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Abstract 

How often would a student in a course walk up to a professor and say: “Professor, I do not 

comprehend the material; would you mind changing your teaching style?”  More than likely one 

would never see this scenario.  Students generally are forced to adapt to their professor, not the other 

way around.   At the University of Texas at El Paso the Peer-Led Team Learning program provides 

the ability to tailor a classroom to the students’ needs.  The peer leader directs students into self-

learning using team-based activities and problem solving strategies.  One advantage of this program 

is its ability to evolve to students’ needs.  The small classroom environment promotes a personal 

connection among peers.  This personal connection allows students to feel comfortable to ask 

questions and even more important, to make suggestions.  The format allows students to reflect on 

the activities for the day to make recommendations for following workshops and for improvements 

giving students a sense of ownership of their learning process.  The relaxed learning environment 

focuses attention on learning the concepts at hand not the shortcomings of the professor. 

 

Introduction 

At The University of Texas at El Paso the Peer-Led Team Learning (PLTL) (Gosser and 

Roth, 1998; Gosser, et al, 2001; Tien et al, 2002) Program was initiated in 2000 in an effort to 

enhance students’ learning and engagement in education. The format consists of students attending 

large lecture twice a week and a two-hour workshop once a week (Becvar, 2012).  Workshop involves 

a small group of students learning under the direction of a peer leader.  A peer leader is a student that 

has previously shown a significant understanding of the course’s content. The peer leader guides a 

classroom by leading students into self-learning with use of team-based (Lightner, et. al, 2007) 

learning activities, problem-solving (Hmelo-Silver, 2004) and simple hands-on Explorations (Becvar, 

et al, 2003; Becvar, 2004; Hernandez, et al., 2006; Khateeb, et al., 2006; Frederick, et al., 2009; 

Campos-Flores, et al., 2010; Ronquillo, et al., 2010; Becvar, et al 2012a; Becvar, et al, 2012b).  

Explorations provide a bridge between the real world and the science content at hand by providing 

an experiential representation of the material being covered to aid in students’ understanding of the 

concepts.  

 

Results and Discussion 

One advantage of this adaptive program is its ability to evolve to students needs.  Students 

are often intimidated to approach their professors to ask questions because they are fearful of what 

the professor might say (Cruickshank, 1981).  “Educators are gradually moving away from talk-and-
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chalk lectures to project-based learning, real-world problem solving, and team collaboration” 

(Lightner, 2007). The typical classroom environment involves a lecturer standing in front of a class 

communicating a message.  The key word in the last sentence is ‘communicating’.  In the PLTL 

program at UTEP communication comes in two steps. The first step involves an individual speaking 

while the other listens. The second and most important step is feedback from the individual listening 

(Jorgenson, 1981). The large size of a classroom prevents professors from having this one-on-one 

communication with their students thus never establishing the second step of communication.   

In contrast the small classroom environment in workshops allows for the perfect setting for 

ideal communication.  This communication allows students to build a relationship among peers and 

more importantly to create a level of comfort that gives workshop students the ability to make 

suggestions. The function of feedback is the very core of what we mean by workshop adaptability.  

Unlike the typical classroom, workshop agendas are not written in stone.  After each workshop 

students are asked to reflect on the workshops structure and activities for the day. The feedback 

obtained is what can dictate the format for the following workshop.  If students do not understand a 

certain activity or concept, the peer leader will be able to identify the problem by asking questions on 

how it can be improved. The fact that not all students learn the same way makes workshop 

adaptability an essential part of the workshop students’ education.  Questions can be reformatted 

using pictures and diagrams instead of words depending on each student’s particular learning style.   

The personal connection gives peer leaders such a powerful tool that it places professors at a 

disadvantage when it comes to getting the message across.  This is the conclusion one can reach from 

a survey conducted of students taking workshops at UTEP (Figures 1 - 5).  Students participating in 

this survey had previously signed  

 

 
Figure 1. Would you approach your classroom professor to ask her/him to change teaching style or 
make recommendations on how to improve her/his teaching? (n = 52) 
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Figure 2. Would you approach your workshop Peer Leader and ask them to change their teaching 
style or make recommendations on how to improve their teaching? (n = 52) 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Where do you feel more comfortable asking questions, in workshop or the classroom? (n = 
52) 

 
 

 
Figure 4. If given the option what would you rather attend workshop or the classroom?  (n = 52) 

 
 

 
Figure 5. What do you feel has a bigger impact on your education, workshop or classroom? (n = 52) 
 
consent forms approved by the Institutional Review Board at the institution.  Students were asked to 

give feedback on their levels of comfort approaching the classroom professor versus their peer leader 

in regards to asking for a change in teaching style or making recommendations or suggestions on 
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how to improve teaching and learning.  Students felt overwhelmingly that peer leaders would be 

more receptive (Figure 2 versus Figure 1).  Students were almost unanimous in feeling more 

comfortable asking questions in workshop than lecture (Figure 3).  Students clearly would rather 

attend workshop than lecture (Figure 4).  The last question of the survey asked students to compare 

the relative impact of classroom versus workshop towards their education (Figure 5). Which do you 

feel has a bigger impact on your education? Seventy seven percent of students answered that 

workshop has a bigger impact on their education than lecture.  

As time passes, things change; those organisms that are not able to adapt are left behind.  

This is true for our educational system: if we don’t learn how to adapt, students and the current 

higher educational system will be left behind.  PLTL Workshop has the flexibility of adapting to its 

students and for tailoring classrooms to the newer generation’s forms of learning.  
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