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A Microst udy on St udents Te aching 
St udents

Anne Papworth—Department of English

The teacher-as-hero trope appears frequently in our culture. Local 
news networks solicit nominations for teacher of the year, as do many 

campuses. Movies ranging from To Sir, With Love (1967) to The Emperor’s 
Club (2002) show how one teacher changes lives. While it is fitting to 
show appreciation to an often overlooked profession, the teacher-as-hero 
creates an uncomfortable and problematic corollary: student-as-victim.1 
Some might say that heroes need antagonists to exist; however, it is the 
victim that really keeps the hero in business. Without a cat stuck in a 
tree or a bus full of young children teetering on a precipice, the hero has 
little to fill the day. Similarly—obviously—the teacher needs students 
to help, to teach…to save. And many students play their role of victim 
well. Perched on that cliff’s edge, they wait for a teacher to swoop down 
and save them.

This image probably feels as uncomfortable to you as it does to me. 
Most faculty members do not take on this role of hero consciously and 
cringe at the idea of students as victims, dependent on the teacher for their 
learning. However, many educational theories—experiential learning, 
collaborative learning, learner-centered education—imply that this trope 
is more prevalent than teachers like to admit. For example, I describe my 
own pedagogy as highly collaborative, and strive to develop assignments/
class interactions that empower students to teach/save themselves; yet 
in the prayers that begin each class, my students consistently ask that 

“Sister Papworth be able to present all that she has prepared.” Where is 
the student in this dynamic?

This article is not another promotion for learner-centered education. 
Instead it is a look at my own efforts to excise the student-as-victim 
subtext from my teaching. Each semester I try to knock my “sagely” self 
off the classroom stage and provide opportunities for students to teach 
themselves and each other, but do my efforts work? In winter 2007, I 
conducted a microstudy2 to evaluate the effectiveness of a specific, learner-
centered teaching method. This article presents the theory influencing 
this teaching method, a discussion of my research methodology and 
methods, and an analysis of my findings.

The A ss ignment:  St udents Te aching St udents

Like many faculty on campus, I rely on experiential and collaborative 
learning teaching methods to promote students strengthening each other’s 
(and in the process their own) knowledge and solutions. President Clark 
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has encouraged us in this approach: “We have a teacher; but everyone 
speaks, and everyone listens. The implication is that each student may 
learn from every student. All have something of value to offer. And, 
clearly, students teach one another.”3 This statement echoes accepted 
learner-centered theory. Based on a research study on student retention, 
the National Training Laboratories articulated the learning pyramid (a 
staple in education theory), which argues that students are 90 percent 
more likely to retain a concept if they teach it to another person.4 While 
I incorporate this pedagogy into the classroom in a variety of ways, in 
one particular assignment I actually assign students the responsibility 
of teaching a concept to the class. The following outline illustrates the 
parameters of this assignment:

•	 Students work in self-determined groups.
•	 They select teaching topics from a variety of subjects, based on 

assigned readings; and, with approval from the instructor, determine 
the approach they wish to take regarding this material. 

•	 After reviewing the assigned readings, student-teachers research 
additional material to supplement the reading, considering how 
this research relates to the course and students’ needs.

•	 After reading and researching, they work with instructor to clarify 
the day’s lesson plan/objectives.

•	 Students then develop a method for teaching the material. They have 
as much creativity in teaching as they choose. The only requirement 
is that they must promote class interaction/involvement.

While I use this assignment in a variety of courses, I particularly rely on 
it in English 250, Introduction to Literature. Students often struggle with 
this course, seeing literary analysis as a random or completely subjective 
process that they cannot master. I use this assignment to engage them 
more fully in the literature and concepts we study. Allowing students 
to practice their analytical skills verbally frees many students from that 
additional struggle with and fear of writing. Having students teach the 
discussion, rather than practice this analysis in small group work, provides 
greater motivation for research and study. More specific objectives for 
this assignment include:

•	 Students will engage more fully in analyzing the literature they 
teach, developing skills they can apply throughout the remainder 
of the semester. 

•	 In determining the approach for a specific piece of literature, 
students will identify those aspects of literature that appeal to 
them, which in turn will more fully engage their classmates who 
are more likely to identify with the student perspective.

•	 Students will gain a greater appreciation for the amount and 
type of study needed to “understand” a text—teaching provides 
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great motivation for careful reading/study of a text. This greater 
appreciation will lead to improved study for all their assignments 
and readings.

This assignment strives to give students a significant experience 
developing and practicing their own readings of a text, a significant 
objective for this course. As Robert Scholes, professor emeritus at Brown 
University states, “Our job [as instructors] is not to produce ‘readings’ 
for our students but to give them the tools for producing their own.…
Our job is…to show them the codes upon which all textual production 
depends, and to encourage their own textual practice.”5 When these 
students teach each other, they must conduct their own textual practice 
and help others develop in similar ways.

Previously, when I have given this assignment I felt secure in its 
pedagogical foundations. However, a field methods research course, 
in conjunction with my PhD coursework, made me question whether 
this assignment truly accomplished these objectives. To better assess 
this teaching method, I designed the following microstudy to measure 
student perceptions about this teaching assignment. I wanted to study 
student perception because buy-in is a key element of experiential learning. 
Additionally, I wanted to know how students perceived the increased 
responsibility for their education. Do they value this experience, or 
do some students feel more comfortable in the student-as-victim role? 
Therefore, my research focused on two questions:

•	 Does putting students in the position of teacher lead them to take 
greater ownership of their learning?

•	 How do student-learners value content taught by other students?
This second question was particularly interesting to me. While many 

studies focus on the benefit to the student-teacher, student-learners (those 
being taught) receive less study. 

Pa rt ic ipatory Design Theory for Le a r ner-Center ed 
Pedagogy

I selected participatory design theory as my methodology for this 
research study because its research methods worked well for the classroom 
setting and the underlying principles of participatory design (PD) 
supported the pedagogical theory of the assignment. Danish educator 
Nikolaj Grundtvig’s model of education, which influenced 20th century 
educational theory throughout Scandinavia, similarly proposes that 
students learn when they 1) come of their own choice to the educational 
experience, 2) experience and discuss with culturally important persons 
and events instead of reading rather detachedly about culture, and 3) have 
their education rooted in their own experiences and history. Accordingly, 

While many 

studies focus on 

the benefit to the 

student-teacher, 

student-learners 

receive less study.



h a n d s  t o  h e l p  •  119

“education must arise out of the users’ everyday experiences, and be in 
dialog with peers and with the educators.”6

If learning occurs through personal experience and interactions with 
others, then a challenge educators face is finding ways for their students 
to connect their own experiences to the information presented through 
the interaction in a classroom. Participatory design (PD) focuses on a 
very similar goal and argues that users (students in my study) should have 
opportunities to “assert their own agency, turn to their own problem-
solving skills, and individually or cooperatively design practices, tools, and 
texts to deal with” their education/learning.7 Considering this goal, PD 
is the appropriate methodology for my research because of its emphasis 
on the active roles of the users—which this assignment promotes. 

Met hods

PD research methods can generally be divided into three stages. 
Stage 1 focuses on “the initial exploration of work.”8 During this stage, 
designers and users orient themselves to the project/knowledge to be 
evaluated. Stage 1 of this study occurred during January 2007. During this 
time, I employed what might be called my traditional teaching methods. 
Although I rely significantly on collaborative techniques (group work, 
case study, intense class discussions), I retained the title of teacher during 
this timeframe. The exploration of work occurred in two ways. First, 
our classes explored literature—fiction, poetry, drama, literary devices 
(the course work). Second, we oriented ourselves to each other. Students 
learned about my goals for the course, and I learned how they responded 
to me, the course structure, as well as the course content. 

Stage 2 focuses on the discovery process. During this time we explored 
learning methods and styles, with students evaluating the teaching methods 
they preferred (small group and large class discussion competed for the 
preferred methods). During this time period, I gathered data through 
interviews (four), surveys (104), test/quiz scores, and my own reflections/
observations outlined in a research journal. 

In February and March, I focused on Stage 3, prototyping. During the 
prototyping stage users and designers work together to “shape” products, 
resources, and knowledge needed to complete the users’ tasks.9 Although 
I was still the designer or consultant, the student-teachers took on the 
primary responsibility for shaping what would be taught in the specific 
classes as they prepared to teach their lessons. As stated previously, 
students researched, designed objectives and teaching methods, and then 
had thirty minutes in class to teach their material. My role was that of 
consultant. In conferences, students presented their ideas and problems, 
and we discussed solutions; but the students had ultimate responsibility 
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to determine content and make connections between that content and 
the overall course. 

Because I taught three sections of English 250, I used one section as a 
control group, continuing the teaching methods/assignments established 
in January, rather than assigning them a teaching experience. For all 
three sections I gathered the following data: interviews, surveys of 
student-learners, test/quiz scores, my reflections/observations, and course 
evaluation comments. In the student surveys, student-learners were asked 
to summarize what they learned that day, indicate how well they felt they 
understood the material, explain how they would apply this information 
in future situations, and how engaged they were during the class. 

For the two sections that were given the “teaching” assignment, I 
also conducted surveys of the student-teachers, gathering 46 pre- and 
post-teaching surveys. In addition to asking how students selected 
their subject matter and groups, the pre-teaching questionnaire asked 
them to explain their understanding of the assignment’s purpose and 
objectives. In other words, what did they believe they would get from 
this assignment, and what did they think their classmates (their students) 
would get from this assignment? Following their teaching experiences, 
student-teachers submitted a post-teaching assessment. Questions focused 
on their perspective of the experience (what went well, what didn’t), 
their level of preparation and view of their skills as a teacher, and their 
evaluation of the student-learners’ participation and understanding of 
the content taught.

After I completed coding the data collected for this study, I struggled 
to organize the sheer quantity of information gathered. By the end of 
the semester, I had 92 questionnaires from student-teachers and 428 
questionnaires from student-learners. Although not traditionally used 
in qualitative research, I used percentages to track and summarize 
themes and patterns in the data. My percentages are fairly simplistic: the 
number of similar responses divided by the total number of respondents 
in that category. No statistical analysis was performed, and I do not use 
these figures to make a significant quantitative claim. Instead, these 
percentages serve to reflect the general attitudes of these students regarding 
this experience.

Findings a nd Discuss ion

Learner-centered and user-centered design theories claim that, as 
students/users make decisions and participate more actively in the 
learning/design process, they will have greater ownership of their 
education and increased understanding of content. This study focused 
on students’ awareness of these outcomes: did they see that they were 
taking greater responsibility for their education, value this opportunity 
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for increased responsibility, and learn more about literature than they might 
have otherwise?

Research Question 1: Does putting students in the position of 
teacher lead them to take greater ownership of their learning?

Understanding Content
Because learner-centered theories claim that as students take greater 

responsibility/control for their education, their understanding increases, 
I looked closely at students’ perceptions about their learning through this 
assignment. Data indicates that students understood the objectives of 
this teaching experience. Over 70 percent of student-teachers indicated 
that the purpose of this assignment was to help them better understand 
the course material by teaching. In post-teaching surveys and course 
evaluations, approximately 40 percent of the students indicated that 
they liked this assignment because they “really learned the information” 
that they taught. Additionally, based on end-of the semester course 
evaluations, students in the test classes indicated a slight increase in time 
spent preparing for class when compared to the control group. Less than 
60 percent of the control group indicated they spent three-five hours per 
week preparing for this course, whereas approximately 65 percent of both 
test classes stated they spent three-five hours per week preparing for class. 
However, it is unclear whether the test classes’ increased preparation time 
indicates that this teaching assignment motivated students to spend more 
time studying for this course.

Responsibility of Learning
In their post-teaching evaluations, nearly 40 percent of the student-

teachers said this activity would encourage them to participate more in 
future classes. Additionally, almost half of the student-teachers said this 
experience would encourage them to prepare more effectively for future 
classes, while a third of the student-teachers stated that this would have 
no impact on their preparation/participation. Ironically, nearly 90 percent 
of the student-teachers wished student-learners would have been better 
prepared for class.

Discussion
A significant problem in PD research is that users tend to 

compartmentalize. They rarely transfer knowledge constructed in one 
design activity to another situation. The challenge for the researcher is 
to help users realize that “what one does in a project is not only for the 
project, but should place the [student] in a position where the experiences 
can be used, by the [student] on [his or her] own, further on in time.”10 
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Ideally, student-teachers would have transferred their knowledge acquired/
constructed through their particular teaching experience to the larger 
class: their realization that increased preparation for that specific class 
period led to increased understanding should have motivated them to 
prepare more effectively for every class. While the students in the test 
classes did claim to spend more time preparing for class, the student-
teachers’ comments about the learners’ lack of preparation, coupled with 
my own observations, indicate student-teachers were not preparing as 
effectively for class in general as they did for their teaching experience. 
Test and quiz scores also support this conclusion. There was no significant 
difference in the mean quiz scores for all three sections.

While comments on questionnaires were generally positive, I noticed 
another trend in the final interviews with students. Asked for their response 
to this experience, three of the four students interviewed indicated a 
negative response to this assignment: “Oh great, another group teaching 
project;” “I will learn by teaching? Nope!” “I was fine with it, but my 
life is so hectic. It was just one more thing to do.” When asked if they 
reflected the same attitudes on their pre- and post-teaching questionnaires, 
these students indicated no. They had been “worried [these comments] 
would hurt [their] grade.” In other words, these student-teachers were 
worried they would not succeed (get the desired grade) if they didn’t 
indicate value in the assignment. These comments reinforce the opinion 
that students understand what they are to gain by taking on the role of 
teacher, but call into question whether taking on this role is perceived 
as valuable for the students.

Research Question 2: How do student-learners value content 
taught by other students?

Comprehension and Preparation
Student-learners indicated that they did learn from the student-teachers. 

Eighty percent of the learners could accurately summarize an aspect of 
content taught in classes. This percentage is similar to the control class, 
where 85 percent of the learners accurately summarized content taught 
in classes. However, the difference between the two groups was seen in 
the structure of the summaries. In the test group, their summaries were 
not well structured, nor did they reflect the primary focus of the day’s 
objectives, whereas, the control group’s summaries reflected a greater 
understanding of the primary objective for a lesson. Additionally, while 
80 percent of the test group could summarize the material presented, only 
60 percent of learners actually stated that they understood the material 
presented, while 70 percent of learners in the control group indicated 
they understood the concepts presented. When asked how they would 
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apply the concepts learned in class, there was no discernible pattern to 
student-learner responses in either group. Most statements offered vague 
answers: “It will apply to my future viewing & reading of stories.”

Valuing Students Teaching
When asked what student-learners liked most about being taught 

by other students, the primary response dealt with maintaining student 
interest. Seventy percent of the learners felt the subject was covered in 
an interesting manner. Representative comments include, “I liked the 
activities.” “They kept me awake.” “The game was fun.” Additionally, 
students indicated that they valued these courses by their attentiveness to 
the student-teachers. After one day’s class I commented in my observation 
journal, “I wish students would try as hard to answer questions when I’m 
teaching as they did today with the teaching group.” However, in the 
end-of-the-semester course evaluations, over 40 percent of the students 
stated that, despite the fun of the student-teacher classes, they didn’t learn 
as much from other students teaching as they did when they taught the 
class themselves or when I was the “teacher.”

Discussion
 Learner-centered education argues that, “even though time could be 

saved by offering the same conclusions up front, the learner benefits from 
the process of deriving those solutions, theories, or conclusions.”11 In the 
student-teaching-student dynamic, this quote references the benefit to the 
student-teacher. While taking more time to reach a point is worthwhile 
for the student who is learning, can educators fairly ask the rest of the 
class to give their time to that student’s learning?

Students paradoxically enjoyed and dismissed the entertainment value 
of the student-teachers’ classes. They liked the interest-catching activities 
that student-teachers used during classes. (All groups used candy, games, 
movie clips, music, or some other form of entertainment/enticement for 
student participation.). However, they disliked the lecture/PowerPoint 
method of presenting concepts, and they felt that depth of discussion and 
analysis was, as one respondent described “somewhat shallow.” However, 
all groups used very similar teaching strategies and covered material at 
nearly the same level of complexity. 

My attempts, as consultant, to direct students away from this pattern 
failed. When meeting with student-teachers regarding their lesson plans, 
I offered specific recommendations for additional research, observations 
that we were seeing the same type of activities, and entreaties that students 
apply their own creativity to their teaching. However, the pattern persisted. 
I hypothesize two reasons for this occurrence. First, just as students failed 
to apply what they learned about preparation as teachers to their need 

Students didn’t 

learn as much from 

other students 

teaching as they 

did when they 

taught the class 

themselves or when 

I was the “teacher.”



124 •  p e r s p e c t i v e — a u t u m n  2 0 0 7

for preparation as learners, students may have compartmentalized their 
views regarding effective teaching methods. When preparing for their 
own teaching experiences, students might not have reflected on what they 
liked and disliked in previous teaching experiences. Instead, they may 
have defaulted to a pattern that had already been established. 

A second hypothesis contradicts the previous theory that students 
aren’t applying what they learn when they evaluate other student-teachers. 
In fact, students might perpetuate this pattern because they saw previous 
students use it. If this hypothesis is true, then it partially validates the 
argument that students learn more effectively from other students. Despite 
the variety of teaching methods I employed (students were not the teachers 
every day of the study), they gravitated to those methods employed by 
previous students. This raises a concern frequently voiced when discussing 
students teaching students. What happens when the students, who are 
not experts in the specific field and who are not expert teachers, present 
poorly developed or incorrect material? This question falls outside the 
scope of this research study; however, it is something that I struggled 
with throughout the semester and it requires further research.12

Other factors indicate that student-learners did not value the content 
presented by student-teachers. As previously noted, student-teachers felt 
that the learners were not as prepared on the days students taught when 
compared to the days I taught. My own observations indicated the 
same pattern. The questionnaires had not been designed to evaluate the 
cause for this occurrence, but in closing interviews, students indicated 
there was less fear of quizzes or being called on by the student-teachers; 
therefore, motivation to prepared decreased, despite the fact that I did give 
preparation quizzes over the material presented by student-teachers and 
exams included content covered during the student-teachers’ lessons.

Conclusions

Overall, this teaching method, like many, has strengths and weaknesses. 
Student-learners want the student-teachers to succeed. As a result they 
participate in group activities and class discussion. However, some students 
see this teaching method as a gimmick, overly employed and generally 
leading to busy work. Additionally, student-teachers learn about a specific 
literary element or text but fail to extend that knowledge beyond that 
specific piece of information. Reflecting on these findings, I wonder if this 
teaching method is less learner-centered than I’d originally envisioned. 
Based on the teaching methods employed by my students, it appears that 
this assignment offers a perception of collaborative learning (students 
teaching students) that is contradicted by reality. In some ways, I may be 
marketing the same faulty method of teacher-centered, lecture-oriented 
education under the guise of learner-centered education.13 
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As the previous statement indicates, at some point my research study 
shifted from a strict participatory design approach to include principles 
of participatory action research, which “means that individuals conduct 
studies ‘on’ themselves. During this process, people examine how their 
own understandings, skills, values, and present knowledge both frame 
and constrain their actions”14 Throughout this study, I realized that my 
original commitment to learner-centered education has not diminished, 
and I’m not ready to discard this assignment. However, more research must 
be conducted, and the next phase should look at the level of scaffolding 
necessary for student success. A common suggestion in the students’ 
course evaluations was that more structure be given for this teaching 
activity. I have struggled with the amount of scaffolding needed for this 
assignment. If I offer too much scaffolding, will I negate the students’ 
opportunities to “assert their own agency, turn to their own problem-
solving skills, and individually or cooperatively design practices, tools, 
and texts to deal with” their education/learning?15 Participatory design 
theory offers some suggestions for addressing this concern. First, the 
users/students have given their feedback regarding this design, and I have 
an ethical responsibility to incorporate this response into the design.16 
Also, I can reconsider my definitions of scaffolding. Scaffolding does 
not have to come through tightly structured checklists for completion. 
This returns us to the student-as-victim trope: “only by following my 
instructions perfectly you will succeed.” Instead, scaffolding might result 
in the iterative process of participatory design. By incorporating time in 
the semester for students to design, teach, reflect, discuss, respond, and 
then re-design (re-teach), perhaps student-teachers and student-learners 
can both benefit. •
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be a tendency to “assume that design solutions must spring from, or at least be ratified 

and promoted by, decision makers with specialized knowledge” (3). Replacing “user” 

with “student” and “designer” with “teacher” offer some interesting insights about the 
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