frameworks provided the underlying approach that secured the methodological 

process (Clark & Creswell, 2015). 

 Transformative Learning Theory provided the theoretical structure required for an in-

depth investigation of SI leaders' experiences and verified evidence of perspective 

transformation.  This theoretical framework offered a systematic guide that interacted with my 

analysis of the participants' descriptions of their SI leader experience.  These descriptions 

included self-exploration and growth or perspective transformation.  I investigated the practice of 

being an SI leader through a transformative learning theoretical framework that informed 

perspective transformation in SI leaders to address the research problem.  Transformative 

learning theory provided a structure that allowed me to recognize and evaluate personal changes 

described by SI leaders.   

Meaning Perspectives 

 Transformative learning entails thoughtfully changing the convictions, thoughts, 

viewpoints, and emotional reactions that signify a person's meaning perspectives (Mezirow, 
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1991).  A meaning perspective is a cohesive psychological composition with factors of thinking, 

feeling, and purpose used to characterize individuals and their relationships.  Individuals use 

meaning perspectives to assimilate a new experience with prior experiences.  For example, an SI 

leader may characterize themselves as a "good student," which is a meaning perspective they 

may associate with thoughts of achieving good grades, feeling proud, and having the will to 

work hard.  When they are in a new situation, they compare the new experiences with this 

meaning perspective, "good student," to integrate the new thoughts, feelings, and will into this 

characterization of themselves.  Mezirow (1978) stated individuals use meaning perspectives to 

identify what they enjoy, their values, concerns, and learning.  They define the significance and 

course of self-actualization and individual success.  Transformative learning is not just about 

getting access to new material and understanding; it is focused on personal transformation that 

potentially changes an SI Leader's perceptions, explanations, and reactions including the way 

they feel about their identity and the world around them (Maiese, 2017). 

Perspective Transformation 

 Perspective transformation is the manner in which adults identify culturally provoked 

dependency roles and relationships and take action to disable them.  For example, an SI leader 

may begin college as a premed student because their parents have encouraged them to do so and 

they are dependent on their parents' approval and financial support.  In this example, the role of 

premed major is a culturally provoked dependency role.  The SI leader experiences perspective 

transformation when they identify this role and take action to change their major to one that is 

not determined by their role, but one that integrates their personal values and beliefs.  

Perspective transformation, therefore, is the process of identifying one's beliefs, changing them, 

and acting on the new beliefs.  This process begins when a person becomes acutely aware of how 
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and why beliefs have come to constrict the way they see, comprehend, and feel about their 

world.  This awareness enables them to challenge these beliefs.  Then they recreate their beliefs 

to permit a broader, personalized, open, and comprehensive perspective.  Finally, the person acts 

upon these new interpretations (Mezirow, 1978).  This study focused on the SI leader role as a 

means and context for perspective transformation.  Perspective transformation was defined as a 

meaningful experience where individuals became acutely aware of their old and new perceptions 

of self and chose to integrate these views into a new narrative. 

Mezirow’s 10-Phase and Nohl’s Five-phase Transformative Learning Processes 

 Mezirow (1978, 1991, 2000) defined transformative learning as a 10-phase process and 

acknowledged the phases do not necessarily follow an inflexible sequence.  Transformative 

learning can be incited by a single intense event such as a disorienting dilemma.  Perspective 

transformation arises as a response to a disorienting dilemma; an externally levied event such as 

a break in a relationship, death of a loved one, sudden illness, or other.  A disorienting dilemma 

begins the process of transformation by triggering a critical examination of a person's meaning 

perspectives that opens one up to alternatives (Mezirow, 1991).  Alternatively, transformative 

learning can happen slowly and cumulatively over a period of time (Cranton, 2016; Mezirow, 

2000; Nohl, 2014; Taylor, 2000).  Mezirow (2000) termed transformative learning fueled by a 

single intense event as epochal, and that which is slower as incremental.  As I applied this theory 

to my investigation of SI leaders, I found participants described epochal and incremental 

transformative learning experiences.   

 Various researchers have explored transformative learning and generally stay with 

Mezirow's phases but have shortened and adapted them based on their own interpretations 

(Cranton, 2016; Nohl, 2014).  Considering Mezirow’s (1978) 10-phase model, Nohl (2014) 
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identified a practice-based model with five phases of the transformation process, with a 

significant difference being that he does not include a disorienting dilemma.  Nohl found the 

beginning of the new perspective may have occurred long before it is worthy of attention or has 

meaning to the individual.  Transformative learning may begin casually as the individual 

approaches a situation differently over time or a new procedure or method is added to or in place 

of old habits.  

 This study sought to learn whether and how SI leaders experience perspective 

transformation.  Evidence of perspective transformation was revealed in SI leaders' descriptions 

as they identified going through many of Mezirow's 10 phases of perspective transformation and 

all of Nohl's five phases of his practice-based model.  A demonstration of perspective 

transformation is provided below in the list of phases of both theories and examples of how an SI 

leader may experience them. 

Examples of Mezirow's 10 Phases   

 The following are Mezirow's (1991) 10 phases of perspective transformation and how an 

SI Leader may experience them:  

1. Experience a disorienting dilemma.  Deciding to become an SI leader or something they 

experience during their role may trigger them to mistrust a long-held belief. 

2. Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame.  SI leaders may reflect on their 

beliefs and this new experience with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame or possibly feelings 

of joy, pleasure, or excitement.  

3. Critical assessment of assumptions.  SI leaders may examine their major or career choice or 

beliefs about teaching or other students. 



 9 

4. Recognizing that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that others 

have negotiated a similar change.  They may notice their peers changing or realize that others 

before them have had similar experiences. 

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions.  SI leaders may explore new 

majors or career options or join new organizations or befriend people from a culture they have 

not considered before. 

6. Planning a course of action.  SI leaders may make a plan to follow that will help them 

incorporate this new belief into their lives. 

7. Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans.  They may seek and gain new 

knowledge and skills such as knowledge about the teaching profession or research a new culture. 

8. Provisional trying of new roles.  SI leaders may see their SI sessions as a place to practice or 

role-play teaching. 

9. Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships.  SI leaders may 

feel more competence and self-assured in their SI sessions and interactions with students from 

different backgrounds.  The SI leader may also see themselves as a significant partner with 

faculty and staff; one that influences student success.  

10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by the new perspective.  SI 

leaders may incorporate this new perspective in their daily lives by fully embracing a new major 

and career path or having daily interactions with a friend from a different background (Mezirow, 

1991). 

Examples of Nohl's Five Phases   

 The following are Nohl's (2014) five phases and how the SI Leader may experience 

them:  
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1. The nondetermining start; unnoticed or evolves unexpectedly, intrudes into life.  The student 

would have accepted the position and began working as an SI Leader. 

2. Experimental and undirected inquiry.  SI Leaders would be working and learning the job 

without realizing there may be additional outcomes or benefits of the position. 

3. Social testing and mirroring.  SI Leaders may discuss their experience as an instructor with 

faculty or a supervisor and receive feedback. 

4. Shifting of relevance.  SI Leaders may feel more confident in their ability in the position and 

newfound role of teacher, group facilitator, collaborator, and the new behaviors are a consistent 

practice.  The SI leader may have a new understanding of their influence on the program.  For 

example, they may have initially thought that the SI leader position was a job or an opportunity 

to learn more and at some point realized the work they do is important to student success. 

5. The phase of social consolidation and the reinterpretation of biography.  SI Leaders may have 

a new perspective and find social interactions that help reinforce their new habits and identity 

(Nohl, 2014).  

Comparing Mezirow's and Nohl's Transformative Learning 

 Transformative Learning is a journey where students travel through different stages until 

the change is complete and the student not only has a new perspective, but is aware of the new 

perspective and thinks and behaves differently.  Mezirow (1991) proposed that a disorienting 

dilemma prompted a person to question, challenge, or critique their current beliefs, perceptions, 

or knowledge and they go through phases while they consciously work to overcome the 

disorienting dilemma.  In contrast, Nohl's (2014) five phases may evolve over time as if a seed 

was unknowingly planted and flourished without a defining moment or the person giving it much 

focus or concern.  He further explained that the new practices may have intruded on the person 
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and opened up new and unanticipated perspectives.  The main differences in these two 

descriptions of transformative learning are the number of phases and whether or not the SI leader 

knowingly and deliberately worked to overcome a disorienting dilemma that challenged their 

beliefs or the SI Leader had new practices intrude upon them that opened them up to new 

perspectives.   

 Some SI leaders experienced a disorienting dilemma they identified as the catalyst that 

began a critical reflection of their perspectives and they worked to deliberately overcome 

challenges to their beliefs (Mezirow, 1978).  Others identified a more unnoticed evolving process 

that allowed them to question or critique their perspectives, opening them up to new perspectives 

after new practices of the position intruded on them (Nohl, 2014).  Mezirow (1978) and Nohl 

(2014) and SI leaders described phases that included critical reflection, exploring new ideas, 

social examination and imitation, changing significance, and a new version of biography. 

 SI leaders challenged their beliefs and had a change in perspective as a result of being an 

SI leader and experienced transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991).  These theories framed my 

study and provided a lens through which I examined and analyzed the data.  They helped me 

make meaning of the findings by framing the SI leaders' experiences as they described both the 

phases they ponderously went through and the process that intruded on them.   

Purpose of the Study  

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the SI leader experience from their 

perspective.  This study explored SI leaders' college experience and the meaning of the role on 

them personally and professionally.  I hoped to gain a more holistic understanding of the SI 

leaders’ experience within the program.   
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 This study has broadened the understanding of the SI leaders' influence on student 

retention and their college experience.  Understanding what happens to SI leaders engaged in 

teaching may provide value and added benefits to SI leaders and used as a tool to recruit future 

SI leaders.  Understanding the implications for SI leaders can help IHEs determine if the SI 

program aligns with their mission and is a program worth offering.  

 To organize this study, I developed the following questions to guide the direction of the 

research and better understand the effect the SI leader experience had on the students who held 

the position. 

Research Questions  

1. How do SI leaders describe their experiences as an SI leader? 
 
2.   What role does the SI leader experience play in their personal, professional, and program 

development?   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 To better understand student learning and focus on student peer leaders' experience as a 

Supplemental Instruction leader, I first reviewed the literature related to peer collaborative 

learning, and peer leadership, as they are foundational to the SI program.  I then examine the 

literature specific to Supplemental Instruction, the role of the SI leader, and documented 

outcomes of the Supplemental Instruction program pertinent to SI leaders.     

Peer Learning/Collaborative Learning 

 Peer learning can be described as the attainment of information and abilities with the 

active assistance and support of colleagues or matched cohorts.  It includes students from 

comparable social groups who are not trained teachers helping each other to learn and therefore, 

also learning (Topping, 2005).  Peer learning consists of students interrelating with others in a 

group who have shared objectives, power, and responsibilities.  It is similar to a team where 

students work together and learn from their interactions with the course material and each other. 

Through peer interactions consisting of sharing or explaining their discoveries to the group, they 

develop understanding (Topping, 2005).  

 Peer learning has been extensively implemented in institutions of higher learning and has 

developed into one of the leading teaching exercises in the world (Johnson & Johnson, 2009).  

Extensive research exists that explores diverse modes of peer learning and its impact on higher 

education learning outcomes (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  This body of research uses various 

names to define the diverse modes of peer education, such as cooperative learning, (Johnson & 

Johnson, 2009) collaborative learning, (Dillenbourg, 1999) peer tutoring, peer mentoring, peer 

teaching, and peer assessment (Topping, 2005).  The two terms used most extensively in the 
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North American higher education literature are cooperative learning and collaborative learning.  

Collaborative learning is an approach to peer learning that has many other approaches situated 

beneath it (Goodsell, Maher, Tinto, Smith, & MacGregor, 1992).  For example, researchers 

unequivocally regard cooperative learning as a well-defined subgroup of collaborative learning 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Since the program was established, Supplemental Instruction 

has used peer group learning, which is now described as collaborative learning (Whitman & Fife, 

1988).   

 Many scholars have focused on the effect of peer and collaborative learning and 

consistently noted positive outcomes.  Havnes (2008) advocated that peer learning in extra-

curricular peer interactions potentially has advantages over teacher-students teaching and teacher 

monitored peer learning.  Peer mediated learning also allows for more variations in learning 

strategies, solutions, and conflicting arguments among participants than the vertical teacher-

student learning structure.  Additionally, Havnes contended that peer-mediated learning has the 

potential to be more intrinsically motivating.  Therefore, peer learning facilitated by the students 

themselves is an essential part of learning at the university, including meaning making of the 

curriculum, assimilation into the social practice of university studies, and professional and 

personal development.  Students who work with colleagues spend more time on tasks, have an 

increased positive attitude toward assignments and are more eager to accept challenging 

responsibilities.  Students participating in peer learning have benefitted because they are able to 

retain more information, use critical and creative thinking skills more often, and are more able to 

convey intellectually demanding concepts (Boud, Cohen, & Sampson, 2001; Johnson & Johnson, 

2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Topping, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978).  They have also benefitted 

socially by exhibiting increased self-confidence and improved social and communication 
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abilities.  Additionally, Boud et al. (2001) proposed that students learn comprehension skills 

while expressing information to others.  They gain the ability to analyze information and the 

learning process.  They found these outcomes were consistent across diverse settings and cultural 

backdrops, identifying peer collaborative learning as an extremely helpful and significant 

instructional method for promoting student learning.   

Peer Leaders 

 Peer leadership positions support student success.  Peer leaders are students who have 

been chosen and trained to extend learning assistance to their peers through programs that have 

been purposefully developed to assist students in adjustment, fulfillment, and continuation 

toward their educational goals (Ender & Kay, 2001).  Suitably, peer leaders are selected and 

enabled to exercise a positive effect upon their peers and to do so in a way that is less threatening 

and more approachable to fellow students than that of faculty and staff (Cuseo, 1991).  Peer 

leadership positions began in housing and orientation programs and remain important in those 

areas (Ganser & Kennedy, 2012).  Peer educators are now employed in various programs, such 

as in class coaching, out-of-class academic instruction, and supplemental assistance through 

academic advising and mentoring.  The general goal of peer leadership is to empower students to 

offer an encouraging model for their peers and to work as a liaison between students and 

professional staff.  This peer-to-peer relationship cultivates a greater feeling of community 

engagement and social integration on campus for both students and peer leaders (Skipper & 

Keup, 2017).  

Peer leaders benefit from the position.  Peer encouragement often guides positive 

outcomes for participants and peer leaders (Latino & Unite, 2012).  Research found that peer 

leaders experienced the following outcomes: understanding of the course material, self-sacrifice, 
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friendships, personal growth, positive relationships with instructors, and improved decision-

making skills (Badura, Millard, Johnson, Stewart, & Bartolomei, 2003).  Peer leaders experience 

integrative and practical learning, which may positively influence employability (Shook & Keup, 

2012).  Additional research noted that peer leaders reported improved communication and 

leadership skills, greater awareness of campus resources; improved analytical, social, and 

problem-solving skills; and an understanding and appreciation of diversity (A. W.  Astin, 1993; 

Newton, Ender, & Gardner, 2010; Wawrzynski & Beverly, 2012).  Peer leaders in Skipper and 

Keup's (2017) study identified the adoption of the following coping strategies: increased time 

management and organizational skills, improved awareness and use of existing resources, 

concentration on being a positive role model, and determination to succeed.  Gafney and Varma-

Nelson (2007) studied the effects of Peer Led Team Learning (PLTL) and found that workshop 

leaders gained considerable, enduring advantages from their position.  They identified increased 

confidence, as well as patience and determination as a result of being a peer leader.  Peer leaders 

in their study articulated improved self-assurance and curiosity in instructing or advising in the 

future.  Leaders also reported the position strengthened the depth of their personal studies, 

increased their self-assurance and determination, and promoted diverse presentation and social 

skills.  

Peer leaders play an important role in academic support programs.  Peer leader roles 

historically employed in co-curriculum, such as housing and orientation programming, have been 

occupied recently with significant opportunities to offer academic assistance and referral, 

consequently heightening their position as an educationally stable job (Wooten, Hunt, LeDuc, & 

Poskus, 2012).  Peer leaders have been utilized more regularly as tutors, SI leaders, and first-year 

seminar leaders (Tobolowsky, 2008; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005).  Ender and Kay 
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(2001) discovered an increase in the number of IHEs that reported using students in leadership 

positions and a significant increase in the number of IHEs that use peer helpers.  This expansion 

in peer leaders who serve in academic support positions is a response to the need for student 

support and kinship in academic activities (Keup 2010).  Recent research has acknowledged the 

importance of peer leaders in academic support programs and recognized Supplemental 

Instruction as a strong learning support program that employs peer leaders (Latino & Unite, 

2012; Wilson & Arendale, 2011). 

Supplemental Instruction 

 In 1972, Deanna Martin developed Supplemental Instruction (SI), an academic success 

program, at the University of Missouri, Kansas City (UMKC) to improve the performance and 

retention of students who were enrolled in high-risk classes.  That is, historically challenging 

courses considered to have high D, F, and W rates.  Classes were deemed appropriate for SI if 

they had an enrollment of 60 to 100 students and 30% or more of the enrolled students failed, 

earned a D, or withdrew from the course (Martin et al., 1977).  Initially, UMKC was concerned 

with the costs of elevated failure and withdrawal rates in their medicine, pharmacy, dentistry, 

and law schools and SI was developed to diminish these costs (Widmar, 1994).  

 In 1981, SI was certified by the U.S. Department of Education as an Exemplary 

Educational program.  This designation recognized the program's effectiveness in achieving 

stated goals (Widmar, 1994).  The program has expanded over the past 46 years and the 

International Center for Supplemental Instruction was established at UMKC in 2003 with 

international centers throughout the world.  For various reasons, universities outside the United 

States have used other names for the program.  The term used in the United Kingdom (UK) is 

Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) and Australia most commonly uses Peer Assisted Study Sessions 
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(PASS) (Arendale, 1993).  Approximately two years ago, the International Center for SI began 

certifying programs that were well structured and met certification standards.  As of August 

2019, there are 41 certified programs.  The International Center for Supplemental Instruction 

(2018) identified the purposes of SI are to: "(a) increase retention within targeted historically 

difficult courses, (b) improve student grades in targeted historically difficult courses and (c) 

increase the graduation rates of students."  Integral to the success of the program are the SI 

Leaders.   

SI Leaders 

 SI leaders are critical to the success of the SI program and have gained more attention 

from scholars in recent years.  SI leaders are current students who have already successfully 

completed the course they are supporting with an A grade.  They are hired to facilitate weekly 

group study sessions (Martin et al., 1977).  Though the lion's share of research on SI has focused 

on students receiving the instruction, there is emerging interest and literature concerned with the 

effects of being an SI leader.  Arendale and Hane (2016) found the SI Leader role strongly 

influenced participants' interest in careers, particularly those affiliated with the teaching 

profession.  The SI leader experience offered students opportunities to connect with others, more 

campus engagement, a feeling of inner change, and a new understanding of their role during their 

transition from student to facilitator (Lozada & Johnson, 2018).  The program helped leaders' 

perceived competence in communication and heightened their awareness of areas needing 

improvement (Zacharopoulou et al. (2015).  Another example of this recent scholarly turn is for 

the first time in the history of the conference, the 10th International Conference on SI, (2018) 

included an SI Leader Summit.  At this summit, SI leaders were invited to participate and 

facilitate concurrent presentations and poster sessions.   
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Benefits of SI to SI Leaders 

 There is evidence that SI leaders gained academic benefits from the SI program, such as 

increased comprehension of the course material and improved communication and study skills 

(Lockie & Van Lanen, 2008; Stout & McDaniel, 2006).  More recently, scholars have examined 

what SI leaders have gained from the program in other areas, such as career interests, 

psychological, transformative learning, and civic engagement (Arendale & Hane, 2016; Lozada 

& Johnson, 2018; Zacharopoulou et al., 2015; Zaritsky & Toce, 2006).  The following 

subsections will detail the recent inquiry into the benefits of the SI leader experience.  These 

benefits have been sorted into the following subcategories: academics, employment, 

psychological, transformation, and civic engagement. 

 Academics.  SI leaders benefit academically from the position.  Research that focused on 

the benefits and effect of the SI leader position found that SI leaders stated having a better 

understanding of course material and improved relationships with the faculty they worked with 

(Stout & McDaniel, 2006).  Other research has found that SI leaders gained more appreciation 

for different learning styles, greater self-awareness, and more self-confidence as a student  

(Lockie & Van Lanen, 2008; Zaritsky & Toce, 2006).  Investigating the experience of Science 

Supplemental Instruction (SI) Leaders, Lockie and Van Lanen (2008) found four themes 

identifying academic benefits to peer SI leaders, (a) understanding the variety of student 

educational needs, (b) improvement of their own educational involvement, (c) enriched social 

involvements and skills, and (d) enhanced interactions with faculty.  

 Employment and career interests.  Research has identified benefits to SI leaders that 

are important to their future employment opportunities.  Zacharopoulou et al. (2015) used 

quantitative and qualitative methods to evaluate the effect of the Peer Assisted Study Sessions 
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(PASS) program on PASS leaders' employability skills such as communication, teamwork, and 

leadership.  They found the program helped students' perceived competence in communication 

and increased their awareness of areas needing improvement.  The study suggested that 

reflection assisted participants to better articulate what skills they needed and to further develop 

them.  Additionally, they contended the PASS process helped inspire students to develop 

competence in reflection.  While this study focused on employability skills, it found reflection 

was important to this skill development.   

 Accompanying employment skills, the effect of the position on SI leader career devotion 

and interests have also been studied.  Seventy-three percent of former SI leaders in Zaritsky and 

Toce's (2006) study reported the position helped them decide on a career and a significant 

number of them chose a career in academia.  Arendale and Hane (2016) studied the effect of Peer 

Assisted Learning (PAL) experience on development of leaders' career devotion, interests and 

employment skills such as public speaking, small and large group facilitation, and multicultural 

competence.  Findings from their study suggested the facilitator experience strongly affected 

participants' interest in careers, especially those allied to the teaching profession.  The following 

four themes surfaced from their data analysis: (a) of those that were already committed to being a 

teacher, the experience confirmed participants' prior decision, (b) participants expressed their 

experience produced a new interest in teaching, (c) participants became interested in teaching 

later in life or integrating it into a career they were already following, and (d) the experience 

generated initial interest in teaching.  

 Additionally, the position may inspire SI leaders to achieve even greater academic, 

personal, and professional success.  Stout and McDaniel (2006) reported that SI leaders became 

engaged on campus and had a positive college experience which empowered them to strive to 
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achieve their academic, personal, and professional ambitions.  SI leaders may be inspired to 

contemplate careers in higher education or pursue graduate studies in their chosen discipline.  

The authors also found that SI leaders developed communication and leadership skills that 

demonstrated how they improved professionally and asserted SI leadership is likely to contribute 

to the leaders' future success in their professional and personal goals.   

 Psychological health and self-authorship.  SI leaders gain psychological benefits from 

the position.  Working with peers has been positively linked to a number of psychological health 

indicators such as expressive language development, ability to manage adversity, and higher self-

esteem (Hanson, Trolian, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2016).  Cooperativeness is positively linked to 

emotional development, well-balanced social interactions, strong sense of self, effective coping 

and social skills, basic trust and confidence in society, self-determination, and higher self-

assurance (Johnson & Johnson, 2009).  Supplemental Instruction leaders reported the role helped 

them gain self-assurance (Stout & McDaniel, 2006; Zaritsky & Toce, 2006).  SI leaders in 

Lockie and Van Lanen's (2008) study reported more self-confidence as a student.  

 Self-authorship is the inner ability to identify one's convictions, character, and 

associations and is positioned at the center of present higher education learning outcomes.  The 

advantages identified with peer leadership are the ability to improve students' progress within 

three interrelated elements of self-authorship - intellectual development, an integrated identity, 

and established relationships.  Intellectual development is demonstrated by thoughtful 

discernment, advanced decision making, and problem solving in diverse circumstances.  An 

integrated identity is demonstrated by knowing one's individual history, demonstrating 

competence in self-sufficiency, autonomy and relationship, and honesty.  Established 

relationships are demonstrated by regard for both one's own and others' individualities and 
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beliefs and by productive communication to include various perspectives (Magolda & King, 

2004).  If SI leaders' experiences lead to perspective transformation, one possible transformation 

may be the moving away from reliance on external authorities and therefore, self-authorship. 

 Transformative learning and civic engagement.  Recent research examined 

transformational benefits to SI leaders.  Lozada and Johnson (2018) studied how SI leaders 

experienced transformative learning and the nature of civic engagement resulting from their role 

as an SI leader.  Participants in their study expressed they gained significant opportunities to 

connect with others, discovered additional campus engagement opportunities, had a feeling of 

inner change, and developed a new understanding of their role throughout their transition from 

student to facilitator.  Lozada and Johnson identified their study as a stepping stone to future 

research that will explore how student leader roles benefit future career and civic aspirations and 

how to leverage these experiences to develop skills for civic-minded leaders.  While their study 

was framed by Mezirow's (1978) transformative learning theory, it focused on transformation in 

relation to civic engagement.  This research validates the observation that the experience of 

being an SI leader has a significant effect on students' college experience and more research is 

necessary on the transformation of SI leaders as a result of their role within the SI program.    

 I have outlined the benefits to SI leaders that have been explored and discussed in 

previous research.  To deliver effective peer led or peer leadership programs, IHEs will benefit 

from increasing their understanding of the SI program's implications for the SI leaders, including 

what they contribute and what they gain from the program.  An understanding of the SI leaders' 

perspective has the potential to provide rich data to inform administrators as they create SI 

programs or curricular and co-curricular leadership programs. 
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Chapter 3 

 This chapter will discuss the research design and methodology used to answer the 

research questions.  This study sought to explore the experiences of former SI leaders.  My 

interest in exploring the implications of the SI program for SI leaders led to the selection of an 

interpretive qualitative study design.  The design and methodology chapter includes a description 

of the research design, participants, data collection and analysis methods, ethical considerations, 

research quality, and positionality.   

 The research design structured what data was collected, data collection methods, and how 

the data was analyzed.  The interpretive qualitative study design gave me the opportunity to 

interview former SI leaders with at least 2 semesters of experience.  They are persons with 

relevant experiences who gave insight into the research topic (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Reimer, 

2012).  A qualitative design is appropriate for this study because I intended to understand the 

meaning participants placed on their experiences and I relied on the participants' own 

perspectives to provide insight into the research problem.   

Participant Selection  

 Former SI leaders who have held the position for at least 2 semesters at two different 

universities were invited to participate in the study.  One university was a 4-year public 

university in a mid-western state in the USA and for the purpose of confidentiality will be called 

Middle University.  The second university was a 4-year public university in Northern Europe and 

for the purpose of confidentiality will be called Northern University. 

  Middle University has a large SI program and I planned to recruit a sufficient number of 

students from Middle University to conduct my study.  Their Campus SI Coordinator provided 

the name and email addresses of 35 former SI leaders who held the position for at least 2 
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semesters during the last 3 years.  I emailed these 35 potential participants and invited them to 

participate in the study, and included an informed consent form detailing their involvement.  The 

email explained they were being invited to participate in an in-person or distance interview (See 

Appendix A for email invitation and Appendix B for consent form).  I began scheduling 

interviews with participants who responded to my email invitation with consent to participate in 

the study.  I sent a second invitation to those who did not respond to my initial request.  When I 

did not receive an adequate response from Middle University’s pool of potential participants, I 

identified additional participants by asking my colleagues, who oversee SI programs on other 

campuses and participate on various list serves, to provide me with names and email addresses of 

their former SI leaders who held the position for at least two semesters.  Northern University also 

has a large SI program and their SI Specialist provided the name and email addresses of 10 

former SI leaders who held the position for at least 2 semesters during the last five years.  I 

emailed these 10 potential participants the same email invitation and informed consent form 

detailing their involvement.  I began scheduling interviews with participants who responded to 

my email invitation with consent to participate in the study.  During one of my interviews, the 

participant informed me that they had a friend who may be interested in participating in the study 

and offered to provide their contact information.  I accepted their offer and after receiving the 

contact information, I emailed this potential participant as well.  This is an example of snowball 

sampling because one participant introduced me to another potential participant (Patton, 2015).  

In total, I emailed 46 potential participants and invited them to participate in the study.  From 

this sampling, I conducted interviews with 14 participants to gain a deeper understanding of the 

SI leader experience.   
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 Inviting participants from two universities in different countries who worked different 

lengths of time with various subjects helped direct my purposeful sample selection (Patton, 

2015).  I interviewed SI leaders who worked in one of two institutions in different countries and 

different programs during various time periods and lengths of time.  Their experiences revealed 

central themes common among the SI leader experience.  I sorted the former SI leaders that I 

interviewed into different subgroups, which aided in identifying a maximum variation sampling; 

a wide selection of subjects.  Patton (2015) advised that maximum variation sampling produces a 

group of knowledgeable participants who can disclose and clarify important group patterns.  I 

analyzed this data and found that my participants fell into combinations of the following 

subgroups: American, Northern European, ages 18-47, male, female, held the position for two to 

four semesters, held the position for more than four semesters, and subjects or courses they 

supported as an SI leader.  My participants fell into the greatest variation of possibilities; thus, 

allowing for a mixed sample that represented a large number of differences to gain insight into 

the experience from many different perspectives.    

Data Collection 

 Qualitative research involves various methods of data collection (Clark & Creswell, 

2015; Merriam & Tisdale, 2015).  The data collection methods for this study consisted of 14 

individual interviews, both in person and remotely via video conferencing software.  Data 

collection took place during the fall between the months of November 2019 and January 2020.   

 As noted previously, I emailed 47 potential participants to interview.  I continued to 

conduct interviews until my data had reached saturation, which I realized by conducting 14 

interviews.  Patton (2015) stated data saturation occurs when the data collection reveals repeat 
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information already shared by previous participants or no new information is identified or 

discussed by participants. 

 Interviews.  When a researcher wishes to learn how people decipher the world around 

them, interviewing is essential and the most appropriate technique to employ.  Interviewing 

generates data that speaks to the issue directly from the individuals intimately engaged in the 

research problem or phenomena under investigation (Merriam & Tisdale, 2015).  Interviews also 

enable the researcher to ask important follow-up questions to clear up misunderstandings or 

confusion (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  I used a semi-structured interview protocol for the 

individual interviews.  Although the interviews were led by a list of questions and topics to be 

explored, the semi-structured design allowed flexibility to respond to the situation (Merriam & 

Tisdale, 2015).  This protocol helped me identify similarities and differences among the 

participants on the topic of SI leader experiences (Lapan et al., 2012).  Middle University 

participants were offered the option to interview in person or through electronic means and they 

all chose to meet electronically via Skype, Facetime, and a cell phone conversation.  Northern 

University participants were only offered the option to interview through electronic means and 

they also chose various electronic platforms such as WhatsApp and Skype.  The interviews 

lasted approximately 60 minutes.  The interview protocol can be found in Appendix C.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 I began data analysis as soon as I began collecting data.  Marshall and Rossman (2011) 

identified 7 stages of data analysis:  

 (1) organizing the data, (2) immersion in the data, (3) generating categories and themes, 

 (4) coding the data, (5) offering interpretations through analytic memos, (6) searching for 
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 alternative understandings, and (7) writing the report or other format for presenting the 

 study. (p. 209)   

Each stage included both reducing the data into workable pieces and interpreting the data with 

implications and understanding of the participants’ words and actions.   

 Organizing.  While organizing and managing the data, I worked to make meaning of the 

interview data related to the purpose of my study and research questions.  Beginning with the 

first interview, I reviewed the purpose of my study, recorded the interviews, and as soon as 

possible thereafter, transcribed them into an electronic word document.  I systematically 

organized and managed my data so that I could easily access it and make meaning of the data.  

Keeping the data organized facilitated a better understanding of all of the data and the ability to 

check for understanding and see patterns or themes between the different interviews.  After each 

interview and review of the transcription, I considered my interview questions and determined 

whether or not I needed to ask the next interviewee additional or different questions (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  

 Immersion.  I immersed myself in the data by listening to the recordings, and reading 

and rereading the transcriptions.  While listening to the recordings, reading, and rereading the 

transcriptions, I wrote notes in the margins that captured my interpretations and inferences 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  I considered if and how the participants’ answers aligned with the 

purpose of my study and theoretical framework.  This prompted me to ask clarifying questions 

and investigated themes with subsequent interviewees (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I also 

compared and contrasted interviews to determine consistencies and contrasts in themes across 

the data. 
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 Coding.  Reading through the transcriptions, I made note of my reflections and repeated 

words or phrases (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Patton, 2015).  I assigned a one to three-word 

name (code) to these patterns and themes.  While coding the transcriptions, I assigned a 

pseudonym and used a descriptive system that helped me remember details of the interview and 

interviewee.  I identified codes according to the structure and theoretical framework that guided 

my study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Coding allowed me to condense the data into smaller 

manageable segments while also categorizing and relating the data to the research topic (Lapan 

et al., 2012).  While reviewing transcriptions and coding, I made note of my thoughts, 

speculations and hunches.  This rudimentary analysis is critical as I progressed through the raw 

interview data and evolving analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

 Themes and interpretations.  I engaged in much contemplation while collecting and 

organizing the data in order to identify detailed descriptions that lead me to larger general 

patterns about the phenomenon under investigation.  Considering these larger general patterns, I 

made personal assessments to decide on themes that described the major categories.  As I 

systematically reviewed and recorded notes with each interview, I identified provisional themes 

(Merrian & Tisdell, 2016).  The first few interviews generated a variety of themes and 

subsequent interviews confirmed the initial themes and added new themes or contrasting 

information.  My creation of categories followed Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) belief that the 

creation of categories is markedly inductive and can move on to be deductive.  Beginning with 

detailed pieces of data, I named small clusters.  As I continued analyzing each interview, I 

compared and contrasted these categories against subsequent transcriptions.  At this stage of 

analysis, there was a minor shift to deductive as I wanted to look for my categories in the 

remaining transcriptions.  Through my theoretical framework, I identified themes in the data and 
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wrote notes about what I thought the data meant.  I asked myself if and how my theoretical 

framework and related literature did or did not explain or give significance to my emerging data 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Interpreting the data through my theoretical framework provided 

findings and conclusions that informed the study. 

  Alternative explanations and reporting.  During analysis, I considered alternative 

explanations.  I discussed the findings and conclusions in relation to my assumptions, theoretical 

framework, and related literature.  I offered potential explanations and implications. (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011).  Constant comparative analysis and analytic induction are the process of 

continuously assessing the plausibility of the evolving explanations and interpretations and 

constantly challenging them.  While evaluating emerging ideas and explanations, I tested them 

against the data and decided whether it was necessary to gather additional or different data.  I 

judged my interpretations against themes in my literature reviewed and searched for disparities 

or revelations.  Additionally, I seriously questioned the relationships that appeared evident and 

explored other likely explanations for these data and their relationships.  I recognized and 

described alternative explanations and established how my suggested explanations are the most 

plausible (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).    

Ethics 

 I followed guidelines defined by professional and scholarly governing bodies to assure 

that I conducted ethical research.  Completion of the Collaborative Institutional Training 

Initiative (CITI) modules are required of all social science researchers to fulfill university 

obligations and confirm professional and academic truth.  Another university obligation is to 

acquire IRB approval before beginning data collection or interviewing participants.  I have 

completed the appropriate CITI modules and I forwarded my proposal to the Wichita State 
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University IRB for approval.  I ensured that all participants were treated with respect and dignity 

by protecting participants' confidentiality and confirming that they understood what their 

participation involved (Lapan et al., 2012).  Before confirming participation in my study, I 

informed potential participants of the purpose of the study and obtained a signed consent form.  I 

protected participants' confidentiality by coding their personal identifying information and not 

reporting or associating individuals with data.      

Research Quality 

 Following ethical principles throughout my research is critical.  I connected the quality of 

my research with ethical practices by following the principles outlined in Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) framework for trustworthiness. These principles include: credibility, dependability, 

confirmability, authenticity, and transferability.   

 Credibility and authenticity.  Credibility and authenticity in this study means that the 

reader can expect and believe the information presented is true, accurate, and I can be trusted to 

portray the information honestly.  I assured my study is credible by using established qualitative 

procedures, such as member checking, which consisted of sharing my preliminary results with 

participants to confirm that my representation of their views was accurate.  I gave participants 

their interview transcript to review and asked them to check for accuracy and make corrections 

and/or provide reactions and additional information.  During each interview, especially with 

participants from the Northern European country whose first language was not English, I 

paraphrased their responses and asked them if I understood what they were saying.  This helped 

to assure that they understood my questions and that I understood and accurately recorded their 

responses.  I checked my subjectivity with my advisor and I employed peer debriefing by 

providing my data and analysis to a knowledgeable peer who was willing to review and 
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scrutinize my data and analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Authenticity was achieved by 

presenting an impartial and honest interpretation of all the viewpoints in my research study.  

Whenever possible, I quoted participants in order to accurately depict their perceptions.  I was 

sincere and transparent about my preconceptions and objectives and how they influenced all 

aspects of my study (Tracy, 2010).  Additionally, I kept a journal/notes about my own beliefs, 

preferences, insights and shifts of thought (monitored self-perceptions).  I developed an audit 

trail which demonstrates how and when I gathered each piece of data and provided evidence to 

check the accuracy of the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  

 Dependability.  Social world is always being constructed and dependability in this study 

means the data and information presented is consistent and reliable.  When I needed to make 

changes to the research design, they were justified by increased knowledge of my participants or 

the phenomenon under study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Dependability was established by 

demonstrating consistency in measuring variables and identifying if, when, and why changes 

were made throughout the research.   

 Confirmability.  Confirmability is related to diminishing personal bias and establishes 

the connection between the data and the researchers' conclusions.  I demonstrated confirmability 

when I continually referred to the data as the source of my conclusions and acknowledged my 

subjectivity.  Peer debriefing helped to establish confirmability by verifying my inferences are 

representative of the data and not merely my opinion (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  

 Transferability.  Transferability is the study’s applicability to other situations.  That is, 

the way the findings of a study are helpful to others in comparable situations (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011).  I established transferability when I provided thick rich description of my 

subjects and the context of their experiences.  Doing so enabled readers of my research to 
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identify with my subjects and decide for themselves whether the study is applicable or 

transferable to their own circumstances (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 Keeping an analytic journal helped me document and remember each decision I made 

and what I learned about analysis, the focus of my research, and myself.  Patton (2015) stated 

that in depth, systematic and regular documentation of the analytical process is the foundation of 

rigor.  Merriam and Tisdale (2015) stated when a researcher chooses a qualitative research 

design, they assume a particular worldview that shapes how that researcher chooses a sample, 

collects and analyzes data, and considers matters of validity, reliability and ethics.  Documenting 

my own processes throughout my research has allowed me to better understand my worldview 

and its influence on my research.   

Researcher Positionality 

 Reflecting on my worldview also helped me identify and understand my position on the 

subject and its influence on my study.  Reflexivity is a disciplined process of learning about self 

as investigator, which enlightens greater meanings about subjective, speculative, ethical, and 

epistemological qualities of the research question.  It allows the investigator to unravel personal 

and theoretical dedications and examine ethics and epistemology (Kleinsasser, 2000). 

 If one wants to understand how authority and advantage form social science research, we 

must analyze the perspective of discovery, which includes discerning the researcher's 

positionality.  Standpoint epistemology includes recognizing and analyzing how the 

investigator's positionality enables certain types of awareness and inhibits other types.  When we 

place ourselves as instruments of knowledge and explore the influence of our positionality on our 

research, we seek to realize a greater form of impartiality, one that produces good data 

(McCorkel & Myers, 2003). 
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 Chiseri-Strater (1996) believed that whether or not investigators write about it, they hold 

a position in relation to their subject, which enables them to know some particulars and not know 

others.  She urged students of research to read critically in order to understand what the 

investigator was positioned to know and positioned not to know -and why.  This influences the 

reader's confidence and belief in the researcher's description.  Positionality includes the 

researcher's given traits such as race, age, and gender, which are fixed or culturally assigned.  

Such traits demand textual acknowledgement when they affect the data, and they always do to 

some extent.  She further stated that it is important to decide what it is about the influence of the 

researcher's position on their perspective that is relevant to an understanding of the participants 

in the culture under examination.  She asked what amount of self-reflexivity is important to help 

readers understand the ethics and methodology of the research setting?  I have done my best to 

discern my positionality throughout my study.  My position concerning SI leaders and the 

program's effect on them has influenced my perspective and decisions throughout the entire 

study.  My positionality influenced my decision to choose this topic, including the theoretical 

framework, and has influenced my choices about the methodology, data analysis and discussion.   

 Having worked as the Assistant Director of Academic Success Programs at Wichita State 

University for the past six years, my position is one of a professional staff member whose 

primary responsibilities have been to hire, train, and supervise SI leaders.  I have enjoyed 

working with them and have been impressed by their commitment to learn and help other 

students.  A few SI leaders have told me their experience in the program influenced their 

personal and professional lives.  I have also seen many SI leaders' confidence develop.  These 

stories and observations inspired me to choose this topic and learn more about the role's 

influence on SI leaders and their influence on the program.  My position (rank and stance) has 
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been favorable toward SI leaders and their personal development.  I have an insider's view of the 

program and a nurturing relationship with the SI leaders who I have worked with.  I also have 

high expectations of their performance and the program's influence on their personal and 

professional development.  Some may say that I have "drank the Kool Aid."  I have been vigilant 

about my belief in the program and what it can do for students and SI leaders alike.  I remained 

committed to conducting quality research and have worked against myself by checking my 

assumptions and working to hear participants descriptions, especially descriptions that may not 

coincide or confirm my assumptions (Chiseri-Strater, 1996). 

 Though my position has influenced my choices and perceptions, I have worked to 

represent my participants honestly by intently listening to and reporting their choices and 

perceptions.  I am a Licensed Clinical Social Worker and a Licensed Clinical Alcohol and Drug 

Counselor with 20 years of experience in mental health and substance abuse prevention and 

treatment.  In addition to agency work, I owned a private practice and worked with individuals, 

groups, and families.  I have been trained to be client centered and objective when listening to 

clients.  I am experienced in suspending judgment and constraining facial expressions that 

demonstrate reactions.  This helps me to listen to their perspectives with an open mind without 

influencing the participant with my opinions and/or beliefs.  In a counseling session, this helped 

clients speak freely about themselves without being influenced by my comments or facial 

expressions.  For example, if my facial expression or comments showed disapproval, they may 

not have continued discussing or elaborating on that subject.  Likewise, if my facial expression 

or comments displayed approval, excitement, or agreement, they may have desired to please me 

and elaborated on that topic.  I have used these skills to temper my opinions and beliefs 

throughout the study. 
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 I also used my positionality to relate to my participants.  I acknowledged my role as an SI 

program supervisor and I understand the program from that perspective.  I also identified with 

my participants.  A few Northern University participants discussed differences between Northern 

Europe and the USA and I admitted the differences and asked for clarification to understand their 

perception of the similarities and differences.  During an interview, a participant discussed 

moving to the Northern European country from the Philippines.  She explained how her family is 

outspoken and it was a challenging transition since the Northern European culture was more 

reserved and she felt out of place.  She referenced the USA culture as more outgoing and 

personable than Northern Europe to help me understand her experience and I acknowledged that 

I understood her example.  Although I did not share my personal experience with her, I identified 

with this participant because I moved from New Jersey to Kansas six years ago and have also felt 

out of place.  Being from New Jersey has a particular connotation where ever I would have 

moved to, but its reputation is especially outspoken and rude compared to Kansas, which has a 

reserved culture similar to Northern Europe.  Regardless of my efforts to “tone down” my 

communications, I have experienced disapproving comments about my interactions.  Similar to 

my experience, I got the impression that this participant felt disconnected due to cultural 

differences, and yet her culture helped her overcome the discomfort and make connections.  In 

addition to being from New Jersey, I am a German, Italian, American.  This combination of 

cultures allowed me to understand my Northern European participants.  Stoic, cold, and stubborn 

are terms often used to describe Germans and loud, obnoxious, passionate, and emotional are 

terms often used to describe Italians.  There are times when I resemble those descriptions and 

then throw in American from New Jersey and we have a strong willed, outspoken, passionate 

individual.  Where a person lives and their heritage influences their experiences and my heritage 
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and life experiences helped me relate to my participants from both Middle University and 

Northern University.   
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experience of SI leaders from their 

perspective.  This study explored SI leaders' college experience and the meaning of the role on 

them personally and professionally.  I collected individual interview data from 14 former SI 

leaders who held the position for at least 2 semesters at one of two universities.  This section 

addresses the unique perceptions of SI leaders at each university.  Middle University and 

Northern University are pseudonyms for the two universities to help protect the confidentiality of 

participants.  Demographics of the participants are similar and Table 1 and Table 2 delineate 

specifics for participants from each university.  

Using a constant comparative analysis, I examined the data which revealed a number of 

findings.  Some harmonies were noted between the perspectives of SI leaders from each 

university.  Notable differences regarding the role the experience as an SI leader played in their 

personal, professional, and program development were also noted. 

Middle University 

 Middle University is a 4-year public university located in a mid-western state in the USA.  

It has been in existence for more than 70 years and currently has a total enrollment of 16,000 of 

which 11% are international students.  Middle University offers a full range of undergraduate 

and graduate programs in more than 125 academic areas.  Middle University’s SI program has 

existed for more than 30 years and currently employs approximately 65 SI Leaders who support 

over 40 courses and 100 different sections each term.  SI leaders attended a two-day training at 

the beginning of the semester and were expected to attend the class they supported and to 
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facilitate three study sessions per week throughout the semester.  Table 1 includes the names 

(pseudonyms) and demographic information about the Middle University participants whose 

experiences are discussed in this section. 

Table 1  

Middle University Participants 

 
 
Name 

 
 
Age/Gender/Race 

 
 
Classes/subjects 

 
Dates in 
position 

 
 
Current 

 
 
 
 
Lana 

 
 
 
 
27/Female/White 

 
 
Intro to Anatomy, Nursing 
course, and Anatomy  
and physiology 

 
 
2016-2017 
3 semesters 

 
Enrolled in 
Medical 
School 

 
 
 
Winona 

 
 
 
19/Female/Asian 

 
General Biology, Histology, 
Biochemistry, Organic 
Chemistry, Cell Biology 

 
 
2016-2019 
6 semesters 

 
Enrolled in 
Medical 
School 

 
 
 
 
Kaylee 

 
 
 
 
?/Female/White 

 
 
Freshman level Biology,  
Biology, and Organic 
Chemistry 

 
 
2014-2017 
6 semesters 

 
Enrolled in 
Medical 
School  

 
 
 
Holly 

 
 
 
19/Female/Asian 

 
Biology for non-majors, 
General Biology, and Cell 
Biology 

 
2018-2019 
3 semesters 

 
Enrolled in 
Dental 
School 

 
 
Robert 

 
 
18/Male/Asian 

 
Chemistry II, General  
Biology I, and Biochemistry 

 
2015-2017  
5 semesters 

 
High School 
Teacher 

 
 
 
Shawna 

 
 
 
19/Female/White 

 
 
General Biology, Cell Biology, 
and Organic Chemistry 

 
 
2016-2019 
6 semesters 

 
Enrolled in 
Medical 
School 

 

Middle University’s SI program was structured to include support for the SI leaders and 

gave them many opportunities to grow personally and professionally.  Motivation to become an 

SI leader varied from getting job experience, to meeting people, to helping foster career goals.  
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SI leaders’ motivations were fulfilled along with an experience that far exceeded their 

expectations.  When the position ended for various reasons, SI leaders reported they were 

grateful for the experience and all the opportunities for growth and development it offered them.  

A few enjoyed it so much they figured out a way to extend the experience.  The six Middle 

University participants all supported various science classes as SI leaders and descriptions of 

their experiences are outlined in the sections below.     

SI Leaders’ Experiences  

 Middle University SI leaders interviewed enjoyed their experiences.  They described it as 

a lot of fun along with being hard work with a steep learning curve.  Although it was quite a bit 

of work, it was worth it because they made life-long friendships, found themselves, made 

important career decisions, and learned many academic, life, and professional skills they have 

used and will continue to use throughout their lives.  Each of these outcomes is discussed in the 

sections below.  

 Being an SI leader is hard work and a great amount of responsibility.  When asked 

about the position and what advice they would give someone considering being an SI leader, 

participants recommended doing it because it is rewarding and fun, but warned it is a lot of hard 

work with a large amount of responsibility.  They cautioned the position is not for everyone 

because it is not like most other student positions.  The SI leader position requires a lot of time 

and effort because it has a responsibility to help many students in historically difficult courses.  

Students expect SI leaders to have answers to their questions about the course content and other 

academic, personal, and career issues.  For Winona, being an SI leader is “not just a knowledge 

role.”  Comments like this suggest that SI leaders are not only working with the course content 

but acting as a role model; they are also mentoring students by helping them with personal issues 
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and fielding questions, for example what courses to take or when to take medical school entrance 

exams.  Winona went on to state the responsibility of being an SI leader included, “All these 

other things that students have questions about.  They see you as a figure who has more authority 

or more wisdom.”  This seemed to be more responsibility than participants expected, and they 

cautioned applicants about this aspect.  Shawna acknowledged,  

 It’s a big responsibility.  I think that someone should definitely do it, but you should also 

 make sure that you have the time to do it because it's like a different type of job.  It's not 

 just where you go to work and then you work for three hours and then you're done.  It's 

 more like people know you and recognize you as a leader. 

Being recognized as a leader also carries a large amount of responsibility.  Lana talked about 

how the SI leaders’ position put them in a certain role on campus where students recognized 

them in their personal classes and around campus.  Lana said, “They know who you are because 

you're the SI leader and you're sitting in the front taking your notes and you're talking to 

everybody to remind them of your sessions.”  Being visible on campus meant they had to behave 

in a certain way around the students.  Lana continued to say, “You have to have a certain level of 

professionalism.  Even though you are a student, you are a professional also because it's your job 

to be an SI leader.  So even when you're not necessarily on, you are.”  SI leaders did not suggest 

that being recognized also meant they were always available, but these descriptions support 

participants’ claims that the position involves much work and responsibility. 

Most participants described the effort it took to plan their sessions.  To properly plan for 

a session, they had to synthesize dense course material into the most important manageable 

chunks of information while considering different learning styles and using collaborative 

learning strategies.  Holly shared, “I think that anyone in SI would say that it's not your regular 
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on-campus job.  It takes a lot of effort for us as students to pull out the time to do this.”  She 

explained how it took a lot of time and effort to identify appropriate material and structure her 

sessions.  Holly said, “So constantly going through the lecture and thinking, well, this is going to 

be important and this isn't going to be important and this is how I could format it to where it 

makes more sense.”  The sentiment that SI is a lot of hard work was shared by many participants.  

Lana shared, “So definitely be willing to take on a fairly major role and a fair amount of work, 

but I would say worth it for sure.”  Participants put in much time and effort because they 

believed it was important and meaningful work.  Kaylee described the demands of SI and who 

may or may not be a good candidate for the position, “In those really high impact courses where 

you're having 50 students attend your session, you want to make sure that your session is 

worthwhile for them.  That might take more than what you might think.”  She described going to 

class and planning the sessions.  Kaylee warned,  

 I'd say that if someone doesn't think they're really good at that, if they can't really identify 

 important material, if they can't identify ways to teach important material and break down 

 important material in a way that makes it easier for people to understand, then SI is 

 probably not for them.  And if they don't really want to put in time outside of actual 

 sessions, SI is probably not a good choice.  

She mentioned there are other positions on campus, tutoring for example, that do not require the 

same amount of preparation.  Kaylee described tutoring as, “You just kind of help the student 

one-on-one with what they're struggling with.”  Kaylee elaborated on the demands of SI, “With 

SI, I think you have to be a lot more of an independent student and someone who is good at 

presenting difficult material in a way that's easy for a lot of people to understand.”  The demands 

of the SI leader position are greater than other student positions on campus.  Similarly, Winona 
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cautioned applicants to consider their career goals and other commitments to assure SI is a good 

match and something they can commit the time before applying.  Winona stated, “I think I 

surprised myself about how much I enjoyed it, but it was a lot of work and there was definitely a 

steep learning curve.”  These SI leaders went on to share their recommendations for someone 

considering applying for the position.   For example, Winona shared, “If SI fits their future 

career goals and they're not already committed to other things that for them are higher priority, 

then I would recommend they apply.  But otherwise, I'd say maybe wait a semester or rearrange 

something.”  Participants stressed the substantial time and commitment required to be a good SI 

leader.   

Participants could tell the difference between SI leaders who put in the time and work 

and those who did the minimum by their plans and sessions.  Kaylee shared, “I think the best SI 

leaders are willing to put in as much time as it takes to create a good plan.  They work to 

understand the material they're teaching and do the best they can for their students.”  Kaylee also 

commented, “Good SI leaders in sessions engage with students.”  Kaylee then described the 

difference between an SI leader who was engaged in the session and one who was not, 

If you are really into the session, you're going to walk around and talk to the students and 

 figure out where they're struggling.  Whereas if you're not, you can just kind of sit there, 

 let them do their work, and then kind of tell them the answers or help them get the 

 answers or whatever. 

Kaylee also pointed out the difference in attendance between good and poor SI leaders, “Part of 

that difference can be seen in session attendance.  Leaders who are good usually have a lot of 

students at their sessions or a lot of students that will continue to return to their sessions.”  Some 
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SI leaders do the bare minimum and get the job done while others go above and beyond what is 

required. 

 Effort of SI leaders leads to job satisfaction and other opportunities.  SI leaders who 

put forth more effort into planning and connecting with students enjoyed the position more and 

in turn were offered additional opportunities.  Shawna believes you get out of the position what 

you put into it and gave an example of how putting considerable effort into session planning 

made the work more enjoyable.  Shawna said, “If you put in a lot of effort, your sessions are 

going to go a lot better and then when your sessions go a lot better, you’re probably going to like 

the role a lot more.”   

 Participants believed their commitment and extra effort led to more opportunities.   

Shawna discussed her advancement from SI leader, to peer mentor, to lead peer mentor.  These 

positions may be specific to Middle University’s program and seem to be a hierarchy of the 

program roles for SI leaders as a way to advance and help support new SI leaders.  She explained 

after one year of being an SI leader, her supervisor asked her if she wanted to apply to be a peer 

mentor, then “I just did the peer mentor role and I think I was in it for a while and I was pretty 

responsible in it.  I think that is what led for me to be one of the lead peer mentors.”  These new 

roles focused on training and mentoring new SI leaders.  She went on to describe volunteering to 

facilitate an extra training and how that led to the opportunity to attend and present at the 

International SI Conference.  Shawna discussed how these opportunities helped her grow as an 

SI leader because she was able to observe new SI leaders and give them suggestions they could 

apply to their own sessions.  Shawna described the experience as positive and one that led to 

personal growth,  
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I had a really positive experience and I feel like I was able to grow as an individual 

through the program because I got better at it.  It was hard at first and then I was a peer 

mentor and then a lead peer mentor, so I had a lot of opportunities to grow and learn.  It 

was a really, really good experience and it was a really big impactful part of my college 

time.  

Shawna was highly invested in her positions and thus received new opportunities.  Winona also 

described how hard work led to additional opportunities and responsibilities.   She shared,  

 And then, after my first semester, I was also tapped to take on a peer mentor and training 

 role.  After my first semester, I started taking on like mentorship roles with other SI 

 leaders. …Oh! And then after that one semester, I also went to the SI leader summit 

 conference in Seattle and gave a presentation there. 

These examples illustrate participants’ experiences of being invested in the position and their 

subsequent opportunities and enjoyment.  Kaylee discussed investing in the role and enjoying a 

promotion to SI leader mentor position where she mentored new SI leaders and affected 

programmatic changes.  She said, “I was also working with my boss to kind of change some of 

the policies or just try to make the program better in general.  And I really enjoyed that.  Yeah, 

overall just had a really good time.”  Participants enjoyed additional opportunities in the form of 

greater leadership positions, traveling and presenting at the SI International Conference, and 

assisting with program development.  Participants also enjoyed finding friends and community, 

which is detailed in the following section. 

 SI leaders find friends and community.  Participants described finding relationships, 

comradery, and community through their experience.  Kaylee shared, “I got to meet a lot of 

students and actually two of my students from that year are now some of my best friends from 
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undergrad and we still hang out and everything.”  Through SI, participants developed lifelong 

friendships and enjoyed a sense of community.  Lana described the experience as having “found 

my group of people.”  She explained how the group of SI leaders she worked with were a 

supportive community; a group of serious students with similar goals.  Winona said, “What I 

love about SI is really building relationships with students and my colleagues and my supervisor.  

It’s all about building relationships.  The people are what made me stay in SI for sure, it’s such a 

supportive environment.”  Relationships with peers and faculty were also mentioned.  Robert 

said, “It really helps you build connections, not just with your peers but also with faculty, which 

is rare for many students to come across.”  A supportive environment was voiced by a few 

participants.  This is how Holly described her experience,  

It was one big family.  Everyone knew each other's struggles.  At some point, everyone 

has had the same struggle so being surrounded by people who understood that SI is a 

huge part of our student lives was, was something that I could really appreciate.  I think 

that anyone in SI would say that it's not your regular on campus job.  It takes a lot of 

effort for us as students to pull out the time to do this and it's just nice being with fellow 

SI leaders who understand. 

Holly elaborated on the struggles and explained that almost everyone struggled with 

incorporating the important material into a one-hour session without going over time or ending 

too early.  She identified challenging sessions where students would not engage in the activities.  

Additionally, Holly shared that most SI leaders struggled with identifying suitable activities for 

their sessions.  Being an SI leader was demanding, and the relationships and support provided by 

comradery with colleagues enhanced the experience.  Shawna described her experience by 

saying, “I made a lot of good friends.  It was part of my identity in college.  It was how I knew a 
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lot of people and I feel it was a bigger part of my experience with college.”  Participants 

described the role as an important part of their college experience and it provided a way for them 

to connect with others.   

Personal Development 

 Participants discussed how their involvement in the SI program influenced their personal 

development.  They mentioned learning about themselves and how SI is a good method for 

teaching and learning.  They gained confidence, leadership skills, and insight into the importance 

of their mindset. 

SI is a good approach to teaching and learning.  SI leaders are instructed to facilitate 

group study sessions using collaborative learning strategies.  Their training emphasized not 

lecturing or providing answers but redirecting students’ questions back to the group.  This 

opened their eyes to a new way of teaching that was interesting and helpful not only in their SI 

sessions and personal relationships, but to their future professions as teachers and physicians.  

Participants described the position as helping students find the answers rather than giving 

answers and this process taught them how to ask good questions.  Robert mentioned, “It really 

taught me how to ask better questions to guide people in making the connections for themselves 

instead of just providing the connections for them.  I think that was the most important aspect of 

SI for me.”  Robert described being grateful for this experience because it has helped him after 

graduation when he became a high school teacher.  Robert explained, “Instead of assuming 

someone knows or doesn't know, I've become better at asking questions to help; especially my 

students.  When they're misbehaving, I help them understand why they're behaving that way 

instead of just saying they’re disrespectful.”  Robert went on to say, “I’m able to be patient with 

people uncovering information for themselves.  It really helped me as a person, interact with 
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people a little differently, and ask questions so they can better understand their mindset and 

where they are.”  Participants enjoyed helping students find answers on their own.  Holly 

described, “Almost teasing them with more questions and not answering their questions.  It was 

really fun because I didn't have to tell them, and they told me the answer on their own.”  Shawna 

discussed how the methods used in medical school are the very things she did as an SI leader.  

Shawna explained that she did not fully understand some of the strategies such as wait time (i.e., 

waiting for students to respond before jumping in with an answer).  Or she understood a 

method’s importance, but it was challenging to implement.  She also initially thought the 

methods were unique to SI.  Shawna said, “In medical school, we have flipped classrooms where 

professors redirect questions and we have small groups and do a lot of group work.  I see how 

the SI methods are good and helpful for learning in general.”  She recognized her medical school 

professors used familiar SI methods, which she came to understand were sound instructional 

techniques for any educational setting.  

 Many participants spoke about learning how to simplify huge amounts of dense material, 

consider it from different perspectives, and explain it in several different ways.  Lana described 

this as “zeroing in on those higher yield topics and being able to break those down for students.”  

Participants mentioned they not only learned how to break down the material, but also how to be 

flexible with the material in order to properly communicate the concepts to students with 

different learning styles.  As Robert described, “It really helped me learn how to condense a lot 

of information into a very concise and organized manner so that somebody else could understand 

the process of how something happens or how two different concepts are related.”  Adapting to 

differences was reiterated when Shawna explained what she did to accommodate students by 

“kind of adapting the way that you explain things and how you approach different learning styles 
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or different attitudes.”  Holly also discussed honing in on what was most important: “I couldn’t 

focus on everything.  I had to pick the important parts, expand all that and make it into an 

activity where people can break it down and mess with the material and make sense out of it.”  

Kaylee also discussed the importance of identifying the most critical or difficult material, 

particularly the necessity of “identifying what is important and what is difficult for students to 

understand; what is most important for them to get out of this particular topic to do well on the 

exam but just to learn the material in general.”  Winona also discussed being creative in the 

process when she shared, “I enjoyed making plans and kind of thinking creatively on how I 

could present the information in a way that was different than the professor.”  Thinking 

creatively and integrating the coursework from different classes was important to Robert who 

shared, “It really helps you kind of put your entire degree into connecting all of your classes 

together.”  He continued to say: “That was one of the most exceptional things about the program.  

As a leader, you get to learn how to do that and then you also get to distribute that information to 

everybody else who's not an SI leader.”  Breaking down the information helped participants learn 

the material for themselves while assisting others.  This contributed to their increased confidence 

and leadership skills.      

SI leaders develop confidence and leadership skills.  Participants discussed gaining 

confidence and developing leadership skills as a result of their experience as SI leaders.  They 

talked about initially being apprehensive and inexperienced with public speaking then having 

more confidence and better public speaking skills toward the end.  Shawna commented, “I think 

it gave me practice and it made me get outside of my comfort zone.  I wouldn't have done that on 

my own.”  Lana discussed being surprised about her changed perspective on leadership and 

public speaking.  She said, “I thought I would just show up and it changed into a whole different 
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experience.  I was surprised to see myself as a leader.”  Another participant, Winona, gained 

assertiveness skills and developed the ability to advocate for herself and others through 

interactions with faculty.  Winona explained how she learned, “advocacy and speaking with 

people and helping connect them to resources that they didn't know existed.  Basically, vouching 

for people and vouching for myself.”  Additionally, Holly wanted to be more confident and be 

able to speak better.  This was important to her because she did not want students to feel like 

they were wasting time going to her SI sessions.  Holly realized the only way to accomplish this 

was to be prepared and know what she was talking about.  She said, “If I don't feel confident in 

something, that means that I didn't do the preparation that I needed to.  That's something that I 

learned as a person.”  She concluded that confidence comes from being prepared. 

 Growth mindset and a positive attitude.   Participants stated the SI culture fostered a 

growth mindset.  They described growth mindset as considering every situation and challenge as 

an opportunity to learn and grow and included aspects such as being reflective, goal oriented, 

and willing to try new things.  Winona stated,  

The culture that my program fostered was that growth mindset.  I think that was huge.  I 

think it started to pick up steam in other places because I heard it at my current school 

too.  I think it’s really seeing that every single opportunity is a chance to learn.  Also, 

there's professional development things that we did, and it’s good to sit down and reflect 

and be like, what is my mission statement?  And what is the goal I'm striving towards?  I 

think being reflective, being intentional, and seeing every opportunity as a growth 

opportunity is great.    

Shawna also enjoyed and appreciated this aspect of the program.  She talked about how working 

with people can be difficult because there are many different people in the group sessions, and 
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some come in with negative attitudes.  Shawna learned to empathize with these students and not 

make the situation worse by going along with their negativity.  Instead, she focused on the 

positive aspects in order to keep the session productive.  She gave the example of organic 

chemistry as a difficult class and students often complained about how difficult it was.  A part of 

the SI leader’s job was to keep the session productive, which meant staying positive.  Shawna 

said, “I learned it's better to be positive about something than to just like sit and complain.”  SI 

Leaders were told in training to be sure not to talk bad about the professor.  Shawna explained, 

“In my experience, I would slowly start to be more positive and I think that I saw a better result 

or a better vibe afterwards.  I just continued that and started doing it a bit more every time.”  She 

went on to explain how her experience inspired her to adopt a growth mindset,  

I think about having a growth mindset and trying things even if I'm not good at them.  I 

think it's helped me think differently about that.  My SI supervisor was really into growth 

mindset.  I always think about that.  I literally brought that up last night.  I think maybe 

I've always had that, but I just notice it more and try to bring it out.  

Shawna acknowledged that she can focus on her growth mindset and consider new challenges as 

opportunities to learn.  Though she may have thought this way before, now she understands more 

clearly the importance of a growth mindset and can intentionally direct her thoughts about a 

situation to achieve better outcomes.   

Professional Development 

For the purposes of this study, professional development is defined as career preparation; 

for example, training, skill development, and choosing a career.  Participants discussed how the 

experience helped prepare them for their future careers.  Being an SI leader helped them develop 

professional relationships, gain professional experience, and offered assistance with their 
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graduate school applications.  A few participants explicitly stated their experience as an SI leader 

greatly influenced their career path.   

 Acceptance to and success in graduate school.  Five out of the six former Middle 

University SI leaders went on to pursue graduate studies.  The role and experience interacting 

with faculty helped foster professional relationships, guidance with graduate school applications, 

and success in graduate school.  Lana explained how being an SI leader helped establish and 

foster a significant professional relationship.  Lana described how a faculty member reached out 

to her and encouraged her to be a SI leader.  This relationship/mentorship continued throughout 

her undergraduate studies and played a significant role in her application and acceptance into 

graduate school.  She shared,  

My professor for my anatomy course had reached out to me and became somewhat of a 

mentor to me.  I had her support going through the whole med school application process, 

which is a nightmare.  It's always good to have someone in your corner and especially 

good for it to be a professor that has all of this knowledge you can tap into.  It's good to 

develop those professional relationships as well. 

In addition to professional relationships and help with graduate school applications, Lana 

discussed how being an SI leader helped her prepare for the MCAT, a medical school entrance 

exam, and develop skills relevant to her graduate program.  She said,  

I don't know if I would have gotten this far to actually be in med school now if I didn't 

have all of that community and support built in, those skills built in, or the reinforcement 

of the material, because that was all very relevant to the MCAT and it's so relevant in 

school now. 
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This same sentiment was shared by other participants as well.  Holly shared that she continued to 

create learning activities to help herself and her peers during the first year of pharmacy school.   

Holly said, “Oh, I remember we learned this in cell biology, and this is how I made an activity 

and broke it down.  Then I would build upon it for my classmates and friends who are with me in 

pharmacy school.”  Kaylee also continued to make study guides while in medical school.  She 

said,  

Though there is no SI at my current school, I would make study guides and post them to 

our class website for everyone to use.  Probably two-thirds of my class commented on 

how much they enjoyed the study guides and how much they learned from them.  I think 

my ability to make them did come from being an SI leader for so long and making 

session plans and really learning how to study well.  

Kaylee shared that creating the study guides made a big difference in her current graduate 

studies.  Other participants voiced gratitude for how the experience shaped their study habits and 

provided them with skills and tools they went on to use in their graduate studies.  Lana said, 

“There's just so many tools already in my pocket from being an SI leader that I kind of have a leg 

up a little bit.”  This advantage resonated with Kaylee’s experience in medical school, “I really 

honed the skill of being able to identify what is important, out of lectures and stuff, and that 

definitely has been helpful for me going forward as a medical student.”  Medical school requires 

a considerable amount of studying and good communication skills.  Winona said, “It really helps 

to think flexibly about content.  When I'm in a lecture, I'll write in the margins of my notes 

almost as if I was making an SI plan.  Being able to organize information has been helpful.”  

Winona continued to discuss her gains in communication skills, which she attributed to her 

experience as an SI leader: 
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Being able to communicate and build a positive rapport with people you just met is huge; 

not just with my classmates but also with standardized patients.  Next semester we'll start 

doing preceptorships and start talking to patients.  I also talk to attendings.  I think that 

communication skills are something that SI is so good at teaching you and then it's 

applicable in any field you go into. 

These SI leader reports strongly suggest the experience prepared them for the demands of 

graduate school and professional school.   

 Professional skills for teachers and physicians.  Participants talked about how their 

experience as an SI leader influenced their careers.  Robert is currently working as a high school 

teacher and believed being SI leader helped prepare him for this career.  Robert was promoted 

from an SI leader to a mentor position, which he described as a management position and 

explained how he helped individual team members create various approaches as they worked 

through different subjects.   Robert said, “I had to help each unit or each individual team member 

work through their pathway.”  This experience helped him in his current teaching position with 

high school students who think differently.  “It really helps with my kids today because some of 

my kids think in a very abstract manner while some of my other kids are very practical, but they 

still are responsible for the same material,” he shared.  Robert explained that he had to frame 

information in two different ways so his students can understand the material.  He further 

explained that his students were not just learning through PowerPoint and then being tested on it.  

Robert required students to find information on their own and then made reviews for them, 

which he observed, was “kind of just like an SI session.  We go over all the information that they 

should have found in their research group.  It works really nicely for me.  That's what I was used 

to as an SI.”  Robert went on to discuss how SI prepared him for teaching while also teaching 
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him social skills.  Robert reflected, “I didn't know what it was preparing me for until it led me to 

this path.  It’s applicable in academics and social relationships.  That is one of the most 

beneficial things about SI that I've learned.”  Before SI, Robert acknowledged being quiet and 

shy in college and did not talk much.  The SI leader experience helped him to easily ask 

questions in front of 15-30 high school students.   

 In addition to teaching, participants discussed how being an SI leader helped prepare 

them for their careers in the medical field.  Although these participants are in medical school and 

not yet practicing physicians, they identified how the experience will be helpful when they are 

practicing in their career.  They discussed how important it is for a physician to be able to 

explain complex information in many ways to different patients.  Their SI leader experience 

helped them adapt to different learning styles and attitudes.  Lana said, “It’s important to be able 

to communicate with your patients that way.”  She did not know she had the ability to condense 

material and communicate it in different ways until her SI leader experience.  Winona pointed 

out it is also important to make patients feel comfortable and shared, “Being able to make people 

such as my future patients feel comfortable sharing, you know, very personal details and 

answering uncomfortable questions.  It's a good skill to be able to build a rapport, a positive 

rapport pretty quickly.”  In addition to building rapport, physicians often break bad news to 

patients.  Shawna discussed a recent medical school lecture focused on how to delicately break 

bad news to someone.  Shawna said,  

You really have to be kind of quiet. You shouldn't be the one doing all the talking and 

you have to allow silence.  I think I was very comfortable with silence to begin with 

because of SI and wait time and all of that.  I think that is another example where I can 

see the SI skills being used a lot. 
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These reports from former SI leaders support the conclusion that being an SI leader instilled 

many career-relevant skills.  

 SI leaders realized their potential and made career decisions.  Being an SI leader had 

an influence on participants’ career choices.  Participants became more aware of their skills, 

strengths, and passions.  This increased self-awareness affirmed some participants’ original 

career choice, inspired new goals for others, and changed the aspirations of other participants.  

Winona was undecided about her major and career goals during her freshman and sophomore 

years in college, but she was sure that she did not want to go into medicine.  She emphasized, “I 

don’t want to go to med school at all.”  She knew she loved SI, mentoring, teaching, science, 

discovery, and building relationships, and concluded,  

And then I was left with medicine.  I was like, Oh shoot!  Am I really going to medical 

school after all this time saying I didn't want to go to medical school?  Then it clicked.  I 

was like, if I go into medicine then I can still teach.  I still teach patients, in a sense, and 

it's also a lot about building relationships. 

Winona felt nervous and it was daunting to think about catching up to her peers who were 

already on track to go to medical school.  However, she quickly realized that her classes and 

experiences were aligned with medical school and she was not as far behind as she had thought.   

 Learning that she could effectively communicate complex information helped Lana 

confirm her career choice.  As she put it, “Realizing that I could do that, and I had that skill 

definitely helped me decide solidly on pursuing this course to become a physician.”  This 

revelation also inspired a new goal: 

 I definitely have a goal of becoming a teacher at some point as well.  I don’t think I had 

 that before I was an SI leader.  It takes a certain amount of confidence to want to become 
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 a teacher and believe that you have that skill and that you can pass on knowledge.  I 

 didn't know that I had that before I was an SI leader and that kind of opened my eyes to 

 that strength of mine. 

Her experience helped her feel confident in her abilities and clarified career goals. 

 Holly’s experience shaped her undergraduate experience and potentially her career in 

pharmacy.  Although she always enjoyed teaching, she did not realize she had a liking for 

academia until after she started working in SI.  Holly explained, “Being able to facilitate this 

kind of learning and work through problems when students don’t understand something; 

rewording it, going through different activities, and watching the students struggle until that aha 

moment was absolutely beautiful. I loved it.”  Holly learned patience and why some people love 

to teach.  She said, “I understand when teachers say they LOVE their jobs.  I've learned what that 

feeling was.  It was something that helped me academically, but it also kind of made me 

emotionally attached with that feeling and with that environment.”  When asked how she felt 

when SI ended, she replied, “I don't know that it has ended.”  Holly’s experience nurtured her 

love for teaching.  

 Robert’s experience prompted him to change his lifelong career plan.  Robert said, “I 

learned that I have more interest in education, and teaching, than practicing medicine.”  He 

enjoyed being an SI leader so much that he did not want it to end.  He said, “I was grateful and 

sad when it ended, so I figured out a way to continue.  I decided that I could continue doing SI 

after graduation if I became a teacher, so I applied to become a high school teacher.”  This path 

emerged because he seriously considered the impact SI had on him.  Robert realized that he 

loved science and found it all interesting, stating: “But there was just something about making 

those lesson plans and walking in to a classroom and just helping someone understand something 
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that I just, I didn't want to let go of that.”  Without probing, he offered, “This was a rough 

revelation.”  When asked to expand on this, he explained that he was scared because medicine 

was the one and only career he ever considered, and he worked his entire life to get into medical 

school.  His family and cultural background expected him to have a career in medicine.  Robert 

reported that, “it was the only correct option, for lack of a better word.”  He continued, “Now 

there was this one little thing that I didn't even have to do in college, but it changed the, like it 

just changed my trajectory completely.”  Disappointing his parents was his biggest fear.  When 

asked about that, he said that it was about 90% of his fear, but he applied to teach high school 

because it was the only way he thought that he could continue being an SI leader.  During his 

first year of teaching high school, he was still considering medicine because it was more familiar 

to him than being an educator and his family was still insisting on a medical profession.  He 

applied to medical school at that time, but at the end of that year, he was sure that he did not 

want to go into medicine.  Robert shared,  

You know when you get to the point where you're just like, okay, I'm just done with 

everything.  I'm just going to do what I know is right.  And if everybody else wants to 

disagree, they can disagree.  But I'm like, I'm done carrying this load for them, for 

everybody else.  So that happened and I just, I just told my parents that I have no interest 

in going to medical school anymore. 

He explained that it took two years of conflict but he feels free, liberated, and happy to be 

working in a national program and enjoying this unexpected position. 

Program Development 

 Participants contributed to the SI program in many ways.  Working with students and 

mentoring other SI leaders gave them a viewpoint that administration may have lacked.  
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Throughout their experience as SI leaders, SI mentors, and lead SI mentors, participants made 

suggestions and implemented new practices to improve the SI program.  They acknowledged 

practices that worked and gave advice to program administrators. 

SI leaders’ contributions were valued by program administrators.  Participants 

discussed their experience and contributions to the program, which they felt were valued and 

encouraged.  Shawna said, “The coordinator at Middle University made the experience very 

good.  She put in a lot of effort to make everyone have a positive experience.”  Shawna 

acknowledged, “I think that is one of the reasons I had such a good experience.”  Her supervisor 

offered opportunities to take on additional responsibilities such as mentoring other SI leaders.  

Her supervisor would ask for ideas and then try them out.  Shawna mentioned, “From seeing that 

example and having that experience, I was more willing to share ideas.”  She offered ideas to 

improve the program and a few of her ideas were accepted and implemented into program 

procedures.  Shawna said, “I started some new strategies to put in the manual and just ways of 

doing things, like how we did our peer mentor logging in and how we did our office hours.”  

Offering ideas that were implemented was a common experience for some participants.  Kaylee 

offered suggestions and believed that led to program improvement.  Kaylee shared, “Some of my 

ideas were to change the hiring process a little bit so that better SI leaders were hired so that, that 

would help more students.”  She also made suggestions that helped leaders plan and execute 

sessions.  Winona contributed to the observation system, which is the process whereby lead peer 

mentors and staff observed SI leaders and offered feedback to help them improve their sessions.  

She commented, “Our program was getting really big, so we had to come up with a better way to 

organize who's been observed and given feedback and their progress.  I think I contributed a lot 

to kind of the observation system.”  Winona’s ideas also helped foster a sense of community.  
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Winona said, “When I first joined the team, there wasn't that much of a culture of community.”  

She felt nervous and intimidated to talk to the seniors and shared, “When I was a senior I was 

like, I am going to work so hard to make sure no one feels like that.”  Winona wanted the newer 

people to feel like they were genuinely welcomed and appreciated.  She said, “That was really 

my big aim my last year in the program was to just really build up that community and that 

culture.”  At that time, the program was moved into a centralized space which also helped foster 

a greater sense of community.   

 SI leaders encourage administrators to continue valued practices.  Participants 

discussed the benefits of the program and how its structure and support enhanced their 

experience.  They hope administrators will use the SI leaders’ perspectives and assessments for 

program development.  Participants desire for administrators to appreciate the resource they have 

and encourage them to continue practices valued by SI leaders.  “I hope they know the resource 

they have,” said Lana.  SI leaders believe that SI has the potential to significantly change a lot of 

students’ experiences, both leaders and participants alike.  Lana explained her supervisor’s 

passion for the program and intentional engagement with students made her excitement 

contagious.  The supervisor’s enthusiasm trickled down and all the SI leaders were excited about 

it as well.  Lana said, “As long as you have passion and a good group of people that are also 

excited about it, I think it could be at that level anywhere.  If you are excited about it, the rest 

will come, really.”  This excitement and acknowledgement of the program benefits was evident 

with other participants.  Holly talked about how important it was to have that kind of support and 

she wished it was available in Pharmacy School.  She said, “SI will never hurt.  In pharmacy 

school we don't have SI and I do feel like I'm missing out on it.  This is something that helps 

both the student in the class and the SI leader.”  Shawna reiterated the importance of the program 
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by saying, “SI is beneficial for the students and the leaders.  It's a lot different than tutoring and 

it's something that's really important to have.  It’s also something that is going to prepare 

students for graduate school.”  Participants wanted administrators to value the program and the 

SI leaders.  Robert mentioned the SI program where he worked was well thought out and 

changes were continuously being made to improve the program.  They recently changed the 

program structure from SI mentors to subject-specific mentors.  Robert described this change,  

An SI leader who's been leading a biology class for two years would be the SI mentor for 

someone who's a new biology SI leader so they can help them build their own way of 

leading.  I think that was one of the most beneficial things especially for new leaders. 

He explained this allowed new SI leaders to do it their own way while getting more specific 

guidance from an SI leader who was experienced in their subject area and who could tell them 

what worked for them and what mistakes to avoid.  Robert recommended other programs follow 

this structure to assure new SI leaders have subject-specific support and guidance.  Robert also 

appreciated when his SI program moved away from a rigid planning sheet to one that allowed for 

more creativity.  He said, “I think it’s really important because if you want successful leaders, 

you have to let them lead the way that they feel most comfortable.”  The program was not this 

way when he started as an SI leader.  He appreciated the change and recommended the program 

continue this practice. 

Lastly, participants mentioned that support from staff made a difference.  Kaylee 

recommended university staff should be tuned in to the SI leaders and engaged with the program 

and willing to make changes that SI leaders feel are important.  She said, “University staff aren’t 

the ones leading sessions and interacting with students on a regular basis.  The leaders are.  If the 

leaders are noticing something that needs to be changed, then you know, at least consider 
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changing it.”  The leaders are doing much of the work and will do a better job with support from 

the administration.  Holly also appreciated her supervisor’s support.  She said, “If I had any other 

supervisor, I would not have had this experience.  She made it known that she really cared about 

us.  I'm not even exaggerating; I would've failed classes if it wasn't for her.”  The SI leaders’ 

experiences may have been different had they received a different level of support and 

supervision.  The SI program would not be the same without the SI leaders, and based on Middle 

University participants’ discussions, they would not be the same without the SI program.   To 

varying degrees, they experienced personal, professional, and program development.   

Northern University 

 Northern University is a 4-year public university in a North European Country.  It has 

been in existence for more than 300 years and currently has a total enrollment of 40,000 of which 

20% are international students.  Northern University offers a full range of undergraduate and 

graduate programs in more than 270 academic areas.  Northern University’s SI program has 

existed for more than 20 years and currently employs approximately 230 SI Leaders who support 

over 150 courses.  Table 2 includes the names (pseudonyms) and demographic information about 

the Northern University participants who supported a range of subjects, including foreign 

language, linguistics, archeology, and philosophy.  Their experiences are discussed in this 

section. 
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Table 2  
 
Northern University Participants 

 
  

 
 
Name 

 
Age/Gender 

 
Classes/subjects 

Dates in 
position 

 
Current 

Arianna 36/Female/White 
English Linguistics to 
Literary 

2016-2018 
7 semesters 

 
 
Enrolled in a 
doctoral program 

 
 
 
 
Andrew 26/Male/White 

 
 
 
1st and 2nd semester 
Linguistics 

 
 
 
2015-2017 
4 semesters 

 
Enrolled in a 
master’s 
program/Research 
Assistant 

 
 
Gary 23/Male/White 

 
 
German levels A, B,  
and C 

 
2014-2018 
5 semesters 

 
Employed at a 
medical business 
institute 

 
 
Roberta 

47/Female/White-
Hispanic 

 
 
Spanish levels 1 and 2 

 
? 
2 semesters 

 
High School 
Teacher 

 
 
 
Anthony 

32/Male/White-
Hispanic 

 
 
 
Spanish- levels 1, 2,  
and 3 

 
 
2015-2017 
4 semesters 

 
Business 
Development 
Manager 

 
 
 
 
Madeline 20/Female/Asian 

 
 
Archeology, Historical 
Archeology and  
Historic Osteology 

 
 
 
2014-2016 
5 semesters 

 
Applying to 
doctoral program/ 
plans to be a 
professor 

 
 
 
Betty 24/Female//White 

 
 
History of Ideas  
modules A and B 

 
 
2015-2016 
2 semesters 

 
Enrolled in 
doctoral 
program/Teaching 
Assistant 

 
 
 
Christopher 

 
 
 
 
 
19/Male/Asian 

 
 
 
 
Intro linguistics 

 
2017-2019 
5 semesters 

Recent graduate 
Bachelors/plans 
to travel then 
study computer 
science 
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 Participants who worked at Northern University gave an overview of their program 

which included an all-day training at the beginning of the semester, introducing themselves to 

the class they supported, and facilitating approximately 10 group study sessions throughout the 

semester.  They did not attend the class they were supporting.  Though they were facilitating 

study sessions, they kept the sessions casual by providing cookies and coffee to make the 

sessions fun and inviting.  Some participants offered the cookies provided by the program while 

others went above the expectation and baked cookies for their students as a way of promoting 

themselves and their concern for students.  Some participants described their experience of 

scheduling rooms and sessions on their own, while others described having the opportunity to 

meet monthly with other SI leaders to share ideas and offer support to each other.   

Most participants were recruited by professors or the program supervisor.  A few 

mentioned they were approached to be an SI leader at the very beginning of the semester because 

the SI leader who was originally scheduled to work had unexpectedly resigned for personal or 

family matters.  Motivation to become an SI leader varied from loving the subject, to wanting to 

help others, to meeting people, to seeking merits and experience for their resume or CV, to 

thinking it was a fun way to make extra income.  Their motivations were satisfied as participants 

shared their experiences were fulfilling and met their expectations.  When the position ended for 

various reasons, SI leaders reported that they were grateful for the experience and the new 

insights and opportunities it offered them.   

SI Leaders’ Experiences  

 Northern University SI leaders interviewed enjoyed their experiences.  They described it 

as a lot of fun and an interesting way to teach and learn.  Most participants learned more about 
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the subject and themselves and made important career decisions.  Each of these outcomes is 

discussed in the sections below.  

Go for it and be prepared.  When asked about the position and what advice they would 

give someone considering becoming an SI leader, participants recommended doing it because it 

was fun and interesting, but warned prospective SI leaders to make sure they are prepared for 

their sessions.  Anthony said, “Try it.  It’s good to learn from other people and listen to their 

perspectives.  The SI leader is the one who gets the most out of it.”  He went on to describe that 

he enjoyed the position because seeing students work hard in sessions was motivating, “They 

want to go forward and try to find answers, interesting discussions.”  Madeline also 

recommended trying it: “I would just say go for it.  I mean, we learn a lot of stuff and you get 

confidence.”  Madeline explained how it helped her get out of her shell and proceeded to say, “It 

will be great for someone outgoing.  It will also be great if someone shy like me wants to, you 

know, get out of your shell.  So yeah, have courage and go for it, I would say.”  Participants 

recommended doing it and suggested ways to provide a quality service.  Christopher shared, “Be 

prepared with material and rooms etc.  Make sure you schedule all your meetings and book the 

rooms in time and think about what you're going to do.  Give yourself enough time to plan for 

the meetings.”  He proceeded to say, “Outside of those practical things, you don't have to worry 

a lot.  The actual meetings are pretty Okay. Pretty fine. Manageable.”  Being prepared for the 

sessions was also stressed by Andrew who said, “Be prepared to have like some material or some 

sheets that you can work with.  You can expect groups that are completely silent. You have to do 

most of the talking and then you better know what to say.”  Roberta also mentioned the 

importance of being prepared, flexible, and not rigid with the plan.  She said, “Be prepared, 

informed.  What is the course that you are given; be very informed about it.  But the same time 
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be spontaneous too in order to don't lose the fresh, uh, knowledges that you can get from that 

session.”  Roberta stressed the importance of being prepared and staying flexible in order to 

respond to the students and get the most from the sessions.  Being prepared and flexible was 

important to participants.  Gary suggested asking students about their difficulties and goals.  

Gary said, “At the start of each course speak with the students about what difficulties they face 

and what they want to get out of it, because you are actually not there for yourself, you are there 

for the students.”  Betty discussed managing the group to encourage participation, emphasizing it 

was important to know “how to manage dynamics of the group because if you don't set rules 

from the start, some will take over the conversation and others may not speak up.  Try to find 

ways to make people feel included and comfortable.”  It was evident that participants enjoyed the 

position and cared about helping students as they recommended applying for the position while 

also cautioning how to serve students with productive sessions. 

 SI required time and effort.  Participants described being an SI leader was more effort 

than they anticipated and they often worked more hours than they were scheduled or paid.  Betty 

shared,  

These salaries that I thought it wasn't much, but it was still something.  And I think that's 

a good thing because it does require a lot of work.  I think there should be a salary 

because otherwise people won't take it seriously.   

The amount of pay was mentioned again by Anthony, who said, “I can say the money part, for 

the money, no one would do it because the thing you get from it is experience and you learn a 

lot, but you don't, you don't make money off of it.”  Anthony continued to talk about the time 

and effort required, “You have to be there.  I have to go to the university, take your time going 
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over there and planning.”  He emphasized the time it took to commute to campus and plan for 

the sessions. 

 Arianna reinforced the same idea reported by others that it was not an easy job.  She said, 

“Don't do it if your reason is it's a job for easy money.”  Also echoing the views of others, 

Arianna reported that the time into the position was more than expected: “You don't have to go 

to the length that I did, offering more meetings than you're paid for, basically responding to 

students’ every need, but I think it will be helpful for everyone if you are willing to do that.”  

Arianna further described her work efforts: “We got paid for, I think, 10 meetings over a 

semester plus the preparation time for each of those meetings and I probably had 15 scheduled 

meetings and some of them being more than one hour.”  These observations of SI leaders point 

to the conclusion that much time and effort is needed to provide a quality service, meet students’ 

needs/demands, and to meet attendance requirements. 

 SI leaders ensured enough students attended sessions.  Several participants went 

above and beyond to ensure they had sufficient attendance to keep the sessions going.  Gary 

explained the expectation was to have a minimum number of students attending sessions, “At 

least three to make it.  That was the minimum requirement.  If there were less than three 

students, I think during three sessions, then it was automatically cancelled.  But normally the 

expectation was that they got four or five.”  Participants were aware their sessions would be 

cancelled if they did not have expected attendance.  Arianna explained how her methods 

increased attendance at her sessions, “I think that is what made my students come back, because 

they have so much to do and still, they found the time to come to my meetings.”  She explained 

that her sessions would be scheduled for one hour and she often would stay longer with students 

and even move together to the cafeteria so the students could continue after the SI leader had to 
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leave.  Arianna said, “But then they just stayed by themselves.  It's perhaps more common for 

American students to do that, but that's not my experience in this country that people do that.”  

Arianna explained why she thought students continued to work after the SI leader had left: “And 

they did that because I went the extra mile and I think then they felt the engagement and they felt 

that also just understanding more and therefore being more interested.”   

Participants were concerned the SI program would be jeopardized if they did not go the 

extra mile to encourage attendance at their sessions  Arianna described how important it was to 

put in the extra effort, “If you're not willing to put in the extra effort, you will lose students and 

SI is in jeopardy.”  She explained that if the sessions did not have a certain number of students, 

the program director may think it is not successful and will not fund future SI sessions for a 

class.  She continued, “You don't have to schedule a million meetings just because they want 

that, but I think that is what contributed to my, I don't know, success if you will.”  Madeline also 

described the effort to learn the position and encourage students to attend sessions.  She said, 

“The scary part is not connecting with students or having to do all the work, because there's a lot 

of work, planning and all.  As you become more experienced, you probably could convince more 

students to come.”  Madeline described one strategy she used to increase attendance, “I tried 

really hard to get the students to come by baking cakes.  You have to have a strategy and get out 

of your shell and try to really connect with other students.”  Connecting with students was 

important to Madeline who later discussed connections she made through her experience.  These 

comments highlight the importance of making intentional connections with students to both 

improve session attendance and effectively reach more students.  More details about these 

connections are provided in the next section. 
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Relationships, connections, and a rewarding experience.  Participants developed 

longstanding relationships, made connections with students and faculty, and found the 

experience rewarding.  Madeline described connecting with students and forming close, 

longstanding relationships that are still intact today.  She said, “I met a lot of people and 

connected with many of them and some even became friends, which we all still meet once in a 

while.”  Madeline went on to say how being an SI leader was an opportunity for “really 

connecting with people on an emotional level.  I remember one student I helped get through a lot 

of personal things.”  Connecting with students was important to Madeline, as she reflected in her 

description of how it felt when the connection ended: “Great. I have more time, but later empty 

and sad.  It was my way of integrating or connecting with people.”  In addition to connecting 

with students, Madeline and Arianna discussed connecting with faculty.  Arianna described 

getting cookies and coffee from the faculty lounge.  Her frequent visits there brought her closer 

to the faculty side of things.  As she put it: “That brought me closer to the professors in a sort of, 

yes, I'm a student, but I'm also kind of not a student at the moment. Uh, we could have a decent 

relationship.”  She mentioned some faculty were happy to engage in conversation when she was 

in the faculty lounge.   

Participants also discussed witnessing students connecting with each other and 

developing friendships.  Arianna said, “You could really tell how friendships were being forged 

during SI time because people could sit and talk, unlike they normally do perhaps during 

lectures.”  Gary agreed that SI was a very good way for students to get to know each other and 

form a group.  He said, “I think the people who study languages feel a bit socially isolated during 

their studies.  For them, it was kind of a social happening to get to socialize a bit and at the same 
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time learn the language.”  Participants identified social connections as an important aspect of the 

program.   

Participants enjoyed helping students and appreciated it when students showed gratitude 

for their work.  Betty said, “Students threw me a surprise party.  They were very grateful.  That 

just made me feel very happy that they were so thankful and that I had actually helped.” Arianna 

also enjoyed helping students, saying: " It gave me a sense of I can actually help people and they, 

some of my students, they adore me.  I mean that is how it was.  They would get very grateful.”  

Students would bring her small gifts and though she did not expect it or encourage it, she was 

moved by these gestures. 

Personal Development 

Participants discussed how being an SI leader influenced their personal development. 

They mentioned learning about themselves and believe the SI method is a good approach for 

teaching and learning.  They also gained confidence in their group-management skills. 

 SI is a good approach to teaching and learning.  SI leaders facilitate group study 

sessions using collaborative learning strategies.  They do not lecture or provide answers but 

redirect students’ questions back to the group.  Practicing this method inspired an appreciation 

for this new way of teaching that was interesting and helpful in their sessions, personal 

relationships, and future positions as teachers and project managers.  Participants enjoyed the 

group discussions and learned how to ask questions and guide students to find answers rather 

than provide the answers.  Anthony shared, “I get motivated when I see people trying to get 

answers and interesting discussions.  It's a great way of having discussions.  You think about 

questions you are going to ask to get certain information and talk about certain things.”  He also 

enjoyed the students learning through the collaborative learning strategies.   Anthony said, “The 
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best meetings were when the students did everything themselves.  Not that I didn't have to work, 

but I mean when they were going themselves.  It was really good, and you could see them 

thinking and finding things out.”  Observing students gaining insights and acquiring information 

was rewarding.  Roberta also enjoyed the group process and learned a new way of teaching and 

learning.  She described traditional teaching as the teacher telling students the lesson and what to 

do and think, whereas SI offered a new approach.  Roberta said,  

 Everyone in the group has the possibility to do something for the group even though 

 if they don't know nothing, they have something to experiment in that moment.  That is 

 the beauty of this - that it gives you a lot of understanding how the cognitive aspect of 

 learning can be.  Do you understand that everyone has something to give and that 

 together we can arrive to a very interesting conclusion? 

Roberta thought this was a beautiful experience and reiterated how this method is different from 

traditional teaching and lecturing by allowing everyone to participate and acknowledging that 

everyone has something to contribute.  Roberta said, “There were some moments that they were 

so fantastic. How let's call it yeah. Discussions about subjects, to have these interesting and 

powerful, rich, knowledges.”  She was grateful to have this experience and opportunity to 

experiment with this new way to teach and learn.  Christopher also enjoyed learning how others 

learn.  He said, “The way people learn is to give them time to work it out themselves. You can't 

always be butting in and explaining things and talking too much.  Giving people time to work 

things out themselves is really valuable.”  Christopher described learning the value of this 

concept and struggling to give students time in sessions to figure it out for themselves.  

Christopher explained that from the very beginning, he was taught about this being a key role of 

the SI leader: “They really stressed that point, so I knew it, but in the moment there's a lot of, like 
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somebody's trying to figure something out and you get this urge to just kind of explain it to 

them.”  Although it was challenging not to rush in and supply an explanation, he appreciated the 

value of the SI method, noting that he continued to get better at it, “And I think, yeah, over time I 

learned that I need to give them time to figure it out themselves or amongst themselves at least.”  

This was a lesson he also reported applying to his personal life, “That was a positive thing for me 

in life as well, to not always feel the need to have to explain everything.”  Christopher proceeded 

to talk about his relationship with his elderly father who grew up with less access to information:  

There's gonna be some things that I would very much like to just explain to him but that 

may not be the best approach for him to necessarily take in and understand the things.  

And I need to be more mindful about how to come to understandings.  Like mutual 

understandings with people through other means.   

In sum, learning to give people time to find answers without jumping in and explaining 

everything was valuable in teaching and personal relationships.   

 SI leaders gain deeper content knowledge and different perspectives.  Participants 

discussed learning more about the subject they were supporting.  They were interested in the 

topic and the experience gave them a deeper understanding of the course content.  Anthony 

mentioned it was a great course refresher and he learned things he missed when he first took the 

class, “Questions that I had from taking the class and hadn't asked, they were answering things 

actually that I had been thinking about before.”  He further stated, “I learned a lot.  When I asked 

the questions, they gave me their points of view and every time it gave me a lot.  I could also use 

it for myself.”  Anthony also discussed being motivated by working with students and helping 

them learn, “From the beginning I thought it was going to be a good experience, but I didn't 

know exactly what it could give you and I think it was really good for myself and also for 
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motivation.”  Anthony described learning from the students, “You could see them working 

through the stuff that I'd done before and you learn something from it.  You see it again. You 

already done it, but you see it all and you try to guide them.”  Gary discussed learning more 

about the subject and different perspectives, “I got to learn a bit more about students' 

perspectives.  I became more deeply involved with what challenges that might be for you to learn 

a new subject.”  He also shared, “I discovered what people might find difficult and not that 

difficult.  I got the deeper knowledge of the subject because you have to somehow master the 

subject that you are teaching.”  Similarly, Andrew said it was interesting to learn about different 

student perspectives and shared learning: “How other people analyzed and interpret the field of 

linguistics.  I mean they were students just as I had been the year before and if they interpret 

something differently from me it was interesting to learn really.”  Consensus emerged among the 

participants that they gained a deeper understanding of the course content by working with 

students and discussing their different perspectives.   

SI leaders developed self-confidence and group-management skills.  Participants 

discussed the experience of being an SI leader helped them gain personal confidence and group-

management skills.  Arianna discussed being very shy with little experience standing in front of 

an audience.  She explained being an SI leader helped her gain confidence and learn diplomacy.  

As a result of her experience as an SI leader, Arianna said she gained, “Confidence.  Practice 

standing in front of people and saying, I don’t know instead of frantically trying to find the 

answer.”  She also learned, “Diplomacy.  Being in charge but just basically telling people to be 

quiet in a nice way and to do what I say, but also in a nice way.  To inspire people to try, when 

they just don’t get it.”  Gary voiced a similar sentiment, “It helped me with my presentation 

skills and also handling a group.”  Being comfortable as the leader of a group situation was 
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shared by some participants.  For instance, Christopher said he learned, “How to interact with 

larger groups of people where they kind of look up to you or expect something of you just like 

being in that situation and getting comfortable with that situation.”  Being comfortable with 

handling a group was described by Betty when she said, “I think I am better at adapting to other 

people's needs and to kind of understand how to get people excited about something and to give 

them the opportunity to express themselves.”  She continued, “I've learned how to make people 

talk a bit more or get them out of their shell which is hard in the beginning.”  In addition to 

helping students get out of their shell, Betty also reported learning how to get other students to 

stop talking: “I've learned how to kind of take conflict in a lacked way and say, I think it’s 

important that we let someone else speak now.”  Thus, facilitating group study sessions with 

different groups of students helped participants gain confidence and group management skills. 

While most participants discussed acquiring confidence and group management skills, 

one participant discussed both positive and negative experiences facilitating group study 

sessions.  Andrew described how he developed a sense of responsibility and how SI “Helped me 

be more comfortable with going into a room as a leader, and as the boss.”   He acknowledged 

that he was previously a kindergarten teacher, but the SI leader position carried a different level 

of responsibility, “Even though I've been a teacher before, but this time it was for the university, 

not as a teacher, but as a responsible person for this group.”  Unfortunately, Andrew also 

experienced negative interactions with one particular group, “the first thing I think about was this 

group of students who were really difficult to work with … they just asked me the weirdest 

questions and they just complain, of my, my duty as an SI teacher.”  He elaborated, “I mean they 

really, they really put me on the spot all the time.  Everything was a question and they say, what 

is this, this is not correct! This is what? Andrew, what have you done?”  Dealing with this group 
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of students was a great challenge for him, “I mean for me as a leader trying to direct the group 

and manage the group, it was quite difficult.”  When he thinks about SI, he has a negative feeling 

and shared his feeling in this way, “So, uh, unfortunately that's, that's what I remember most 

about this time.  I uh, have sort of a negative feeling.”  He described the way he ended his 

position by thinking that he did not need to do it anymore and there must be someone else who 

can do a better job, “That was my primary reason for quitting.  There must be someone better 

than me because I'm running out of ideas and I'm running out of energy and enthusiasm to do 

this.”  He explained, “In the beginning I was very enthusiastic.  I spent hours making like puzzles 

and questions and assignments.  Later, it was just something I HAD to do… less enthusiastic I 

should say.”  On the whole, he did enjoy the position and it helped him pursue a career in 

academia, but he mostly remembers the difficult group.  

 Participants were grateful to be given examples of different situations in their training, 

because they were able to reflect on and draw from those training examples when they 

experienced similar situations in their actual sessions.  With practice taking place over a few 

semesters and experiencing different situations, they felt comfortable handling conflict.  Through 

both positive and negative experiences, participants reported gaining skills that they will use 

personally and professionally.   

Professional Development 

Participants discussed how their experience as an SI leader helped them prepare for their 

future career by using professional skills in their current positions.  Some participants also 

realized their experience as an SI leader had influenced their career path.   

 SI leaders learn professional skills they will use in their careers.  Participants 

discussed how their experience influenced their careers.  They are currently employed in diverse 
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industries and positions and are using skills they learned as an SI leader in those positions.  Gary 

works at a medical business institute that has many different specialties and described it as a mix 

of several facets of the health system.  He facilitates presentations to his colleagues, a skill he 

credits to his experience as an SI leader.  Gary shared, “We have to share experiences with each 

other and help each other learn different fields.  We also do it in connection with doctors and 

medical experts because it's an interdisciplinary field.”  His work as an SI leader gave him 

experience presenting information to a diverse audience.  “My experience as SI leader was 

important because it taught me how to help people understand the subject, they have basic 

knowledge but not specific knowledge in that area.  It helped me with my presentation skills and 

handling groups.”  Gary and Roberta described using the group-management and presentation 

skills they learned through their experience as an SI leader.  Roberta said, “SI leader 

[experiences] give me tools that I need sometimes for my lessons.  That helps me a lot in my 

field now because I am a Spanish teacher for teenagers.  Most of the time it's perfect for me.”  

She discussed the classroom struggle when her teenage students want answers and do not want to 

do the work of thinking through material.  She explains why and how skills learned in SI relate 

to enhance group discussion: “They don't want to go to the goal or intention.  It's important to 

don't forget that intention. You have a goal and together we can get there.  It is very nice when 

everyone contributes something to that purpose.”  Roberta enjoys helping her high school 

students participate in classroom discussions and guiding their discussions toward a mutual goal.  

Although Christopher is not currently employed, he envisions how his SI leader experience will 

help him facilitate group work in the future because it has shown him “how to interact with 

larger groups of people where they kind of look up to you or expect something of you.  Being in 

that situation and getting comfortable with that, with that situation I think was valuable.”  He 
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elaborated by saying: “I imagine that's going to be kind of useful…if I'm ever in some kind of 

management position or if I'm ever in a position where I, where I have some kind of authority 

over a group of people.”  Though he had not reflected on his experience before our interview, 

Christopher was able to describe his experience as an SI leader as enabling him to “be the one to 

make the meeting go smoothly.  Like now we're going to do the this, now we're going to do this.  

Like they're expecting you to kind of push along the events of the meeting.”  In addition to 

guiding the class or group discussion toward a goal and classroom management, Betty uses her 

skills learned as an SI leader to encourage participation and simplify course content.  Betty is a 

teaching assistant in her doctoral program and believes her experience as an SI leader helped her 

become a better teacher, 

 It has helped me how to make college a little bit more accessible in a way.  I think that I 

 found quite hard, just because when you're doing a PhD you have to focus on very, very 

 specific issue.  And you kind of forget how to actually approach the topic in a more 

 accessible way.  It has helped me a lot with just putting my research into very simple 

 terms.  That has definitely helped me to become a better teacher  

Her experience as an SI leader gave her skills to be a better teacher and get students excited and 

talking more.  Betty shared, “I am better at adapting to other people's needs, get people excited 

about something, and give them the opportunity to express themselves.  I've also learned how to 

make people talk more or get them out of their shell.”  She also discussed SI skills that helped 

her to manage the classroom and allow everyone to speak rather than one person monopolizing 

the conversation.  Betty illustrated this by talking about a “young man who was trying to take 

over a bit.  It was helpful to actually have some kind of knowledge on how to handle that.  It's 
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important to allow other people to talk and to take up space.”  Classroom management and group 

facilitation skills are important to Betty and help her be a better teacher.   

 Participants discussed how they use skills learned as an SI leader to help students and 

others they work with learn more deeply, think for themselves, and find their own answers.  

Roberta described how she has developed: 

 the capacity to make people to think by themselves, to make connections by themselves 

because language is about connection.  So they find these connection that gives you one 

word to another in that they can do it by themselves.  They will be more rich because 

otherwise we are talking about memory or something like that and this is more like 

learn[ing] to think, to analyze things, to go more deep in the knowledges.  

Roberta described her experience as interesting and beautiful because she was able to help her 

students think for themselves and find the answers rather than just memorizing information.   

 Similarly, Anthony explained asking good questions, understanding people, helping them 

think for themselves, and to find the answers/information are skills he is applying to his current 

work setting.  As a business development manager, he described his job as mostly sales and 

working with people to help them identify their needs and wants.  Anthony said, “I have to ask 

questions and find out what they are interested in.  I need to understand what they need and want.  

How I ask questions are very important in my job.”  He described how he helps students find the 

answers, “You don't know the answer, but you don’t have to tell them I don't know.  You figured 

it out in the group, but you had to know how to get out information of the group.”  He described 

how he redirects questions back to students to get them to think and find the answers.  “Even if 

you know the answer, you give questions back to them and let them tell you more about what 



 78 

they were thinking.  It's about understanding people as well.”  He reports that these skills are 

important to his success in his current position.   

 Lastly, Andrew discussed how his experience as an SI leader helped him understand how 

a university functions from an employee’s perspective.  He said, “it has helped me to get to learn 

the university, um, the inside of the university even more.  As I mentioned, I do work at the 

university.”  Andrew is currently in graduate school and works as a teaching assistant and it was 

important to him to learn more about what it is like to work at a university.   

 SI Leaders identify passions and make career decisions.  Being an SI leader had an 

influence on participants’ career choices.  Participants learned about their skills, strengths, and 

passions, which affirmed their original career choice and inspired new goals.  Participants 

learned about themselves; one participant even described the experience as profound.  Arianna 

shared, “When I think about what it did to change me, then that's, that's profound.”  She 

discussed gaining a whole new view of herself, “It gave me a perspective of myself as someone 

who can guide other people and inspire other people and who can make a difference really.  And 

I hadn't been in a position where I could feel that before.”  She talked about feeling like a child 

up to this point in her life and being an SI leader changed all of that.  Arianna shared, “I actually 

have something to offer.  I'm not a silly little girl like I thought, and people actually appreciate 

me like my students and professors, but I actually have something to offer.”  She discussed her 

interest and pursuit of a Ph.D.  Arianna said, “Just me wanting to do PhD, it's not because of SI, 

but a child doesn't do a PhD.  Now I see myself as an adult and an adult could potentially do a 

PhD.”  She proceeded to credit SI for her decision to apply to a PhD program, saying: “I do not 

know if I would have reached the point where I thought I want to do a PhD and the thought of 

me applying was not ridiculous.  I don't know if I would've reached that part without SI.”  She 



 79 

continued on to say, “I always like to help people, so it gave me the opportunity to develop that 

side of myself.  More confidence in who I am, and that academia is maybe not such a bad match 

for me in the future.”  Arianna stressed this perspective change had a profound effect on her 

aspirations and career plans.   

 Madeline also changed her perspective about herself and her desire and ability to be a 

professor: “I have a lot of knowledge acquired from the mentorship, the courses.  I would say my 

passion just like increased and I could see myself teaching osteology to other students.”  She did 

not consider teaching before her experience as an SI leader.  Continuing, Madeline said: “I 

couldn't imagine myself having a teaching position or something like that.  Now I will say I will 

be interested in having a teaching position at university.”  She described a volunteer excavation 

project in Bulgaria where she participated with other students and professionals including 

archeologists.  She was encouraged to do her own project aside from the digging and decided to 

facilitate a workshop, “I did an osteological workshop where I used my skills from planning in 

the meetings and osteology courses that I did and taught all the students during the excavation 

project.”  She continued to describe how she changed as a result of her experience as an SI 

leader: “I don't think people that know me would think I’d be outgoing like a professor.  I would 

say the mentorship really helped me to, you know, find myself in a way to become more 

independent and become more outgoing.”  As a result of her experience as an SI leader, 

Madeline is applying to doctoral programs and plans to be a professor of osteology.   

Pursuing a career in academia was already in Betty’s plan, but she learned more about her 

teaching preferences.  Betty said, “Oh, I learned what kind of teacher that I would like to be 

eventually, I kind of got an understanding of where I wanted go and it was all Oh, fantastic.”  

She was happy to work with and see students invested in learning.  Betty shared, “I was just so 
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excited when they were handing in their first essay topics and they were invested in a way that I 

hadn't really remembered other people being in my first year.  That made me really happy. 

Yeah.”  Betty learned that she prefers to help students write and discuss their thoughts than just 

test students with multiple choice questions.   

Whether deciding to pursue a doctorate or influencing their teaching methods, their 

experience as SI leaders helped these participants gain insight into their strengths, passions, and 

preferences, which they used to make career choices.  In addition to the SI program having a 

positive impact on their personal development and career decision-making, they contributed to 

the SI program.  These contributions are highlighted below. 

Program Development 

 Although Northern University participants did not advance beyond SI leader or have 

administrative roles, they still contributed to the SI program.  I do not know whether they had the 

opportunity to advance because they did not mention it and I did not ask.  The two university SI 

programs may have been structured differently or Northern university participants may not have 

mentioned it for various reasons.  Nevertheless, Northern university participants made 

suggestions and offered their session plans to improve the SI program.  They acknowledged 

practices that worked and gave advice to program administrators.  

 SI leaders contributed useful ideas and materials to the program.  Participants 

created materials and exercises for use in SI sessions.  These materials and exercises are 

important contributions to the program because they add to its infrastructure and capacity.  These 

materials may be used as guides to train new SI leaders and help SI leaders plan specific content 

for their sessions.  Gary shared, “I made those exercises.  I think they were still in use when I left 

because we had a collection of different exercise and that you could bring up in discussion 
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during the SI sessions.”  Betty also created exercises for others to use, “I introduced a few 

exercises that I know have been used.”  She worked with Philosophy courses and created many 

exercises that focused on how to provide evidence for an argument and how correlation differed 

from causation.  She explained, “I think that was a useful addition to kind of show that you have 

to think about what your argument actually is.”  In addition to exercises for SI leaders to use in 

their sessions, Madeline shared an idea for SI leaders and student participants: “I gave ideas like 

a database of what people have in terms of books for the course, and stuff like that.”  She 

recommended the program offer a lending library for students but did not know if it was 

instituted.  Whether instituted or not, SI leaders reported that the ideas they suggested and the 

work products they created were made available to the program.   

 Advice to administrators.  Participants acknowledged the value of the program and 

offered recommendations to administrators to improve the program.  They hoped that 

administrators realize the SI program is a worthwhile investment.  They encouraged 

administrators to consider their hiring and training standards or criteria, and suggested that 

adding more structure and support for them would improve the quality of the program and 

benefit more students. 

 Participants discussed the importance and value of the program.  Anthony discussed how 

the program was a good investment of university funds.  He described it as an inexpensive 

retention tool as it brought students together to discuss their studies which, in turn, increased 

interest in their studies.  He said SI was a “good opportunity to have more students interested in 

the studies for very little money.”  He thought the program provided students the opportunity to 

talk about things they either did not get a chance to discuss in class, or felt uncomfortable about 

discussing.  He said, “It's a good tool for persistence and retention.  It's worth the investment.”  
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Betty agreed and added that SI was a “fantastic program . . . should have through masters 

because students require support and safe environment . . . absolutely needed.”  Participants 

discussed the necessity of the program, valued the benefits it offers students, and would like it to 

expand and help graduate students.   

 Participants expressed passion for the program.  Arianna was so passionate about it that 

she expressed disappointed with how the program administrators and some SI leaders portrayed 

or represented the program.  She shared, “My university was good at a lot of things, but they 

want to keep it casual, to this sort of come and have coffee and cookies and play little games and 

you can learn.”  She said this was great, “but me being a bit more serious, I wanted to see it in a 

more serious way while keeping the atmosphere basically completely voluntary.”  Arianna 

thought that being casual almost took away from the important serious help that SI offered.  She 

also recommended hiring SI leaders who believe in and are committed to the program and who 

were able to positively promote it to students.  Arianna shared, “You need to have SI leaders that 

are engaged and from the very beginning of the semester make students aware of the fact that SI 

exists and what it is and that it can help them.”  Arianna was passionate about the program and 

recommended that administration take it seriously and hire students who believe in it and 

communicate its effectiveness.  She also suggested that better selection and training of new SI 

leaders to help them better promote the program would serve to improve the program.   

Participants had different experiences with SI training.  Participants valued the training 

they received and offered recommendations about how to improve its effectiveness.  Andrew 

said, “Two days of training was good, but very general with many different fields of study.  

Maybe narrow it down to the specific field.  Get specifically in training towards the class that 

you're going to manage.”  He added: “If you had help with someone who already had the 
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position, who says, I did this and I did that, that could be more helpful.”  Andrew experienced 

training when his position commenced, while Madeline experienced training after she had 

already worked in the position for a few semesters.  Madeline pointed out the disadvantage of 

delayed training: “So when I went to the actual training program and introduction program for 

mentors, then I learned a lot, but it was kind of too late.”  She explained, “They didn't really have 

like this clear organizational [plan for] how they wanted to do the program when I started but it 

was quite a new thing.  So probably that's why it became later than when I started.”  She was 

glad they instituted training and thought it would be helpful if the training was separated into 

smaller groups of SI leaders and was specialized by subject.  Although Roberta did not get into 

specific details about what to change, she did say that “the training could be longer.”  The length 

and structure of the training was important to participants.   

In addition to pointing out how the length and structure of the training was important, 

participants discussed the importance of, and need for, providing SI leaders with better support 

and structure.  Betty said, “It would be good if we had a forum for SILs to connect and ask 

questions [for] support, camaraderie, a place to share ideas.”  Program administrators may have 

heard this recommendation from Betty and/or other SI leaders and instituted a monthly meeting 

for SI leaders to share ideas.  Anthony said, “Once a month you meet all the other SI leaders … 

so that was also good experience.  They can give you feedback… Well I did like this.  You can 

do this.”  He appreciated the support and learning about other SI leaders’ struggles and 

successes.   

In addition to greater social support, Arianna mentioned the program would benefit from more 

structure and a designated location.  She understood that space is difficult to secure in a 

university, “but I think if you could sort of say this is the SI room, this is what we do.”  Arianna 
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mentioned that an SI room would help structure the program and “then it wouldn't feel so ad hoc 

as it did sometimes.”  She described going to one room to keep books, copying materials in 

another location, picking up cookies from another location—all before going to the session 

room(s)—where sometimes there was not enough room to accommodate all the students who 

wanted to participate.  Although some features of program’s structure improved over time, they 

felt that a designated location was need to further structure the program and support SI leaders 

and students.   

 In summary, participants shared the strengths of the program and areas where they would 

like to see improvement.  Overall, they enjoyed their experiences and believed the program 

provided positive support for students, but would like the training to be more specialized, the 

program be given a designated space, and expand into graduate school.  That SI was a good 

program with opportunities for improvement was mentioned by both Northern and Middle 

University participants.   

Middle and Northern Universities’ Differences  

 Middle and Northern Universities are relatively large 4-year public institutions in two 

different countries.  They both have large SI programs but their program structure is quite 

different.  Middle University’s SI program is coordinated centrally throughout the institution and 

Northern University’s SI program is coordinated within discipline areas throughout the 

institution.  Middle University participants attend the class they support and hold three group 

study sessions per week throughout the semester totaling approximately 30 sessions per 

semester.  Depending on the size of the class, there may be another SI leader supporting the same 

class and also hold three sessions per week throughout the semester.  Northern University 

participants do not attend the class they support and hold one group study session weekly or 
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biweekly totaling approximately 10 sessions per semester.  They may or may not alternate 

sessions with another SI leader supporting the same class.  Northern University participants 

discussed scheduling their session rooms and bringing to the sessions coffee and cookies 

provided by the program.  Middle University participants did not mention these particulars. 

 Participants from both universities enjoyed their experiences and would recommend 

others apply for the position.  Middle university participants cautioned them to consider their 

goals and schedule before doing so because the position entails a good amount of responsibility 

while Northern university participants cautioned them to make sure they are prepared for their 

sessions.  This difference may be due to Middle University SI leaders struggling to find time to 

prepare for and facilitate three weekly sessions and Northern University SI leaders not attending 

class and struggling to prepare for sessions without the current course information.   

 Northern university participants explained the position is dependent on attendance and 

offered considerations for how to achieve at least a minimum level of attendance to ensure the 

sessions could continue.  Northern University participants also talked about the pay not being 

commensurate with their responsibilities, while Middle university participants did not discuss 

these challenges.  Middle university participants reported high levels of job satisfactions and that 

their experience led to other leadership opportunities.  Northern university participants did not 

mention this aspect of the position.   

 Specific to Middle university participants was their development of a growth mindset, 

attributed to the program supervisor’s emphasis on it and opportunities provided for SI leaders to 

practice it.  Participants from both universities discussed gaining a deeper knowledge of the 

course content, but Northern university participants emphasized this more along with learning 

about different perspectives from the participants in their sessions.  Although participants from 



 86 

both universities went on to graduate school after their SI leader experience, only Middle 

university participants noted the experience helped them with entrance and success in graduate 

school.   

Middle and Northern Universities’ Similarities  

 Although Middle and Northern University have different SI programs and participants 

revealed some differences, participants from each university shared many similar experiences. 

Considering these two universities were in different countries, culture may have made a 

difference in the participants’ experiences.  Knowing that I was an American interviewing them, 

two participants from Northern university compared their country’s culture to American culture 

and mentioned their country’s culture was more reserved.  They mentioned this when they talked 

about connecting with students and students gathering together at length to discuss the course 

material.  It seemed as though they were intimating their SI program was countering a cultural 

norm that detracted from making peer connections. 

 Both Middle and Northern Universities have offered the SI program for more than 20 

years and they both have implemented changes throughout the time of the participants’ 

experiences.  For example, at a point during the participants’ experience at Middle University, 

the program changed from being located in different offices around campus to a centralized 

space where SI leaders held office hours.  The program’s SI leader training also changed from a 

general training where all SI leaders were trained together to a more subject-specific training 

where SI leaders were trained in groups based on the subjects they supported.  At a point during 

the participants’ experience at Northern University, the program changed its training from one 

where there was limited assistance from a faculty mentor, and where SI leaders would not meet 

together with their colleagues throughout the semester, to one where there was a more formal 
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group training at the beginning of the semester followed by monthly meetings with peers.  Such 

changes within programs, along with the similarities and differences between programs, likely 

impacted the participants’ experiences and their responses. 

 SI leaders at each university enjoyed their experiences and described the position as a lot 

of hard work and much more than they anticipated. Participants at both universities made friends 

and valued the relationship building aspect of the position.  Both also reported that they 

developed personally, found the SI method a good approach to teaching and learning, gained 

confidence, and leadership skills.   

 SI leaders at both universities felt the SI program helped prepare them for their future 

careers and went on to graduate school after their SI leader experience.  Participants from both 

universities gained professional skills they foresee using in their future career and/or are already 

using in their current position.  Additionally, participants from both universities recognized their 

passions and potential, and made career decisions that were influenced by experience as an SI 

leader.   

 Finally, participants from both universities helped improve their respective SI programs 

by offering ideas and contributing materials.  Their contributions were highly valued and often 

implemented.  When asked about what they would say to their program administrator, or 

administrators of other SI programs currently in operation or being planned, participants from 

both universities praised the program’s value and offered recommendations on how it could be 

further improved.    

 Participants shared their perceptions of their experiences as SI leaders.  Their personal 

descriptions offered an understanding of the personal, professional, and program development of 
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SI leaders who held the position for at least two semesters at two different universities.  These 

findings are the source of the conclusions and discussion that follow.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions and Implications 

 The literature on SI leaders and the findings of this study emphasize how SI leaders were 

influenced by the experience of being an SI leader.  In the previous chapter, I detailed the 

findings of the study.  In this chapter, I interpret these findings and consider their implications 

for practice.    

Conclusions 

Utilizing Mezirow’s (1978) transformational learning theory and Nohl’s (2014) 

practiced-based model as a framework for investigating the perspectives of former SI 

leaders, I have analyzed and come to understand SI leaders’ experiences.  This study was 

directed by two leading research questions to gain insight into SI leaders’ experience and 

what role the SI experience played in their personal, professional, and program 

development.  This study sought to learn whether and how SI leaders experience 

perspective transformation.  SI leaders who have their beliefs challenged and change their 

perspective as a result of their SI experience, undergo transformative learning (Mezirow, 

1991).  Transformative learning is a process of change that progresses through different 

stages until the change is complete and the learner gains a new perspective, is aware of 

the new perspective, and thinks and behaves differently.   

 Mezirow (1991) posits that a disorienting dilemma - a single intense event - prompts 

learners to question or challenge their current beliefs, perceptions, or knowledge that involves 

progressing through phases and consciously working to overcome the disorienting dilemma.  In 

contrast to Mezirow’s transformational learning theory, Nohl's (2014) practice-based model 

stipulates that new practices emerge over time and develop without a unique moment, as if a 
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seed was unknowingly planted and grew without the person giving them much attention.  He 

argues the new practices intrude on the person, revealing new and unexpected perspectives.  The 

core differences between these two theories of learning are the number of phases involved and 

whether learners thoughtfully work to overcome a disorienting dilemma that challenged their 

values or learn new practices by having those practiced encroach upon them.  Mezirow (1978) 

and Nohl (2014) both described phases that include critical reflection, exploring new ideas, 

social examination and imitation, changing significance, and a new version of biography.  Both 

theories help to make meaning of the findings of this study. 

 Participants at both universities changed their perspectives about themselves, their 

abilities, and passions.  Being an SI leader influenced their sense of self.  A few mentioned they 

found themselves through their experience and it shaped their identity during college and 

continues to influence who they are today.  Some of the friends they have today are friends they 

made through being an SI leader.  Many of the skills they are using in graduate school and in 

their career are skills they learned as SI leaders.  For instance, they attribute the way they 

communicate personally and professionally to their experience as an SI leader.  The SI 

experience also resulted in many participants changing perspectives on their career plans.   

SI Leaders Gained New Perspectives of Themselves and Their Career Choices 

 Evidence of perspective transformation was revealed in participants’ descriptions of their 

experience as an SI leader.  Two participants, Robert and Arianna, had profound experiences 

with perspective transformation, while other participants’ experiences were not as pronounced.  

Depictions of participants’ experiences with perspective transformation, and the stages in which 

they unfolded, are provided next. 
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 Robert’s perspective transformation.  Robert’s experience as an SI leader transformed 

him in a profound way and changed his entire trajectory.  Robert planned and worked his entire 

life to be a doctor and his family expected him to be a doctor.  He enjoyed being an SI leader and 

described his experience as transformative.  In short, he had a perspective transformation.  He 

enjoyed creating plans and helping students learn.  When his SI leader position ended and he was 

about to graduate, he was sad that it was over and wanted the experience to continue.  He 

realized that he was more interested in education and teaching than medicine.  Robert described 

this realization as a “rough revelation” because it resulted in internal conflict and fear that he was 

letting his family down.  Despite the conflict, he applied to be a high school teacher because he 

thought that was the best and only way to continue the work he was doing as an SI leader.  

During his first year as a high school teacher, he still applied to medical school because it was 

more familiar to him than being an educator and his family was still insisting that he continue 

with his (their) original plan to go into medicine.  However, at the end of that year, he was 

certain that he would forego medical school and informed his family that he was not going to be 

a doctor.  This was a difficult, two-year decision-making process but he is now happy and 

satisfied with his decision and new career.  Participants in Arendale and Hane’s (2016) study 

also reported their experience generated initial interest in teaching. 

 The process Robert journeyed through began with phases one and two of Nohl’s (2014) 

practice-based model of transformative learning: (1) The nondetermining start that initially goes 

unnoticed, intrudes into his life, and evolves unexpectedly, and (2) inquiry that is experimental 

and undirected.  His transformation evolved unexpectedly over time during his experience as an 

SI leader.  The experimental and undirected inquiry took place while he was enjoying his 

experience as an SI leader and gradually noticed that he enjoyed facilitating learning even more 
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than practicing medicine.  However, at the end of his experience as he was about to graduate, he 

experienced a disorienting dilemma, akin to stage one of Mezirow’s (1991) transformative 

learning when he was saddened by his SI leader experience ending and realizing that he enjoyed 

teaching more than practicing medicine.  This caused him angst because it was not what he 

expected and not what his family expected.  Up to that moment, he planned and prepared his 

entire life to be a doctor.  Mezirow (1991) would define this as a culturally provoked dependency 

role.  After identifying this culturally provoked dependency role, Robert went through a process 

to disable it and decide on a career that integrated his newly discovered personal values and 

beliefs.  From the moment he realized that he was more interested in teaching than medicine he 

began to experience Mezirow’s second and third stages of transformative learning: (2) self-

examination accompanied by feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame, and (3) critical assessment 

of his assumptions.  He continued to experience these stages until his transformation was 

complete.  He described feeling fear about how his family would react and whether or not they 

would approve of his decision.  In fact, they initially disapproved of his decision and insisted he 

stick to his original plan for medical school.  He critically assessed his assumptions by 

comparing his lifelong desire for a medical career with his strong interest in teaching, while 

wrestling with conflicted feelings about pleasing his family and being true to himself.  He 

experienced Mezirow’s stage five when he thought of how he could continue his experience as 

an SI leader by becoming high school teacher.  Although he did not report developing a plan or 

acquiring knowledge and skills to implement the plan, akin to stages six and seven of Mezirow’s 

(1991) transformative learning, one may surmise that he did experience these stages as he was 

ultimately hired as a high school teacher.  During his first year as a high school teacher, he 

continued through Mezirow’s and Nohl’s stages of transformative learning.  The process of 
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applying to be a high school teacher and then working in the position during the first year are 

Mezirow’s eighth stage: (8) trying new roles and Nohl’s third and fourth stages: (3) social testing 

and mirroring and (4) a shifting of relevance.  Robert struggled with this decision and the 

decision-making process took approximately two years until he reached a firm and confident 

decision, enabling him to be free of conflict and comfortable with his new role.  

 Robert’s increased level of comfort and confidence in his decision aligns with stage five 

of Nohl’s theory: social consolidation and the reinterpretation of biography. It also reflects 

Mezirow’s ninth and tenth stages: (9) building of competence and self-confidence in new roles 

and relationships, and (10) reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by a 

new perspective.  Robert did not mention anything about his peers changing or realizing that 

others before him have had a similar experience.  Therefore, Mezirow’s fourth stage of 

transformative learning: recognizing that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are 

shared and that others have negotiated a similar change, did not come up during the course of the 

interview.   

 Arianna’s perspective transformation.  Arianna’s experience as an SI leader changed 

her in a profound way and she has a new perspective of herself.  She had felt like a child up to 

this point in her life and her experience as an SI leader changed that.  As a result of her 

experience, she now feels like an adult with something to offer others.  She no longer feels like 

an immature child, but as an adult with the ability to guide others, inspire others, and make a 

difference.  Seeing herself as an adult also increased her motivation to pursue a Ph.D.  Arianna 

credited SI for her decision to apply to a doctoral program.  Her experience as an SI leader 

transformed her thinking about pursuing a Ph.D. from a far-fetched, childish dream into an adult-

like goal that she could actually achieve.  She did not describe the process and stages she went 
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through during this perspective transformation, but she credited her experience as an SI leader 

for this perspective transformation and gave examples of her thoughts and feeling throughout the 

process.   

 Her former grammar instructor asked her if she would like to be an SI leader and she 

accepted the position.  She did not feel worthy or qualified for the position but figured since 

someone thought she could do it she could at least try it.  She was initially insecure about the 

position and thought she would have to fool them into thinking she actually knew something, but 

it did not turn out that way.  She described her experience as an SI leader as a journey over a 

three to three-year period that was quite profound.  During that time, she would frequent the 

faculty lounge to prepare her sessions with folders and printed materials like the professors.  

Spending time talking with them about various things like linguistics and textbooks, she was 

surprised to find that most faculty enjoyed interacting with her.  This experience helped her 

connect with professors and feel like an adult who almost had a collegial relationship with 

professors.   It helped shape a new image of herself as a proper adult employed in a professional 

career.  During this portion of the interview she said, “I was going to say fellow professors, but 

that's taking it way too far.”  This statement exhibits Arianna’s comfort level with her new 

biography.  She was transformed from being an initially insecure SI leader who knew very little 

to identifying with professors pursuing her doctorate.  Stout & McDaniel (2006) also found SI 

leaders may be inspired to contemplate careers in higher education or pursue graduate studies in 

their chosen discipline.   

 Arianna’s experience corresponds closely to Nohl’s (2014) five stages of transformative 

learning.  The first two stages are reflected respectively by (1) her acceptance of the position and 

(2) performing the duties of the job and did not think about it much.  At some point during her 
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three-year experience as an SI leader, she began feeling more mature, felt acknowledged as 

someone who has had something to offer, and began relating to and identifying with professors.  

This illustrates Nohl’s concept of social testing and mirroring.  Shifting relevance began to 

emerge as she felt more confident and employable in a professional career and noticing her self-

image becoming more adult-centered and having adult opportunities.  Her transformation 

became complete, experiencing social consolidation and the reinterpretation of biography, when 

she felt adult-like confidence and applied to a doctoral program.  These developments also align 

with stages of Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning: (3) Critically assess assumptions, (5) 

Explore options for new roles, relationships, and actions, (8) Provisionally try out new roles, (9) 

Build competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships, (10) Reintegrate into one’s 

life on the basis of conditions dictated by the new perspective.   

 Arianna did not describe experiences relating to Mezirow’s first two stages: (1) having a 

disorienting dilemma that she worked to overcome, and (2) self-examination with feelings of 

guilt or shame.  Similar to Robert, Arianna did not mention her peers changing or realizing that 

others before her have had a similar experience, thus Mezirow’s fourth stage: recognizing that 

one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that others have negotiated a 

similar change was not mentioned during the course of the interview.  Arianna’s interview also 

did not include a discussion of Mezirow’s sixth and seventh stages: (6) Planning a course of 

action, and (7) Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans.   

 Arianna’s transformation primarily reflected Nohl’s practice-based theory because it 

happened to her as an intrusion without her knowing. The only exception being when she 

critically assessed her assumptions, which corresponded to the third stage of Mezirow’s theory.  

Arianna had many opportunities to question her longstanding belief of being childlike, with 
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nothing to offer the professional world, and then becoming an SI leader and having adult 

conversations with faculty and working with students who appreciated and acknowledged her 

work, insight, and assistance.  She was pleasantly surprised with each encounter that challenged 

her belief.  She did not plan a course of action or acquire new knowledge and skills to implement 

a plan.  Applying to doctoral programs was planned, but that was after her transformation was 

complete.  She attributed applying to doctoral programs to her SI leader experience but only 

because the SI leader experience gave her a perspective transformation, which when completed, 

resulted in a new view of herself as an adult.  This new self-view enabled her to believe that 

graduate school was a viable option, not a pie-in-the-sky idea.  Her transformation from child to 

adult opened her mind to new possibilities that only an adult would consider.  

 Winona’s perspective transformation.  Winona’s experience as an SI leader and 

transformative learning shaped her career.  During her first two years of college, Winona was 

undecided about her major and career goals.  She was sure she loved science and discovery but 

did not want to go to medical school or work in the medical profession.  Being an SI leader 

revealed her love for SI, mentoring, teaching, and building relationships.  She spent time 

exploring different majors and careers and participated in a summer internship at a hospital.  

Through her career exploration she realized a career in medicine would incorporate her passions 

and skills and allow her to continue teaching and building relationships.  Winona felt surprised 

and nervous about applying and going to medical school.  First, this new revelation was a drastic 

change in her perspective.  Second, she was concerned about the timing of this new path 

considering she was trailing her peers who had been working for the previous two years to attend 

medical school.  She reported the thought of applying to medical school was daunting because 
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she was “late to the party,” but after comparing her resume with the program requirements she 

soon realized she was in a good position and completed the applications.   

 Winona’s experience corresponds closely to Nohl’s (2014) five stages of transformative 

learning.  Similar to Robert, the first two stages are reflected respectively by (1) her acceptance 

of the position and (2) performing the duties of the job and did not think about it much.  Then 

she had an aha moment which caused a disorienting dilemma: Mezirow’s first stage and began to 

experience stages two and three of Mezirow’s transformative learning: (2) self-examination with 

feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame, and (3) critically assess her assumptions.  She described 

feeling shocked because this new desire opposed her long held belief and she felt fearful because 

she had not been preparing for this new endeavor.  Comparing herself to her peers, Winona felt 

alone in this process.  This contradicts Mezirow’s fourth stage where learners recognize that their 

discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that others have negotiated a similar 

change.  However, this period of transition demonstrates Nohl’s third stage of social testing and 

mirroring.  Winona compared herself and her credentials to those of her peers and while they 

were not sharing in the process of transformation, she could test and mirror her status against 

those who had already been on the path she was now embarking.  These developments align with 

stages of Mezirow’s (1991) theory: (5) explored her options for new roles, relationships, and 

actions (6) as she set a plan to apply to medical school,  (7) gained knowledge and skills to carry 

out her plan, (8) tried out her new role as a student applying to and planning to attend medical 

school, (9) building confidence in this new role, and stage 4 of Nohl’s transformative learning 

(4) a shifting of relevance from an undecided major to a medical school applicant.  Finally, she 

described Mezirow’s tenth stage, a reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated 

by the new perspective and Nohl’s fifth stage of social consolidation and the reinterpretation of 
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biography.  While this new perspective was initially daunting, Winona was content with her 

journey and current status as a medical student.   

 One cannot help but wonder if Winona’s SI leader experience was her encounter with 

stage five of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory: Exploration of options for new roles, 

relationships, and actions.  She discussed being sure that she did not want to be a doctor, and at 

the same time she was undecided about her college major and career.  While she learned about 

her passions and skills during her SI leader experience, she also purposefully explored career 

options and obtained an internship.  The culmination of these experiences led to Winona’s 

perspective transformation. 

SI Leaders’ New Perspectives on Teaching and Learning  

Many participants experienced perspective transformation that influenced their thoughts 

about teaching and learning and what it means to teach.  Prior to being an SI leader, participants 

had not experienced collaborative learning.  Facilitating collaborative learning strategies 

broadened participants’ conceptions of teaching and learning.  It gave them a way to lead and 

facilitate group discussions in a way that encouraged higher level thinking and deep learning.  

Participants gained new perspectives of the topics and new perspectives of themselves and others 

as communicators, leaders, teachers, and learners.  Their minds were opened to new ways of 

communicating and asking questions.  Participants learned how to ask good questions that 

solicited thoughtful answers and opened up interesting discussions.  They also learned a teaching 

method that allowed group members to struggle productively with concepts or questions and find 

answers on their own. 

SI leaders indicated that after they were introduced to facilitating collaborative learning 

strategies at training, it was initially a struggle to implement in their sessions.  They would 
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answer questions posed by students and then began to realize that they were lecturing—a   

practice they were instructed not to do.  They then tried to answer students’ questions by asking 

them questions in return, but it was difficult for the SI leaders to patiently wait and allow 

students time to struggle with the material and find their own answers before jumping in and 

answering the questions for them.  Eventually, however, as they got better at allowing students to 

struggle, to discuss the questions with their peers, and then to express excitement about figuring 

out the answers on their own, SI leaders were encouraged to continue practicing the SI method.  

The more they practiced using collaborative learning strategies, posing questions to students 

without immediately answering the questions for them, and deflecting questions back to the 

group, the more they enjoyed the discussions, learned about the topic themselves, and gained 

appreciation for this method of teaching and learning.   

 These practices also changed participants’ perspectives about what it means to teach.  

Many participants were hesitant to refer to their experience as teaching and insisted they were 

not teaching because their position did not involve lecturing.  They struggled with another way to 

describe what was happening in their sessions and often referred to their experience as 

facilitating learning.  They then would resign themselves to the idea that they were actually 

teaching, and were teaching in a new and different way than they ever experienced before.   

 The process participants described clearly follows Nohl’s (2014) five stages of 

transformative learning.  Although participants did not describe a moment in time or single event 

that provoked a disorienting dilemma, they did consciously work to disable a culturally provoked 

dependency role and relationship; their long-held relationship with teaching and learning and 

belief that lecturing meant teaching and if one were teaching, they were lecturing.  During this 

struggle, they experienced Mezirow’s first, second, and third stages: (1) Experiencing a 



 100 

disorienting dilemma, (2) Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame, and (3) 

Critical assessment of assumptions.  They equated teaching with lecturing and it was disorienting 

to them that it was not.  They struggled to follow this new method and not lecture.  All along 

they believed they were teaching and struggled with the idea that they were not lecturing, but 

they were teaching; how is that possible?  They were instructed to not lecture which coincided 

with their thoughts that they were not to teach.  They worked to overcome their beliefs about 

teaching and lecturing while they were practicing the new method.  Some participants noticed 

and spoke with peers who were also struggling with the new methods, which is consistent with 

Mezirow’s fourth stage: Recognizing that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are 

shared and that others have negotiated a similar change.  SI leaders did not describe exploring 

options, making a plan, or acquiring knowledge to implement their plan, which would have 

exemplified Mezirow’s stages five through seven.  They did, however, describe experiencing 

Mezirow’s stages eight through 10, as evidenced by their trying a new role and completing their 

job duties to the best of their abilities, enabling them to gain competence and self-confidence and 

incorporating these teaching methods into their beliefs about teaching, learning, and their 

personal and professional communications.  They developed greater patience in their 

conversations with students and more willingness to remain silent after asking a question—

waiting for others to understand or describe something from their perspective.  Participants also 

acquired the confidence to stand in front of groups of people to present information and field 

questions.  They continue to use these skills today when interacting with groups and individuals.  

Being an SI Leader Shaped Their Whole College Experience  

SI leaders’ participation in the program shaped their whole college experience.  The 

position required significantly more time, effort, and attention than they anticipated.  They also 
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assumed more responsibility for student success and program existence than they expected.  

Much of their identity during college was related to their involvement with SI.  They described 

spending social time and making friends through SI, both with students in their sessions and with 

other SI leaders.  They were spotted on campus and recognized by others, which instilled a 

strong identity and sense of pride about being an SI leader.  In addition to making friends 

through SI, they established relationships with faculty and staff which elevated their status on 

campus and connected them to professionals, which was something they did not anticipate would 

happen in college.  Making interpersonal connections and being recognized as a leader with an 

important role in promoting student success served to enhance their overall college experience.  

SI leaders in Stout and McDaniel (2006) study reported being engaged on campus and having a 

positive college experience.  This experience empowered them to strive to achieve their 

academic, personal, and professional ambitions.   

Being an SI Leader Shaped Their Post-Graduate Education and Professional Careers 

Participants described their experience as an SI leader as better and more encompassing 

than they expected.  It was important to their college experience and their sense of self.  They 

learned things about themselves they did not know before, including their potential and ability to 

do things they never thought they could do, either because they never considered doing it before, 

underestimated their ability to do it, or thought it was not for them to do.  Being SI leaders 

helped them gain self-awareness of skills and aspirations they did not know they had.  Again, 

these descriptions are clearly predicted by Nohl’s (2014) five-stage model because they (1) 

developed over time with a non-determining start, (2) were experimental and involved 

undirected inquiry, (3) included social testing, mirroring, and (4) a shifting of relevance, and (5) 

concluded with social consolidation and a changed biography.  These changes took place without 
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the participants noticing or always trying to overcome a disorienting dilemma or making a plan.  

They seemed to evolve as if a seed was planted and matured.  They may have experienced 

Mezirow’s third stage as they possibly critically assessed their assumptions while they were 

being recognized and noticed themselves doing or learning things about themselves or 

acknowledging their new identity and strong sense of pride about being an SI leader.  While they 

were part of this SI community, it is very possible they experienced stage four while they 

witnessed other SI leaders’ growth and shared process of transformation and stage five if they 

explored options for new roles, relationships, and actions.  These same experiences were 

reflected in their increased confidence and knowledge.  Previous literature on SI leaders also 

found that the experience helped them gain self-assurance (Stout & McDaniel, 2006; Zaritsky & 

Toce, 2006).  Participants gained confidence in their ability to share knowledge and talk 

intelligently in front of others, especially about the subject they supported.  They almost grew 

into being an “expert” on their topic.  They were chosen for the SI leader position because they 

successfully completed the course they were supporting, but it was not until they had experience 

with leading discussions, receiving gratitude from the students, and gaining more in-depth 

knowledge of the subject, did they themselves believe they really were the leaders and “experts” 

with respect to the subject they supported.  They experienced Mezirow’s later stages by being 

involved in a new role or trying a new role (stage 8), gaining confidence (stage 9), and 

integrating their new perspective into their daily lives (stage 10).  These descriptions did not 

mention planning a course of action (stage 6) or acquiring knowledge and skills to implement the 

plan (stage 7).  Whether they experienced transformative learning that was profound and 

influenced their view of themselves and their careers or one that was less pronounced and 

influenced the way they think and communicate, most participants described their experience as 
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an SI leader as one that was significant to their college experience and life after college.  

Scholarly literature on SI Leaders identified the experience benefits SI leaders with academic 

success and skill development such as the development of study strategies, note-taking skills, 

time management, communication, and problem-solving skills (Lockie & Van Lanen, 2008; 

Stout & McDaniel, 2006; Zaritsky & Toce, 2006).  SI leaders in this study reported learning 

these skills more efficiently during their experience and continuing to use them in their graduate 

studies and careers.   

 Participants experienced transformative learning and all of their descriptions relate to 

those outlined in Nohl’s practice-based model and stages eight, nine, and 10 of Mezirow’s 

transformative learning theory.  The amount and order of stages experienced by participants 

varied.  The process and variations of transformation are discussed in the implications that 

follow.   

Implications  

 SI leaders often work more and hold a responsibility that is more than they anticipated, 

but many accept it and flourish in the role as it is personally rewarding and fun.  Future SI 

leaders or students considering applying to become SI leaders should be aware that although it 

will involve a great amount of responsibility, the experience should also prove to be rewarding 

and enjoyable.  Many SI leaders were surprised by the influence the experience had on their 

personal and professional lives.  They had a transformative learning experience that altered their 

perceptions of self, career, teaching and learning, and their overall college experience.  When a 

university is considering creating an SI program or whether to continue offering an existing 

program, they should consider its impact on the SI leaders themselves.  SI leaders’ experiences 

offer implications for practice, policy, and transformative learning theory.   
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Implications for Policy and Practice 

It is important for administrators and future SI leaders to recognize the influence the 

program has on SI leaders and its transformative learning potential.  Administrators who value 

student learning and leadership development should seriously consider adopting or preserving an 

SI program to enhance the undergraduate student experience for both students and SI leaders.   

Implications for policy and practice include teaching and learning connections, educating future 

teachers, structure and support for peer leaders, recruiting program leaders and participants, 

broadening student success, applied learning opportunities, and expanding the SI program. 

 Teaching and learning connect meaning, purpose, and ideals.  Instead of taking SI 

leaders for granted and assuming they will do well in school and life regardless, administrators 

can learn from this study and take notice of the tangible benefits SI leaders gain from their 

experience.  Kronman (2007) found that teaching and learning methods should connect meaning, 

purpose, and ideals as a fundamental part of a college education.  SI leaders in this study have 

experienced this method of teaching and learning.  Implications of the SI program are greater 

than improved student GPAs and improved university retention and graduation rates.  However, 

if universities insist on keeping those measures as the main measures for success, they may be 

interested in elevating them further while also acknowledging opportunities for SI leaders to 

learn about themselves, their mission, or calling in life.   

 Educating future teachers.   An important implication of the SI leaders’ experience was 

realizing when they were facilitating learning, they were actually teaching.  They gained 

experience in this teaching role and it transformed the way they saw themselves, their career 

choices, and the way they communicate in their personal and professional lives.  This may be 

one of the most meaningful perspective transformations for SI leaders.  Their broadened 
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understanding of teaching stimulated their interest in pursuing careers in education.  Thus, one 

positive outcome of SI is its potential for increasing the teaching corps and the educational 

preparedness of future teachers.  This implication aligns with previous literature, which also 

found that the SI experience changes the SI leaders’ perspectives or attitudes about and 

appreciation for teaching, relationships, culture, and their potential future role in education 

(Arendale 2016; Lozada & Johnson 2018; Stout & McDaniel, 2006).  Additional literature found 

the experience helped SI leaders decide on a career and a significant number of them chose a 

career in academia (Zaritsky and Toce, 2006).  Administrators should expand the SI program 

into graduate school; especially teacher education, certification, and licensing programs.  They 

may restructure teacher education programs to include two semesters of SI leader experience.  

Teaching assistantships in higher education could also include SI leader experience.  This may 

help instill sound teaching methods while also confirming or negating a students’ decision to 

pursue teaching.   

 Structure the program and provide support to peer leaders. SI leaders can provide 

rich data to inform administrators as they create SI programs or curricular and co-curricular 

leadership programs.  Ender and Kay (2001) discovered an increase in the number of IHEs that 

reported using students in leadership positions and a significant increase in the number of IHEs 

that use peer helpers.  More peer leaders serve in academic support positions in response to the 

need for student support and kinship in academic activities (Keup 2010).  SI leaders and peer 

leaders in general, are students.  If students need more support and kinship in academic activities, 

one could assume peer leaders would also need more support; especially holding an on-campus 

position that requires more work and responsibility than they anticipated.  The program structure 

and support matched with the comradery with peers helped them not only do the job but stay 
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involved in the program, in college, and ultimately continue on and succeed in graduate school, 

their careers, and life.  Administrators can provide critical support for SI leaders and peer leaders 

in general by supplying them with a centralized space for them to share ideas, support one 

another, and create a sense of community.  They should keep in mind that peer leaders are 

students before employees and may need regular check-ins to help them manage competing 

responsibilities, encourage self-care practices, and offer every opportunity for peer leaders to 

contribute feedback for quality improvement.  Training peer leaders during the beginning of the 

semester will also help structure the program and support peer leaders. 

 Promoting transformation to recruit program leaders and participants.  The 

perspective transformation of SI leaders is an important outcome of the program.  Programs can 

use this knowledge to structure their programs to provide more opportunities for self-discovery 

and awareness.  Supporting SI leaders’ efforts in their position and personal learning may fuel a 

ripple effect or natural promotion of the program to recruit future SI leaders and encourage 

attendance at sessions.  McDaniel (2008) reported that advertising and the program’s reputation 

considerably influences the ability to recruit good SI leaders.  They also reported that returning 

SI leaders are frequently the most effectual at recruiting new SI leaders.  Promoting the benefits 

of the program to potential SI leaders and students may inspire more interest and enthusiasm for 

the program’s benefits, which could influence student transformation and university retention 

and graduation rates. 

 A broader definition of student success.  The SI leader experience has the potential to 

transform students’ college experience, beliefs, relationships, professional aspirations, and 

careers.  This is an impressive amount of influence and indicates the efficacy of the SI program 

and its alignment with university mission and goals.  This list should also remind us to expand 
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the definition of student success and the assessment of college.  Instead of minimizing the 

college experience to job training or placement, SI leaders’ descriptions of their experience 

portrays a value that should be appreciated by administrators and policy makers when funding 

campus programs or considering where to allocate resources for student success.  The SI 

program has more influence on student success than just GPAs and retention.  Forging 

connections with peers, colleagues, faculty, and staff strengthens the college community of 

learners and enhances collaboration among disciplines.  Stout and McDaniel (2006) also found 

SI leaders gained a better understanding of course material and improved relationships with the 

faculty they worked with.  Administrators can expect to see Supplemental Instruction connect 

students with each other and connect to the course material in meaningful ways, which could 

result in higher retention and graduation rates, and contribute to SI leaders’ success in graduate 

school and future careers.  Lockie and Van Lanen (2008) also found SI leaders benefitted 

socially and gained enriched social involvements and skills, and enhanced interactions with 

faculty.   

 Applied learning opportunities.  SI leaders experienced meaningful transformations in 

the areas of personal and professional development.  They made professional decisions and 

developed skills valuable to various careers.  The SI experience offers valued applied learning 

opportunities, which prove fruitful to employees and employers alike.  Administrators may want 

to take notice of the far-reaching respect the SI program boasts.  Stout and McDaniel (2006) 

found that SI leaders developed communication and leadership skills that demonstrated their 

professional improvement and claimed SI leadership is likely to be a factor in the leaders' future 

success in their professional goals.   
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 Expand the SI program to high school. Educational policies play an important role in 

preparing students for higher education and advanced learning.  Although it is important that SI 

leaders realized they were teaching, it is unfortunate this was their first experience with 

collaborative learning.  Why are students experiencing peer learning for the first time in SI, and 

not in high school or their preceding college classes?  Policy makers need to know how 

meaningful collaborative learning was to SI leaders and the students who participated in their 

sessions.  If SI was introduced in high school where upper grade level students facilitated 

sessions for lower level grades, they would have the opportunity to experience transformative 

learning.  Peer leadership programs are offered in some high schools and have historically 

focused on mentoring social competency; one such program is Cross-Age Peer Mentoring (Noll, 

1997).  Karcher (2009) found that cross-age peer mentoring not only helped the mentee, but also 

increased the older mentor’s academic self-esteem and interest.  High schools offer peer led 

academic support such as Peer-Assisted Learning (PAL) strategies and Class-wide peer tutoring, 

which have demonstrated student learning outcomes, as compared to traditional teaching 

methods (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Kazdan, 1999; Greenwood, Maheady, & Delquadri, 2002).   

Administrators could offer high schools SI, comprised of both academic and social mentorship 

qualities.  Social connections would be fostered, and higher-level thinking and deep learning 

would occur retaining students through high school and preparing them for college and beyond.   

Implications for Transformative Learning Theory  

 Mezirow's (1978) transformative learning theory in combination with Nohl's (2014) 

practice-based model of transformative learning were the theoretical frameworks used to direct 

this study.  They provided a structure to recognize and evaluate personal changes described by SI 

leaders.  Implications for these theories include: the theories coexist and interact, context 
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influences learning, stages may be skipped or experienced out of order, stages have nuances, and 

perspective transformation takes time.   

 Mezirow and Nohl’s theories coexist and interact.  One may think that the process 

would begin either by way of a Mezirow’s first, second, and third stages: (1) Experiencing a 

disorienting dilemma, (2) Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame, and (3) 

Critical assessment of assumptions, or by way of Nohl’s first and second stages: (1) 

nondetermining start and (2) Experimental and undirected inquiry.  However, some participants 

began their process with Nohl’s first and second stages followed by also experiencing Mezirow’s 

first, second, and third stages.  Every study participant progressed through Nohl’s five stages: (1) 

The nondetermining start, (2) Experimental and undirected inquiry, (3) Social testing and 

mirroring, (4) Shifting of relevance, and (5) The phase of social consolidation and the 

reinterpretation of biography, and Mezirow’s stages eight, nine, and ten: (8) Provisional trying of 

new roles, (9) Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships, and 

(10) A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by the new perspective.   

 The context of learning influences transformation.  Descriptions of perspective 

transformation included all five stages of Nohl’s practice-based model: (1) The nondetermining 

start, (2) Experimental and undirected inquiry, (3) Social testing and mirroring, (4) Shifting of 

relevance, and (5) The phase of social consolidation and the reinterpretation of biography.   

and Mezirow’s transformative learning theory stages: (8) Provisional trying of new roles, (9) 

Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships, and (10) A 

reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by the new perspective.  However, 

they did not all discuss Mezirow’s stages one through seven.  In the context of this study and the 

participants’ experiences, this may be due to the primary difference in theories where Nohl’s 
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theory describes the process happening to learners without their realization and Mezirow’s 

theory describes learners actively involved in working to overcome a disorienting dilemma.  

Since SI leaders’ experiences were in the context of a job, this may have contributed to their 

transformation following Nohl’s practice-based model.  They were practicing in an employment 

position and learning a new job where new perspectives grew or intruded on them.   

 Stages of transformative learning do not have to occur in a pre-determined order.  

Although both Mezirow and Nohl’s theories list stages that are numbered from one to ten and 

one to five respectively and perspective transformation does not always occur by following a 

pre-determined order.  Learners may begin at different stages, skip stages, or fluctuate between 

stages.  Perspective transformation may even begin at Mezirow’s stage five, which is exploring 

options for new roles, relationships, and actions and then circle back around to stage one where 

they would experience a disorienting dilemma.  Where a learner begins the process does not 

dictate how they will move through the stages, but beginning the process of transformation will 

ultimately end with a new perspective.  This illustration of the theory in practice concurs with 

Mezirow’s (1978, 1991, 2000) acknowledgement that the phases do not necessarily follow an 

inflexible sequence.   

 Perspective transformation may occur while one is involved in discovery. 

Transformation may not only be something that intrudes on learners or something that happens 

as a result of a disorienting dilemma that they work to overcome, but it may also occur while 

learners are exploring options hoping to find something.  While on this journey of discovery, 

they may end up not finding something new, but finding something contrary to what they 

thought they understood.  They may discover that their original perspective was close to their 
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truth or opposite their truth and they only needed more information and exploration or 

experience to gain clarity. 

 Mezirow’s first and second stages are dependent on Nohl’s first and second stages.  

Nohl’s first and second stages: (1) The nondetermining start; unnoticed or evolves unexpectedly, 

intrudes into life, and (2) Experimental and undirected inquiry; stand alone and were experienced 

in each transformation.  Mezirow’s first and second stages: (1) Experience a disorienting 

dilemma, and (2) Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame only occurred 

after Nohl’s first and second stages, if they occurred at all.  This nuance appears to be significant 

in this study as the SI leaders were performing a job that allowed new experiences, beliefs, and 

behaviors to intrude on them as Nohl suggests.  They did not have to have a specific event to 

trigger their transformation, but some did after the transformation began.  I do not think 

participants would have experienced a disorienting dilemma without first experiencing Nohl’s 

nondetermining start or experimental and undirected inquiry.  In this study, Mezirow’s first and 

second stages were dependent on Nohl’s first and second stages.   

 Nohl’s third, fourth, and fifth stages match Mezirow’s eighth, ninth, and tenth.  

Nohl’s third stage of social testing and mirroring is similar to Mezirow’s eighth stage of 

provisionally trying new roles.  Nohl’s fourth stage of shifting of relevance is similar to 

Mezirow’s ninth stage of building competence and self-confidence in new roles and 

relationships.  Nohl’s fifth stage of social consolidation and the reinterpretation of biography 

corresponds with Mezirow’s tenth stage of a reintegration into one’s life on the basis of 

conditions dictated by the new perspective.  All participants described these stages in their 

process of transformative learning.    
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 SI leaders often skipped stages six and seven of Mezirow’s transformative learning.  

Mezirow’s sixth and seventh stages: (6) Planning a course of action, and (7) Acquiring 

knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans were often not mentioned during SI leaders’ 

interviews and descriptions of perspective transformation.  These two stages were discussed in 

interviews and descriptions of perspective transformations that included a career change.  This 

may be due to the nature of career planning, which is more formal than one’s personal beliefs or 

overall college experience.  A change in one’s personal beliefs or their overall college experience 

can occur without a plan or acquiring knowledge or skills.  These changes were more subtle over 

time as Nohl’s practice-based model depicts and were less formal or structured as Mezirow’s 

planning stages six and seven describe.   

 The nuances of the fourth stage of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory.  The 

most profound descriptions revealed by Robert and Arianna did not include Mezirow’s fourth 

stage: recognizing that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that 

others have negotiated a similar change.  The personal nature of these experiences and the great 

impact they had on these individuals may have obscured their ability to consider others’ 

experiences.  Furthermore, Winona’s experience not only did not include Mezirow’s fourth 

stage, but Winona knowingly compared her situation to her peers, felt she was alone, and the 

process of transformation was not shared nor did others negotiate a similar change.  The only 

time the fourth stage of Mezirow’s theory was described by participants was when they 

described struggling to learn a specific requirement of the position.  A challenging requirement 

of the position compelled SI leaders to struggle and practice new skills they had not previously 

observed or experienced.  Administrators may expect to witness transformation shared when 

groups who have common prior experiences are expected to perform duties that challenge their 
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previous experiences and shared conceptions.  This may help administrators anticipate potential 

areas for transformation and offer support and processes to aid in a smooth transition or 

maximize opportunities for personal awareness and growth.   

 Perspective transformation takes time.  Perspective transformation may take time to 

develop and complete the learning process.  SI leaders described the process of navigating 

through the stages to a new confidence and biography lasted two to three years.  This timeframe 

was revealed in participants who experienced a disorienting dilemma and consciously worked to 

disable a culturally provoked dependency role and those that did not give their transformation 

much thought until they reflected on their experience and realized that new beliefs and a new 

biography intruded on them.  

 SI leaders are important to student success; a peer leader who has an influence on other 

students and directly impacts their university experience (Martin et al., 1977).  They enrich the 

student experience and contribute to university retention and graduation rates.  SI leaders in this 

study also benefitted from the experience in meaningful ways.  Being an SI leader included a 

journey of self-exploration and transformative learning.   

  



 114 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REFERENCES  



 115 

REFERENCES 

Arendale, D. R. (1993). Foundation and theoretical framework for Supplemental Instruction. In 
D. C. Martin & D. R. Arendale (Eds.), Supplemental Instruction: Improving first-year 
student success in high-risk courses (Vol. 2, pp. 19-26). Columbia, SC: National 
Resource Center for the First Year Experience and Students in Transition. 

Arendale, D. R. (2000). Effect of administrative placement and fidelity of implementation of the 
model on effectiveness of Supplemental Instruction programs. (Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation at the University of Missouri-Kansas City).  

Arendale, D. R., & Hane, A. R. (2016). Peer study groups as catalyst for vocational exploration. 
Journal of Developmental Education, 39(2), 2-4.  

Astin, A. W. (1985). Achieving academic excellence: A critical assessment of priorities and 
practices in higher education. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Astin, A. W. (1993). An empirical typology of college students. Journal of College Student 
Development, 34(1), 36-46.  

Astin, A. W., Astin, H. S., Lindholm, J. A., Bryant, A. N., Szelenyi, K., & Calderone, S. (2005). 
The spiritual life of college students: A national study of college students’ search for 
meaning and purpose. Retrieved from Higher Education Research Institute, UCLA, Los 
Angeles, CA:  

Badura, A. S., Millard, M., Johnson, C., Stewart, A., & Bartolomei, S. (2003). Positive outcomes 
of volunteering as a peer educator: A qualitative study. Educational Document 
Reproduction Services No. ED 473 226.  

Bonsangue, M., Cadwalladerolsker, T., Fernandez-Wesgon, C., Filowitz, M., Hershey, J., Moon, 
H. S., . . . Engelke, N. (2013). The effect of Supplemental Instruction on transfer student 
success in first semester calculus. Learning Assistance Review, 18(1), 61-74.  

Boud, D., Cohen, R., & Sampson, J. (2001). Peer learning in higher education: Learning from & 
with each other. Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing Inc. 

Bowles, T. J., McCoy, A. C., & Bates, S. (2008). The effect of Supplemental Instruction on 
timely graduation. College Student Journal, 42(3), 853-859.  



 116 

Chiseri-Strater, E. (1996). Turning in upon ourselves: Positionality, subjectivity, and reflexivity 
in case study and ethnographic research. In P. Mortensen & G. Kirsch (Eds.), Ethics and 
Representation in Qualitative Studies of Literacy (pp. 115-133). Urbana, IL: National 
Council of Teachers of English. 

Clark, V. L. P., & Creswell, J. W. (2015). Understanding research: A consumer's guide (2nd 
ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson. 

Cranton, P. (2016). Understanding and promoting transformative learning: A guide to theory 
and practice (3rd edition). Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC. 

Cress, C. M., Astin, H. S., Zimmerman-Oster, K., & Burkhardt, J. C. (2001). Developmental 
outcomes of college students’ involvement in leadership activities. Journal of College 
Student Development, 42, 15-27.  

Cuseo, J. B. (1991). The freshman orientation seminar: A research-based rationale for its value, 
delivery, and content. (Monograph No. 4). Columbia, SC: National Resource Center for 
The Freshman Year Experience, Univeristy of South Carolina. 

Dillenbourg, P. (1999). What do you mean by collaborative learning? In P. Dillenbourg (Ed.), 
Collaborative-learning: Cognitive and computational approaches (pp. 1-19): Oxford, 
UK: Elsevier. 

Ender, S. C., & Kay, K. (2001). Peer leadership programs: A rationale and review of the 
literature. In Peer leadership: A primer on program essentials. Monograph 32, edited by 
S. L. Hamid. Columbia: National Resource Center for the First-Year Experience & 
Students in Transition, University of South Carolina. 

Fuchs, L. S., Fuchs, D., & Kazdan, S. (1999). Effects of peer-assisted learning strategies on high 
school students with serious reading problems. Remedial and Special Education, 20(5), 
309-318. doi:10.1177/074193259902000507 

Gafney, L., & Varma-Nelson, P. (2007). Evaluating Peer-Led Team Learning: A study of long-
term effects on former workshop peer leaders. Journal of Chemical Education, 84(3), 
535-539. doi:10.1021/ed084p535 

Ganser, S. R., & Kennedy, T. L. (2012). Where it all began: Peer education and leadership in 
student services. New Directions for Higher Education(157), 17-29. 
doi:10.1002/he.20003 



 117 

Goodsell, A. S., Maher, M. R., Tinto, V., Smith, B. L., & MacGregor, J. (1992). Collaborative 
learning: A sourcebook for higher education. University Park, PA: National Center on 
Postsecondary Teaching, Learning and Assessment. 

Greenwood, C. R., Maheady, L., & Delquadri, J. (2002). Classwide Peer Tutoring Programs. In 
Interventions for academic and behavior problems II: Preventive and remedial 
approaches. (pp. 611-649). Washington, DC, US: National Association of School 
Psychologists. 

Hanson, J. M., Trolian, T. L., Paulsen, M. B., & Pascarella, E. T. (2016). Evaluating the 
influence of peer learning on psychological well-being. Teaching in Higher Education, 
21(2), 191-206. doi:10.1080/13562517.2015.1136274 

Havnes, A. (2008). Peer-mediated learning beyond the curriculum. Studies in Higher Education, 
33(2), 193-204. doi:10.1080/03075070801916344 

Johnson, D. W., & Johnson, R. T. (2009). An educational psychology success story: Social 
interdependence theory and cooperative learning. Educational Researcher, 38(5), 365-
379. doi:10.3102/0013189X09339057 

Karcher, M. (2009). Increases in academic connectedness and self-esteem among high school 
students who serve as cross-age peer mentors. Professional School Counseling, 12(4).  

Kleinsasser, A. M. (2000). Researchers, reflexivity, and good data: Writing to unlearn. Theory 
Into Practice, 39(3), 155-162. doi:10.1207/s15430421tip3903_6 

Kronman, A. T. (2007). Education’s end: Why our colleges and universities have given up on the 
meaning of life. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Lapan, S. D., Quartaroli, M. T., & Reimer, F. J. (2012). Qualitative Research: An introduction to 
methods and designs. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Latino, J. A., & Unite, C. M. (2012). Providing academic support through peer education. New 
Directions for Higher Education, 2012(157), 31-43.  

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury, CA: SAGE Publications. 



 118 

Lockie, N. M., & Van Lanen, R. J. (2008). Impact of the Supplemental Instruction experience on 
science SI leaders. Journal of Developmental Education, 31(3), 2-4.  

Lozada, N., & Johnson, A. T. (2018). Perspective transformation in the Supplemental Instruction 
(SI) leader. Journal of Transformative Education, 1(21). doi:10.1177/1541344618774544 

Magolda, M. B. B., & King, P. M. (2004). Learning partnerships: Theory and models of practice 
to educate for self-authorship. Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC. 

Maiese, M. (2017). Transformative learning, enactivism, and affectivity. Studies in Philosophy 
and Education, 36(2), 197-216. doi:10.1007/s11217-015-9506-z 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2011). Designing qualitative research (5th ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Martin, D., Lorton, M., Blanc, R., & Evans, C. (1977). The learning center: A comprehensive 
model for colleges and universities (Report No. CS004505). Kansas City, MO: University 
of Missouri.(ERIC Document Reproduction No. ED 162 294).  

McCorkel, J. A., & Myers, K. (2003). What difference does difference make? Position and 
privilege in the field. Qualitative Sociology, 26(2), 199-231. 
doi:10.1023/A:1022967012774 

McDaniel, A. (2008). Recruiting and traninig SI leaders. In M. E. Stone & G. Jacobs (Eds.), 
Supplemental Instruction: Improving first-year student success in high-risk courses, 3rd 
Edition (The first-year experience monograph series No.7). Columbia, SC: University of 
South Carolina, National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience & Students in 
Transition. 

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdale, E. J. (2015). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 
implementation (4th ed ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Mezirow, J. (1978). Perspective transformation. Adult Education, 28(2), 100-110. 
doi:10.1177/074171367802800202 

Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative dimensions of adult learning. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass. 



 119 

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory in progress. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Newton, F. B., Ender, S. C., & Gardner, J. N. (2010). Students helping students: A guide for peer 
educators on college campuses, 2nd Edition. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Nohl, A.-M. (2014). Typical phases of transformative learning: A practice-based model. Adult 
Education Quarterly, 65(1), 35-49. doi:10.1177/0741713614558582 

Noll, V. (1997). Cross-age mentoring program for social skills development. The School 
Counselor, 44, 239-242.  

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (2005). How college affects students: A third decade of 
research (Vol. volume 2). Indianapolis, IN: Jossey-Bass. 

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Rabitory, E. R., Hoffman, J. L., & Person, D. R. (2015). Supplemental Instruction: The effect of 
demographic and academic preparation variables on community college student academic 
achievement in STEM related fields. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 14(3), 240-
255.  

Shook, J. L., & Keup, J. R. (2012). The benefits of peerr leader programs: An overview from the 
literature. New Directions for Higher Education, 2012(157). doi:10.1002/he.20002  

Skipper, T. L., & Keup, J. R. (2017). The perceived impact of peer leadership experiences on 
college academic performance. Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 54(1), 
95-108. doi:10.1080/19496591.2016.1204309 

Stout, M. L., & McDaniel, A. J. (2006). Benefits to Supplemental Instruction leaders. New 
Directions for Teaching and Learning(106), 55-62. doi:10.1002/tl.233 

Taylor, E. W. (2000). Research in transformative learning. In J. Mezirow & Associates (Eds.), 
Learning as transformation (pp. 285-328). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Tobolowsky, B. F., & Associates. (2008). 2006 National Survey of First-Year Seminars: 
Continuing innovations in the collegiate curriculum (Monograph No. 51). Columbia, SC: 



 120 

University of South Carolina, National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience 
and Students in Transition. 

Topping, K. J. (2005). Trends in peer learning. Educational Psychology, 25(6), 631-645. 
doi:10.1080/01443410500345172 

Upcraft, M. L., Gardner, J. N., & Barefoot, B. O. A. (2005). Challenging and supporting the 
first-year student: A handbook for improving the first year of college. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Wawrzynski, M., & Beverly, A. (2012). Realized benefits for first-year student peer educators. 
Journal of The First-Year Experience & Students in Transition, 24(1 January 2012), 45-
60 (16).  

Whitman, N. A., & Fife, J. D. (1988). Peer teaching: To teach is to learn twice. Retrieved from 
Washington, DC:  

Widmar, G. E. (1994). Supplemental Instruction: From small beginnings to a national program. 
New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 60, 3-10. doi:10.1002/tl.37219946003 

Wilson, W., & Arendale, D. R. (2011). Peer educators in learning assistance programs: Best 
practices for new programs. In L. B. Williams (Ed.), Emerging issues and practices in 
peer education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Wooten, B. M., Hunt, J. S., LeDuc, B. F., & Poskus, P. (2012). Peer leadership in the 
cocurriculum: Turning campus activities into an educationally purposeful enterprise. New 
Directions for Higher Education, 157, 45-58.  

Zacharopoulou, A., Giles, M., & Condell, J. (2015). Enhancing PASS leaders’ employability 
skills through reflection. Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education 
ISSN(Special Edition), 1-19.  

Zaritsky, J. S., & Toce, A. (2006). Supplemental Instruction at a community college: The four 
pillars. New Directions for Teaching and Learning(106), 23-31. doi:10.1002/tl.230 

  



 121 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIXES  



 122 

 

 

Appendix A 

Email Invitation to Participate 

 
 
Hello, 
My name is Heidi Rodrick, and I am an Educational Leadership Doctoral student at Wichita 
State University (WSU).  I’m writing to invite you to participate in my dissertation research 
study.  This study aims to learn more about SI leaders’ experiences.  It will explore SI leaders’ 
perceptions of the role’s influence on their college experience and beliefs about themselves and 
their career.  It will also explore the SI leaders’ perceptions of their contributions to the SI 
program.  The title of the proposed study is “Helping them Changes Us: Experiences of SI 
Leaders with Transformative Learning.” 
 
You have been invited to participate in this study because you have held the position of SI leader 
for at least 2 semesters during the past 3 years.  Therefore, you have direct knowledge of, and 
experience as an SI leader.  I would appreciate the opportunity to interview you and gain insight 
into your experiences working as an SI leader.  Your interview will last about 45-60 minutes and 
our discussion will focus on your experience as an SI leader and how the role influenced your 
college experience and beliefs about yourself and your career.  Data collected will be analyzed 
and reported in my dissertation which will be forwarded to you, if you wish, in May 2020. 
 
If you are willing and chosen to participate in an in-person or electronic interview, the interview 
will last approximately 45-60 minutes and will be scheduled at a location convenient for you 
during the months of October, November, or December 2019.  Your participation will take no 
more than one hour and our discussion will focus on your experience as an SI leader and how the 
role has influenced your college experience and beliefs about yourself and your career.  
 
I have attached an Informed Consent to this email, containing more information about the study, 
protection of participant confidentiality, and research participants’ rights. 
 
Your insight is critical to the quality of my research and I appreciate your consideration of this 
request.  If you agree to participate, please sign the attached informed consent form and return to 
me at Heidi.rodrick@wichita.edu, and provide me with a few days/times when you are available 
for 1 hour for your interview.  I will work to schedule your interview during a day/time that is 
most convenient for you.   
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If you have any questions about this research study, you can contact me, Heidi Rodrick, at 
Heidi.rodrick@wichita.edu or 732-754-8800. 
 

 
Thank You, 
 
Heidi Rodrick 
Wichita State University Educational Leadership Doctoral student 
Counseling, Educational Leadership, Educational and School Psychology (CLES) 
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Appendix B 

Consent Form 

 
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study to explore SI leaders’ experiences 
and perceptions.  The title of the study is “Helping them Changes Us: Experiences of SI Leaders 
with Transformative Learning.”  I hope to explore SI leaders’ perceptions of the role’s influence 
on their college experience and beliefs about themselves and their career.  I will also explore the 
SI leaders’ perceptions of their contributions to the SI program.   
 
Participant Selection: You were selected as a possible participant in this study because of your 
status as a former SI Leader who held the position for at least 2 semesters during the past 3 years.  
You have direct knowledge of, and experience as an SI leader that will provide valuable 
information and perspective to the study.  Approximately 15 SI leaders will be invited to 
participate in the study. 
 
Explanation of Procedures: If you agree to participate in this research, you will engage in a 
semi-structured interview facilitated by Heidi Rodrick, Wichita State University doctoral student. 
Each interview will take approximately 60 minutes and will take place at a location convenient 
to you.  With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded, and the recording will be 
transcribed.  If you do not give me permission to audio record the interview, I will take hand 
written notes throughout the interview.  Examples of questions that could be asked in the 
interview: 
  
1) How did you become involved in the program? 
2) How did you feel when your role as an SI leader ended? 
 
Discomfort/Risks: Although the risks of participation are minimal, participants may experience 
some social discomfort associated with sharing experiences and perspectives with researchers in 
an interview.  Participants may experience discomfort because their sharing personal experiences 
and beliefs, and research results will be provided to their former employer.  
 
Your participation is voluntary.  During data collection, you are encouraged to be open in your 
responses.  If you feel uncomfortable with a specific question, you may choose not to respond.  
The participants' identities, locations, and any other identifiable data revealed will remain 
confidential.  Any participant may choose to drop out of the study at any time and your decision 
to withdraw will have no effect on your future relations with WSU.  To minimize possible 
discomfort from being interviewed in unfamiliar settings, the research will be conducted at the 
participants’ choosing. 
 
Benefits: This research is being conducted as the interest of the researcher and will contribute to 
the field of knowledge regarding Supplemental Instruction and implications of the SI leader role 
on SI leaders and the SI program.  Research results will be shared in a report with the Campus SI 
Coordinator of the University of Missouri, Kansas City (UMKC) Supplemental Instruction 



 125 

program and with faculty at the Wichita State University Educational Leadership Doctoral 
program.  Benefits include the ability of the participants to share their perceptions about and 
experiences with the research topic.  Potential benefits include enhanced understanding of SI 
leaders’ perceptions of the role’s influence on their college experience and beliefs about 
themselves and their career, and their perceptions of their contributions to the SI program.  I plan 
to disseminate the results of the study at conference presentations and publications in scholarly 
journals.  
 
Confidentiality: Every effort will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.  
However, in order to make sure the study is done properly and safely there may be circumstances 
where this information must be released.  By signing this form, you are giving the research team 
permission to share information about you with the following groups:   
  

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory agencies; 
• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board. 

 
I may publish the results of the study.  If I do, I will only discuss group results. Your name will 
not be used in any publication or presentation about the study.    
 
Audio recordings and transcriptions will be kept in a digital file on a password protected online 
location for a minimum of 5 years.     
 
Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  Your decision whether or 
not to participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University.  If you agree 
to participate in this study, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.  
 
Contact:  If you have any questions about this research, you can contact me, Heidi Rodrick, at 
732-754-8800, Heidi.rodrick@wichita.edu.  If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a 
research subject, or about research-related injury, you can contact the Office of Research and 
Technology Transfer at Wichita State University, 1845 Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-
0007, and telephone (316) 978-3285. 
 
You are under no obligation to participate in this study.  Your signature below indicates that:  
  

• You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above, 
• You are aware that this is a research study, 
• You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your satisfaction, and 
• You have voluntarily decided to participate.  

 

You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  You will be given a copy of this 
consent form to keep.  
 
Printed Name of Subject__________________________________________________________  
_______________________________________________________  __________________  
Signature of Subject         Date 
 
 

Printed Name of Witness _________________________________________________________  
 
_______________________________________________________  __________________ 
Witness Signature        Date 
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol 
 
 

Hello, my name is Heidi Rodrick, and I am a doctoral student from Wichita State University’s 
Educational Leadership program.  I appreciate your willingness to help me by participating in 
this interview.  I am working to learn more about SI leaders’ experiences.  I will explore SI 
leaders’ perceptions of the role’s influence on their college experience and beliefs about 
themselves and their career.  I will also explore the SI leaders’ perceptions of their contributions 
to the SI program.  The title of this study is “Helping them Changes Us: Experiences of SI 
Leaders with Transformative Learning.”  You have been invited to participate in this study 
because you have held the position of SI leader for at least 2 semesters and have select 
knowledge that will contribute to the research.  Please keep in mind that I am interested in your 
perceptions about your own experiences working as an SI leader.   
To ensure confidentiality, no names will be used when I report the results of this session.  With 
your permission, I would like to audio-record our session so that I can review it later and 
accurately analyze the information.  The digital recording of our session will be transcribed and 
again, for confidentiality, the recording and transcription will be kept in a secure location for the 
duration of, and after the conclusion of, the study.  This session will last approximately 60 
minutes.    
(Review the signed Informed Consent with the participant.) 
 
Interview Questions: 
 
Do I have your permission to audio record the interview?  With your permission, I will begin the 

interview.   

Please tell me your name. 

1. Let’s talk about your journey as an SI leader. 

a. How did you become involved in the program? 

b. How many semesters were you an SI leader and what classes did you support? 

c. Can you tell me what that experience was like? 

i. What advice would you give to someone who was considering being an SI 

leader? 
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ii. What did you learn from your experience as an SI leader? 

iii. Now that you’ve had time to reflect, is there anything in particular that 

stands out about your experience? 

iv. Is there anything you’d like to tell the university people who run the SI 

program? 

d. How did you feel when your role as an SI leader ended? 

e. How has your SI leader experience influenced who you are today? 

 
2. Is there anything you would like to add about your experience as an SI leader? 

 
 


