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Background: Many studies have been conducted on tutor performance in prob-
lem-based curricula. In the past, the implicit assumption behind these studies was that
tutor performance is a relatively stable characteristic. More recent studies demonstrate
that a tutor’s performance may be dependent on other circumstances, such as the level
of structure in the curricular materials. The aim of this study was to investigate whether
a tutor’s performance is also dependent on the tutorial group’s productivity.
Purpose: The idea is that low-productive tutorial groups require much more input
from a tutor than high-productive groups. In the problem-based curriculum under in-
vestigation, most tutors guide 2 tutorial groups within the same unit. A salient finding
in this problem-based curriculum was that some tutors who guide 2 tutorial groups
within the same unit have discrepancies in their tutor performance across the 2
groups. This finding might be explained by differences in both tutorial groups. In this
study, first the scope of the discrepancy phenomena was studied. Second, the relation
between the tutor’s performance and the tutorial group’s productivity was studied.
Methods: The data set for this study included 136 tutors who, in total, ran 272 tutorial
groups (each tutor ran 2 groups per unit). The analyses were conducted at the tutorial
group level. Students were asked to judge the performance of their tutor. Low, me-
dium, and high levels of tutor performance were distinguished. Tutors who were quali-
fied as “low level of performance” in one tutorial group and “medium level of perfor-
mance”’ in the other tutorial group were considered to have a discrepancy in their
tutor performance: “discrepancy tutors.” The same holds for tutors with medium level
of performance in one group and high level of performance in the other group or low
level of performance in one group and high level of performance in the other group.
All other tutors were considered “nondiscrepancy tutors.” The nondiscrepancy tutors
had equal levels of performance in both groups: a low, medium, or high level. For
each type of tutor (discrepancy tutors and nondiscrepancy tutors) the average tutorial
group’s productivity score was computed.

Results: The results show that 39% of the tutors were classified as discrepancy tutors.
In addition, it was found that a discrepancy tutor with a low level of tutor performance
in one group also had a low productivity score in this group, whereas a high level of tu-
tor performance corresponds with a high level of the tutorial group’s productivity.
Furthermore, the results show that nondiscrepancy tutors with a high level of tutor
performance receive high tutor performance scores, irrespective of the tutorial
group’s level of productivity.

Conclusions: These findings demonstrate that the tutorial group’s productivity is an-
other influencing factor in determining tutor performance. Low-productive groups re-
quire much more input from a tutor than high-productive groups. Nondiscrepancy tu-
tors with consistent low levels of tutor performance and discrepancy tutors lack
certain competencies that are needed when being confronted with a low-productive

Correspondence may be sent to Diana H. J. M. Dolmans, Maastricht University, Department of Educational Development and Research, P.O.
Box 616, 6200 MD Maastricht, The Netherlands. E-mail: dolmans@educ.unimaas.nl

186



TUTOR PERFORMANCE

tutorial group. Nondiscrepancy tutors with a high level of tutor performance, on the
contrary, know how to deal with low-productive tutorial groups, due to which their tu-
tor performance is high irrespective of the tutorial group’s productivity. T} hus, a tu-
tor’s performance seems to be part tutor specific and part situation specific (i.e., de-

pendent on the group’s productivity).
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Many studies have been conducted on tutor perfor-
mance in problem-based curricula.!-® These studies
usually focus on the influence of a tutor’s expertise on
student performance. The implicit assumption behind
these studies is that tutor performance is a relatively
stable characteristic and is highest when the subject
matter of the unit in which the tutor is involved is re-
lated to his or her expertise. More recent studies reveal,
however, that a tutor’s expertise only has an impact on
student performance if a unit does not match the stu-
dents’ prior knowledge or when the unit is less struc-
tured.>? This indicates that tutor performance might
not be a stable characteristic but may be dependent on
other circumstances as well. The circumstances inves-
tigated so far deal with students’ level of prior knowl-
edge and the level of structure in the unit. Another
influencing factor might be the group’s effectiveness.
A low-productive group requires much more input
from a tutor than a high-productive group.

A few years ago, the educational committee of the
Medical School of the Maastricht University decided
that teachers involved as tutors in a problem-based unit
should also be involved in the construction of that par-
ticular unit. This policy required that each teacher in-
volved in the construction of a particular unit guide
two tutorial groups during the flow of the unit. The
idea was that a tight match of both activities would im-
prove the teacher’s engagement with the unit and as a
consequence would result in better tutor performance.
A concomitant circumstance was that the performance
of a tutor within the same unit could be compared for
two different tutorial groups. A salient finding that
emerged immediately after implementation of this pol-
icy was the discrepancy in tutor judgments by students
at the end of the unit. One tutorial group, for instance,
judged a tutor’s level of performance as high, whereas
the second tutorial group judged the tutor’s level of
performance within the same unit as relatively low or
medium. This finding undermines the idea that the per-
formance of a tutor is a relatively stable characteristic.

Explanations given by tutors for these remarkable
discrepancies were mostly related to the tutorial group’s
low level of productivity, caused by lack of student ef-
fort and problems of group dynamics. Most tutors as-
sumed the perceived low level of their tutor
performance to be a halo-effect; that is, if a tutorial
group is perceived by students as low productive, the tu-
toris assumed to be performing at a low level and will as
aconsequence receive arelatively low qualification. An
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alternative explanation is that a low-productive tutorial
group requires much more input from a tutor or requires
interventions that some tutors do not possess. Some tu-
tors do not have the skills to intervene adequately, Te-
sulting in a discrepancy in their level of tutor
performance score across two groups, whereas others
possess these skills, yielding high levels of tutor perfor-
mance evaluations in both tutorial groups, irrespective
of the group’s productivity. Hitchcock and Anderson, !0
concluded that some tutors have found themselves in
dysfunctional groups without the skills necessary to fos-
ter positive group development. These researchers con-
ducted a study to generate strategies tutors can use to
deal with dysfunctional groups. It is assumed in this
study that tutors with discrepancies in their tutor perfor-
mance scores probably do not know how to intervene to
foster positive group productivity.

In a study by Gijselaers and Schmidt,!! investigat-
ing the relation between tutor performance (independ-
ent variable) and the tutorial group’s performance
(dependent variable), it was shown that 32% of the
variance in group functioning could be explained by
the variance in tutor performance. In this modeling ap-
proach to learning in problem-based curricula, tutor
performance is assumed to be an independent variable
influencing the tutorial group’s productivity.!!-13 It i,
however, self-evident that in reality tutor performance
and tutorial group performance influence each other
mutually and that tutor performance may partly be de-
pendent on the tutorial group’s productivity. The phe-
nomenon of a discrepancy in level of tutor
performance for two tutorial groups within the same
unit was used as a starting point for investigating this
relation. In the situation under study, the tutor’s exper-
tise did not differ in relation to the unit content, nor did
the structure of the curriculum alter the relation, be-
cause each tutor ran two tutorial groups within one
unit. This setting provided an excellent opportunity to
investigate inconsistencies in tutor performance.

The first aim of this study was to investigate the
scope of the discrepancy phenomena. Second, we
sought to investigate the relation between the tutor’s
level of performance and the tutorial group’s level of
productivity for tutors with and without a discrepancy
in tutor judgments by students across two tutorial
groups within the same unit. In other words, the aim
was to assess whether tutor performance may be par-
tially situation specific (i.e., dependent on the group’s
productivity).
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Table 1. The Number of Tutors With or Without a Discrepancy Score in Their Tutor’s Performance, Their Mean Tutor Performance
Scores, Standard Deviation, and Number of Tutors (N) and Their Corresponding Tutorial Group's Productivity Score

Tutor
No. of Tutors® Performance Score® Productivity Score®
N % M SD N M SD N
Nondiscrepancy Tutors ‘
Two Low Scores (Low Level) 29 21 6.67 0.69 58 3.00 0.67 58
Two Medium Scores (Medium Level) 18 13 7.67 0.13 36 3.40 0.58 36
Two High Scores (High Level) 36 27 8.40 0.34 72 3.88 0.51 72
Total 83 61 -
Discrepancy Tutors
One Low and One Medium Score 18 13 7.23 0.58 36 3.34 0.58 36
One Low and One High Score 15 11 7.49 0.72 30 341 0.74 30
One Medium and One High Score 20 15 7.99 0.35 40 3.68 0.43 40
Total 53 39 )

aN = 136. ®1-10. ¢1-5.

"Table 2. Mean Score for the Tutor’s Performance, the Corresponding Standard Deviation, Number of Tutors (N), and the Tutorial

Group s Productivity Score for Tutors with a Discrepancy in Their Tutor Performance Score for Each Tutorial Group Separately

Tutor Performance Score®

Productivity Score®

M kY N M SD N
One Low and One Medium Tutor Score
Low Score 6.79 0.50 18 3.12 0.61 18
Medium Score 7.68 0.10 18 3.56° 0.48 18
One Low and One High Tutor Score
Low Score 6.87 0.46 15 2.87 0.43 15
High Score 8.11 0.19 15 3.95¢ 0.59 15
One Medium and One High Tutor Score
Medium Score 71.72 0.16 20 3.54 0.41 20
High Score 8.27 0.26 20 3.81¢ 0.42 20

2]—10.1-5. °The average productivity scores (3.12 and 3.56) differ significantly, F(1, 35) = 5.86, p=.02. “The average productivity scores (2.87 and
3.95) differ significantly, F(1, 29) = 33.01, p = .00. “The average productivity scores (3.54 and 3.81) differ significantly, F(1,39) = 4.44, p = .04.

scores. The results are presented in Table 2. As can be
seen, for tutors with a discrepancy in their perfor-
mance, a high level of tutor performance corresponds
with a relatively high productivity score and a low
level of tutor performance corresponds with a rela-
tively low productivity score. The average productiv-
ity scores of both tutorial group’s differed for all types
of discrepancy tutors significantly (p <.05), as can also
be seen in Table 2.

To further investigate the relation between tutor per-
formance and the tutorial group’s productivity, the pro-
ductivity score per tutorial group was classified as
relatively low, medium, or high. For the purpose of our
analyses, these classifications were assigned the follow-
ing values: low = 1, medium = 2, and high = 3. The hy-
pothesis tested was whether a tutor characterized as a
low level of tutor performance, also had a low produc-
tivity score, and a tutor characterized as a high level of
tutor performance, also had a high productivity score. In
other words, is a tutor’s performance score relatively
consistent with the group’s productivity score? If this
hypothesis could be confirmed, it would imply that the

tutor’s performance score minus the group’s productiv-
ity score would result in an average point of difference
that is equal to zero. The results are presented in Table 3.
The average point of difference for all nine types of tu-
tors included in Table 3 differs significantly, F(8,271)=
12.18, p =.00. As can be seen, the average point of dif-
ference is equal to zero only for the nondiscrepancy tu-
tors with a medium level of tutor performance. The
nondiscrepancy tutors with a low level of tutor perfor-
mance and the discrepancy tutors with a low level of tu-
tor performance have a negative point of difference,
which implies that, on average, the group’s productivity
score is higher than the tutor’s performance score. The
nondiscrepancy tutors with a high level of tutor perfor-
mance and the discrepancy tutors with a high level of tu-
tor performance have a positive point of difference,
which implies that, on average, the group’s productivity
score is lower than the tutor’s performance score. Thus,
a nondiscrepancy tutor with a high level of tutor perfor-
mance s a tutor with high tutor performance scores, irre-
spective of the circumstance of the tutorial group’s
productivity. A nondiscrepancy tutor withalow level of

189



TUTOR PERFORMANCE

prior knowledge in relation to the unit content and the
level of structure in the curricular materials. This study
demonstrates that the tutorial group’s productivity is
another influencing factor, due to which a tutor’s per-
formance is not a stable characteristic. Tutorial groups
with relatively low levels of productivity require much
more input from a tutor than high-productive groups,
due to which a tutor’s competencies are more likely to
be actually needed by students. Nondiscrepancy tutors
with consistent low levels of tutor performance and
discrepancy tutors lack certain competencies that are
needed when dealing with low productivity groups.

The conclusion that a tutor’s performance is not a
stable characteristic, but is rather situation specific,
should, however, be taken with caution for three rea-
sons. First, the results of this study show that fluctua-
tion in tutor performance scores was not found for all
tutors, but for 39% of the tutors involved in this study.
Second, it was found that tutors with high levels of tu-
tor performance score more or less stably; they receive
high tutor performance scores irrespective of the tuto-
rial group’s productivity. Third, in a previous study it
was shown that tutor performance over repeated occa-
sions of evaluation was rather stable.8 Thus, a tutor’s
performance seems to be part tutor specific and part
situation specific and is not more situation specific
than tutor specific.

Finally, further investigations should be conducted
to discover what kinds of skills a tutor should possess
to be able to deal with tutorial groups with relatively
low levels of productivity. It is also important to deter-
mine better what low productivity in a learning group
means. An attempt in this area is a recent study in
which it was demonstrated that the group’s productiv-
ity is closely related to motivational dimensions and
cognitive dimensions, (i.e., cohesion, quality of inter-
action, and elaboration).!5 It would then be useful to
determine whether using certain skills, thus identified,
would yield less discrepancy in tutor performance and
higher levels of tutor performance. Discrepancy tutors
could, for example, be offered the opportunity to par-
ticipate in training sessions like the one developed by
Hitchcock and Anderson.!® These sessions were aimed
at generating strategies tutors can use to deal with dys-
functional groups. Subsequently one could investigate
whether such training would yield less discrepancy in
their tutor performance scores.
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