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Overview of the Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) Program 

 

 

Underline the key words or concepts in this summary of PAL programs. 

 PAL programs focus on serving historically difficult college courses.  

These courses have a high rate of D or F final course grades or 

withdrawals.  PAL does not focus on high-risk students, but rather on very 

difficult and challenging courses.  These same courses are commonly 

listed across the U.S. by other PAL programs. 

 To meet this need of students to achieve higher final course grades in 

these courses, the PAL program offers a regular schedule of out-of-class 

sessions that are facilitated by a fellow student.  This student - called a 

facilitator - has often previously taken the same class by the instructor and 

earned a high final course grade and IS competent in the subject matter.  

The PAL sessions are offered throughout the academic term, beginning 

with the first or second week of class.  The sessions occur in classrooms 

in the same area as where students attend the class.  These sessions are 

free.  While an attendance roster is gathered of those who participate, the 

course instructor does not necessarily know who attends and who does 

not. 

 Since the PAL program is open to anyone in the course, there is not a 

general perception that the program is remedial.  PAL sessions attract 

students of various academic abilities.  Regardless of their ability level, 

students discover new skills and knowledge.  

Image courtesy from renith kroshnan through DigitalPhotos.net 



 Page -7- 

 The PAL facilitators receive extensive training both before and during 

the academic term.  Topics for training include peer cooperative learning 

strategies, study strategies, and group management.  Professional staff 

and team leaders from the PAL program periodically observe the PAL 

sessions and provide helpful feedback to the facilitators.  Bi-weekly team 

meetings are held with the PAL facilitators and staff. 

 PAL facilitators attend at least one lecture per week, take notes, and 

read all assigned readings.  They prepare for their sessions and conduct 

one or more each week. 

 PAL sessions integrate ñwhat to learnò with ñhow to learn it.ò Students 

who attend the sessions discover new learning strategies, connect ideas 

in the class, review key concepts from lecture and text, and increase their 

confidence.  These sessions are highly interactive with the PAL facilitator 

managing the discussion and not providing answers.  Instead, the 

questions are redirected back to the group and answers are sought in 

each otherôs lecture notes along with review of the textbook and assigned 

readings. 

 The PAL professional staff is responsible for the administration of the 

program.  These individuals identify the targeted courses, gain instructor 

approval, select and train PAL facilitators, observe PAL sessions, coach 

and supervise the PAL facilitators, and evaluate the program. 

 In a review of national studies of PAL programs, participants earn 

higher final course grades and withdraw at a lower rate than non-

participants.  Data also suggests they show higher persistence rates 

towards graduation.  Surveys of PAL participants and facilitators report 

both personal and professional growth because of their involvement. 

Questions: 

1. What are the key features of PAL programs? 

2. What is the difference between being a facilitator and an instructor? 

3. What happens during PAL sessions? 

4. Why would students be interested in participating in PAL sessions? 
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Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) Session Principles 

 
 While there are a wide variety of activities that occur during PAL sessions, it is 
critical to focus on the basic principles that guide the decisions made by the PAL 
facilitator before, during, and after the PAL sessions.  These provide the schema upon 
which dozens of individual PAL session activities are arranged and make sense. 
 

Individual 
Principles 

Examples of what the principles looks like in action: 

1. Educational 
theory guides 
effective PAL 
learning 
activities. 

A. Affective domain issues impact student learning as much as those 
in the cognitive domain. 

B. Self-regulated learning behaviors are critical for students so they 
adapt their learning activities to meet the specific requirements of 
the academic task. 

C. Educational theories make sense and organize the wide variety of 
PAL learning activities necessary to attain academic achievement 
and mastery learning. 

2. Express 
multicultural 
competency by 
the PAL 
facilitator in 
PAL activities. 

A. PAL facilitator understands his/her own culture. 
B. Understands culture as a set of overlapping and sometimes 

conflicting sets of identities. 
C. Improves active listening skills and is sensitive to the impact of 

culture on the communication process. 
D. Employs a wide variety of culturally-sensitive activities within the 

PAL sessions. 

3. A blend of 
session 
activities are 
employed by 
PAL facilitator 
and requested 
by participants 
during the 
session. 

A. Understand the PAL session activity cycle and uses it as a 
framework for creating a positive learning environment.  

B. PAL facilitators develop a flexible session plan ahead of time, with 
room for participant input so they are part of setting the agenda. 

C. Be open to coaching and mentoring by the PAL program 
administrator and fellow PAL facilitators. 

D. At the beginning of the academic term, the PAL facilitator employs 
ice-breaker activities to help participants develop relationships and 
learn about each other. 

E. To vary the learning format of the PAL sessions, appropriately use 
educational competitions, games, and rewards. 

4. While the 
PAL facilitator 
remains a 
visible authority 
and guide, 
throughout the 
academic term 
authority and 
ownership 
shifts to the 
PAL 
participants. 

A. More authority and ownership is shifted to participants throughout 
the term for operation of the PAL session. 

B. PAL participants expand their sources of knowledge beyond the 
PAL facilitator. 

C. The PAL facilitators skillfully use different categories of questions to 
prompt student learning. 

D. Participants take more initiative to talk during small group 
cooperative learning activities and large group discussions. 

E. Students increasingly take ownership of solving problems and 
completing learning tasks. 

F. Bu the end of the term, high engagement by PAL participants 
makes it difficult for outside observers to detect who is the PAL 
facilitator. 
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5. PAL 
facilitator and 
participating 
students model 
productive 
learning 
behaviors that 
students adopt 
and adapt. 

A. Both PAL facilitator and session participants share learning 
strategies that are personally helpful. 

B. Apply learning strategy directly to course content. 
C. Identify the most important information and concepts in the course. 
D. PAL facilitator looks for ñteachable momentsò within the session to 

use a learning strategy in connection with course material. 
E. PAL facilitator preplans use of a rotating set of learning strategies 

during PAL sessions. 

6. PAL 
sessions in   
academic 
content areas 
vary according 
to academic 
and learning 
requirements 
unique to them. 

A. PAL sessions often appear and operate differently in various 
academic content areas. 

B. Carefully review PAL strategies and customize them for use in a 
particular course. 

C. Factors requiring different approaches for various academic 
disciplines include: problem-solving, vocabulary, reading 
requirements, memorization, concept learning, and synthesis 
among concepts. 

7. PAL 
students 
develop higher 
skill in self-
monitoring their 
comprehension 
of course 
material and 
adapting to 
each learning 
task. 

A. Students reflect on major exams, discover error patterns, and 
prepare more effectively next time. 

B. Informal classroom assessment techniques are used to measure 
student understanding, help guide PAL session activities, and 
assess student learning. 

C. Students acquire metacognitive strategies to self-test their own 
comprehension level with course material. 

D. Through development of their self-monitoring skills, they 
increasingly select the most effective learning strategies for the 
particular learning task. 

8. Students 
actively engage 
with the course 
material and 
with each other 
through 
intentionally 
planned large 
and small 
group activities. 

A. Students work with one another through cooperative learning 
activities intentionally designed by the PAL facilitator.  

B. Roles and responsibilities for members of the peer group are clearly 
stated by the PAL facilitator. 

C. Students indicate involvement by taking notes, reading material, 
and solving problems. 

D. PAL facilitator circulates around the room to monitor the small group 
sessions, provide help when needed, and monitor when to 
reassemble the large group. 

E. Individual accountability for active engagement in the group activity 
is monitored by the PAL facilitator. 

F. PAL facilitator debriefs the peer group learning activity and checks 
for correct information and skill development by leading a 
discussion of what was learned as a result of the activity. 
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Relationships of the PAL Facilitator 

Perhaps when you applied to become a PAL facilitator you were thinking primarily of the 
position as another way to finance your college education.  While it does provide a part-
time salary, serving as a PAL facilitator is an amazing journey for personal and 
professional development.  Due to the wide variety of people that you interact with, your 
awareness and skills in working with others will dramatically increase.  Following is one 
story from previous PAL facilitators here at the University of Minnesota that illustrates 
the rich experiences you will enjoy. 

(Jeff, PAL Facilitator).  ñAt the end of one semester, the professor that 
taught the course I facilitated had all of the teaching assistants over to her 
house for dinner and an end-of-the-semester debriefing.  I went there with 
the TAs because the professor had invited me along as well.  We had 
dinner and talked for about two hours about the course and the instruction.  
I think that kind of thing really stands out.  When you form a relationship 
like that with a professor, it really incorporates the PAL program into the 
teaching of the course.  They let you participate with the teaching team, 
itôs really rewarding for both you and the studentsò (Walker, 2010, pp. 24-
25). 

As a PAL facilitator, you have a network of relationships and resources to manage.  
Balancing the needs of each and observing boundaries for choices you make help you 
as you serve as the facilitator and also results in a personally-rewarding professional 
development opportunity for you. 

1. Course instructor 
 
¶ Serves as your academic mentor. 

¶ Responsible for recommending candidates for the PAL facilitator position.  
Additional candidates are gathered by the PAL administrator through open 
advertisements and other means to have a diverse group for interviews. 

¶ Meet with course instructor periodically to discuss PAL activities and allow them 
to review handouts, worksheets, and mock exams. 

¶ Some PAL programs have heavy involvement of the course instructor with 
designing PAL session worksheets and recommending session activities. 

¶ Provides permission for access to ancillary instructor materials (e.g., teacherôs 
guide to textbook, test bank, study guides, and other materials). 

¶ Always supported during PAL sessions when students complain. 

¶ Provides permission for facilitator to make class announcements. 

¶ Be helpful for course instructor with minor class activities such as helping with 
distributing handouts, but do not become involved with grading or delivering 
lectures when instructor is absent. 

¶ Course instructors are welcome to drop by for a short visit to a PAL session.  
However, they do not attend on a regular basis since it inhibits the dynamic of 
PAL sessions, which differ from traditional activities that occur during class. 
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¶ Facilitator avoids being placed into the role of instructor by delivering class 
lectures, grading examinations, or helping with examination preparation. 

¶ Upon request by the course instructor, the facilitator provides anonymous 
feedback concerning student comprehension of course material and reaction to 
class lectures. 

2. PAL program administrator 
 
¶ The administrator is your ultimate supervisor. 

¶ When experiencing potential conflicts between the instructor and the PAL 
program staff, this person is the ultimate authority. 

 
3. PAL program staff 
 
¶ These individuals are your coach, mentor, supervisor, and trainer. 

 
4. Fellow PAL facilitators  
¶ Seek out their advice on how they are conducting their PAL sessions. 

¶ Visit one anotherôs PAL sessions occasionally throughout the academic term to 
gain ideas to adopt and share feedback about the session upon request. 

 
5. PAL student participants 
 
¶ Seek to be a mentor and not an instructor or evaluator. 

¶ Seek to share and model rather than lecturing. 

¶ Treat all with respect and dignity. 

¶ Encourage student participation and sharing of strategies that worked for them. 

¶ Look for opportunities to make referrals to other campus and community 
resources based on student needs.  With confidential matters, this 
communication should be made privately.  Follow protocols regarding your 
supervisor in case of detecting significant student issues (i.e., student in crisis). 

6. Campus and community resources 
 
¶ Be familiar with resources from the campus and community that might be of use 

for students. 

¶ Watch for opportunities to refer students to appropriate campus and community 
resources.  Meet with the student privately if the issue is confidential. 

¶ Keep PAL staff informed of students in crisis.  Consult with them concerning 
referrals and interventions of a serious nature. 

 
7. Taking care of yourself 
 
¶ Establish a realistic time schedule for all activities. 

¶ Ask for help from the PAL staff and fellow facilitators. 
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Sample Agreement Regarding Roles and Responsibilities 

The following agreement was developed at Northwest Missouri State University 
(Maryville) to clarify roles of the PAL Program personnel and the faculty member.  It was 
negotiated between the faculty member and the supervisor of the PAL program.  While 
such formal signed agreements are unusual, this might be a handout developed by the 
PAL program administrator to help with the sometimes complex relationships of the PAL 
facilitator. 

 

1. Faculty member hosting PAL Program in the classroom agrees to: 

a. Cooperate with PAL supervisors to select candidates as PAL facilitators. 

b. Provide a copy of the official attendance roster to the PAL supervisor. 

c. Provide a copy of the grades after the first exam to the PAL supervisor. 

d. Make (or allow to be made) periodic announcements about PAL sessions, 
inviting all students to participate. 

e. Avoid suggesting that only those who do poorly on the exams will benefit. 

f. Maintain PAL as a recommended, encouraged activity rather than a requirement. 

2. PAL facilitator agrees to: 

a. Attend all class sessions. 

b. Help others develop and use note-taking skills. 

c. Maintain a professional attitude about matters such as class standards, grades, 
and student complaints. 

d. Use interactive learning strategies rather than reteach, lecture, or complete 
studentsô assignments for them. 

e. Discourage students from attending PAL as a substitute for class. 

f. Prepare handouts, matrices, learning aids, and informal quizzes for PAL 
sessions. 

g. Share PAL materials with the hosting faculty member before use, if possible, and 
provide feedback to the hosting faculty member if requested to do so. 

3. PAL supervisor agrees to: 

a. Cooperate with faculty in selecting candidates for PAL facilitators and place 
facilitators only with the approval of the hosting faculty member. 

b. Train all PAL facilitators according to established guidelines and standards. 

c. Monitor the activities and presentations of PAL facilitators for as long as 
necessary by attending class with them, helping plan sessions, and supervising 
their performance. 

d. Provide supplies, training, in-service experiences, and individual consultations 
with PAL facilitators. 

e. Complete and provide hosting faculty with reports about the program that 
operated in their class.
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Scenarios of Possible Interactions 
Instructors and Teaching Assistants 

What is your choice and what principle(s) guide your decision? 
 
The following possible interactions are with PAL facilitators and the people they work 
with.  What would you do in these situations? The goal is to not only identify the better 
choice, but also identify a principle that can help guide other possibilities.  If the first 
name of the PAL facilitator is provided with scenario, they come from the actual events 
that occurred with the peer learning program at the University of Minnesota.  First 
names of the PAL participants mentioned in the scenarios are noted with an asterisk (*) 
and are a pseudonym to protect their identity. 
 

1. While meeting with the professor during office hours to discuss the upcoming 
PAL session, you are asked to do something the PAL supervisor has asked 
you not to do (example: lecture for him or her during a time they will be 
absent, tell them what students are saying about them during the PAL 
sessions, etc.) 

a. How do you react at that moment when talking with the professor? 

b. Do you report the conversation with your PAL administrator? 

 

2. A major exam is coming up in the next two weeks.  Many of students did 
poorly on the first exam.  The professor wants to help the students prepare 
better so she offers to show you some of the test items from an upcoming 
exam to ñhelpò you prepare the students. 

a. How do you react at that moment when talking with the professor? 

b. Do you use the information to prepare a mock exam using those 
test items? 

 

3. The course that PAL is offered with has a new professor teaching it.  The 
professor is still trying to understand the PAL program and asks you to 
provide the times and locations of the sessions so he can attend one of them. 

a. What might happen if the professor attended the PAL session? 

b. What other ways could the information wanted by the professor be 
provided? 

 

4. During the PAL session, one of the students shares that the professor said 
PAL sessions are just for people who will flunk out if they do not go.  The 
faculty member tells other students to avoid PAL if they are doing well in 
class. 
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a. Who do you talk with to confirm this information? 

b. What should you say in response to the student who repeated the 
professorôs statement? 

 

5. You are attending some or all the class sessions to take lecture notes.  The 
professor sees you in the class and asks you to help pass out handouts, 
collect quizzes, and other activities that perhaps a teaching assistant might 
do. 

a. Which of these activities might be acceptable for a PAL facilitator to 
do? 

b. What if the professor provides the answer key and asks you to 
grade the multiple-choice questions? 

 

6. After several weeks into the academic term not very many students are 
attending the voluntary PAL sessions.  You attend the class session with the 
intent to make a short announcement about the upcoming PAL sessions 
times and location.  You ask the professor for permission just before the 
lecture is to begin.  She responds that these announcements cannot be made 
during class since there is not enough time. 

a. What can you do as an alternative for promoting attendance at the 
PAL sessions? 

b. How could have this conversation with the professor turned out 
differently? 

 

7. While meeting with the professor to discuss upcoming PAL sessions, the 
professor asks for the attendance sheets for students attending the voluntary 
PAL sessions.  He is concerned that the students was scored low on the first 
exam are not showing up for the PAL sessions and wants to check if they 
need to be contacted by him to encourage their attendance. 

a. Why might this not be a good thing to do for the PAL program? 

b. How could have this conversation with the professor turned out 
differently? 

 

8. During your first meeting with the professor for the course she asks that 
copies of handouts, worksheets, and other items are shared with them prior to 
use. 
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a. How could you provide the materials to the professor through an 
alternative method? 

 

9. The results of the second exam suggest that students do not understand 
some of the major concepts presented during the class lectures.  The 
professor asks for feedback about academic content related difficulties the 
students are experiencing during the PAL sessions. 

a. How would you provide this information to the professor? 

b. How would you share this without providing a critique or judgment 
about the professor and their teaching style? 

c. How might you involve the PAL administrator with thinking about 
this request? 

 

10. (Lauren, PAL Facilitator).  ñThere were also times that I was frustrated with 
the teacher because I would email him a question and, in two weeks, I still 
wouldnôt have a response.  When I went to his office hours, he was never 
there.  It got really hard for me to listen and respond to my studentsô 
complaints when I knew they were correct in feeling that wayò (Walker, 2010, 
pp. 4-5).  

a. How do you deal with the students who are frustrated with the style 
of the course instructor? 

b. Why would it be important to remind the students about the 
purpose of the PAL program and its limits? 

 

11. Dorothy, PAL Facilitator).  ñIt was always really awkward when students 
would talk about their Teaching Assistants.  It would start with one student 
saying something offhand, and then a bunch of other students would agree 
with them, and then it would turn into a class discussion.  What they 
complained about mostly was that their TAs couldnôt understand their 
questions or they couldnôt understand their TA.  They had a big language 
barrierò (Walker, 2010, pg. 6). 

a. What decision(s) could have the PAL facilitator made to avoid the 
TA discussion all together? 

b. How would you describe for the PAL participants the difference 
between TA and PAL sessions? 

12. (Michelle, PAL Facilitator).   ñThe first two semesters I worked with PAL, I had 
the same professor.  He really liked PAL but was really controlling.  He would 
email me every week and say, ñDo these problems.  This is what to go over.  I 
want these problems handed in.ò I felt like a robot taking his orders.  The role 
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couldôve been filled by anyone, when really, I know a lot about math! There 
are things that I can bring forward.  I have skills that I felt like I wasnôt using 
because I was just doing what he told me to do.  When I would do his 
problems, students would say, ñThis oneôs weird because of ______ò or ñThis 
one is hard.ò All I could say was that he told me to do it.  It wasnôt like I could 
say, ñWell, I wanted you to learn this concept from this problem.ò There wasnôt 
anything I felt strongly aboutò (Walker, 2010, pg. 24).  

a. How could the PAL administrator help with this situation? 

b. How does the professorôs request change the PAL program format? 

 

13. (Ahn, PAL Facilitator).  In one of my PAL sessions, the TA came on the first 
day.  I wrote some problems on the board, and he came up to me and asked, 
ñAre you an undergraduate TA?ò He said it like he was in a supervisor role, 
but I didnôt react to that.  I thought that was it, but he came the next three 
weeks! The second week, he handed back homework to the students who 
hadnôt gone to his session that week ï right while we were doing the activity, 
interrupting the time that the students work together.  He shouldôve come to 
me first ï he didnôt ask me ñIs it okay?ò He just did it like it was his session, 
and that really bothered me.  I think the students were bothered by it too.  We 
usually divide into groups, and the students discuss the problems really well.  
ñHow did you do that?ò and ñOh, I get that.ò Then the TA would come and call 
a name or just walk through and hand out homework.  Students would look up 
and not pay attention to their work.  One time, the TA asked a student in my 
session, ñWhy werenôt you in my class? You come to this session and not 
mine.ò He implied something like that, and the student didnôt know how to 
respondò (Walker, 2010, pg. 113). 

a. How could the PAL administrator help with this situation? 

b. Where is the best place for the PAL facilitator and the teaching 
assistant to have conversations? 

c. How could a periodic meeting between the PAL facilitator and the 
teaching assistant help both with their work with the students? 

  
Image courtesy from the PAL Program at the University of Minnesota 
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Scenarios of Possible Interactions 

Communications and Relationships of the PAL Facilitator Inside PAL Sessions 
What is your choice and what principle(s) guide your decision? 

 
The following possible interactions are with PAL facilitators and the people they work 
with. What would you do in these situations? The goal is to not only identify the better 
choice, but also identify a principle that can help guide other possibilities. If the first 
name of the PAL facilitator is provided with scenario, they come from the actual events 
that occurred with the peer learning program at the University of Minnesota. First names 
of the PAL participants mentioned in the scenarios are noted with an asterisk (*) and are 
a pseudonym to protect their identity. 
 

1. (Jeanna, PAL Facilitator).  ñGiving them my phone number makes our 
relationship more of a peer relationship as well.  Most students wouldnôt text their 
TA or their professor, so I think that brings me down to their level a little bit.  
Sending a text is less intimidating than, maybe, writing out a formal email or 
setting up office hoursò (Walker, 3020, pg. 13). 

a. What are the positives and negatives about handing out this personal 
information? 

b. Why would making the PAL facilitator more of a ñpeerò be better? Or 
worse? 

 

2. (Melissa, PAL Facilitator).  ñWhen you go into the PAL session, itôs all about 
group work, and youôre not going to work well in a group if you have no idea who 
youôre working with.  So when I want to make that connection on a personal 
level, Iôll always say in my introduction to a PAL session, ñHey guys, howôs it 
going? How was your weekend? ñ (Walker, 2010,  pg. 18).  

a. How do you think the PAL participants will react with questions about their 
personal lives? 

b. What is the positive outcome of starting the PAL session with these kinds 
of questions? 

c. How do professors handle asking these kinds of questions of students? 

d. What are the boundaries for questions of this kind?  

 

3. (Mandy, PAL Facilitator).  ñSince most of my students were my age, it made it 
really hard to always be professional because we had so many of the same 
interests and we did the same activities.  It was hard to balance between making 
friends with the students and maintaining a teacher-student level.  Whenever 
theyôd get talking about what they did over the weekend, theyôd go into details 
and wouldnôt censor what they were saying like they would have if a ñteacherò 
was around.  I wasnôt really seen as a teacher because I was so similar in age to 
them. é.The hardest thing with this job is making sure you separate friend and 
studentò (Walker, 2010, pg. 21). 
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a. How could have this conversation been stopped before it even got 
started? 

b. How do you separate being the PAL participants from relating to as a 
friend rather than an instructional staff member? 

 

4. (Amanda, PAL Facilitator).  ñMy biggest problem with Steven* was that every 
discussion and question I brought up, he managed to relate to something 
completely off topic.  He didnôt have a lot of awareness of social boundaries 
either; he would say very inappropriate things like, ñI stole three bikes this 
weekend!.ò These are things that you should not tell people.  I mean, he would 
snort Pixy Stix while in the session, and I couldnôt quite believe he was a real 
personò (Walker, 2010, pg. 44). 

a. How could boundaries been set on the first day of the PAL session for 
class discussions? 

b. How could the students in the PAL session help to establish the rules 
along with the PAL facilitator? 

c. Would a one-page PAL session ñsyllabusò that contained the class 
guidelines and boundaries be helpful to hand out after establishing rules 
on the first day? 

d. Do you think Stevenôs comments will eventually become more on topic 
throughout the academic term? 

e. How will others students in the student react if no action is taken with 
Steven? 

 

 
 

  
Image courtesy from the digital archives at the University of Minnesota 
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Scenarios of Possible Interactions 

Communications and Relationships of PAL Facilitator Outside of PAL Sessions 
What is your choice and what principle(s) guide your decision? 

 
The following possible interactions are with PAL facilitators and the people they work 
with.  What would you do in these situations? The goal is to not only identify the better 
choice, but also identify a principle that can help guide other possibilities.  If the first 
name of the PAL facilitator is provided with scenario, they come from the actual events 
that occurred with the peer learning program at the University of Minnesota.  First 
names of the PAL participants mentioned in the scenarios are noted with an asterisk (*) 
and are a pseudonym to protect their identity. 
 

(Mandy, PAL Facilitator).  ñI remember one night I was sitting on the steps 
outside of my house with my roommates.  Three girls came strolling by, 
obviously drunk, one yelling my name saying I was her teacher.  Having 
her refer to me as her teacher was weird; students who are drunk should 
never run into their teachers because it takes away from the professional 
level.  Another time, I was at a bar, and one of my students was there 
using a fake I.D.  How do you handle that situation? He came up to me 
and addressed that Iôm his teacher and told all of his friends.  Whether itôs 
me sitting on the step or me being at the bar, both situations are 
uncomfortable.  If nobody was paying me to do this, I wouldnôt care at all.  
Iôd be fine with it.  But the fact that I represent the U of M, that itôs my job 
and Iôm getting paid, I shouldnôt be in situations like that.  I should do 
whatever it takes to avoid them.  Thatôs hard when you and your students 
are both undergrads.  If I were to see my students at the gym or out 
playing a sport, that would be awesome.  I would feel like weôre on the 
same peer level; itôd be what PAL strives for.  But the situation was 
inappropriateò (Walker, 2010, pg. 17). 

 
1. (Erin, PAL Facilitator).  ñAfter about three or four weeks and after the first exam, 

Susan* asked if I could stay after class.  I had a commitment 20 minutes after my 
session, but I could tell she was upset ï she hadnôt really been participating in 
the session that day.  So I stayed after, and she started talking and then crying 
almost immediately.  It wasnôt hysterically, but she explained how she didnôt do 
well on the first test.  Sheôd been attending all of the PAL sessions, but with 
another class that summer, she didnôt feel like she had time to do all the studying 
that it required.  At that point, it was nearly too late for her to drop the class or if 
she did, sheôd be behind for the fall semester.  If she didnôt pass the class, then 
sheôd have to take it again and she wouldnôt be able to afford the study abroad 
trip.  All these things ï her life story almost ï poured out to me, and I was in a 
rush.  She was in this quandary of, ñDo I drop the class now, or do I keep trying 
and risk the chance of failing it and having to take it over again?ò She also 
wanted me to tutor her and said that her parents were willing to pay for a tutor.  
Iôd seen her at all the sessions so far, and I told her that I thought if she was 
conscious of her situation now and knew what kind of work she had to put in, she 
should keep going with the class.  Even if she didnôt get an A ï if the goal was to 
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just pass the class ï I thought she could do that since we still had two-thirds of it 
leftò (Walker, 2010, pg. 16). 

a. Does your answer change if the student is the same or different gender 
than you? 

b. Do you have boundaries on where the tutoring would occur? 

c. Do you think you need to check-in with your PAL administrator about the 
tutoring? Especially if supplemental pay is involved? 

d. What other campus resources could have you referred Susan to take 
advantage, whether or not you decided to work with her after class? 

 

2.  (Kelley, PAL Facilitator).  ñOne semester I had two very different PAL sessions.  
One was, Iôm not going to say smarter, but very focused and didnôt need a lot of 
help.  They cruised through worksheets.  With the other session, we never got 
through half the worksheets because the students didnôt know what was going on 
with the material.  They didnôt know how to do a word problem or even how to 
start it.  And so I got into the habit of staying after ï I didnôt have class afterwards 
ï and it was a mistake.  I should have said I had class.  I got in the habit of 
helping students who stayed, and pretty soon, it was half the group.  It turned into 
a 90-minute session instead of a 50-minute one.  They werenôt asking about 
homework; they just didnôt know how to do the worksheet, so we were staying 
longer to do thatò (Walker, 2010, pg. 116). 

a. How could have this situation been avoided before it began? 

b. What other campus resources could have the students been directed to if 
the PAL sessions were not sufficient for their academic needs? 

3. (Shannon, PAL Facilitator).  ñIn my first PAL session ever, there was this guy 
who was SO cute.  I had the biggest crush on him.  He was in a fraternity where I 
had a lot of friends.  I ended up going to one of their date parties for whatever 
reason, and somehow, I ended up being set up to go with my student! I tried to 
explain to my friend, saying, ñI canôt do that! I canôt go,ò but my friend was like, 
ñItôll be fine.  He has other friends there; he just needs somebody for a date.ò We 
were friendly by then ï I had seen my student a couple of times when I was 
hanging out at the fraternity with my friends.  So it wasnôt uncomfortable that we 
had gone together, but then later in the night, he proceeded to get all pouty.  I 
said to him, ñWhat is your deal? Youôre supposed to be having fun here.ò He told 
me he was so confused because he really liked me, but he loved his girlfriend, on 
and on and on!ò (Walker, 2010, pg. 110). 

a. What was the first stop sign the PAL facilitator ran through in this story? 

b. How could boundaries established by the PAL program have helped this 
situation? 
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Attracting Attendance at Voluntary PAL Sessions 

 
For PAL courses where attendance is voluntary, the issue of session attendance will be 
a continuing issue.  A variety of factors can influence the participation rates: academic 
difficulty perception by enrolled students, percent of students from previous academic 
terms receiving D and F final course grades and withdrawals, class size, knowledge-
level of the PAL program by other students, percent of students living on or near the 
campus, percent of full-time/part-time students. 

 While the historic participation rate at many colleges that have implemented a 
voluntary PAL program has been around one-third of students within the class, there 
could be wide variances within individual courses.  Also, another issue is the number of 
times that students choose to attend the PAL program.  It is important not only to have 
high total participation rates -- students attending at least one session -- but also that 
they come regularly.  Research suggests that there is a positive relationship between 
increased PAL program session attendance and higher final course grades. 

 An exception to this finding is for students who attend 20 or more times per 
academic term.  Research suggests that these students generally would have dropped 
the course, but persist to the end of the academic term and earn grades of C.  With non-
math/science majors taking college algebra, occasionally these students may be 
satisfied with a grade of D since this may be a passing grade for these majors.  It 
appears that these students work hard enough to get the grade they need in this course 
and then devote their energies to other courses. 

 Getting off to a good start on the first day.  The PAL facilitator delivers a well-
planned and rehearsed first day announcement to the students in the course.  While the 
presentation may be short -- ten minutes -- it will establish the credibility of the PAL 
facilitator and the program in the minds of the enrolled students.  Using data from 
previous academic terms, it is helpful to report the positive difference in grades for PAL 
program participants compared with the non-participants.  If this is the first time that 
PAL will be offered in connection with this course, use data from other courses.  If this is 
the first time that PAL has ever been offered on campus, use data from the data base 
maintained national PAL programs such as Supplemental Instruction at the University of 
Missouri-Kansas City (http://www.umkc.edu/ASM/si/index.shtml).  It is critical that the 
first-day presentation goes very well.  The PAL facilitator ought to have an outline of the 
speech on large note cards that they hold as they deliver their short talk.  Many SI 
programs report that also having a one-page overview handout that contains many 
points made during the presentation is very helpful.  A few programs have even 
developed a short three to five minute video tape with former PAL participant 
testimonials to help make this first-day presentation even more effective.  It might be 
possible to do a mock PAL session that lasts five minutes or so in the class with the 
instructorôs permission. 

 Suggested topics for the PAL overview talk with the students during class 
include: what is PAL, why this class has PAL, how PAL works, why PAL works, 
research on outcomes of C:A attendance (using data from the campus as well as the 
national PAL data studies), who should attend PAL sessions, what PAL can and cannot 
do, how often students should attend PAL sessions, what happens during PAL 
sessions, among other possible topics and issues.  

http://www.umkc.edu/ASM/si/index.shtml
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 Suggestions from other PAL programs.  The following suggestions have been 
contributed by staff from the PAL network from across the globe.  The PAL 
administrator should discuss these strategies with the course instructor ahead of time.  
Sometimes the course instructor will need to spend additional time or give permission 
for the activities to occur.  The UMKC program uses many of these strategies.  Feel free 
to contribute successful strategies that you develop at your institution.  Please send so 
they can be included with future editions of this workbook.  (suggestions to David 
Arendale, arendale@umn.edu.)  

Activities before the beginning of the academic term by the PAL administrator: 
 
1. Give announcements about the PAL program during new student orientation 

programs.  Include information in orientation print literature.  This develops an 
awareness of PAL and they will be more receptive to the first-day announcement 
given in courses that have PAL. 

2. Give announcements about the PAL program during parent orientation programs.  
They can advocate students to attend PAL sessions during telephone calls 
during the academic term, especially if students mention challenges with the 
academic course material. 

3. Be sure that all academic advisors are aware of the PAL courses so they can 
encourage students to enroll in their courses.  Provide a schedule of courses that 
will have PAL support for the academic term. 

4. Provide information in the course listing registration booklet concerning the PAL-
supported courses and basic information about the program.  

5. Some PAL programs report that they preschedule one PAL session meeting time 
for these courses and list this information in the registration booklet.  This gives 
students an opportunity to schedule their other courses around the PAL meeting 
time.  Often the prescheduled PAL session time is just before or after the course 
lectures.  These times are historically popular with students.  The rest of the PAL 
session times would be scheduled after enrolled students completed the PAL 
survey on the first day of class. 

6. Gain the support of academic tutors, student lab assistants, lab instructors, 
recitation leaders, graduate teaching assistants, and others to encourage 
students to attend PAL sessions.  Work with them to differentiate the service 
available through PAL sessions and how it complements and enhances the 
services provided by the others. 

7. Establish an Internet web page that provides information about the PAL program.  
This can provide times and places for PAL sessions, a forum for on-line chat 
room PAL sessions, descriptive material about PAL, and a location for interested 
PAL facilitators to post information about the course (e.g., handouts, test 
questions predicted). 

 
 

Activities by the course instructor during the academic term: 

1. To encourage attendance, ask the course instructor to prepare mock 
examination questions and announce to the students that these worksheets -- 
while available to everyone in the course -- will only be discussed during the PAL 

mailto:arendale@umn.edu
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sessions.  Make copies of the mock examination available in the back of the 
classroom. 

2. The course instructor could post one difficult problem or concept on the 
blackboard in class and state that this will be discussed during PAL this week. 

3. The course instructor regularly gives verbal encouragement for all students in the 
course to attend PAL.  It is critical that the instructor not just invites students who 
are receiving poor grades.  If the reputation for PAL develops that it is only for 
poor students, students will not come to avoid the remedial stigma. 

4. Let it be known that the mock examinations developed by the PAL facilitator have 
been reviewed by the course instructor and reflect the types of questions to be 
expected on the upcoming examination. 

5. The instructor could attach a small handout or bookmark to all exam papers to 
encourage everyone to attend PAL sessions.  The PAL Administrator should 
work with the instructor to design and copy the materials. 

6. The instructor could select one or more of the quality examination questions 
predicted during PAL sessions by the participants to be used on the upcoming 
examination. 

 
 

Activities by the PAL facilitator during the academic term: 

1. The first day PAL handout should include a comparison of final course grades for 
PAL and non-PAL participants from previous academic terms for this or similar 
courses.  This handout could be updated throughout the academic term with 
comparisons of the groups on unit exams. 

2. During the second week of class, distribute a quarter page handout that 
summarizes PAL.  This can help inform the students who have recently added 
the course. 

3. In PAL sessions, especially during the first two weeks, the PAL facilitator should 
reiterate how PAL sessions work, the role of the students, and role of the PAL 
facilitator.  As the number of returnees increase, the announcements may be 
briefer.  If new PAL participants attend, the PAL Facilitator should share this 
information briefly again.  This helps to reduce unrealistic expectations about 
PAL sessions that might lead to some discontinuing attendance at further 
sessions. 

4. PAL facilitators frequently create a worksheet for PAL sessions.  It could be an 
empty matrix box, sample problems, etc.  The students in the PAL sessions 
create the information to put in the worksheet.  This is especially helpful in 
problem-solving courses (e.g., math, science).  PAL participants report that they 
like to have a tangible ñtake-awayò from the PAL sessions.  This helps to fulfill 
that perceived need. 

5. Throughout the academic term the PAL facilitator could distribute reminder 
handouts to encourage attendance and remind students of the meeting 
times/locations.  These could also give the differences in mean test scores for 
the PAL and non-PAL participants. 
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6. Report the number/percent of examination questions (objective or essay) 
covered during the PAL sessions to the entire class. 

7. Include quotations from past PAL participants on how PAL helped them in 
promotion handouts. 

8. Write the PAL schedule on a corner of the black board before every class 
session. 

9. At the end of each PAL session, remind participants of the next PAL session time 
and location. 

10. As PAL facilitators sit in different locations throughout the room over the 
academic term, they could take the initiative to invite personally students to 
attend the PAL sessions. 

11. PAL facilitators could announce in class that relevant study strategies will be 
emphasized at strategic times during the academic term, for example, test taking 
skills before a major examination. 

12. When permissible, use old unit tests in PAL sessions to help students formulate 
possible test questions for upcoming exams. 

13. Provide book marks for the students in the class throughout the academic term.  
The book marks should include the PAL schedule. 

14. PAL facilitators should sit in different places in the classroom to meet new 
students and be more accessible for questions about the PAL program.  This 
also allows the PAL facilitator to model good lecture note taking strategies for 
more students in the class who may observe him or her during the class. 

15. With the instructorôs permission, the PAL facilitator could place a difficult problem 
or concept on the blackboard and announce to the class that it will be discussed 
during the next PAL session. 

16. Copies of handouts and mock exams could be made available during class.  The 
PAL facilitator could explain that these are samples of the types of activities that 
are accomplished during PAL sessions. 

17. Create large posters to put on bulletin boards in the classroom and place some in 
the hallways outside the classroom to remind students of PAL benefits, PAL 
session times, and PAL session locations. 

 
 

Activities by the PAL administrator during the academic term: 

1. After the first major examination, the PAL administrator gathers test scores and 
prepares a one-page report concerning PAL vs. non-PAL test differences to 
include: test score mean, A and B percent rate, and the D, F or course 
withdrawal rate.  The PAL facilitator distributes this handout to the students. 

2. If attendance is very low, have the PAL administrator meet with the class for the 
last five minutes of a class session.  During this time the course instructor leaves 
the room and the PAL administrator solicits comments from the students on 
reasons for low attendance.  The PAL administrator informs the class that if 
attendance does not improve the PAL sessions will be canceled. 
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3. With permission from the bookstore director, place an informational bookmark 
about the PAL program inside the textbook. 

4. Resurvey the class to see if the initial assignment of PAL sessions is still the best 
times for the class. 

5. If the class has graduate teaching assistants, student lab assistants or the like, 
solicit their assistance in encouraging student attendance.  

6. Create a PAL awareness video of three to five minutes to play during the first or 
second class period of the course.  Include comments from former PAL 
participants. 

7. If PAL is offered in several courses each academic term, place an advertisement 
in the student newspaper listing the PAL schedule.  Also, include a short 
description of PAL or provide comments from PAL participants. 

8. If the PAL sessions have not been viewed recently, observe several PAL 
sessions.  While not a pleasant thought to consider, the students may be "voting 
with their feet" and are not attending the PAL sessions because of something 
that the PAL facilitator is doing.  With the intense time pressures facing many 
students, they will make quick judgments regarding the value of the PAL 
sessions.  These students will express their views to others enrolled in the 
course.  Research with customer service reveals that when a person has a bad 
experience, they tell their friends about the incident.  Then these people will tell 
others.  Research suggests that each incident of bad service is shared with 
ninety-seven other people.  This reinforces the need for clinical supervision of the 
PAL program.  Is the PAL administrator attending the first six PAL sessions for 
the academic term? Is the PAL administrator spot checking every week or two 
throughout the rest of the term? 

9. Meet with the faculty member once or twice during the academic term.  The more 
clearly the instructor understand the PAL model, the easier it is for them to see it 
as something that is worthy of their time and support.  They will be more likely to 
say positive things about the program in class. 

10. Ask for a few minutes to share about the PAL program during an academic 
department meeting.  This provides a public forum to answer questions, address 
concerns, and build more support from the academic department. 

11. Post meeting times for the PAL program in the campus newspaper.  This helps to 
build public awareness for the PAL program. 

 
 

Activities after the academic term: 

1. Review the original criteria for selecting this course.  Sometimes the reason for 
low attendance is that students do not perceive this course as difficult.  Check to 
see if about 30 percent or more of the students are receiving final course grades 
of D and F or are withdrawing from the course.  If the general impression by 
enrolled students is that most students receive passing grades, even 
academically under prepared students may think that they may survive the 
course since nearly everyone else is passing.  While the course may be 
perceived to be difficult by faculty members, academic advisers, or department 
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chair persons, the most important perception is the one held by the students 
enrolled in the course.  Although the 30 percent D/F/W guideline is not 
mandatory for success in all courses where PAL is offered -- perhaps PAL is 
being offered for only a subpopulation of students in the course -- this guideline 
has often identified courses that enrolled students would also identify as 
historically difficult for any student who is in the course. 

2. If the class has graduate teaching assistants, student lab assistants or the like, 
see if students attended their sessions instead of attending PAL sessions.  These 
individuals may be offering activities that look similar to PAL sessions.  If they do 
-- which is a pleasant compliment -- you may need to discontinue PAL in this 
course due to duplication of service.  When given a choice, students may go to 
graduate teaching assistants instead of PAL sessions -- especially if the GTAs 
also serve as graders for the course instructor. 
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Summary 
Overview of PAL Program 

 
Being a PAL facilitator is so much more than being a group 
tutor.  Remember the boundaries that have been established 
by the PAL program to help navigate the wide variety of 
people with whom you interact.  These experiences lead to 
incredible opportunities for personal and professional 
growth.  You are part of an international program that has 
been established in nearly 50 countries and 2,000 colleges. 
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Principle One 
Theory Guides Effective PAL Learning Activities 

 

1. Educational theory 
guides effective PAL 
learning activities. 

A. Affective domain issues impact student learning as 
much as those in the cognitive domain. 

B. Self-regulated learning behaviors are critical for 
students so they adapt their learning activities to meet 
the specific requirements of the academic task. 

C. Educational theories make sense and organize the 
wide variety of PAL learning activities necessary to 
attain academic achievement and mastery learning. 

 
One of the academic challenges students face is selecting the appropriate study 
strategy to fit the requirements of the learning situation. Each course and class 
instructor present different challenges for the student.  This requires students to thinking 
strategically about the class and be able to self-monitor themselves whether their study 
plan is working and whether changes need to be made.  A term used to describe this 
proactive approach is the ñself-regulated learnerò (Weinstein and Stone, 1993).  

The PAL program offers hundreds of activities and choices for the PAL facilitator.  
Educational theories can help in the selection process as to which educational activity 
fits the needs of the students attending the PAL session.  Remembering the principles 
of some of the most important educational theories can help guide us to make the right 
decisions. 
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