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§Foreword 

Problem-based education is becoming increasingly prevalent 
in universities and institutes of higher education throughout 
the Netherlands. The first university to introduce this form of 
teaching was the University of Maastricht. When this concept 
of teaching was introduced in the various faculties it soon 
became clear that the role of teaching staff would have to 
change. Teachers, in their new capacity as ‘tutor’, that is, the 
individual responsible for guiding the problem-based learn-
ing process in the tutorial setting, found it particularly diffi-
cult to adapt to this new role and persistent misunderstand-
ings remained as to how this new role should be filled. There 
was a growing realisation that more information and training 
was needed on this new educational task. As a result, various 
training programmes were introduced within the different 
faculties and a study was carried out into the effects of the 
different styles of tutoring. Gradually, a great deal of know-
how on the role of tutor has been accumulated. 
This book, which deals with the role of the tutor in problem- 
based learning draws upon this know-how so that fresh light 
can be shed on this new teaching role. Examples throughout 
the book will help to illustrate the most important tasks of 
the tutor in greater detail. A number of practical suggestions 
are also given as to how the role of the tutor can be carried 
out more effectively. 
 
Willem de Grave  
Jos Moust  
Jeannette Hommes 
 
Maastricht, June 2003 
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1Introduction 

1.1 Why write a book about the role of the tutor? 

Many courses in higher education are adopting problem-
based learning methods for their curricula. This form of edu-
cation allows the student more freedom to plan, effectuate 
and evaluate his learning activities. a teaching Problem-based 
learning is an example of a student-based approach to educa-
tion. However, this new form of teaching has necessitated a 
radical change in the methods used by teaching staff in their 
curricula. 
In problem-based learning, the tutor must assume role which 
is different from any other. A tutor is a teacher who is re-
sponsible for stimulating tutorial-based students into work-
ing together to find solutions to the problems which they 
have been assigned. The role of a tutor is not to impart infor- 
mation directly to students, but to assist them in the learning 
and group processes. The tutor’s support consists of empow-
ering students in the acquisition of knowledge and improving 
group interdependence. The role of tutor demands a different 
perspective on teaching and learning and calls upon other 
teaching and educational-psychological know-how and skills 
than those with which he is most familiar. The aim of this 
book is to shed more light on the role of the tutor. 

1.2  Who has this book been written for? 

This book has been primarily written for teachers in higher 
education who are assuming the position of tutor for the first 
time or for those who already have some experience with the 
role. For teachers who are unfamiliar with the role, the book 
will hopefully be able to illustrate the various facets of being 
a tutor. For teachers who are already acquainted with the 
role of tutor, this book may serve as a tool in helping them to 
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critically evaluate their performance hitherto as tutor. In ad-
dition to fully-fledged teachers, older students too can some-
times be called upon to act as tutor in problem-based learn-
ing. This book likewise offers these student-tutors a broad 
overview of the various tasks of a tutor and the way in which 
these tasks can be carried out effectively. Finally, this book 
provides a reference to educational psychologists looking into 
teaching environments where teachers have taken on differ-
ent roles. 

1.3  The structure of the book and how to use it 

Chapter 2 first describes the attributes of the (new) role of 
the tutor and discusses effective tutoring. Chapter 3 deals 
with the tasks performed by the tutor in the learning process 
in the tutorial and the skills required of the tutor to carry out 
these tasks effectively. In chapter 4, the tasks of a tutor in 
guiding the group process and the individual performances of 
students are considered as well as the teaching of key skills in 
professional teamwork. Finally, chapter 5 examines ways in 
which the tutor might help activate students in developing 
autonomous learning skills. Consideration is given to the way 
in which a tutor can provide support to self-directed learning 
in a tutorial throughout the student’s period of study. 
In addition to this book, we would recommend reading Prob- 
lem based learning; a student guide (Moust, Bouhuijs, & 
Schmidt, 2001). A know-how of the problem based learning 
process in tutorials is important to understanding the role of 
the tutor. 
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2The role of an effective tutor 

The aim of higher education is to turn today’s student into 
tomorrow’s professional. Kaldeway (1999) uses a number of 
keywords to characterise this professional: enterprising; prac-
tically-oriented; inquisitive; communicative; reflective; and 
expert. 
These characteristics require some qualifications, that is, the 
demands made by the labour market on graduates: 

• enterprising – learning how to take on responsibilities for 
oneself; 

• practically-oriented – learning how to deal with non-
standard (creative) practical problems; 

• inquisitive – learning to gather and to present information; 

• communicative – learning to collaborate (in a team) and 
learning to work; 

• reflective – learning to analyse and adjust one’s actions; 

• expert – learning to keep on top of and to develop one’s 
field of expertise. 

 
The demands placed on the modern professional have a bear- 
ing on the way education is organised. A curriculum founded 
on problem-based learning is able to produce proficiencies 
that match these qualifications. The proficiencies or compe- 
tences of students consist of a mix of knowledge, skills and 
attitude which, within a particular context can bring about 
desired behaviour (De Bie & Mostert, 2000). 
The proficiencies required of students in a problem-based 
learning environment will have a bearing on the tasks of the 
teacher, that is, in his new role as coach in the tutorial. In or-
der to perform these tasks effectively, the tutor will have to 
have recourse to specific set of know-how, skills and disposi- 
tion. For example, the tutor will have to be able to draw on 
competences which enable him to guide the learning process, 
the group interaction and the self-directed learning of 

Competences 
of graduates 
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students effectively. This chapter will look at these proficien-
cies in closer detail. This chapter also lays the groundwork for 
the remaining chapters which will deal with these aspects in 
greater detail. However, a short description of the key aspects 
of problem-based learning will first be given in the following 
section. 

2.1  Problem-based learning 

The problem-based curriculum is made up of study blocks 
lasting from six to eight weeks in which topic-related subject 
matter and skills are integrated. These study blocks can be ei-
ther multi-disciplinary or inter-disciplinary in character. For 
example, the Faculty of Medicine might offer topics such as 
‘Blood Loss’ or ‘Abdominal Complaints; the Faculty of Busi-
ness Studies, ‘Organisation and Marketing’ or ‘Investment 
and Reporting’; the Faculty of Psychology, ‘Body and Behav-
iour’ or ‘Human Knowledge’; and the Faculty of Law, ‘Legal 
Acts’ or ‘Unlawful Conduct’. At the start of each study block, 
students receive a block book in which the timetable for the 
study activities, an introduction to the topic, a set of prob-
lems and a list of information sources are set out. Twice a 
week, students meet for a two hour tutorial. The tutorial 
group consists of around ten students and a tutor. During 
these tutorials, students must analyse theoretical and practi-
cal problems which have been set by their teachers. The 
learning process for students starts with the analysis of a 
new problem based on their prior knowledge. Their task is to 
hypothesise on the underlying principles, mechanisms or 
processes which may account for phenomena described in 
the form of a theoretical problem, or to devise procedures 
and solutions which may help to resolve or deal with a practi-
cal problem. During this analytical process, students will dis-
cover that their prior knowledge is often insufficient to ac-
count for or to solve all the phenomena set down in the prob-
lem. The prior knowledge they possess is less correct, incom-
plete or less accessible than they first thought. During the 
analysis conflicting ideas, uncertainties and questions will 
arise which will require more detailed study. Differences of 
opinion, inconsistencies and ambiguities will provide the ba-
sis for the formulation of learning objectives. Following the 
initial tutorial, the students will go away and study in order 
to come up with answers to their questions. They will be 
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given two days to analyse books, journals, videos, anatomical 
or computer models, look for answers on the internet and/or 
consult their teachers. After this period of self-study, tutorial 
members will meet up again, this time to synthesise the in-
formation gleaned from the various sources. During this pe-
riod of integration, students will attempt to differentiate be-
tween the major and minor issues in the material studied, 
put forward examples to substantiate puzzling information 
and critically evaluate whether the conclusions arrived at by 
the tutorial members correspond to the facts, their own in-
terpretations and the views expressed in the various sources 
of information. Where possible, the ambiguities which arise 
as a result of studying this new information become crystal-
lised. Finally, the newly acquired information is grafted onto 
the original or analogous problem. This phase of synthesis 
concludes with a critical review of the way in which they have 
worked together in analysing and synthesising the problem. 
A start is then made on analysing a new problem. For a more 
detailed description of the way in which students learn and 
work together within the context of problem-based learning 
see Moust and De Grave (2000) and Schmidt and Moust 
(1998). 
In analysing problems and integrating newly acquired infor-
mation, although a high level of self-activity, autonomy and 
selfdiscipline is expected of students, students are not left 
completely to their own devices. They are given guidance in 
their learning process and group interaction by the tutor. 
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2.2  Competences of the tutor with respect to the 
learning process, group interaction and self-study 

Box 2.1 
 
Example intervention focusing on the learning process 
(described by a first-year medical student) 
 
During a case-study in a tutorial on intestinal cancer, stu-
dents embarked on a discussion of its causes and the pos-
sible risk factors involved. One student suggested radia-
tion, whilst another put forward smoking. Neither of these 
propositions was followed up to any great degree and the 
tutorial could come up with few other ideas. The tutor 
responded by asking pertinent questions and offering 
guidance. This helped activate the group into looking at 
the problem more closely and coming up with more de-
tailed explanations. For example, when someone sug-
gested smoking as being a risk factor, he asked us to con-
sider whether it wasn’t smoking that was the primary 
cause of lung cancer. “Why should that be so?”, he went 
on. The tutorial group responded by saying one possible 
cause was the amount of dust entering the lungs as a 
result of smoking. “That’s correct”, the tutor continued, “so 
what passes through the intestines?” “Food?”, we sug-
gested. “That’s right. So what therefore, might be a major 
risk factor in the case of intestinal cancer?” The group 
suggested specific food substances as a possible cause and 
when the tutor asked us to come up with examples, it 
brought about a further round of discussion. In so doing, 
the tutor was able to point us in the right direction.  

 
One of the key competences of an effective tutor for stimu-
lating the learning process in the tutorial group is formed by 
pedagogical content knowledge (Irby & Wilkinson, 1998; 
Magnussen, Krajcek & Borko, 1999). Pedagogical content 
knowledge can be described as the assimilation of specific 
subject matter within a specific educational context. More 
precisely, this means that the tutor must possess the neces-
sary know-how and be able to intervene effectively to ques-
tions such as, “What do I need to do in order to help my stu-

Competences 
of the tutor 
with respect to 
the learning 
process 
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dents understand this difficult problem more easily? What do 
the students already know about the subject? What miscon-
ceptions do they have on the subject? What do they find par-
ticularly difficult in learning? What is the best way of making 
my students aware of the fact that they still have an insuffi-
cient grasp of the subject?” This pedagogical content knowl-
edge can be cultivated by harnessing his own knowledge of 
the subject matter, a general knowledge of learning proc-
esses and educational principles involved and knowledge of 
the educational context. 
Whilst subject matter knowledge on the part of the tutor is a 
necessary pre-condition for being able to stimulating stu-
dents in the acquisition and processing of knowledge, it is 
still not sufficient by itself. A study into effective tutoring 
(Moust, 1999) has backed up the necessity of this subject-
based knowledge on the part of the tutor. Tutors who are ac-
tively involved in broad-based and multi-disciplinary study 
blocks will not only be confronted by subject areas, with 
which they are familiar, but also by subject areas about 
which they might have little knowledge whatsoever. A tutor 
who wants to be effective in such situations therefore, must 
study this “new”, little-known subject matter beforehand in 
much greater detail. It is important for tutors not only to 
have a thorough understanding of the subject matter, but 
also for them to gain a broad-based knowledge of the learn-
ing processes and related educational principles involved, so 
that they are able to develop proficiencies with respect to 
pedagogical content knowledge. Often, tutors will hold im-
plicit views about how students learn and how to stimulate 
their acquisition of knowledge. These views are based on 
their own experiences both as one-time student and more 
latterly as a teacher and it is these experiences that will 
strongly influence the way in which he performs as a tutor. In 
order to function effectively in this role, it is important for the 
tutor to have an insight into research studies and theoretical 
models of the learning processes and the educational princi-
ples that have a bearing on problem-based learning. For ex-
ample, an understanding of the latest theories on cognitive 
psychology and co-operative learning are essential in sup-
porting problem-based learning. 
Lastly, knowledge of the educational context is an essential 
pre-requisite for the tutor in order to develop pedagogical 
content knowledge. If a tutor wishes to adapt his interven-
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tions effectively so that the needs of his students can be met, 
knowledge of their backgrounds and motivation is essential. 
In addition, knowledge of the explicit aims of the course of 
study as well as knowledge of the ‘hidden’ curriculum pro-
vides other examples of the knowledge required in the 
framework of a particular educational context. 
 

 
Figure 2.1 Domains of tutor knowledge (after Magnussen, 
Krajcek & Borko)  
 
In order to stimulate the learning process within the tutorial, 
the tutor can make interventions which are based on differ-
ent skills. Typical skills might include the ability to ask the 
right question, being able to deal with students’ questions, 
explaining and reflecting on the learning process. A good tu-
tor will be able to use all these skills effectively. 
Likewise, a tutor’s attitude to his tutorial students is of no 
less importance in stimulating the problem-based learning 
process. By adopting a particular attitude, the tutor must also 
demonstrate his willingness to learn in the tutorial context as 
well as give his students the freedom to take on self-
responsibility. If students are expected to show a large degree 
of openness as part of their own learning process, the same is 
also expected of the tutor. 

pgo4 uk role of the tutor hd_v19A.pdf



 
 

15 

 

Box 2.2 
 
Example of tutor intervention focusing on the group 
process (described by a third-year medical student) 
 
Sometimes in a tutorial you get the feeling you’ve reached 
a dead end. It’s not because we’ve not done the work, but 
it’s usually down to the make-up of the group. Maybe it’s 
because the students as a group are reticent to participate 
in group discussion and debate or maybe one or more 
members of the group might feel uneasy about being in 
the close company of particular others. In this situation, it 
is difficult for both the discussion leader and the tutor to 
get the discussion moving. The way our tutor tackled the 
problem was highly commendable in this respect and, as 
far as I know, the entire group appreciated his contribu-
tion. He acted out the role of the patient who was the 
subject of the case in question and his performance was 
convincing. First of all, it meant he was able to break the 
ice in the tutorial, helping the discussions to get underway 
and, secondly, the case in question became much less 
theoretical. Despite the difficulty of the subject matter, by 
making timely and pertinent remarks or questions, he was 
able to turn it into a highly enjoyable study block with 
enthusiastic participants and amusing highlights.  

 
The ability to work and communicate together are indispens- 
able skills in problem-based learning. The tutor can play a 
crucial role in cultivating these skills. If a tutor wishes to nur- 
ture these interactive skills amongst his tutorial students, he 
must be able to fall back on knowledge and skills relating to 
group dynamics (Dolmans, Wolfhagen, Scherpbier & Van de 
Vleuten, 2001). This includes knowledge and skills with re- 
spect to group processes, leadership and providing support to 
dysfunctional groups or individual students. The tutor’s role 
in the group process consists of explaining the facets of co- 
operation between students and encouraging them to reflect 
on these and helping them to optimise these levels of co-
operation. 
In addition to knowledge and skills with respect to group dy-
namics, it is important for tutors to possess skills which facili-
tate the development of a good relationship with the tutorial 

Competences 
of the tutor 
with respect to 
the group 
process 

pgo4 uk role of the tutor hd_v19A.pdf



 
 

16 

group. In their model of effective tutorship, Schmidt & Moust 
(1995) emphasis the importance of being able to strike up an 
authentic relationship with the students in the tutorial 
group. In developing such a relationship with the group an 
open attitude with respect to the students is essential. 
In addition to these tutor-based skills, he must also possess 
the knowledge and skills required respectively by the discus-
sion leader, the scribe or tutorial group participant. The tutor 
must also be able to intervene in response to the way in 
which these roles are carried out by the students and some-
times act as a role model. First and foremost, the tutor must 
be able to draw upon knowledge and skills which help en-
courage the way in which students can reflect on these skills. 
One of his tasks will be to coach students in the acquisition of 
these competences. 
 

Box 2.3 
 
Example of tutor intervention concerned with the 
autonomous learning of students (described by a first- 
year medical student) 
 
I was recently in a tutorial group where the tutor regularly 
gave us suggestions on reading matter. After formulating 
our learning objectives, she presented us with all sorts of 
reading suggestions, or better said, she tended to focus on 
just one piece of reference material which she highly rec-
ommended. She also singled out the chapters which she 
felt were important to help us attain these learning objec-
tives. Given her level of expertise in the area, we tended to 
focus our efforts on these specific references and ignore 
the rest. When it came to looking at the subject matter in 
the tutorial group, discussions were slow in coming be-
cause we had all studied the same material. By having only 
studied a single source, we had missed out on other points 
of view on the subject matter, so we asked fewer questions 
and were unable to feed off each other. Discussions in the 
tutorial became shorter and shorter. Clearly, the tutor had 
given us too little freedom in seeking out the information 
for ourselves and this did not generate a great deal of pro-
ductivity within the tutorial group.  
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Problem-based learning is an approach to education which 
demands a great deal of autonomy and self-activity on the 
part of the student. A tuto must therefore feel capable 
enough to get his students to learn independently. As well as 
having an understanding of how students are able to develop 
these independent learning skills, it also means a tutor 
should adopt a different attitude with respect to the contri-
bution he makes and to the acquisition and processing of in-
formation. For example, one of his tasks must be to allow stu-
dents sufficient freedom to direct their own learning process 
and not make them overly dependent on his own knowledge 
and skills. Another of the tutor’s tasks is to give students an 
increasing level of self-responsibility. This means challenging 
them into accepting a greater degree of responsibility for 
their own learning process, the group process and the acqui-
sition of important communicative skills. 
The following chapters elaborate on the competences neces- 
sary for a tutor to optimise the learning process, the group 
process and independent study on the part of students. The 
next chapter deals with the competences involved in the 
learning process. 

 
 

 

Competences 
of the tutor for 
autonomous 
student 
learning 
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3The tutor and the learning process 

A major task of the tutor is to optimise the problem-based 
learning process. This necessitates a number of roles on his 
part. The tutor for example, might take on one of the follow- 
ing roles: role model; challenger; expert; or activator of the 
learning process. In order to perform these roles effectively a 
tutor needs to employ a wide range of intervention methods 
and possess the necessary skills to do this. In the tutorial set- 
ting, these intervention methods demand skills which focus 
on aspects such as how to ask questions; how to respond to 
them; how to listen actively; how to give explanations; and 
how to activate reflection. Finally, with respect to the learn-
ing process, it is essential for the tutor to adopt an open atti-
tude towards his students. This will demonstrate that he too 
has something to learn from the subject matter. 
The following sections look at the various roles of the tutor, 
the types of intervention available, the skills that are neces-
sary to perform these interventions and the approach which 
is required by the tutor. 

3.1  The different roles of the tutor in the learning 
process 

In stimulating the problem-based learning process, the tutor 
can act out a number of specific roles. In describing these dif-
ferent roles, as a starting point, we have divided these roles 
into categories for the teacher in process-oriented teaching 
(Vermunt & Verloop, 1999). These roles are: the diagnosti-
cian, the challenger, the role model, the activator, the moni-
tor and the evaluator. 

The tutor as diagnostician 
Problem-based learning requires students to activate their 
prior knowledge. This is necessary for a number of reasons, 
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for example, so that they can engage in discussion with each 
other, get across clearly their own point of view in relation to 
the subject matter, explain the subject matter in their own 
words to others and apply the knowledge they have acquired 
in case studies. This will enable the tutor to see at first hand 
how students learn and in turn, make it easier for him to di-
agnose the learning process. For example, after a problem 
has been analysed, a tutor should be able to identify the ex-
tent of this prior knowledge, the deficiencies that exist and 
any misconceptions regarding the prior knowledge. 
At the reporting phase, which follows the period of self-study, 
the tutor will be able to observe to what extent the subject 
matter has been mastered and whether the students are in 
fact able to apply their knowledge of the subject matter. 
In diagnosing the learning process, the tutors can perform in-
terventions which help optimise this learning process. 

The tutor as challenger 
Students, either individually or collectively, are not always in-
clined to push themselves to the limit when it comes to learn-
ing and thinking activities in and outside the tutorial set- 
ting. Often the tutor will have to challenge his students into 
experimenting with new thinking strategies. At the reporting 
phase, students have a tendency to concentrate solely on giv-
ing answers to the learning objectives. There is an unwill- 
ingness or reticence on the part of students to apply their ac-
quired knowledge to the original case or to other cases. The 
tutor’s task is to stimulate them into doing this. 

The tutor as model 
Many of the interventions available to the tutor in the tuto-
rial setting (see examples in the Maastricht Tutoring Skills 
Checklist, Appendix 1) provide useful examples with respect 
to the learning and/or group process. Modelling can be car-
ried out more explicitly or less explicitly. In a case of the for-
mer he may start thinking aloud or take time to reflect on 
this modelling and its effects on the learning process. For in-
stance, the tutor might act as a model for the way in which 
students ask questions amongst themselves. Not only the tu-
tor, but students too, can often act as an important and ef-
fective model for learning and thinking strategies and for de-
veloping skills that are essential for problem-based learning. 
By reflecting on these experiences together with the tutorial 
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group, the tutor is able to stimulate the required learning be-
haviour. 

The tutor as activator 
Often students will already have recourse to knowledge and 
learning and thinking strategies, but fail to use these suffi- 
ciently, if at all. It is then up to the tutor to activate his stu- 
dents into applying this knowledge effectively. For example, 
students may gloss over an analysis of a particular problem, 
with the result that their explanations are too shallow and 
vague. This often occurs because students are not adequately 
able to activate their prior knowledge. When this happens, 
the tutor must be able to use brainstorming techniques in 
order to get students to analyse the problem in greater detail. 
If, for example, the tutor can pinpoint exactly at which stage 
this prior knowledge was acquired during the course work, he 
will be able to make reference to this and activate students 
into applying this knowledge at the initial case-analysis 
phase, thereby generating explanations for the current prob-
lem. Furthermore, students, at the brainstorming stage, are 
more wont to provide answers than come up with effective 
reasons. By stimulating students into giving more explicit ar-
guments, it is possible to analyse the problem in greater 
depth. 
The role of tutor as activator differs from that of challenger. 
On the one hand, in the case of activation, students already 
possess knowledge and skills (but use them insufficiently) 
whilst, on the other hand, in the case of challenging, students 
- both individually and collectively - are forced into experi- 
menting with new kinds of behaviour and pushing them-
selves to the limit with respect to insight into the subject 
matter. 

The tutor as monitor 
As monitor, it is the task of the tutor to oversee the overall 
progress of the tutorial group and of its individual students 
and to establish to what extent the subject matter has been-
grasped. For example, if he feels that the task is too simple 
for the students, the tutor can choose to vary the complexity 
of the problem task. For instance, in the faculty of medicine, if 
a patient’s case study is defined too openly it might provide 
students with insufficient footing to explore it further. De-
pending on the level of the students, the tutor might alter the 
complexity of the case study by providing more or less infor-

pgo4 uk role of the tutor hd_v19A.pdf



 
 

22 

mation on the patient, whichever the case may be. In this 
way the tutor is able to make sure that the nature of the 
problem is attuned to the case in question. 

The tutor as evaluator and stimulator of reflection 
Although the roles of tutor and evaluator have so far been 
differentiated, in time the tutor will begin to take on a role as 
evaluator (Van der Vleuten & Driessen, 2000). As he gains a 
new understanding of assessment, the difference between 
teaching and assessment aspects will gradually dissipate. As- 
sessment will focus primarily on student’s (overall) profes-
sional skills and attitude. Increasingly, vis-à-vis this knowl-
edge, the tutor will start to take on a more evaluative role. 

The tutor as consultant 
This is a role not specifically referred to by Vermunt and Ver- 
loop (1999) but one which nevertheless is pertinent to the tu-
tor. A tutor’s task is to teach students how to take advan- 
tage of his expertise as effectively and as efficiently as possi-
ble. The most common form of consultation in the tutorial 
setting is through question and answer. Whilst consultation 
is a constant factor throughout the problem-based learning 
process, it will be most apparent at the reporting phase. Of 
course, students from another tutorial group might also want 
to consult this tutor. 
In order to optimise the learning process in the tutorial, an ef-
fective tutor will have to have a command of the aforemen- 
tioned roles. In order to carry out these roles, more specific 
interventions are required. A list of possible tutor interven-
tions during the various phases of problem-based learning is 
provided in the Maastricht Tutoring Skills Checklist (Appendix 
1). The following section deals with the interventions listed 
on this checklist. 

3.2 Tutor interventions during the problem-based 
learning process. 

The most important tutor-based interventions aimed at opti- 
mising the learning process of the tutorial group can be 
found in the Maastricht Tutoring Skills Checklist (Appendix 1) 
This checklist can be used by the tutor, for example, as a basis 
for more specific feedback on his performance in the tutorial. 
The tutor’s own profile can be compared with that of an ‘ef- 
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fective tutor’ after having examined the checklist (De Grave, 
Dolmans, & Van der Vleuten, 1999). In this way, the tutor will 
be able to formulate his own learning objectives. 

3.3  Skills required by the tutor for stimulating the 
learning process 

Asking and answering questions 
One of the tutor’s most frequent tasks in the tutorial is to ask 
questions and the way in which he does this can serve as an 
example to students. This ‘model’ behaviour can help the 
students to learn and as such, should be made more explicit 
by the tutor. An essential pre-condition on the part of the tu-
tor is for him to possess the expertise needed to ask the right 
questions in the context of problem-based learning and he 
should also be aware of this behaviour. 

 
The reasons why tutors ask questions in the tutorial setting 
can vary. A number of these are listed below. It is important 
however for a tutor to be aware of the objectives he has set 
himself when asking the questions. It is important for a tutor 
to define these objectives beforehand otherwise questioning 
will become too one-sided. 

Reasons why a tutor might ask questions. 

• To explain the purpose of the discussion in terms of con-
tent and approach 

• To draw attention to inconsistencies in the discussion 

• To put the discussion into context or to give it a more defi- 
nite shape 

• To stimulate intensification of the discussion 

• To check on the level to which students have understood 
the subject matter (e.g. any deficiencies and the correct-
ness of what they have learnt) 

• To check on the accuracy of the decision making 

• To steer the discussion (e.g. to widen it) 

• To stimulate integration and organisation of knowledge 

• To stimulate application and transfer of knowledge 

• To stimulate interaction and participation in the group 

• To stimulate reflection vis-à-vis the learning process 

• To invoke various different perspectives, interpretations 
and points of view in relation to the subject matter 

Reasons of 
asking 
questions 
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• To ensure a scientific basis for reasoning/arguments 

• To stimulate clarification of thought processes 
 
The questions asked by a tutor should help stimulate the 
learning activities and thinking strategies required of stu-
dents. The tutor’s questioning should not simply be limited to 
factual questions and those testing the students’ under-
standing of the subject. Questions should also be aimed at 
activating cognitive learning activities such as analysis, syn-
thesis, application and evaluation. In particular, it is these 
types of question that will result in a more profound dis-
course of the subject matter. In turn this will lead to a better 
learning outcome. Generally, we can surmise that a tutor will 
have to operate flexibly and ask a wide range of questions 
depending on the learning process of the group. In addition 
to questions relating to cognitive learning activities, ques-
tions should be as open ended as possible. This means that 
more than one answer to the question is possible. Open ques-
tions, more then closed questions, will prompt more answers 
and discussion amongst students and as such, generate more 
cognitive activities and skills. 
The next section will deal with several types of questions 
which help stimulate the learning and thinking activities of 
students in tutorial-based learning (Brookfield & Preskill, 
1999). 

Questions regarding additional clarification or greater detail 
These can be questions focusing on the line of reasoning be- 
hind a question or answer; questions requiring greater preci- 
sion (for instance, using concrete examples); or questions 
into abstractions or definitions. One example of such a ques-
tion might be: “If we adopt this solution, what are its pros 
and cons?” The questions are aimed at stimulating students 
into thinking in the tutorial, because it is easier for them to 
come up with answers to this type of question. These types of 
question can be important during both the initial case analy-
sis phase and the reporting phase. 

Questions about the relationship between the statements 
made by different group members 
Examples of these types of questions are those which relate 
to contradictions or complementarities in statements made 
by individual tutorial members. Questions which follow a 

Types of 
questions 
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statement made by one student to another (correctly or in-
correctly) also belong to this category. An example of such a 
question might be: “Does John’s statement square up with 
Liz’s?” Such questions are aimed at stimulating interaction 
between tutorial group members, so helping to make the 
various ideas and standpoints more explicit. This kind of in-
teraction will bring about an intensification and broadening 
of the problem-based learning process, both at the initial 
case analysis phase and the reporting phase. These kinds of 
questions also enable the tutor to take a back seat during the 
interaction. 

Questions that refer to hypothetical situations 
These questions are often structured in the following way: “If 
A occurs … then …?” or “Suppose that… what would hap-
pen…?”. Examples of such questions are: “Suppose the gov-
ernment lowered taxes. What would be the effect on the de-
mand curve?” or: “If this woman was 60 years old instead of 
30 years old, what would be the diagnosis?” These types of 
questions show up the constructive nature of problem-based 
learning. By asking such questions, students are required to 
go one step further than the information they already pos-
sess and come up with explanations and arguments. These 
types of questions can be posed by the tutor at both the ini-
tial case analysis phase (when constructing a hypothesis) as 
well as at the reporting phase, when they are used to encour-
age students to use their knowledge in a much wider context. 

Questions on relationships between cause and effect 
Because many questions in the tutorial concentrate on the 
formulation of theory (initial case analysis phase) and the ap- 
plication of the theoretical knowledge (reporting phase), 
many of the questions asked by the tutor will focus on theo-
ries and the relationship between cause and effect. Often, 
these involve the construction of consistent, complex causal 
links in which the relationships between concepts must be 
clearly defined and specified. In fact, they also involve the sci-
entific criteria for theories and theoretical knowledge. An ex-
ample of this type of question might be: “Why is there a high 
prevalence of thunderstorms in specific regions of the United 
States?” Such questions posed by the tutor help to point out 
any uncertainties, inconsistencies and faulty reasoning on the 
part of students, so making the student aware of these short- 
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comings. At the same time, students will learn to argue scien- 
tifically and think critically. 

Questions relating to summaries, integration and application 
of knowledge 
At various stages during problem-based learning, it is impor- 
tant to summarise the preceding discussion and to distil the 
knowledge thus far acquired. An example of such a question 
might be: “What do you think are the most important expla- 
nations for the fact that this boy is still alive?” Such questions 
asked by the tutor, help students develop abstractions (i.e. 
differentiating between matters of primary and secondary 
importance) and apply this knowledge. In this way students 
will learn how to structure their knowledge and to access this 
knowledge more easily. ‘Summarised’ questions or those re-
lating to primary and secondary issues can be asked either at 
the initial case analysis phase or at the reporting phase. 
Questions relating to the application of knowledge are usu-
ally asked at the reporting phase. 

Questions into reflection and evaluation 
In the main, this type of question will be asked at the report- 
ing phase, but it might also occur at moments when the tuto- 
rial group needs to reflect on its own learning process and re-
sults. An example of such a question that might be set at the-
formulation of learning objectives stage is: “What gaps in 
knowledge did you experience in the brainstorming session?” 
Later, at the reporting phase, questions that may be asked 
are: “Can you now answer the question that was raised at the 
initial case analysis phase?” and “Were the hypotheses cor- 
rect?” Such questions aim to encourage self-evaluation, criti-
cal thinking and learning to learn. The result of such ques-
tions might be the formulation of new learning and might 
lead to experimentation with new behaviour. These types of 
question stimulate awareness of the student’s own learning 
process and own learning results (meta-cognition), which is a 
necessary pre-condition for students to increase their ability 
in giving direction to their own learning process. 
 
The effectiveness of a question is not only determined by the 
nature of the question, but also by the way in which it is 
asked. Below are a number of suggestions on how the tutor 
might ask questions effectively: 

Ways in which 
questions can 
be asked 
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• Always allow the student sufficient time to answer the 
question (approx. 5 seconds). A difficult question will re-
quire time to answer. 

• Ask questions in which the context is clear to students. 
Questions must link up with the students’ thinking process 
as much as possible. If a tutor wishes to put a question to 
the group, he can, for example, first provide a short (but 
relevant) summary before posing the question. Another 
option is to first refer back to the relevant information on a 
blackboard or flip-chart before asking the question. If the 
tutor decides to ask individual students, he might wish to 
refer to a student’s individual contribution to the discus-
sion and tie in the question accordingly. 

• Questions should be clear and specific. Avoid ambiguous 
and vague questions. 

• Avoid rhetorical questions. These are not proper questions, 
because the students know the answers already. 

• When asking questions, use words that the students will 
understand. 

• Encourage students to answer difficult questions by pro-
viding hints or reformulating the question. 

• Ask questions to individual students as well as to the group 
as a whole. When asking individual questions, try to stop it 
becoming a one-to-one discussion while other students in 
the tutorial simply look on. Try to involve the rest of the 
group after having asked the question. 

• When putting a question to the whole group, try to involve 
them all in answering the question. For example, when 
asking the question, look at each individual in turn. 

• When asking a question to an individual, refer to him or 
her by name. This will create a positive atmosphere. 

• Do not ask more than one question at a time. 

• Do not always ask the questions to the same students. 

• Take note of your own non-verbal communication when 
asking questions. This should assist the questioning. 

• Do not ask questions in such a way that it becomes a 
guessing game. 

• Preferably ask questions which you, as tutor, don’t auto- 
matically know the answers to. For example, after a short 
discussion in the tutorial on abortion, the tutor might ask 
an individual student, “And what is your opinion on the 
matter?” 
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Another good way of stimulating discussion in the tutorial, is 
to get students to ask the questions themselves (Dillon, 
1990). The tutor can play an important part in this. Below are 
a few examples of the kinds of intervention a tutor might 
make to encourage this. 
First and foremost, tutors can their students into asking ef-
fective questions by acting either as an implicit or an explicit 
model for the students. Suggestions made in the previous 
section provide an example of how a tutor might act as an 
implicit model. A tutor might act as an explicit model in one 
of the four following ways: 

Acting as an explicit model in asking questions 

• The tutor might think aloud about the content, objective or 
formulation of the tutors’ own questions, for example: 
“I’m going to ask this question in order to see whether 
you’re able to apply this knowledge effectively”. 

• If a student asks a pertinent question, the tutor should 
sayso and explain why it is such a good question. An ex-
ample: “That’s a good question, because it shows how you 
can differentiate between these two diseases”. 

• The tutor should also make plain to students that there are 
some questions asked by students that might help the tu-
tor to learn, for example: “I see from your question that I 
was too quick to assume you’d understood the subject 
matter in question.” 

• The tutor can help students deliberate critically about the-
type and the quality of the questions, by encouraging 
them to reformulate the questions so that the questions 
become better. 

 
Another way of getting students to ask the questions is to 
make them aware of the importance of this aspect in prob-
lem-based learning. Questions that are asked in an overly ex-
plicit manner are part and parcel of the process of problem-
based learning in the tutorial group. For example, a lot of at-
tention is given to questions during the problem formulation 
phase and when the learning objectives are defined in the ini-
tial case analysis phase. At these moments, it is crucial for the 
tutor to stimulate and monitor the quality and the level of 
these questions in the tutorial. 
In addition to paying more explicit attention to questions in 
the tutorial, questions will also need to be asked by students 

Student 
questions 
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during the initial case analysis phase and the reporting 
phases of problem-based learning. For example, during the 
reporting phase, it is important for students in the tutorial to 
ask each other questions about the subject matter. If stu-
dents have studied the various information sources properly, 
it will be possible to ask questions such as: “Did you use a dif-
ferent book? Was the information explained more clearly?” 
This use of different information sources will stimulate ques-
tions and in turn lead to more interaction and discussion 
within the tutorial group. At the reporting phase, once the 
subject matter has been studied, it’s important not only for 
information to be exchanged, but also that interaction and 
discussion is generated. By asking each other questions, in-
teraction will be brought about, so improving the effective-
ness of the learning process. At this phase in the tutorial, it is 
possible for the tutor to point out to students the importance 
of asking questions by collectively analysing the interaction 
within the group and then reflecting on the quality of the 
questions asked and the effects that these had on the learn-
ing process. 
 
Situations will arise in a tutorial when students will, by asking 
questions, consult the tutor’s expertise on a said subject. 
Studies carried out into critical situations occurring within tu-
torials back up this proposition (De Grave, Dolmans & Vleu-
ten, 2001). At the initial case analysis phase, the questions 
will mainly relate to the direction of the learning process, 
such as, “Is this what we have to learn?” At the reporting 
phase, questions usually relate to the way in which the sub-
ject matter fits together, such as, “I’m unclear about this par-
ticular aspect. Can you explain it, seeing as it’s your field of 
study?” Whilst these and other questions might seem quite 
legitimate, some potential danger is involved. Before the tu-
tor is aware of it, he will have fallen into the trap of providing 
quick answers to a whole range of students’ questions. So 
how should a tutor deal with questions from students? The 
tutor’s approach must be able to demonstrate how students, 
through effective and efficient questioning, can benefit from 
the tutor’s expertise. In the context of problem-based learn-
ing, the consultation of an expert is seen as an important pro-
fessional skill. 

Reacting to 
students’ 
questions 
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But what tutor expertise exactly can the student call upon? 
The expertise of a tutor manifests itself through the follow-
ing: 

Tutor expertise 

• Knowledge of the subject matter. For example, theoretical 
knowledge, knowledge of resources (quality, variety, points 
of view), current status of knowledge. 

• Pedagogical content knowledge. For example, knowledge 
of possible misconceptions students have with regard to 
the subject matter, knowledge of the nature and causes of 
these misconceptions and how these misconceptions can 
be corrected. 

• Knowledge of the teaching block. For example, knowledge 
of tutor instructions, the purpose of the task, how the task 
can be broadened and deepened where necessary, knowl- 
edge of other teaching methods in the block, such as lec- 
tures, practicals, knowledge of the structure and content 
of the block, knowledge of the study load with respect to 
the various problems and knowledge of assessment in the 
block. 

• Knowledge of the curriculum. For example, knowledge of 
student’s prior knowledge acquired on the basis of other 
curriculum modules, knowledge of the curriculum struc-
ture and knowledge of how the current block fits in with 
the other blocks. 

• Knowledge of the professional context of the problem on 
which the students are working. For example, knowledge 
with respect to a problem not otherwise treated in a text- 
book, such as the clinical experience of a specialist. 
 

By asking questions, students will be able to tap the various 
aspects of a tutor’s expertise. However, a tutor should not 
blithely proceed in exposing his expertise, but take the fol-
lowing considerations into account before responding to stu-
dents’ questions. 

Clearing up any ambiguities on the part of students 
Questions asked by students might be individual (i.e. asked by 
one or more students) or collective (i.e. asked by the discus-
sion leader) in nature. In the first instance, the tutor will have 
to determine whether the question applies to the whole 
group. If this is not the case, he can answer the question by 
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passing it back to the whole group. If, on the other hand, it 
involves the whole group, the tutor will often find it neces-
sary to ask for a more detailed or specific formulation to the 
question. By paraphrasing the question, the tutor can put a 
different accent on the question, for example, by asking, “Do 
you mean it’s not clear why blood pressure drops in this 
case?” If the question is unclear, the tutor may ask the group 
as a whole to give a clearer indication of exactly why they 
find it difficult to understand and formulate the problem 
more accurately in the form of a question. By using a more 
specific line of questioning, more often than not, students 
will be able to come up with an answer for themselves. Clari-
fication and specification of a question are essential because 
then it will become obvious to the tutor whether students are 
able to express clearly the difficulty they have in understand-
ing the problem. If students are unable to re-formulate a 
question more effectively, this probably indicates that they 
have not studied enough. Whilst tardy progress as a result of 
a poorly formulated question might indicate a lack of proper 
study, it might also reveal gaps in the students’ self-study. 
Questions requiring clarification and specification will pro-
vide the tutor with certain feedback vis-à-vis the quality and 
quantity of the self-study carried out by the group. At the 
same time, these tutor interventions provide a model for the 
way experts should be consulted. If a question is more prop-
erly formulated students will be able to benefit more from 
the tutor’s answer. 

Providing hints so that students are able to discover the 
answers for themselves 
Once the ambiguities of students have been cleared up, the 
tutor can help by giving helpful hints so that students can 
come up with answers for themselves. A tutor can provide 
these hints in a number of ways in a tutorial, for example, by 
indicating a particular line of thought (“try thinking of some- 
thing else….”), by applying structure (encouraging a dia- 
grammatic representation or providing a structure), or by 
suggesting an aid (“can you draw it?”). These hints can vary in 
form, content and direction. They may range from openly 
formulated suggestions (for example, “Can you illustrate that 
in a control mechanism?”), to direct suggestions (for exam-
ple, more specific questioning). Direct and indirect hints are 
therefore helpful in guiding the discussion. An indirect hint, 
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for example, might be when the tutor provides the students 
with a counter example. 

Explaining the subject matter 
If students persist in their questioning, even after the tutor 
has attempted to clarify the question and given useful hints, 
the tutor can always proceed to give an answer to the ques-
tion on the basis of his expertise. The tutor does this by ex-
planation. The more detailed the explanation is in relation to 
the question and to the foregoing learning process, the more 
effective the explanation will be. The explanation may be 
based on the unique knowledge that the tutor possesses (as 
pointed out in the section on Tutor Expertise). For example, 
because of his own specific knowledge of reference works, a 
tutor might help clear up ambiguities arising from the diver-
sity of standpoints found in these. The effectiveness of the 
explanation can of course be further improved by known fac-
tors such as, structure, the use of examples, interaction with 
the group, use of language, eye contact, etc. His explanation 
should be kept to a minimum, since this uses up the time that 
could otherwise be effectively used for the reporting phase. If 
the tutor takes up too much time, he might draw the focus of 
attention in the group too much towards himself. In general, 
it can be said that a tutor’s explanation should concentrate 
more on his own unique knowledge and less on the reference 
works, because students (could) have studied these by them-
selves. 

Referring to other sources of information in answers to 
questions 
At first sight, the most efficient way of answering students’ 
questions in the tutorial would seem to give a direct re-
sponse. However, in certain circumstances, it is preferable for 
the tutor to refrain from giving a direct answer, but to refer 
in the first instance to other sources. This is certainly the case 
when students have not studied enough. In this event, the tu-
tor should make specific reference to the relevant books, be-
cause otherwise students will reap the rewards of inadequate 
preparation for the tutorial. Depending on the questions 
asked, the tutor may advise his students to attend additional 
lectures (or seminars), at which the relevant issues are dealt 
with by the experts. Students will also be able to ask supple-
mentary questions during this lecture. This is not only a more 
efficient way of working, but it also places less of a burden on 
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the limited time available at the reporting phase. In other 
cases, the tutor might refer students to experts who have ar-
ranged a practical at which their questions can be answered. 
A tutor might also refer students to a lecture or a practical 
because he lacks the detailed knowledge himself. Experience 
shows that, despite the tutor’s considerable knowledge, stu-
dents can sometimes pose questions which he is unable to 
answer. When making these references, the tutor should 
point out the wealth of information sources available and 
that students should think carefully about these sources be-
fore consulting one of them. 
In some tutorials, tutors may deal with questions in a differ-
ent way to the aforementioned scenario. The tutor may de-
cide to overlook the first two considerations and explain the 
subject matter directly. If this happens, the tutor runs a risk 
that students will - unwittingly - become over reliant on him. 
The way in which the tutor asks students questions may not 
only help to stimulate the thought processes within the 
group, many other actions on the part of the tutor can also 
goad students into thinking and help generate more discus-
sion within the tutorial. Possible actions are considered in 
more detail below. 
 
An important skill of the tutor in stimulating discussion 
amongst students is an ability to listen actively. Active listen-
ing can manifest itself in a number of ways: 

• Active listening means encouraging students to make a 
positive, acceptable (but objective) contribution to the dis- 
cussion. A tutor can help achieve this by nodding his head, 
maintaining eye contact with the whole group or those 
who are speaking or by the use of other gestures. 

• Active listening also means paraphrasing the contributions 
of students, such as, “If I understand you correctly, you are 
saying….” 

• Active listening can also entail reflecting on the unspoken 
reactions of students, for example, by saying: “John looks 
as if he doesn’t entirely agree with the statement.” 

• Active listening might also be manifested by summarising 
important deliberations made by students or demonstrat-
ing the necessity of these. 
 

In addition to active listening tutors may intervene in the tu-
torial group by means of non-verbal signals, by providing in-

Active listening

Other skills 
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formation and by dealing with flawed arguments on the part 
of students. A number of alternative tutor interventions are 
listed below. 

• When a student gives an incorrect answer to a question 
asked by the tutor, he can explain why the answer is incor- 
rect and what can be learned from making this mistake. 
For example: “The answer you’ve given is a common mis-
conception which can be avoided in the following way.” 

• Make notes of aspects which you think should be dealt 
with later on, for example, incorrect assumptions or mat-
ters which are left hanging in mid air, but are still impor-
tant to the discussion. Taking notes is also a form of active 
listening, as well as reacting to something which has been 
said earlier. When bringing up a relevant aspect from the 
discussion at a later stage, the tutor can also turn to anno-
tations made on the blackboard/whiteboard by the scribe. 

• By staying quiet and by not breaking up silences with a 
quick response, the tutor is able to encourage discussion. 

• The tutor can encourage the students to discuss along by 
non-verbal signs, for example by looking around. 

• Make it known to the group that there are a number of 
conflicting ideas and make them aware of these ideas. 

• An interesting alternative to asking questions suggested by 
Dillon (1990) is for the tutor to put forward a proposition 
(based on information, an example or an opinion) which is 
either at odds with or supports what students are saying. 
In the first instance, the tutor introduces an anomaly or a 
counterargument which may help stimulate students to 
prolong the discussion. A study into the cognitive and 
meta-cognitive processes during problem-based learning 
revealed the importance of contradictory information to 
the generation of explanations (De Grave, Boshuizen & 
Schmidt, 1999). The effectiveness of the contradictory in-
formation, examples and opinions depends largely on the 
moment at which the interjection is made. One danger in 
making an anomalous intervention of this kind is that it 
might easily lead to a discussion between the tutor and 
the group, so placing the tutor at the fulcrum of the dis-
cussion. The trick is to pass the initiative for the discussion 
back to the students. In the second instance (i.e. comple-
mentary propositions), the tutor can provide students with 
an example which backs up the students’ thought proc-
esses and stimulate them into mulling over the problem 
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for longer. When there is an exchange of views (for exam-
ple during a discussion task), a danger exists that one opin-
ion gets aired more extensively than another, so impeding 
further discussion. The tutor might then play devil’s advo-
cate by introducing a contradictory argument, so helping 
once again to generate discussion. Again, the tutor should 
take care not to draw too much attention to him. 

• The tutor will often use a combination of questions and al-
ternative interventions in order to activate discussion in 
the tutorial. To give a commonly used example, a tutor will 
often first summarise part of the discussion and then pose 
a question. 

 
One way of stimulating self directed learning is to make stu- 
dents aware of this learning process and to encourage reflec- 
tion. The tutor can provide an important stimulus to this 
process through observation. A few examples may help to il-
lustrate this: 

• When little headway is being made during a brainstorming 
session and students start repeating themselves, the tutor 
can make them aware of this and help them to take charge 
of their own learning process (if the students themselves 
are unable to do so), by pointing this out and explaining 
the situation. 

• Point out contradictions in the discussion which the stu-
dents themselves are unaware of. 

• Getting students to think out loud is one way of helping 
them become aware of their own thought processes. 

• Getting the students to reflect on the stronger and weaker 
aspects of their learning process in the tutorial group at 
the evaluation stage. The tutor can be an imporant cata-
lyst in raising this awareness by making his own observa-
tions on the process. 

• Getting students to put into words what they believe to 
have been the most important learning effect in the tuto-
rial group. This will help them become aware of the learn-
ing process in the tutorial and likewise activate a discus-
sion on the productivity of the tutorial group. 
 

The tutor is required to have a number of tools at his disposal 
in order to raise the awareness of the learning process among 
students. A tutor should for example, be able to observe ef-
fectively and be able to convey these observations to the stu- 

Stimulating 
reflection 
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dents. Another skill on the part of the tutor is his ability to 
point out discrepancies, for example, between the ideas of 
students, between the expected and actual procedures, or 
between the questions asked during the initial case analysis 
phase (i.e. brainstorming) and the learning objectives formu- 
lated later on. By asking questions, the tutor is also able to 
help raise the awareness of students with respect to the 
learning process. Improving an awareness of the learning 
process amongst students is an important precondition in 
helping them to control the course of this learning process 
for themselves. 

3.4  The attitude of the tutor vis-à-vis the learning 
process 

As a prerequisite to achieving effective problem-based learn- 
ing, the tutor must adopt an open attitude to the learning 
process in the tutorial. This open attitude can be communi- 
cated to students in a number of ways. Some suggestions are 
listed below: 

• During the introduction in the initial tutorial, stress the 
unique character of each group and point out that the tu-
tor too will learn from the tutorial. 

• Avoid being a know-all and be receptive to surprising turns 
in the tutorial. 

• When feedback is required between students, be the first 
one to ask for feedback. 

• Be explicit when explaining why and how the tutor might 
learn something from the tutorial. 

• Be positive when evaluating contributions of students to- 
wards the learning process, even when false arguments 
are put forward. 
 

The following chapter expands on the competences of the tu-
tor with respect to knowledge of co-operation in the group 
and the way in which communicative skills can be learnt in 
the tutorial. 
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4The tutor and the group process 

An effective group process is an essential prerequisite for a 
student’s ability to learn successfully. One of the tutor’s tasks 
in the tutorial is to engender co-operation and interaction. In 
order to be able to make effective interventions in the group 
process, it is important for a tutor to have a sound under-
standing of the various stages of group development and 
possible communication patterns. As well as initiating coop-
eration between students, a tutor must also be able to en-
courage the development of students’ communication skills. 
These include the following: taking charge of group discus- 
sions; working as a team; giving oral presentations; providing 
and receiving feedback; arguing; and listening. A systematic 
process of evaluation can improve upon the quality of these 
skills. 
The following section deals with the various stages of group 
development. Afterwards, we focus on a key aid to the devel- 
opment of this group process: the Schwarz diagnosis-
intervention cycle. We then take a look at communication 
patterns in tutorial groups and the sociogram as a means of 
identifying levels of interaction within the group. Finally, we 
describe the different ways in which the tutor can help stimu- 
late students’ communication skills. 

4.1 Group development and the role of the tutor 

A tutorial group has clear objectives. On the one hand, stu- 
dents have a desire to learn about aspects of a particular 
branch of study and on the other hand, they are set on im- 
proving their communication skills. However, not all tutorial 
groups can achieve these goals effectively. Productivity will 
vary substantially between groups. One important factor af- 
fecting productivity is the extent to which students in a tuto-
rial are able to develop a coherent group. A number of stages 
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can be identified in this development process and only when 
each of these stages has been successfully carried through 
can it be said that an effective level of productivity has been 
achieved. It is important for the tutor to have a clear under-
standing of these stages; otherwise he may end up interpret-
ing particular events in the tutorial incorrectly. The speed at 
which each tutorial group is able to complete the various 
stages varies depending on the size and make-up of the 
group, and the age and personalities of its group members. 
Tuckman and Jensen (1977) developed a model for group de-
velopment. They identified five different stages of develop-
ment. 

Stage 1: Forming 
Forming represents the first stage in group development. At 
this stage a clearer picture will emerge of group composition 
and, wittingly or unwittingly, each member of the group will 
have a number of questions with respect to (Remmerswaal, 
1995): 

• Identity and membership. Group members will start to ask 
questions like: What’s expected of me? How am I supposed 
to act? What is my role? 

• Control, power and influence. Group members will ask 
themselves: Who can I influence? Who is it that decides on 
the way ahead? To what extent can I attain my wishes and 
requirements in the group? 

• Openness and acceptance. Group members will ask them-
selves: To what extent can I make personal remarks? How 
much of myself do I need to expose? Where are the 
boundaries? What kind of freedom do I have? 
 

In addition to all the questions a student may have over his 
own personal role, at this stage there will be still some uncer- 
tainty about the objectives of the tutorial group. Students 
will ask themselves the following types of questions: 

• What do I need to know about the subject matter at the 
end of the study block? 

• What am I expected to do? Do I need to write a paper or 
give a presentation? 

• What is required to get a pass mark for this block? 
Once a student has completed a number of study blocks, his 
expectations with respect to the tutorial group will become 
much clearer. When the student is given the block book and 

Stages of group 
development 
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the names of those in his tutorial group, he can begin to form 
some idea of what’s expected of him in relation to the rest of 
the group. The student, for example, will hold a particular 
view about other group members, such as: she’s exception-
ally bright; he never says a word; she works hard; or I don’t 
know her. Depending on the make-up of the group, the stu-
dent will be able to form some idea of how the group is likely 
to function. If there are a lot of talkative students in the 
group, one expectation might be that it will be a lively group 
with lots of discussion. The level of interest and enjoyment 
might depend on the tutor, especially if the student already 
has some experience of working with the tutor and on the 
extent to which his area of expertise is likely to contribute to 
the discussion. 
Closely related to the objectives of the tutorial are the respec- 
tive opinions of the tutor and the students regarding the tu-
torials adopted approach to the work. It would be wrong to 
assume that tutors and group members have implicit, jointly 
held views on the tutorial’s objectives and its way of working 
(Hitchcock and Anderson, 1997). If people start to get frus- 
trated, the group usually realises that it has not agreed on 
how to function. At the first stage of group development, the 
setting of objectives and agreements on the method of work 
has a dual role. First and foremost, it will help clear up any 
misunderstandings, as everyone in the group knows what is 
expected of them and has committed themselves to the 
agreements made. Secondly, if there is any discord, the group 
can always refer back to the programme of work they have 
agreed on. At this first stage of group development, the tutor 
can make an important contribution. For example, during the 
first tutorial meeting he should state as clearly as possible 
what the objectives of the tutorial are, the way it will work 
and how productivity can be monitored. Instead of going 
headlong into a discussion on the subject matter and the 
tasks, he should first take time for everyone to get to know 
each other and to agree on the ground rules on how the 
group will function. 
 
Ground rules for effective functioning in the tutorial (see 
Schmidt & Moust, 1998) might be, for example: 

• We start on time. 

• If you cannot make it, tell the tutor or one of the other tu-
torial members. 

Ground rules 

pgo4 uk role of the tutor hd_v19A.pdf



 
 

40 

• Always prepare well before each tutorial meeting. 

• Take an active part in the discussions, both at the initial 
case analysis phase and at the reporting phase. 

• Contribute as much relevant information as possible. Try to 
look at the problem from all angles. 

• Be as clear and concise as possible, giving examples. 

• Be critical with respect to ideas, not with respect to other 
students. 

• Ensure that discussions are thorough, both at the initial 
case analysis phase and at the reporting phase. 

• Show respect for the views of other group members. 

Stage 2: Storming 
Storming is so called because it is the most turbulent stage of 
group development, characterised as it is by a large measure 
of frustration. Once the tutorial group has started its work, 
specific group members might start to express their views on 
the level of preparation and participation by others in the tu-
torial and the intensity with which the tasks have been dis- 
cussed. This kind of frustration is not usually voiced during 
the tutorial meeting, but instead expressed in a non-verbal 
manner. 
A lot of things can annoy students. For example, taciturn or 
overbearing group members, freeriders, a tutor who inter- 
venes too quickly or too slowly or a discussion leader who’s 
not performing his task properly. At this stage, the task of the 
tutor is to develop common values and norms with respect to 
the objectives, the method of working and the way in which 
the productivity of the group is monitored. According to 
Hitchcock and Andersen, the most effective way of dealing 
with the frustrations of students is to tackle their grievances 
head on. Sometimes there is a tendency among tutors to as- 
sume that these frustrations will simply go away if they ig-
nore them, but by avoiding confrontation the chances are 
that the tutorial group will perform poorly. By allowing stu-
dents to discuss a conflict, the group will be given the oppor-
tunity to get to know each other and to develop in a way that 
satisfies everyone. An open discussion is useful in engender-
ing confidence in each other. In fact, the conclusion can be 
drawn that this conflict phase cannot be avoided and that the 
tutor must intervene as soon as students start to get quarrel-
some. In addressing the dilemma, the tutor can ask himself a 
number of questions, such as: 
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• Are my observations of students’ behaviour adequate for 
me to make a reliable diagnosis of the situation? 

• Has the group agreed beforehand on how to deal with con-
flict situations (one of the ground rules)? 

• Does the problem relate to an individual student, a small 
group of students or the whole group? Who do I address 
first? 

• If I don’t intervene, will one of the group members step in? 

• What might be the consequences if this happens? 

• Do we have enough time to discuss the problem fully with 
the group? 

• Does the problem warrant further discussion? 

• Do I possess the necessary skills to intervene properly? 

Stage 3: Norming 
Norming is said to occur when the members of the group and 
the tutor agree on norms for the way in which they will work. 
If the first two stages of group development have been con- 
cluded satisfactorily, the group members will approach this 
stage much more constructively with respect to the interper- 
sonal differences identified, and will co-operate to an ade- 
quate level in the tutorial meetings. The students and the tu-
tor will develop common norms about how to get on with 
each other and how the discussions will take place. Participa-
tion is more or less even throughout the group and group co-
hesion and mutual trust will grow. For example, frustrations 
that may have been expressed towards one of the other 
group members will have subsided into a more acquiescent 
attitude. 

Stage 4: Performing 
This is the stage at which students perform to an optimum 
level. The tutorial group will work in keeping with the agree- 
ments they made amongst each other beforehand. Meetings 
are productive, students are motivated and want to feed off 
each other. Group cohesion can clearly be identified as well 
as an all-round positive attitude, so creating an atmosphere 
in which students are able to experiment. Students listen ac-
tively to each other and there is effective interaction within 
the group. Decision-making is also effective and the agree-
ments made beforehand kept to. The tutor and the students 
accept and act upon the feedback they receive from each 
other.  
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Furthermore, the group will have devised effective ways of 
how to deal with differences and frustrations within the 
group. However, this stage is not immune to dips in produc-
tivity. If this does happen, the tutor should deal with this di-
rectly with the group and reach an agreement on how to cor-
rect the situation. 

Stage 5: Adjourning 
Adjourning is the stage at which members of the group go 
their separate ways. At this stage students and tutor part 
company. Regardless of the extent to which group develop- 
ment has taken place, this final stage is inevitable. Usually af-
ter about 6 to 8 weeks, at the end of the block, the tutorial 
group will be disbanded. During the final meeting, the group 
will reflect on how it has functioned throughout the block. 
Students and the tutor will be able to discuss points about 
which they were happy or unhappy. This can take place indi- 
vidually or collectively. For aspects of the work that require 
change, it’s important to indicate the way in which these 
changes can be implemented for future reference. Tutorial 
groups which have operated constructively in a positive at- 
mosphere and which have completed all the stages of group 
development successfully might regret the break-up of the 
group. Still, there will be other groups which get bogged 
down at the second stage of group development and are un-
able to arrive at common norms along which to proceed. 
These students will be more than pleased to see the back of 
the tutorial group. 
 
This model of group development illustrates that if the first 
two stages are concluded successfully, this can have a posi-
tive effect on the productivity of the group. At the initial 
stages, the tutor and his students agree on the ground rules 
they will be adopting to enable co-operation in the block. The 
tutor can make his contribution to this objective, by agreeing 
with the students during the first meeting that an evaluation 
will be held after every meeting and feedback regularly given. 
In addition to preventive intervention, the tutor can intervene 
curatively. If there is a disagreement or an air of frustration in 
the group, the most effective solution is to deal with this di-
rectly and discuss it with the group. 
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4.2 Tutor interventions 

The description of the stages in group development has re- 
vealed the importance of tutor interventions in creating opti- 
mum conditions for group cooperation. One dilemma facing 
a tutor is when and how to intervene. A useful aid in over-
coming this dilemma is provided by Schwarz’s diagnosis-
intervention cycle (1994). This cycle comprises six steps, the 
first three of which focus on the dilemma and the last three 
of which focus on the tutor intervention (see figure 4.1). 
 
The three diagnostic stages relate to the deliberations of the 
tutor. The tutor first observes the behaviour of his tutorial 
group, identifying any specific forms of behaviour. For exam- 
ple, he might observe that three of his students constantly re-
frain from taking part in the discussion. In the second stage, 
the tutor will draw his conclusions with respect to this behav- 
iour. In the above case, the tutor might come to the conclu- 
sion that the three group members have not put in sufficient 
preparation and as such, have nothing to contribute. The re-
sult will be that it is left to the other group members to par-
ticipate in the discussion, whilst ignoring the other three stu-
dents. 

 

Figure 4.1 The diagnosis-intervention cycle (adapted from 
Schwarz, 1994)  
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During the third step of the diagnosis, the tutor decides on 
whether or not to discuss it with the group. If he decides to 
discuss his observations then he will move from the diagnosis 
stage to the intervention stage. During the fourth step, the 
tutor will describe the observed behaviour by allowing group 
members to reflect on their behaviour and by pointing out 
that the three students have so far declined to participate in 
the discussion. During the fifth step, the tutor will give some 
background to his observations and discuss with the group 
the assumptions he has made which might help explain this 
behaviour. In the aforementioned situation, for example, the 
tutor will put forward the assumption that the three students 
have done no preparation and have therefore nothing to con-
tribute. The other students are already aware of this fact and 
because this irritates them, decide to ignore the three other 
group members because they have nothing constructive to 
contribute anyway. At this stage it is important to check on 
whether the conclusions that have been reached are indeed 
correct. Assuming that the tutor and the students are in 
agreement about the conclusion he makes, during the sixth 
step they can discuss how they are to redress this situation in 
the future. For example, they might decide that the three 
students go away and will study the literature and will be the 
first to make their contributions at the next meeting, if the 
other students are willing to allow this. 
If the cycle is followed correctly, the tutor will be able to get a 
better idea of when and how to intervene. The tutor must 
also decide on at what level to intervene. Schwarz identifies 
five possible levels of intervention. 

Level 1: Structural-functional interventions 
The accent here is on the values, norms and perceptions with 
respect to the role and functions of the group members. Pos- 
sible interventions might relate to the role of the discussion 
leader, whether the group will take minutes or how the dis- 
cussion leader is appointed. Here are some examples: 

•  “What are the pros and cons of appointing a scribe and 
writing out the minutes?” 

• “What do you believe the tasks of a discussion leader are?” 

• “What do you expect of group members during the meet- 
ing?” 

Intervention 
levels 
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Level 2: Goal-oriented and executive interventions 
Here the accent is on values and norms relating to the objec- 
tives of the tutorial group. Interventions might, for example, 
focus on the intensity of the reporting phase or the scope and 
depth of the brainstorming session. 
Some examples: 

• “What do we have to change to ensure that we attain suf-
ficient depth during the reporting phase?” 

• “At the brainstorming stage we only looked at two or three 
particular aspects in any great depth. What can we do to 
be more creative at this stage?” 

Level 3: Instrumental interventions 
Here the accent is on values and norms that relate to the 
change in behaviour and working relationships. At this level, 
the group will discuss how individual behaviour may help or 
hinder the effectiveness of the tutorial. For example, the dis-
cussion might focus on the effect of an individual’s non-
participation in the tutorial or of a student’s unwillingness to 
share information. Here are two examples: 

• “Harry, I’ve noticed you’ve prepared well for the tutorial 
but you’ve not taken any part yet. Your contribution may 
have led to a widening of the discussion. How come you’ve 
got nothing to contribute?” 

• “Ingrid, the examples you gave in the initial case analysis 
phase and at the reporting phase have helped shape the 
discussion and provided it with some depth. It would be 
helpful if other group members could give some more ex- 
amples of their own”. 

Level 4: Interpersonal interventions 
Here the accent focuses on values, norms and perceptions 
which the group members hold in respect of each other. 
There is only a slight difference between interpersonal and 
instrumental interventions. The former relate more to feel-
ings that group members have towards other members. 
Some examples: 

• “Martin, how do you feel about Sheryl interrupting you all 
the time?” 

• “Martin and Jim, I’ve noticed you regularly talking among 
yourselves, which has been annoying the other group 
members. Is that correct and have you noticed this your-
selves?” 
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Level 5: Intrapersonal interventions 
Here the accent is on values, norms and perceptions which 
group members hold about themselves with respect to the 
way in which they function within the group. The purpose of 
these interventions is to raise self-awareness amongst indi-
vidual group members. Some examples: 

• “Why do you think you keep disagreeing with the other 
group members, Peter?” 

• “Michael, I’ve noticed you reading from your notes or your 
book when reporting the learning objectives. Do you think 
you might be do it without looking at your book next 
time?” 

The intensity of the interventions may vary from level 1 to 
level 5 respectively, from superficial to in-depth. The tutor 
can vary the level of intervention, depending on the stage at 
which the group development now finds itself. Structural-
functional interventions can be used at all stages of group 
development, but will be particularly effective at the first 
stage of development (forming). Level 2 and level 3 interven-
tions, namely goal-oriented/ executive and instrumental in-
terventions, are mainly helpful during the first two stages of 
development (forming and storming). Interpersonal and in-
trapersonal interventions (levels 4 and 5) are most effective 
when there is a feeling of security and openness within the 
group. This is usually the case at the norming and performing 
stages. 

4.3  Patterns of communication in the tutorial and the 
quality of communication 

There may be moments during the tutorial when the tutor 
feels that participation by group members is not what it 
should be, but is not able to pinpoint exactly what the prob- 
lem is. It may be a general sense of unease which he is unable 
to describe objectively. One way of diagnosing the participa- 
tion of group members is to observe the patterns of commu-
nication within the group. This will indicate exactly who is 
communicating with whom and allow the tutor to draw con-
clusions with respect to the communication structure of the 
group. 
 
Shaw (1978) differentiates between centralised and decen-
tralised structures of communication. In a centralised struc-

Communication 
patterns 
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ture, a key role is acted out by a single person, who is respon-
sible for much of the communication. Other members of the 
tutorial hardly communicate with their fellow members, if at 
all, but always via the central figure. The latter may be a dis-
cussion leader or another person, but may even be the tutor. 
If the tutor is responsible for guiding the communication, the 
tutorial is said to be tutorled. This centralised structure is 
sometimes referred to as the wheel structure with the axle 
occupies the central position. Whilst the centralised structure 
may be satisfactory to the central person, it leads to reduced 
levels of interaction between group members in which moti-
vation is also diminished. 
The other communication structure is referred to as the de- 
centralised communication structure - also known as the cir-
cle structure. Every member of the tutorial group has the 
same opportunity to communicate and can communicate 
with any other of the tutorial group. The advantage of the 
decentralised structure is that interaction, involvement and 
satisfaction of the members of the tutorial is raised. In this 
case, the role of the tutor is to facilitate communication 
within the group and so stimulate the participation of and in-
teraction between group members (Moust & De Grave, 
2000). Of course, the two communication structures specified 
by Shaw, the centralised and the decentralised, represent the 
two extremes of a scale on which communication actually 
takes place. To increase effectiveness in the group, the tutor 
should therefore encourage a more decentralised structure, 
so enabling group members to more easily achieve optimum 
levels of interaction and involvement. It is important that 
each group member is able to make a contribution. A decen-
tralised structure helps create more balanced levels of par-
ticipation. One important benefit is that the decentralised 
structure helps reduce the risk of subgroup discussions or 
dialogues between two group members, between a student 
and the discussion leader and between a student and the tu-
tor. Quieter students are also encouraged to participate in a 
decentralised structure. 
 
One means of identifying patterns of communication in a tu-
torial group is to construct a sociogram, otherwise referred to 
as Bales’ interaction matrix (Remmerswaal, 1995). This can be 
devised in the following manner: on a sheet of paper, draw a 
plan of where students sit in the group and assign each indi-

Sociogram 
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vidual a number. Draw up two columns. In the first column 
jot down the number of the person who says something and 
in the second column, note the number of the person to 
whom the statement is directed. If what is being said is ad- 
dressed to the whole group, denote this with a figure 0. Reg-
ister communication over a period of 15 minutes during the 
initial case analysis phase and again over a period of 15 min-
utes in the reporting phase. After the meeting, the pattern of 
communication can be drawn by linking the numbers in the 
columns with the numbers on the plan. Make plans for both 
phases of the tutorial group. In this way it is possible to see 
whether there are any differences in patterns between the 
initial case analysis phase and the reporting phase. A simpli-
fied version of this sociogram can be found in figure 4.2. The 
sociogram shows that student number 1 occupies a central 
role since most of what is said is directed at him. It can also 
be seen that students 3 and 2 and students 5 and 6 hold sub-
group discussions. On the basis of this visualisation, you can, 
for example, ask students 3 and 2 and students 5 and 6 to di-
rect what they say towards the whole group instead of keep-
ing it to themselves, as well as pointing out that the discus-
sion should not only be directed towards student number 1. 

 

 
Figure 4.2 Example of a sociogram 

 
By visualising the patterns of communication in the tutorial 
group in this way, you will gain a clearer picture of communi- 
cation flows and whether participation levels of students are 
in proportion. The tutor can use this diagnosis when he 
shares his evaluation with the group. The outcome of the di-
agnosis will determine whether the tutor decides to continue 
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with the same manner of communication or to agree with 
the group members on implementing a new communication 
structure. The sociogram can be repeated in subsequent tuto-
rials to check on whether there have been any changes in the 
patterns. 

 
Observing these patterns will help you gain an insight into 
the communication structure within the tutorial group. The 
next step is to analyse the contributions made by students 
and the effect they have on the quality of the task-related 
discussion. We can identify four different types of contribu-
tions made by students: task-based contributions; process-
based contributions; a combination of the two; and dysfunc-
tional contributions (Remmerswaal, 1995). Task-based con-
tributions are important for carrying out the group-related 
task. Examples of task-based contributions are: taking initia-
tives, asking for information, offering opinions, providing in-
formation and summarising. Process-based contributions are 
directed more towards the group process and the atmos-
phere within the group. Examples of process-based contribu-
tions are: encouragement, proposing changes in the way you 
deal with things, drawing up rules and procedures and ex-
pressing the feelings of the group. A combination of task-
based and process-based contributions is also possible. Ex-
amples include evaluating, mediating and reducing tension. 
Lastly, the fourth type of contribution relates to dysfunctional 
behaviour. The following kinds of conduct can be discerned: 
aggressive behaviour, being obstructive, getting on one’s 
hobby horse, acting the goat and deliberate withdrawal. 
In the first instance, it is the discussion leader who is respon-
sible for task and process-based contributions. He is, of 
course, not the only one responsible for carrying out these 
tasks in the group. Others too should be held accountable for 
making constructive contributions with the stimulation of ei-
ther the discussion leader or the tutor (Moust & De Grave, 
2000). 

4.4 Developing communicative skills 

The tutor has the possibility of providing students individual 
feedback on the way in which they function. Once group de-
velopment has stabilised, he can encourage them to develop 
their communicative skills. Here are some examples of com-

Contributions 
in the tutorial 
group 
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municative skills that students can acquire through their 
work in the tutorial group: taking charge of group discus-
sions; functioning in a team; dealing with problems in a 
team; providing feedback to each other; active listening; writ-
ten and oral presentations; and keeping to agreements. A 
study by Schmidt (2001) amongst a hundred former students 
of the University of Maastricht, revealed that graduates and 
employers alike are keen to benefit from these skills. The tu-
torial group provides students with an appropriate platform 
on which to acquire and develop these skills. 
The tutor can coach the development of these skills amongst 
students. Coaching can be done in a structured fashion. The 
first step is to draw up a list of criteria for the specific skills 
that are needed. This can be done together with the students 
during the first tutorial meeting. Many educational establish- 
ments these days have devised feedback forms for such as- 
pects as discussion leadership and presentations. These 
forms list a number of points that can be used as criteria. An 
example of such a feedback form relating to discussion lead-
ership can be found in appendix 2. This form is used in the 
Faculty of Economics and Business Management at the Uni-
versity of Maastricht and can be used for two purposes: 
firstly, as a checklist in preparing for the role of discussion 
leader and secondly, as an observation form during tutorials. 
It should be added that the validity and the reliability of this 
list has not been scientifically tested. The form is filled in dur-
ing the tutorial by the tutor and two of the students. At the 
start of the meeting, the student who has been assigned to 
act as discussion leader indicates a number of specific aspects 
on which he wishes to be provided with feedback. At the end 
of the tutorial, oral feedback is given and all students will be 
given the opportunity to air their reactions. Additionally, the 
two students and the tutor will give their written feedback to 
the student involved. Other examples of assessment and 
scoring lists can be found in other publications such as, Van 
der Vleuten and Driessen (2000) and Cluitmans, Dekkers and 
Van der Made (2000). There are of course other ways in which 
these skills can be evaluated. One is the self-assessment 
method, for example, by using the same feedback form. The 
student himself can fill this in using a points system to rate 
his own skills. This way, students are able to reflect on their 
own performance and become more aware of the quality of 
their own work. 

Assessment 
criteria 
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In most case, self-assessment will not only lead to an im- 
provement in skills, but also the taking on of a greater re-
sponsibility for one’s own learning process and an improve-
ment in problem-solving skills (Dochy, Segers & Sluijsmans, 
1999). 
 
Another form of evaluation is assessment by the group. This 
is also referred to as peer assessment. Likewise, group mem-
bers can fill in the same forms and discuss it amongst them-
selves. In this way, students are able to compare their own 
selfassessment with the evaluation as given by the group. A 
strength-weakness analysis can be made on the basis of this 
comparison. The outcome of the evaluation can lead to new 
learning objectives being set for the next time they are as- 
signed the role of discussion leader. 
 
In addition to self-assessment and peer assessment, there is 
also a third method of evaluation: tutor assessment. Here, 
the tutor is responsible for assessing the skills of the student. 
Likewise, feedback forms can be filled in for this process. In 
practice, we are usually confronted with a combination of as-
sessment methods, for example, self-assessment combined 
with either peer assessment or tutor assessment, or both. 
This is sometimes referred to as co-assessment. An important 
question in assessing communicative skills is the extent to 
which the evaluations have summative or formative goals. 
The answer is determined largely by the examination re-
quirements at the end of each block. If the requirements spe-
cifically state that communicative skills are a pre-requisite for 
gaining a pass mark, then it is clear that the evaluation’s ob-
jective is summative. Communicative skills are therefore nec-
essary in order to pass the exam. If the objectives are summa-
tive, it is recommended to use the co-assessment method. In 
such situations, the tutor fulfils a dual role. He is not only the 
coach of the learning and group process, but he is also asses-
sor. This can lead to some confusion of roles. In order to pre-
vent or at least reduce the confusion, it is important to set 
yourself clear assessment targets beforehand. The student 
then knows what is expected of him and it is clear for the tu-
tor what needs to be assessed. If the evaluation of communi-
cative skills has a formative goal, i.e. students get feedback 
about positive aspects of their skills and about aspects which 

Self-assessment 

Peer assessment 

Tutor assessment 
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can be improved, all possible forms of assessment can be 
chosen (Dochy, Segers & Sluijsmans, 1999). 
Appendix 3 provides us with an example of a tutor’s assess-
ment of a student’s functioning in the tutorial. This list is 
used both formatively and summatively in the Faculty of 
Medicine at the University of Maastricht. The assessment cri-
teria specified are intended as points for consideration in the 
discussion and the assessment of the student in the tutorial. 
 
This chapter has dealt with the role of the tutor in stimulat-
ing the group process. It discusses the importance of the 
process of group development and tutor intervention levels 
and the way in which these help in raising the productivity of 
the tutorial group. Other key issues discussed in this chapter 
are the patterns of communication in tutorial groups and the 
development of communicative skills. For example, in what 
way can the tutor contribute to these? Another of the tutor’s 
tasks is to activate self learning amongst students. Ways in 
which a tutor can help bring this about are described in the 
next chapter. 
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5The tutor and self-directed learning 

Self-directed learning can be defined as a student’s ability to 
assume control of his own learning process. A student capa-
ble of self-directed learning has a capacity to decide on the 
amount, the time and the manner in which he wants to learn. 
This means he is able to plan his study time satisfactorily, 
generate the motivation to work on his learning tasks and 
use various learning strategies in a flexible way. 
One of the key objectives of problem-based learning is to fos-
ter a greater level of self-directed learning. Both inside and 
outside the context of the tutorial group, it is an aspect that 
demands a great deal of attention on the part of the student 
and the teaching staff. One of the tasks of the tutor is to help 
students develop self-directed or independent learning skills. 
In the context of problem-based learning, self-directed learn-
ing not only means paying attention to the learning process 
of individual students, but also nurturing an interest in the 
development of collaboration. This chapter looks in turn at 
the necessity of self-directed learning, the process of transi-
tion from novice to expert, the way in which the tutor can as-
sist students in assuming greater control over their learning 
process and tutor contributions pitched at the students’ level 
of self-directed learning. This chapter ends with a retrospec-
tive on the main topics in the gradual acquisition of self-
directed learning by students. 

5.1 The necessity of self-directed learning 

Self-directed learning, that is, “learning to learn”, is becoming 
an increasingly important aspect of the modern world. The 
lines along which society is developing means that citizens 
and professionals are being asked to participate in the proc-
ess of lifelong learning. 
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Lifelong learning has become important because of: 
Radical changes in the make-up of professions. In the last few 
decades, the life span of know-how required to carry out a 
profession has been rapidly diminishing. Know-how and skills 
which were once relevant for a long time are now becoming 
increasingly outdated. This has necessitated a continuous 
programme of re-training. Nowadays, the tendency is for pro-
fessions to work more and more together, so that profession-
als have to keep very much abreast of developments in other 
disciplines so that interdisciplinary problems can be tackled 
collectively. 
Technological and professional developments are bringing 
about changes in required levels of organisational structure, 
management and cooperation. Nowadays, the tendency is for 
organisations to be ‘horizontal’ in nature with the result that, 
increasingly, management and employees are having to work 
together in temporary of semi-permanent teams on problem- 
solving complex problems. 
Modern society is rapidly becoming a service-centred and 
knowledge-based one in which the creation of new knowl-
edge is playing an increasingly important role. Social changes 
are being brought about by internationalisation and global-
isation in the business and the educational world, as well as 
by demographic trends such as immigration and emigration. 
 
These developments mean that our future professionals are 
being required to develop a way of thinking which properly 
enables them to anticipate and to prepare for situations 
which change very quickly. In order to attain this required 
way of thinking, two aspects are of vital importance. Firstly, 
students will be required to gain a thorough grounding in the 
discipline that they will later pursue in a professional capacity 
and, secondly, students will be required to show a willingness 
to reflect on the way in which they study and possess an abil-
ity to deploy their style of learning in a flexible manner. 

5.2 The transition from novice to expert 

Learning can be described as a way of developing cognitive 
and practical skills which can be applied within the student’s 
future professional environment. The cognitive and practical 
skills required for a profession are characterised by two ele-
ments. Not only is a command of the subject matter required, 
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but also a command of the cognitive skills which are needed 
to structure, modify and apply the know-how. The student 
must be able to interpret professional situations and to deal 
with them effectively. Teaching can be described as the 
stimulation of these learning and cognitive processes needed 
for the structuring, modification and application of their 
knowledge base (Vermunt & Verloop, 1999). The educational 
setting has to support the student in his transition from nov-
ice to expert in his chosen discipline. 
 
In this area too, the tutor can play a vital role. Tutorial group 
members start out as novices in their chosen professional 
discipline. A great deal of the specialist subject matter and 
the way of reasoning will be largely new to them. The process 
of development of students into professional experts is a 
gradual one. The different ways in which novices and experts 
study and assimilate information has been widely docu-
mented (Elen, Lowyck & Van den Branden, 1991; Glaser & 
Chi, 1988; Bransford, Brown & Cocking, 1999). The knowledge 
base of novices with respect to the various disciplines is con-
fined and often compartmentalised into isolated units, which 
bear no relation to each other. In explaining phenomena or 
solving problems they rely mainly on a common-sense under-
standing of the problem or vague, semi-inconsistent or irra-
tional concepts. When a problem is analysed, novices will 
tend to pick out only the most obvious facets. Novices have 
difficulty in differentiating between the main issues and the 
side issues and they approach problem-solving in a step-by-
step fashion. The most important differences in the way nov-
ices and experts assimilate information is summarised in ta-
ble 5.1 

 

Differences in 
the way 
novices and 
experts think 
and act 
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Table 5.1 Differences in the assimilation of information by
novices and experts 
 
Novices  Experts 

• Have a knowledge base 
with is limited and frag-
mented. 

• Use everyday or vague 
concepts. 

• Easily develop miscon-
ceptions 

• Primarily use a step by 
step process of reason-
ing. 

• Strongly focused on su-
perficial aspects of in-
formation. 

• Need to have relation-
ships explained. 

• Acquisition of knowl-
edge is slow and tedious 
on account of poor or-
ganisation of knowl-
edge. 

 • Have a knowledge base 
that is extensive and 
well structured. 

• Are quick to use a wide-
number of domain spe-
cific concepts. 

• Use condensed and 
flexible cognitive proc-
esses. 

• Are quick to separate 
main issues and side is-
sues. 

• Are quick to identify the 
‘hidden’ relationships 
and the misinformation 
of problems with which 
they are confronted. 

• Their extensive knowl-
edge base enables them 
to absorb new informa-
tion more quickly. 

 
If novices are not given proper guidance in how to assimilate 
new information more independently, there is a danger that 
they will slip into routine, ineffective, inefficient and tutor- 
dependent learning patterns and, as a result, have to rely on 
the guidance of the tutor throughout the study. The nature 
and frequency of tutor regulation can vary during the course 
of the study. When students are more practiced in methods 
of self-directed learning and acquire more expertise in the 
discipline, the need for external regulation in the self-
directed learning process will diminish and the student will 
adopt a more autonomous approach to learning. 
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5.3  Contributions of the tutor to the development of 
self-directed learning practices 

This section describes how a tutor can contribute to the de-
velopment of self-directed learning among students, both in-
side and outside the confines of the tutorial. The descriptions 
used are based on Vermunt’s model of congruence and fric-
tions (1992). 
Vermunt distinguishes three general levels of students’ self-
direction and three ways of directing the learning process by 
the instructor. On the spectrum of self-directed learning stu-
dents vary between a low, intermediate and high degree of 
self-regulation. Teachers can either regulate students’ learn-
ing in a strong, shared or loose manner (see figure 5.1). 

 

Degree of external tutor regulation 

Level of self- 
regulation by 
tutorial group
members 

Strong Shared Loose 

high Destructive 
friction (7) 

Destructive 
friction (8) 

Congruence 
 (9) 

intermediate destructive 
friction (4) 

congruence (5) Constructive 
friction (6) 

low congruence (1) Constructive 
friction (2) 

Destructive 
friction (3) 

 
Figure 5.1 Interplay between the style of tutor-regulation and 
the level of self-regulation by the members of the tutorial 
group (after Vermunt, 1992). 
 
In this model, tutor regulation runs synchronously and asyn- 
chronously to the level of self-regulation the student is able 
to give to his study activities. Vermunt categorises a synchro-
nous situation with congruence. Congruence occurs when 
students’ learning strategies and tutors’ teaching strategies 
are compatible. However, the style of tutor regulation can be 
at odds with the student’s ability. In such a scenario, friction, 
in the words of Vermunt, is said to occur. Vermunt differenti-
ates between constructive and destructive friction. Construc-
tive friction occurs when the self-directed learning of the 
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student is stimulated. Destructive friction is said to occur in 
situations where the learning independence of the student 
has been either under or overestimated. This under or overes-
timation of a student’s learning independence can lead to a 
reduction in the learning and cognitive activities of students, 
which means that potential skills are not being developed 
and existing skills are not activated. Vermunt advocates 
learning situations in which constructive friction exists, that 
is, a situation where friction exists between a student’s abil-
ity for self directed learning and the learning requirements 
which will enable him to think like an expert. The following 
passage describes a number of congruent, constructive and 
destructive regulation activities. 

Tutor contributions to students with a low level of self- 
regulation 
If the level of students’ self-directed learning is still relatively 
low, for example, during the initial units of the first year, the 
tutor will quite often have to act out a number of activities 
which are necessary for students to complete the problem- 
based curriculum adequately. For instance, the tutor demon-
strates (models) ways in which students can practice prob-
lem-based study skills and carry out specific learning activi-
ties. Examples of such tutor contributions include the follow-
ing (cell 1 in Figure 5.1): 

• The tutor demonstrates how a tutorial should be chaired. 
Afterwards, he will help students act out these leadership 
activities by at times taking charge of the tutorial himself 
whilst explaining his reasons for doing so. 

• The tutor demonstrates, for example, the Seven jump. Af-
terwards, he gets students to act out the procedure (the 
Seven jump) themselves. He may at times intervene, per-
form any necessary readjustments and explain his reasons 
for doing so. 

• The tutor shows students how they might seek out other 
sources of information on their own, for example, by using 
the library or other resources. 

• The tutor explains some of the relationships between the 
various problems. Afterwards, he will ask students to ac-
tively seek out these relationships. During the reporting 
phase, he will pay attention to these kinds of contributions 
by group members. 

Congruence 
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• The tutor provides examples of the way in which literature 
can be summarised. He will then encourage students to 
make summaries on a regular basis for themselves. 

• The tutor sifts out the main issues covered in literature 
from the side issues. During the reporting phase he will 
constantly urge his students to make clear distinctions 
with respect to the structure of the literature studied. 
 

In all these cases, the instructional behaviour of the tutor is 
said to be congruent with the level of student self-regulation. 
A congruent tutor contribution exists when there is a balance 
between the level of the students’ learning independence in a 
tutorial group and the method of tutor regulation. 
In general it can be said that rigid regulation, meaning the 
explicit acting out of cognitive, affective and regulative learn-
ing activities, is hardly ever necessary in higher education. 
Students will have already acquired some experience of these 
learning activities at secondary school or afterwards, so that 
the modelling of these learning and cognitive activities is su-
perfluous in most cases. What is important at this stage, 
however, is to demonstrate how students should study in a 
problem-based learning environment. 
 
Although the congruent method of tutor regulation is 
pitched at the level of student self-regulation, this style of 
regulation has the disadvantage that it doesn’t actively en-
courage students to act more independently. Students in-
stead require learning situations with constructive frictions in 
which, helped by tutor regulation, they are stimulated into 
performing all kinds of learning activities on a more inde-
pendent footing. To do this, the teacher will share with his 
students the various teaching or learning activities which are 
necessary for a more thorough assimilation of the subject 
matter. Regular evaluation and reflection of activities will 
provide students a better insight into their rate of progress. 
Examples of shared regulation which bring about construc-
tive frictions amongst students with a low level of self-
regulation include the following (cell 2 in Figure 5.1): 

• The students themselves are responsible for taking charge 
of the tutorial. If the tutor takes charge, he should explain 
his reasons for doing so. At the evaluation stage, together, 
students and tutor will reflect on the course of action and 
provide suggestions for improvement. 

Constructive 
friction 
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• The tutor draws the students’ attention to facets of the 
problem definition which are relevant for the analysis, but 
which they have overlooked. After having discussed the 
problem, he will point out how these hidden signals of a 
problem can best be identified and interpreted. 

• The tutor provides students with concrete examples, 
analogies and metaphors with respect to the subject mat-
ter, if they are unable to come up with these themselves. 

• The tutor helps students to identify the relationships be-
tween specific aspects of the subject matter by focussing 
on the differences and similarities between various disci-
plines. 

• The tutor points out the sequence of questions that need 
to be dealt with for a particular problem definition within 
a particular discipline. Afterwards the tutor tries to en-
courage students to formulate the same types of questions 
for comparable problem definitions. 

• The tutor presents problem situations which are related to 
those in the block book and asks students to use their 
knowledge to tackle these. 

• The tutor demonstrates how specific know-how can be 
used to explain or solve a problem. Afterwards he invites 
his students to do the same for similar kinds of problems. 

• The tutor encourages his students to reflect critically on 
the subject matter studied by asking probing questions. 
Afterwards he allows his students time to reflect on the 
added value of their reports by having them deliberate ex-
plicitly and discuss their learning and cognitive activities. 

 
Some tutor interventions however, can hinder and even ob-
struct students’ self directed learning. This can occur, for ex-
ample, when a tutor either overestimates or underestimates 
the students’ capacity for self directed learning. Cell 3 in fig-
ure 5.1 provides us with an example of a learning situation in 
which the tutor overestimates the ability of his students’ in-
dependent learning. The gap between the tutor’s expecta-
tions and the students’ actual ability is too great. Students 
are unable to keep pace with the tutor because they are not 
capable of meeting his perceived expectations of them. Some 
examples of tutor regulation activities which may cause de-
structive friction and impede self-directed learning include: 

• The tutor only intervenes when he realises students are 
floundering, but instead of trying to redress their bewil-

Destructive 
friction by 
overestimation
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derment, he simply asks them why they are not able to 
identify the specific relationships in the subject matter. 

• The tutor indicates the way in which he would like to have 
a particular problem dealt with without first explaining 
the cognitive processes involved. Likewise he may present 
new domain-specific ideas without making clear the rela-
tionship between these and the students’ prior knowledge 
of the subject matter. As a consequence, students may be-
come uncertain as to how to handle tutor contributions. 

• The tutor remarks that the discussion leaders should im-
prove their methods of leadership without explaining how 
they might be able to do this. As a result students are un-
able to gain any clear picture of what is expected of them. 

• When students do ask questions, he stalls, saying, “Prob-
lem-based learning requires students to act independently. 
I am not allowed to interfere in your learning activities.” In 
so doing, students are left feeling abandoned. 
 

When the functional collaboration between tutor and stu-
dents is poor, this will severely restrict the productive poten-
tial of tutorial group members. Students will start to wonder 
what the relevance of problem-based learning is for their 
own learning process. This not only has a negative effect on 
the self-directed learning patterns of students, but it also 
causes a headache for other tutors involved at the later 
stages of the curriculum. They will have a harder task of con-
vincing students of the need for independent learning. 

Tutor contributions to students with an intermediate level of 
self-regulation 
When members of a tutorial group start to become more 
adept at self-directed learning, a different style of tutor regu-
lation is required. Tutors who apply a rigid style of regulation 
at this stage will often find that it will be counterproductive. 
This is, for example, the case when the tutor underestimates 
the self-directed learning capacity of the students and starts 
to act out a wide range of learning activities which students 
are already quite capable of carrying out independently. This 
‘spoon-fed’ style of regulation will deprive students of the 
possibility to extend and apply their learning skills. As a re-
sult, students might actually lose these acquired skills and 
start to show tutor-dependent behaviour. Cell 4 of figure 5.2 
depicts a situation in which independent learning is said to 

Destructive 
friction by 
underestimation 
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be restricted. Some examples of tutor regulation which cause 
destructive friction are listed below: 

• The tutor provides concrete examples, structures and rela-
tionships with respect to the information brought up by 
students, even though the students have demonstrated an 
ability to carry out these learning activities to a reasonable 
level. In time, students will be liable to leave the learning 
activities to the tutor. 

• During brainstorming sessions, the tutor tries to guide the 
ideas of the students in the direction he wishes to take. In 
consequence, students will feel uncertain about their own 
explanations and solutions. In subsequent tutorial meet-
ings students, instead of exploring the information they 
have assimilated, will seek eye contact with the tutor to 
discover whether or not they are on the right track. 

• The tutor gives too frequent an indication of learning ob-
jectives and the literature students are required to study. 
This deprives tutorial members of self-responsibility for 
their learning process. In such cases, students will wait for 
the tutor to provide them with details on the most impor-
tant learning objectives and reference works and ask the 
tutor explicitly to list the learning objectives and literature. 

• The tutor assumes de facto the role of the discussion lead-
er without giving his reasons for doing so. At this point, the 
student who has been designated as discussion leader be-
comes uncertain as to his own role and future discussion 
leaders start to assume a cautious posture. 

• When evaluating the group and learning processes, the tu-
tor starts off by making critical remarks. He disregards 
other opinions proffered by the students, often with the 
result that students will resign themselves to accepting 
the assessment and feedback of the tutor. 
 

When students have mastered an intermediate level of self 
directed learning, the teaching activities of the tutor referred 
to in cell 2 in figure 5.1 reach congruence. Students may be 
able to cope with the learning and group activities for which 
an adequate level of tutor regulation has been given, but they 
experience little or no development with respect to self-
directed learning (cell 5 in figure 5.1). 
 
Tutor regulation which generates constructive friction at this Constructive 

frictions 
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level and which, as a result, might lead to a higher level of 
self-directed learning (cell 6 in figure 5.1) includes: 

• The tutor allows students to provide each other with feed-
back vis-à-vis their cognitive and learning activities. He lets 
students reflect on whether or not they have understood 
and can use the subject matter properly or on whether 
they have a sufficient insight of the subject matter. Only 
when students have evaluated their contributions to the 
learning process amongst themselves, he does offer his 
own opinion. 

• The tutor encourages students to prepare their own pro-
gramme of contents for the tutorial meetings. 

• The tutor gives students the chance to formulate for them-
selves the criteria for a productive tutorial and then dis-
cusses the productivity of their contributions. 

• At fixed points during a tutorial the tutor will check on 
whether students have fully grasped the subject matter 
and are able to use it. For example, the tutor might present 
problems which differ slightly, but which are nevertheless 
closely related to those set in the block book. He also asks 
students whether they can use this knowledge with re-
spect to the problem. He gets students to devise questions 
whereby they are able to test each other with respect to 
the subject matter. 

• The tutor devotes regular attention to the main thrust of 
the block book. He encourages students to establish rela-
tionships between the various objectives of the block book 
and the various secondary aspects dealt with. 

• The tutor asks students to devise their own assessment cri-
teria for evaluating communicative interaction within the 
tutorial group. 

Tutor contributions to students with a high level of self- 
regulation 
If, over time, students have developed a high level of self- 
regulation with respect to their learning activities, a high de-
gree of rigid tutor regulation will lead to destructive frictions 
(activities referred to in cells 1, 2, 4 and 5 in figure 5.1). Stu-
dents will then revert back to tutor-dependent behaviour. 
 
Tutor regulation activities specified in cell 6 will now bring 
about congruence between the learning activities of the stu-
dents and tutor guidance. Other activities that might be per-

Congruence 
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formed by a tutor at this level of self-regulation (cell 9) might 
include: 

• The tutor allows students to develop and introduce their 
own case studies for problem-based learning in the tuto-
rial group. 

• Students are allowed a much greater amount of freedom 
in consulting other sources of information. 

• The tutor (in his absence) allows students the opportunity 
to carry out the problem-based learning process independ-
ently. He only discusses the results of their studies with 
them on a periodic basis (e.g. once every three meetings). 

• The tutor participates in the tutorial group only when stu-
dents explicitly require him for consultation on a particular 
subject. 
 

In general, it can be said that students start to function at 
this high level of self-regulation in the final years of their 
problem-based curriculum. At this stage, students will be 
presented with optional blocks, part of the content of which 
they willdetermine themselves. Other methods of learning 
will also be provided during the final stages of the study dur-
ing which students will assume a much greater degree of 
self-responsibility for the shape and content of their studies, 
for example, project-based teaching. Eventually, tutor guid-
ance with respect to the cognitive, affective and regulative 
functioning of students becomes minimal and the balance of 
responsibilities vis-à-vis the professional competences with 
respect to team skills and co-assessment will now shift to-
wards the student. 

5.4  Roles of tutors at various levels of students’ 
independence 

The previous section, describing the role of tutor contribu-
tions aimed at the various levels of self directed learning, a 
number of regulation models were implicitly defined. 
If students are unable to develop a necessary level of self-
directed learning, it is essential for the tutor to assume re-
sponsibility for the learning activities of students. It is then 
up to the tutor to model the desired study patterns. Depend-
ing on the nature and complexity of the desired results, the 
intensity, frequency and duration with which particular 
learning activities are acted out, can vary. In general, regula-

Model behaviour 
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tive processing activities and more complex problem-based 
study skills - such as student self-diagnosis of learning activi-
ties, discussion leadership and feedback - will have to be per-
formed by the tutor much more frequently over a longer pe-
riod of time. Students can quickly assume responsibility for 
comparatively simple activities, such as repetition and struc-
turing of the subject matter or summarisation of parts of a 
discussion. 
 
Congruent and constructive tutor contributions, at the level 
of cells 2, 5 and 6 in figure 5.1, require a ‘coaching’ style of tu-
tor regulation. This means that the tutor will only intervene 
when he observes that contributions made by students are 
insufficient for the required level of understanding. According 
to Verhoeven and Vlerken (1997) coaching is all about the 
processes which are able to influence and develop the self-
regulation mechanism. “Coaching is not about impressing 
yourself on others, but about getting the best out of others”. 
A prerequisite for good coaching on the part of a tutor is an 
ability to make students aware of their self-responsibility for 
their own learning process. This means constantly seeking a 
balance between the processes of external regulation and 
student self-regulation. In order to do this effectively an in-
volvement in the student’s learning process is essential. In 
order to help propel students towards the level of independ-
ence required of them, the tutor, as coach, must be able to 
act out a number of tasks simultaneously. He must be able to 
analyse the learning process of his students and identify the 
weak links. He must challenge his students into exploring 
learning activities, which they would otherwise not be aware 
of or be afraid to use. He must activate the use of these ac-
tivities and together analyse the usefulness of this in their 
learning process. The tutor—as diagnostician, challenger, ac-
tivator and evaluator (Vermunt, 1998)—will then be able to 
help students on the road to independence. 
 
At the level of cell 9 in figure 5.1, the contributions of the tu-
tor are primarily student initiated. At this level, students are 
highly adept at working independently in a problem-based 
learning environment and can demonstrate a high degree of 
learning independence. At this stage, efforts will concentrate 
on refining those skills which satisfy the professional norms 
and values that students will require after their studies. 

Coaching 

Consultant 
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Gradually, the tutor will assume the role of adviser or con-
sultant, with students now consulting the tutor for domain-
specific expertise. When students come with their own case 
studies and problem-solving exercises, he will be able to pro-
vide them with the ‘tips of the trade’, that is, aspects of the 
profession not always covered in the text books, but which 
are nevertheless part and parcel of a professional’s personal 
expertise. The tutor can also point out possible sources of 
misinformation introduced into a practical problem, either 
deliberately or unwittingly. In dialogue with the student, the 
tutor can show him how such complex problems can be ana-
lysed and solved. When this stage has been reached, the tutor 
can treat his students as colleagues and equals. 

5.5 Final conclusions 

To summarise, we can conclude that the tutor has an impor-
tant role to play in the gradual transition from external regu-
lation—through instruction—to self-regulation of learning 
processes. 

 

Figure 5.2 The gradual transition from tutor regulated to stu-
dent regulated learning activities 

 
The information in figure 5.2 contains three components. 
Firstly, when students are first faced with the problem-based 
environment, they are not complete novices when it comes to 
learning and cognitive skills. They will have already acquired 
these skills up to a certain level at secondary school. The aim 
of problem-based learning is to build on these skills. It should 
be added that there is in fact no end to the process of self- 
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regulation of learning and cognitive activities. Students are 
always able to refine, modify and extend these skills depend-
ing on the learning environment in which they later find 
themselves after their studies. Lifelong learning has become a 
term which is more or less synonymous with self directed 
learning. As such, the diagonal line C in figure 5.2 has not 
been drawn from the top left to the bottom right hand corner 
in order to reflect this view. 
Secondly, figure 5.2 indicates the relative importance of the 
three forms of tutor regulation: modelling, coaching and con-
sulting. The dotted lines, A & B, illustrate, on the one hand, 
that there needs to be a smooth transition from one style of 
regulation to the other, depending on the level of independ-
ent learning shown by students. Depending on the level of 
skills demonstrated, the tutor will have to adapt his style of 
regulation, either progressively or regressively. The same 
lines also indicate the relative importance of the tutor’s coa-
ching style. Coaching is not only the most widely used of the 
three styles employed by the tutor, it also represents the 
most effective way of assisting students in the development 
of the self-directed learning process. Acting in various func-
tions  - as diagnostician, challenger, activator and evaluator -
the tutor can analyse the learning process of students, stimu-
late their independence as well as reflect together with them 
on the progress they make in this area. In addition, the tutor 
must also closely monitor the product, as well as the learning 
process both inside and outside the tutorial group. 
Thirdly, the accepted view that the contributions of the tutor 
will gradually begin to pale as students develop their learning 
processes, would not seem to ring true. A great deal of litera-
ture would seem to imply that a tutor, having guided his stu-
dents towards the required level of learning and cognitive ac-
tivities, is no longer required to intervene. Barrows (1998), for 
example, talks about ‘fading away’. Of course, a tutor will be 
able to leave a large part of the learning and cognitive activi-
ties to his students, but, as we have already seen, the acquisi-
tion and refinement of self directed learning activities does 
not end here. During the latter stages of their study, students 
must be able to consult domain-specific experts, in prepara-
tion for real-life situations in professional practice. These re-
fined, complex learning and cognitive skills can be fine-tuned 
during optional courses and on-the-job training programmes. 
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In the description of tutor activities for regulating the learn-
ing process of students in the tutorial setting, the emphasis 
has been on the contributions made by the tutor in totality. In 
addition, the tutor can, of course, also focus on the learning 
processes of individual students by stimulating them sepa-
rately to carry out cognitive, affective and regulative activi-
ties. Neither has any explicit attention been paid to the fact 
that students can help out each other in the acquisition of 
these learning and cognitive activities. In particular, progress 
evaluations in tutorial meetings can provide an instrument to 
achieve these goals. Students can then be asked to reflect on 
the worth of each other’s feedback and on the learning activi-
ties which are difficult to grasp. The tutor can also encourage 
his students to provide each other with feedback regarding 
the extent to which and the way in which they perform these 
learning and cognitive activities. Students who are better 
able to carry out these activities can support those fellow 
students who are less able to cope with these activities in ac-
quiring these skills. 
Finally, somewhat unrelated to what has been stated above, 
the gradual transition from external tutor regulation to stu-
dent self-regulation of learning processes, can also be sup-
ported by the explicit embedding of two activities into the 
curriculum. On the one hand, those responsible for designing 
problembased learning courses, for example, block coordina-
tors and year coordinators, in consultation with tutors, can 
try to determine which specific cognitive, affective and regu-
lative activities are suitable for transfer to students over one 
or more blocks. Subsequently, during the process of tutor 
regulation in tutorials, as well as at the assessment stage, tu-
tors will be able to pay more than the normal amount of at-
tention to specific acquisition activities of students and con-
sciously build these learning and cognitive activities into their 
teaching programmes. On the other hand, in addition to tutor 
interventions, specific features of the instruction material can 
gradually offer more opportunities for independent learning. 
At the beginning of the problem-based curriculum, students 
may be presented, for example, with problems that are rela-
tively uncomplicated and more structured in nature than at 
the later stages of the curriculum. At the later stages of the 
curriculum, these problems can become more complex and 
open, requiring students to act more independently in both a 
procedural and a cognitive sense. Towards the end of the 
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study, students can be asked to provide their own case mate-
rial which will be discussed by fellow students. Other learning 
environments with problem-based characteristics, for exam-
ple, project learning, twin-track learning methods or reflec-
tions on on-the job training programmes, can likewise pro-
vide support in the development of self-directed learning. 
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Appendix 1 

The Maastricht Tutor Skills 
Questionnaire (general version) 

 
Tutor intervention in the initial case analysis phase 

 actual  desired 

Tutor functioning 
entirely 
disagree 

entirely 
agree 

 entirely 
disagree 

entirely  
agree 

    
1. Stimulates sufficient depth and breadth in the 

formulation of the problem statements. 
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

2. Stimulates awareness of gaps in prior knowledge. 1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
3. Stimulates reanimation of the discussion when 

explanations dried up.  
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

4. Stimulates participation by as many students as possible. 1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
5. Stimulates deepening brainstorming activities, for 

example by questioning, clarification and explaining 
relationships.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

6. Stimulates interaction and discussion.  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
7. Stimulates finalise explanations in the problem definition 

as much as possible.  
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

8. Stimulates brainstorming in sufficient depth and breadth.1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
9. Stimulates an awareness of conflicting ideas.  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
10. Stimulates an awareness of the main issues and the 

secondary issues.  
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

11. Stimulates sufficient breadth and depth in formulating 
learning objectives.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

12. Stimulates the formulation of precise and workable 
learning objectives.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

13. When formulating learning objectives, points out 
apparent gaps in the initial case analysis phase.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

14. Stimulates consultation of different literature and other 
study resources.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

15. Gives advice on different literature and other study 
resources.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

16. The tutor guides the group at the right moment during 
the initial case analysis phase.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

17. The tutor helped properly explain the difficulties we 
students have with the subject matter.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

18. Provides support to the student in his/her role as 
discussion leader.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
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Tutor intervention in the initial case analysis phase 

 actual  desired 

Tutor functioning 
entirely 
disagree 

entirely 
agree 

 entirely 
disagree 

entirely  
agree 

    
19. Stimulates students into making summary lists of 

literature covered and other study resources used.  
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

20. Helped indicate and evaluate differences and similarities 
between resources (quality, limitations, topicality). 

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

21. Corrects misconceptions with respect to subject matter. 1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
22. Checks whether misconceptions from the intial case 

analysis phase have been corrected. 
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

23. Ensures that students have a sufficient grasp of the 
subject matter. 

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

24. Stimulates interaction in the group.  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
25. Stimulates students into making relationships (e.g. cause 

and effect, link between physiology and anatomy).  
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

26. Stimulates visualisation of knowledge (use of 
(black)board, diagrams).  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

27. Stimulates learning activities other than simply reading 
aloud notes or copies.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

28. Stimulates integration of accumulated knowledge with 
other cases studies in the same block.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

29. Stimulates to finalise the integration of knowledge. 1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
30. Stimulates clarifying ambiguities (difficulties; questions) 

students experienced with respect to the subject matter.
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

31. Stimulates the group through hints and asking students 
to come up with their own solutions to these questions 
(difficulties). 

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

32. Answers questions (if tutor is expert on the subject).  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
33. Stimulates students into consulting sources of 

information (experts, literature, surgery) to clear up 
ambiguities.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

34. Stimulates awareness of gaps in knowledge still present 
in the reporting phase.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

35. Stimulates participation by all students during the 
reporting phase.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

36. Stimulates feedback and an explanation of the case in 
question. 

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

37. Stimulates application of knowledge by making slight 
changes to the case study.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

38. Stimulates self-assessment in the tutorial group.  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
39. Directs the group at the right moment during the 

reporting phase.  
1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

40. Provides support to the student in his/her role as 
discussion leader.  

1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
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2Appendix 2 

Feedback form with respect to discussion leadership and 
group functioning 

Feedback form for discussion leader 
Name of discussion leader:  
Task number: 
Name of observer:  
Individual aspects: 
 
Observe the role of the discussion leader and answer the following 
questions: 
1. What, in my overall opinion, did the discussion leader do well? 
 
2. What, in my overall opinion, did the discussion leader do poorly?  
 
Indicate this by placing a circle around one of the three categories. 
If necessary add any comments. 

 
The discussion leader prepared well satisfactory could do better 

• prepared well 1 2 3 

• presented an agenda 1 2 3 

• good time-
management 

1 2 3 

• stimulated a 
discussion of the 
minutes 

1 2 3 

• repeated the learning 
objectives of the 
previous task 

1 2 3 

• followed the seven-
step procedure 

1 2 3 

• gave regular 
summaries at the right 
times 

1 2 3 

• encouraged everyone 
to take part in the 
discussions 

1 2 3 
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The discussion leader prepared well satisfactory could do better 

• asked for elucidation 
when there were 
ambiguities 

1 2 3 

• encouraged the use of 
the (black)board when 
this was necessary 

1 2 3 

• asked for references 
during the concluding 
phase 

1 2 3 

• helped bring about a 
discussion on the 
relationship between 
the literature and the 
task at the concluding 
phase 

1 2 3 

• repeated the learning 
objectives for the 
following meeting 

1 2 3 

Group functioning    

• group participants had 
prepared well 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

• concluding discussions 
had sufficient depth 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

• the preliminary 
discussions regarding 
the task were 
stimulating 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

• all group participants 
made a contribution to 
the discussion 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

• the tutor helped 
regulate group 
functioning when this 
was required 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

• the mood in the group 
was co-operative 

1 2 3 
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2Appendix 3 
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