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Abstract

Online peer tutoring provided crucial social and academic
engagement opportunities for students and peer tutors during
COVID-19. This article describes our institution’s transition to fully
online academic support services and discusses their impact on
student learning and retention. While the total number of unique
students utilizing tutoring and supplemental instruction decreased
slightly during pandemic-induced remote learning, the students
who used these services generally made more online visits per
person than students who took advantage of in-person tutoring
before the pandemic. Although transitioning fully to online tutoring
was not without difficulties, we have seen evidence of improved
engagement among students and tutors made possible by some of
the virtual processes we have put in place. In this article, we discuss

these findings in terms of high-impact educational practices and



consider what comes next with online tutoring and student
engagement as we return to largely face-to-face classes and student
support programs for the fall.

Introduction

In a recent special issue of The Learning Assistance Review,
learning center leaders from a broad range of higher education
institutions shared how they adapted and innovated to provide
student academic support services remotely during COVID-19.
Some of the authors represented institutions with significant online
infrastructure, which enabled a relatively smooth transition to fully
remote operation. In contrast, others came from institutions with
much fewer online resources and had to hold their centers together
through sheer force of will. Yet, regardless of the type and size of
the institution, the learning center professionals devised new ways
to reach students and support their university communities. The
lessons they learned are stories of agility and resilience in the face of
an unprecedented public health crisis.

Although the pandemic forced higher education institutions to
pivot to remote teaching and learning within a matter of days,
online education is by no means a new phenomenon. Colleges and
universities have seen steady growth in enrollments in online
courses over the last two to three decades. More than a third of
higher education students in the United States now take at least one

online course. In fall 2018, more than 6.9 million students (or 35% of
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the total 19.6 million higher education students) enrolled in any
distance education courses at degree-granting postsecondary
institutions in the United States (National Center for Education
Statistics, n.d.). Students are not only enrolled in online courses but
are also participating in a wide range of web-based academic and
student services (Meyer, 2014). Therefore, finding ways for students
to become and stay engaged through web-based student support
services is more important than ever. Even for students completing
most of their programs in person, web-based academic and student
services can provide them with flexibility and benefits that may not
be possible through exclusively on-campus student services. This
article discusses one web-based student service, namely online
tutoring at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC).
Helping students to engage meaningfully with online learning
has been a major challenge for higher education institutions during
COVID-19. Students have reported having difficulty with: (1)
explicit technology issues, (2) attempts to use technology that failed,
and (3) poor pedagogical choices and course management practices
(Brooks, 2021). In addition, student participation in academic
support services has declined dramatically during pandemic-
induced remote learning (See, for example, Sorrells & Wittmer,
2020). At UMBC, while the total number of unique students
utilizing tutoring and supplemental instruction decreased slightly

during remote learning, the students who used these online services



made more online visits per person than students who took
advantage of in-person tutoring before the pandemic. Although
transitioning fully to online tutoring was not without difficulties,
we have seen evidence of improved engagement among students
and tutors made possible by some of the virtual processes we have
put in place. This article will discuss these findings in terms of high-
impact educational practices and consider what comes next with
online tutoring and student engagement as we return to largely
face-to-face classes and student support programs for the fall. There
are important benefits for tutors and tutees from online tutoring
that we want to build on, which is why we will not go back to
providing exclusively face-to-face tutoring.
Student Engagement and Student Success

A large body of research has shown that engagement in
academic activities is strongly linked with student success.
According to the Cooperative Institutional Research Program
(CIRP), a survey that has been administered to over 15 million
incoming college students at over 1,900 institutions over 50 years,
the more time and effort students spend actively engaged in
academic activities, the more they learn (See also, Astin, 1993).
Furthermore, many studies have shown that students’” formal and
informal interactions with peers and faculty reinforce their
integration into the college community, leading to higher degree

completion rates (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993). In
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addition, results from the National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE) have shown that collaborative and active learning promotes
student success (Kuh et al., 2006).

As part of a national effort to reform undergraduate education,
the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U)
has identified a set of “high-impact educational practices” that may
help students engage academically and connect with faculty and
peers, including first-year seminars, learning communities,
undergraduate research opportunities, service learning, internships
and capstone projects in the senior year, practices which require
students to integrate knowledge and methods of analysis from
several fields of inquiry to explore a real-world problem (Kuh,
2008). “High-impact practices” have also been shown to promote
deep learning of content and personal and social development that
prepare students well for life beyond college in an increasingly
complex and interdependent world (Bok, 2020; Finley & McNair,
2009; Kilgo et al., 2015). Given these positive findings, it is no
wonder that many colleges and universities have integrated these
practices into their curriculum. The annual National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE), which collects information from
hundreds of colleges and universities annually, found that from
2015 to 2020, almost 60% of seniors had completed at least two

“high-impact practices” (NSSE, 2021).



It is important to note that the term “high-impact practices”
refers to course formats, such as first-year seminars and capstone
projects, and out-of-classroom experiences such as service-learning
and research. As Kuh & O’Donnell (2013) point out, high-impact
practices share several key qualities, including high instructor
expectations, a significant investment of time by students,
substantive interactions with peers/faculty, exposure to new
experiences with diversity, ongoing and constructive feedback,
reflective and integrative learning, real-world applications of
learning, and public demonstration of learning. Because many of
these qualities are present in peer-assisted learning experiences, we
argue that tutoring and supplemental instruction should be
considered another form of high-impact practice.

A great deal of research has shown that peer tutoring has a
positive impact on student learning and persistence (Arco-Tirado et
al., 2011; Bettens et al., 2018; Colver & Fry, 2016; Cooper, 2010;
Garcia et al., 2014; Hendriksen et al., 2005; Munley et al., 2010). The
benefits of supplemental instruction are shown even controlling for
students” prior academic achievement (Bowles et al., 2008;
Buchanan et al., 2019; Dawson et al., 2014; Hongtao et al., 2018; van
der Meer et al., 2017). But what makes peer tutoring and
supplemental instruction so effective? Wilcox & Jacob point out that
one of the key components of supplemental instruction is

“[providing students] with a structure where they could talk to and
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teach each other” (2008, p. viii). Tutors and supplemental
instruction leaders coach students on how to learn, providing
constructive feedback, and helping students engage with the course
material outside of class (Merrill et al., 1995). Because students
reflect on their learning and demonstrate what they know to each
other, peer tutoring and supplemental instruction provide many of
the academic benefits of other high-impact practices and are
especially helpful for students who need academic support. The
more students engage in educationally purposeful activities, the
larger the improvement in their grades, persistence, and graduation
rates (Kuh et al., 2006).

Supplemental instruction is a collaborative and interactive
learning process at its core, allowing space for discussion of course
content and application of learning strategies in a group (Hurley &
Gilbert, 2008). Peer tutoring promotes social interaction that leads to
co-construction of knowledge and active engagement with course
content (Budhai & Brown Skipwith, 2017; Falchikov, 2003). In
addition, peer tutors and supplemental instruction leaders, who are
also students themselves, benefit from this social engagement,
refining their content knowledge, communication, and leadership
skills (Stout & McDaniel, 2006).

Many of the benefits of learning assistance translate to online
tutoring as well. For instance, college students who had access to

online algebra tutoring learned more content and had higher



persistence rates than students who attended only face-to-face
tutoring (Kersaint et al., 2011). A study comparing online vs. face-
to-face supplemental instruction showed that students in both
modalities found their tutoring sessions helpful and experienced
similar positive effects on their final course grades (Hizer et al.,
2017). Furthermore, online tutoring has been shown to increase
students” agency in their education (Al Chibani, 2014) and help
them commit to learning outside of class in a supportive
environment (Herrera Bohdrquez et al., 2019). These specific
advantages of online tutoring gave us confidence that moving our
academic support services online would provide important benefits
to students needing academic and social engagement during
COVID-19.
Adapting to COVID-19 through Online Student Support

The Academic Success Center provides academic support to all
undergraduate students attending UMBC, a public research
institution with an undergraduate population in fall 2020 of 10,932
(UMBC, 2021). Before the switch to remote learning in March 2020,
almost all student support services at UMBC were offered face-to-
face, with students meeting tutors and staff at the Academic Success
Center. Students in all 1%t and 2nd-year courses and many upper-
level courses across all majors and disciplines were tutored in
groups led by trained peer tutors, both on a drop-in basis and by

appointment. Students made tutoring appointments using our
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online tutor scheduling system and met with their tutors in groups
of up to 4 students. The Academic Success Center also offered
Supplemental Instruction Peer-Assisted Study Sessions (SI PASS),
which provided regularly scheduled, out-of-class review sessions
for traditionally difficult courses. These sessions allowed students to
compare notes, discuss readings, develop organizational tools, and
predict test items. In addition, we provided individual
appointments with students focusing on academic policy and
academic success skills, and our Academic Advocates connected
students to university resources that helped enhance their
persistence, progression, and degree completion. The Academic
Success Center also coordinated early academic alerts and
placement testing. Students could access our services in our main
office and in the campus library, and make appointments with
content tutors, to meet with a Writing Center Tutor for any writing
assignment for any course, or drop in at the Math and Science
Tutoring Center with questions in math, statistics, biology,
chemistry, physics, and economics. These in-person services were
widely utilized, helped in part by faculty who routinely referred
their students to these services.

Like many campuses, we pivoted quickly to online learning in
March 2020. While UMBC’s Instructional Technology team trained
faculty on effective online teaching strategies, a cross-campus

planning team developed a one-stop website covid19.umbc.edu


https://covid19.umbc.edu/

where faculty, staff, and students could access online learning and
academic support and campus services. The Academic Success
Center was a key contributor to these resources, building videos,
guides, and online modules to support online learning and online
engagement. We positioned ourselves as a single point of contact
for undergraduate student inquiries, directing students to tutoring
and academic support. This was motivated by student responses to
a wellness check survey administered by the Division of Student
Affairs early on during COVID-19. Students reported difficulties
with making connections and sought more opportunities to study
together and connect socially with other students. Thus, we began
to market our Academic Success Center services as an easy way to
access academic engagement and social interactions with peers.
When our campus closed for spring break in March 2020, the
Academic Success Center staff prepared to offer our services fully
remotely. We determined the online technologies that would best
serve our students, trained our 150 tutors and SI PASS Leaders on
how to use the technology, and switched all the scheduling systems
from physical rooms to virtual rooms with links where students
could easily access their tutors. Finding and retaining tutors was a
significant struggle during COVID-19, as our tutors and SI PASS
Leaders were students too and were dealing with the stresses of the

pandemic in their academic and personal lives.
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Despite the difficulties, we offered Content Tutoring and SI PASS
Sessions throughout the spring and summer of 2020 and
strengthened our asynchronous and synchronous online training
for tutors and SI PASS Leaders during the slower summer months.
While the tutors had often reviewed material before trainings even
before COVID-19, moving more of the content to asynchronous
modules in Blackboard during the pandemic allowed us to devote
more time during the synchronous training meetings to building
community among the tutors and simulating tutoring and SI PASS
mock sessions and scenarios. This flipped-classroom approach to
training has been well received by our tutors and SI PASS Leaders.
Moreover, providing the training using the same technology where
the tutors would meet their students later (e.g., Goboard, Google
Meet, Jamboard, Blackboard Collaborate) allowed tutors to practice
with the technology and learn how it felt both as a tutor and as a
tutee.

Building on the lessons learned from spring and summer online
tutoring, we re-opened our virtual drop-in math tutoring in the fall,
along with a virtual tutoring help desk, where student staff helped
students find and access online tutoring services. We also built a
new virtual drop-in tutoring program, the Computing Success
Center, in collaboration with the Department of Computer Science
and Electrical Engineering. Students could click on links on our

website, which launched a virtual space where tutors were waiting



to help students with computer programming questions. In the
spring of 2021, we extended drop-in tutoring to more science
courses, and additional departments and colleges have partnered
with us to provide drop-in academic support for their courses. We
attribute our success with launching new online tutoring programs
relatively quickly during COVID-19 to relationships based on trust
and collaboration that we have cultivated with various academic
units over the years.
Effects of Online Support

Many institutions experienced dramatic declines in student
utilization of tutoring services during COVID-19. At UMBC, while
the total number of individual students using online tutoring and
supplemental instruction decreased slightly compared to the
previous in-person tutoring usage, the students who utilized online
academic support during the pandemic made more online visits per
person than did students utilizing in-person academic support
before 2020. As can be seen in Table 1, students on average made
more visits in fall 2020 than they did in fall 2019 for both content
tutoring and SI PASS. For content tutoring, there were 5.77 visits
per student in fall 2020 compared to 4.86 visits per student in fall
2019, while there were 7.64 visits per student in fall 2020 compared
to 6.35 visits per student in fall 2019 for SI PASS. We believe that
students took more advantage of academic support during COVID-

19 due to recommendations from faculty, our direct outreach to
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students in the courses, and the convenience of accessing these
services either in the course learning management system (SI PASS
sessions were offered in the same Blackboard Collaborate virtual
space as course lectures) or via a link students could access easily on
our website. In a post-semester survey, we asked students enrolled
in SI PASS-supported courses who did not attend SI PASS sessions
about the different reasons why they chose not to attend (multiple
responses were allowed): 50.27% (92/183) indicated that they
wanted to attend but had scheduling conflicts. While we do not
have similar data for content tutoring, we infer that even more
students wanted to attend academic support than did participate,

limited by their multiple responsibilities during COVID-19.

Table 1
Numbers of Visit Hours and Unique Students Using Academic Success Center Services - Online Fall
2020 vs. In-Person Fall 2019

ASC Service Term Visits Students Avg. # of Visits % of
per Student No
Shows

Online Content  Fall 2067 358 5.77 12.95%

Tutoring 2020

In-Person Fall 2005 412 4.86 14.07%

Content 2019

Tutoring

Online SIPASS  Fall 9744 1276 7.64 N/A
2020

In-Person SI Fall 9038 1424 6.35 N/A

PASS 2019

Data source: UMBC. (2021). REX Data Warehouse Guided Report: Academic Success Center
Tutoring Attended. rex.umbc.edu; UMBC. (2021). REX Data Warehouse Guided Report: SI
Grade Report. rex.umbc.edu



https://rex.umbc.edu/

In addition, students were more likely to attend online tutoring
appointments in fall 2020 than in-person appointments in fall 2019
(see Table 1), even with tutoring appointments maintaining the
same length of 50 minutes. There were fewer “no shows” seen
across student services, including advising, during COVID-19 than
before the pandemic. There could be many factors influencing the
lower “no show” rate in fall 2020. First, with all learning occurring
online, joining a tutoring session was easy from wherever a student
was at the time of their appointment. Even if a student had
forgotten about their appointment, the reminders that we sent (one
day before and five minutes before a tutoring session) would allow
a student to simply click a link and attend their session. Also, in fall
2020, there were fewer drop-in online tutoring services available,
and this scarcity may have motivated students to keep their
appointments more.

Our campus advising offices also reported fewer “no shows” for
online advising appointments in fall 2020, likely due to the
convenience of clicking a link versus having to travel to campus or
across campus to attend an in-person meeting. There was also less
pressure for students to attend an online advising appointment
because they could choose to turn their camera off and come
straight from other activities to an advising appointment. Our
campus found that the ease of online advising encourages many

students to attend, especially students who are anxious about the
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meetings. The benefits we have seen from online advising during
COVID-19 have led our campus advising offices to plan to continue
offering online advising appointments in addition to in-person
advising appointments, giving students maximum flexibility and
choice about how to utilize these services. These findings echo the
benefits found at other campuses from online advising during fall
2020 (Venit, 2020).

We have both quantitative and qualitative data showing that our
online peer tutoring services have positively impacted student
learning and retention. As shown in Table 2, we compare retention
rates for first-time admitted students (those who were first admitted
to UMBC from directly from high school, including freshmen-
seniors at UMBC). For both student admit-types, those who
attended content tutoring and SI PASS had higher retention rates
than those who did not attend content tutoring or SI PASS. The
retention rates for students utilizing content tutoring and SI PASS
were higher, no matter the online or in-person format. We saw
similar effects on student retention from participating in tutoring
and SI PASS when they were completely online in fall 2020
compared to in-person in fall 2019. Overall, most students earned
higher grades during fall 2020, perhaps due to changes in course
assessment during online learning. But, even considering the
increase in cumulative grade point averages overall, first-time and

transfer students who attended SI PASS had higher cumulative



grade point averages than students who did not participate in
academic support. In addition to the data presented in Table 2,
students who attended SI PASS sessions were more likely to pass
their classes (9 percentage points lower D/F/W rate) than students
who did not attend SI PASS. These results align with previous
campus assessments of the positive effects of tutoring and SI PASS
participation on student retention and passing courses, even
controlling for student academic characteristics and achievement
(Carter, 2017; Gregg, 2018). While the increase in retention for
students utilizing academic support is promising and is consistent
with the literature (Dawson et al., 2014; Reinheimer and McKenzie,
2011; van der Meer et al., 2017), it is also important to note that
students who participated in content tutoring are not very different
from the average student at UMBC. First-time admitted students
attending content tutoring had similar cumulative grade point
averages to students who did not attend tutoring. However, transfer
students seeking help had lower cumulative grade point averages
than those who did not seek academic support. Students who need
help in their courses are more likely to make an appointment to
meet with a tutor, explaining the slightly lower grade point
averages of students attending tutoring. SI PASS is regularly
scheduled support for historically difficult courses. It also attracts
many students interested in engaging with the course material, not

only those who need extra help.
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We have qualitative evidence of strong engagement among students
and tutors from surveys conducted during fall 2020. Contrary to our
fear that students might find online tutoring unsatisfactory,
students reported similar levels of satisfaction with online tutoring
and SI PASS as face-to-face tutoring and SI PASS. In a post-Content
Tutoring survey, 90.67% (68/75) of students stated that they felt
more confident in their ability to understand the materials after
their conversation with the tutor, and 83.78% (62/74) of students
gave examples of concepts, strategies, and study habits they learned
in tutoring that they used independently later. Similarly, in a post-
SI PASS Session Survey, 90.48% (171/189) of students stated
participating in SI PASS helped them improve their performance in
the course. In an end-of-semester survey, 96.63% (315/326) of
students stated they found SI PASS sessions interactive and/or
engaging. Students specifically mentioned how useful the
interactive and collaborative features used during the online
sessions were and liked having the session recordings for review
later.

In addition, open-ended comments from our survey of SI PASS
Leaders gathering their reflections of the impact of the online study
sessions they provided indicate that the online review sessions
helped students engage academically and socially:

SI PASS was a very valuable resource this semester as it

helped students engage better with course content and
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develop not only relationships with other students in the

class, but also a reliable resource with leaders. I think this

helped students out, especially when struggling in the online

setting.
Another SI PASS Leader stated, “Since the semester is online, the
opportunity for collaboration among the students are limited. SI
PASS was an opportunity for students to come together, collaborate,
and tackle chemistry problems in a virtual setting.” Other SI PASS
Leaders shared that, “For many of the students it was their first
semester at UMBC, and they were transitioning to college with very
little contact to other students. SI PASS was valuable to facilitate
their learning” and that “At the end of the semester, I had students
telling me they would not have done as well without attending the
sessions.”

Tutors and SI PASS Leaders also reaped benefits from their
tutoring work online. As mentioned previously, staff strengthened
the online synchronous and asynchronous training available for
tutors and SI PASS Leaders during the summer. During tutor
training, when we asked the tutors about the challenges they faced,
the answer that we received most frequently centered around
difficulties of offering academic support remotely, including
students having trouble with internet connections or with

background noise or the platform used for tutoring. Because



students sometimes see tutoring as a panacea for their academic
struggles, we took pains to train tutors on the importance of setting
clear expectations and achievable goals for each 50-minute session.
It takes more time to get concepts across virtually. We also
discussed ways for tutors to promote student understanding online
since most students kept their cameras off during tutoring and
tutors could not rely on cues from students” body language.

While training on the technical solutions for tutoring was
paramount, tutors also needed help with how to be intentional with
their questioning and active learning techniques, increasing their
wait time and keeping the students engaged. The online training
format also allowed more tutors to attend training sessions, which
helped improve their work as tutors and created important
opportunities for community development. The SI PASS Leaders
competed in a contest during training for the best mock-session and
planning sheets, which they found fun and engaging. We worked
with the tutors and SI PASS Leaders to build Discord Channels
where they could engage online. We organized game nights,
allowing for more social interaction, which became a key benefit to
our peer tutors, as they were also students in need of connection
with their fellow students. In the end-of-semester survey about their
experiences, one SI PASS Leader reflected:

It definitely has been a positive experience to lead in SI PASS!

During the tough times with quarantine, I enjoyed coming
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together with other members and have fun mock sessions. It

made me destress for a moment. I also enjoyed working with

students for physics and helping them solve challenging
problems.

Almost all tutors reported that their confidence has grown from
tutoring online. In response to an end-of-semester survey of tutors
about their experiences tutoring online, 95.83% (46/48) agreed that
they feel confident in their ability to motivate students to engage in
subject matter/tutoring sessions, 91.67% (44/48) stated that they
routinely model study strategies/resources, and 91.67% (44/48) said
that they could effectively support students from a variety of
backgrounds/learning styles. One tutor shared in a survey response:
“I think my tutoring has helped me become a more confident
student. It has made me more comfortable collaborating and
interacting with other students and has also increased my
confidence in my proficiency in the areas I tutor.”

Implications for Future Practice

Given the benefits of online tutoring, we will continue to offer a
significant proportion of our tutoring and SI PASS sessions
remotely even after the pandemic. The growth we have seen in
participation in online academic support is promising, especially
because students were more likely to attend the sessions regularly

online than during face-to-face tutoring. We are pleased to report



that UMBC has provided an Innovation Grant to help us fund
additional online and in-person SI PASS sessions and to research
the effects on student success from online compared to in-person
review sessions, both during remote instruction and after we return
to in-person classes.

We plan for socially distanced instruction on campus for fall
2021, which lowers the density allowed in our tutoring spaces. A
typical SI PASS exam review session draws over 100 students,
which may not be feasible in-person, given new socially distanced
campus room capacities. But fall 2020 has shown us that students
will take advantage of online support, and so we can continue to
offer review sessions remotely without having to find physical
spaces. We believe that the growth in student participation in
tutoring and SI PASS in fall 2020 was due to the convenience and
flexibility that online services provide (See also, Rous, Mozie-Ross,
Shin, & Fritz, 2021). In a typical semester, fewer than half of our
students live on campus. As a result, many students would
appreciate not driving back to campus for an evening tutoring
appointment or weekend review session. Further, online academic
support platforms allow for easy recording and sharing of tutoring
and SI PASS sessions, a useful review tool that students can return
to or take advantage of if they cannot attend synchronously.

We believe that the effort we have invested in online training for

our tutors and SI PASS Leaders will continue to generate dividends
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beyond fall 2021. SI PASS Leaders benefit from the flipped
classroom approach to training, allowing them to learn content
asynchronously before the synchronous applied learning
simulations. Providing training online allows for the same flexibility
for our tutors as online tutoring does for our students. An added
benefit is that training tutors and SI PASS Leaders within the
platforms they would use for tutoring gives them useful insight into
the student experience while allowing them to practice with the
platforms they will use. Their confidence of knowing what to do
when one platform does not work for their students helps tutoring
sessions run more smoothly. Additionally, we will continue to use
the online tutor and SI PASS Leader communities we have built to
allow them to share tips, answer questions, and connect with our
staff easily.
Conclusion

Our assessment data from 2020 indicate that students would
utilize online tutoring and SI PASS sessions, with similar levels of
participation and positive effects on retention and student success
as in-person tutoring and SI PASS sessions. The flexibility of being
able to access services from anywhere is a key benefit of online
student support. We plan to extend our reach by adding online
tutoring appointments in the evenings and weekends when our in-

person offices are closed. The added flexibility of online SI PASS



sessions will also allow more students to access these academic
support services than would be possible on campus, given the
requirements of social distancing. While many of our classes will
return to in-person instruction this fall, some students will
participate in hybrid or online learning, a trend that will only grow
over time. We believe that online tutoring and SI PASS will be an
integral part of how these students engage academically and
socially. By positioning our Academic Success Center services as
easy-to-access peer support, we are removing barriers to student
success and normalizing help seeking among students. More

importantly, we are meeting students where they are—online.
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