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Message from the President
Dear PLTLIS community,

Wow...I'm notsure what's the best way to describe our pastthree months, and what is yetto

happen. One day things seemed "normal", and the next we all moved into remote/online mode, classes,
peer-led workshops, social meetings... Itfeelslikeevery new day has broughta new learning experience
forall of us on all sides of the education enterprise. If thereisa silverlininginthe middle of this
pandemic, itisthat hopefullyithas made us all betterat being connected, even when we are not
physically together.

To thisend, we want to create a set of shortvideos congratulating all students afterachallenging
semester. We are looking forpeerleaders whowould be willingto undertake thisvideo collection. If
you are interested, oryou have agroup of peerleaders fromyourinstitution who would be willing to
participate, make ashort videoon theirphone andsenditto info@pltlis.org.

We are also starting a new way for the community to communicate and collaborate. We are hosting
PLTLIS:Forums on our website. Doyou have any questions aboutimplementinganew PLTL program,


mailto:info@pltlis.org

looking forsuggestions on challengingissues, orwantto start a jointinitiative? Come toourforum and
if you don'tfind a topicof interest... just startanew one!

As we continue learningthrough these unexplored paths, let's take a moment to say thanks, to stay

connectedto each otherand keep expandingin this wonderful enterprise of helping students, peersand
each otherto make a betterworld.

Be well,

Marcelo

Marcelo Sztainberg
Northeastern lllinois University

President, Board of Directors

www.pltlis.org

At the University of New Hampshire, amaster’s studentin computerscience focused his thesis on
creatinga scheduling program forthe PLTL program in chemistry. Currently, we have about 60 student
teamsinsix courses each semester, which has meant sorting about 600 studentsintotime and day slots
that are acceptable to them and their PLTL leaders. Until now, my student PLTL Coordinators did all the
scheduling manually using google forms and sortingin Excel by visual inspection. This job takes thema
good fraction of a weekend. The new scheduling program getsitdone in less thanten minutes.

The ComputerScience studentis exploring creating asmall company or service to make this scheduling
program available forafee to otherusers. We are tryingto gauge how much interestthere mightbein
havingaccessto this program from within the PLTL community. If you are interested, pleasesend an
emailtome, chris.bauer@unh.edu, explaining what the scope of yourtaskis. This same scheduler
might solve otherscheduling challenges as well (e.g. lab scheduling, recitations, etc.).

My coordinators find outthe time and day at which each leader wantsto have theirweekly team
session. We postthat as a Google Form. Students choose “preferred”, “possible”, or “not possible” for
each of the sessions. The resulting google file is an Excel .csv file where each row lists the student, email,
and the preference choice forevery one of the listed sessions. Thisis part of the inputfile forthe
scheduler. The inputfile hasatemplate which alsoincludes the names, day and time of each leader.
Thisfileis submitted tothe scheduling program. The outputlists on eachrow: the leadername,
followed by the emails of all of the students scheduled into that leader’s team. We can hand that email
listto eachleaderforinitiating contact with theirteams.

The program allows for selectable constraints. Teamsize is weighted toward six to eight students and
preventsteams with fewerthan fouror more than tenstudents. These numbers are selectable. Itis
possible to specify mixing student genders, but not havingasingleton (e.g. not allowingless than two
malesinateam of females). Thereisaslight weightingbuiltin forstudents whosignup earlierinthe
process. If there are differentlectureinstructors for the same course, itis possible to specify that all
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studentsinateambe from the same instructor’s class. Unassigned students are flagged (e.g. for “other”
time requests). The program outputfile canbe edited (e.g. to add late leader or studentrequests) and
inputfora second schedulingrun.

Why don’twe use the registrar? From the beginning, we wanted to keep flexibility high for setting
schedules. Starttimesand durations are not constrained by the normal class schedule, and we often
use roomsthat are not includedin the registrar database (conferencerooms and the like). Leaderscan

choose a time that worksintheirschedule right up to the first day of classes. Students can express
choice among multiple options. Thistendstokeep most people happy.

ChristopherF. Bauer, Professor
Department of Chemistry
University of New Hampshire
Durham, NH 03824

chris.bauer@unh.edu

| teach chemistry at San Jose City College. Due to the coronavirus, we are all working remotely, whichis
successful forlecture formatin most cases. An exceptionislaboratory work, which purposeisto give
students some "hands-on" personal experience. There are virtual lab offerings, somewhat similartoa
video game, but this provides anintellectual rathera physical experience.

A solutionisto develop simple experiments which can be done at home with household toolssuchasa
postage or kitchen scale, measuring cups, and a thermometer. Chemicals are limited to the grocery
store, but plenty of options exist (tablesalt, bleach, hydrogen peroxide, baking soda, eggs, softdrinks,
etc.). Six prototype experiments have been created with this use in mind and the first one, on Density, is

posted onthe PLTLIS Forum. The otherfive developed so far can be obtained by contacting me,
Bill@bcarlson.net

Perhapsyou have developed some experiments and would be interested in sharingwhat you have
developed. The end result could be alab manual for remote learning, even after the current virus
pandemicisover.lwould welcome any comments, suggestions, or collaboration.

Bill Carlson

Chemistry Department
San Jose City College
San Jose, California

Bill@bcarlson.net
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Peer Leaders’ Experiences Online

Northeastern lllinois University, Chicago, lllinois

A
Mohamed Jemmali (NEIU PeerLeader, Computer Science)

| can clearly rememberthe nightbeforebeinginclass notas a student, butasa PeerLeader, one year
ago. Inmy mind a voice keeps repeating all the time, thisis notjust a simple opportunity, thisisan
importantjob, experience, andit’saresponsibility, so do your best, and show up confidentin front of
everyone. Confidenceis definitely the key; confidenceis the mostimportant thingto achieve agreat
relationship between you and every otherstudent, but confidence can be easily lostif you lose control
fromthe beginning. The moment when you come toworkshop as a Peer Leader, your mood matters,
your smile, yoursmell, yourclothes, you have to look professional, it’s the right momentto look more
serious; afterall, you are not a student at that moment, and you are not a professor, butyourepresent
both.

Confidenceisveryimportant whenitcomesto handlingaresponsibility, butitis built whenyouare
already well prepared. Before goingto each workshop session, | take atleast one hourto prepare the
material, understand the subject very well, and when | arrive, | show up ready to answerany question,
or to explainanything. Inworkshop, I usually include somerules, which may change when needed, but
they should be there. These mightbe if astudent doesn’t wanttowork on a problem, they will be
pickedto go to the board and show theirwork. Rules are not meantto embarrass anyone, butto make
sure that everyone works hard, and doesn’t waste time. Each time | have a workshop session, | move
around the students, check everyone’s screen, help if someone stops me, butalso give them a bit of
pressure to progress. Aftertwo or three weeksfromthe beginning of asemester, youwill have anidea
who really will workand whowon’t, so you can act accordingly by encouraging those who seem a bit
lazier, ornot serious. With time, you build afriend ship with everyone, this friendship give you more
flexibility to ask forsomeone to help another, orto letanyone know thatyou are opento help after
class, or to help by emails oreven a text message.

In workshop, | usually include some rules, which may change when needed, but they should be there.

Peerleading usedto be this way for me, until the recent stay-at-home obligation caused by the Corona
virus. This does not meanthat | am done beinga Peer Leader, but means the beginning of anew
experience, the experience of having an online workshop, something that| have neverdone before and
| had to make it work. Online workshops are definitely different than face-to-face. It’s much more



importantto have a good headsetand a camera online than wearing formal clothes, orusing body
language to help you explain something. Your voice matters much more than how youlook, or act. |
have noticed that| have to work on my tone after| watched myselfinarecorded session, something
that hadn’tbeen a bigconcern before. Onlineworkshop difficulties must be faced: When you are talking
withoutseeingthe others, you are notevensure if students are listeningtoyou, or if they are really
workingonthe problem, ortheyare notevenina front of the computer. Most of the studentsjointhe
online workshop with their camera and microphone off, and even when theydecideto turn on the
camera, you will not have a chance to look at them while you explain something, because your main
focus is on what you share on the screen, so there is no chance to see their facial expressions. Moreover,
it’s more complicated when you have some students who don’t want to use the microphone, and prefer
to chat/textyou, sothenyou have to keep youreye on the chat while you are explaining something,
otherwise you may read the question later, so you have to go back to a previous pointtoanswerthe
guestion, and redo the explanation again.

Online workshop sessions for me were anew difficulty to be faced as a Peer Leader. Thiswasn’ta
surprise forme, butthere are some advantages that are rare in face-to-face workshop sessions. The
ability torecord the whole session and share onlineis very beneficial to anyone who missed the session,
ordidn’tunderstand something, and wants to hearthe explanation again. Monitoring studentsisalso
possible online:itcan be done by asking studentsto share theirscreen, orto answera questionviathe
chat function.

In conclusion, peerleading, whetherin a physical location oronline, isavery unique experience. We are
not professors who can give a grade that students care about, and we are notjust random people who
try to help others with what they can; we are there to make sure that students gain more confidence in
solving problems, and feel they have friends who can guide them to gain more knowledge of the
material.



University of Texas at El Paso

PaulinaR.Torres (UTEP PeerLeader, Chemistry)

ComfortZones. We all love them; they are safe and reliable. Routine. It’s something we all counton,
somethingthatkeeps ourlivesinsteady rhythm. They make us feel safe. What happenswhentheseare
takenfromus? We can eitherdecide thatall hope has been lost or we can adapt and rise to the
occasion. | like to believe that this PLTLprogram chose the latter option. The harder option. Thatthe
program was and is able to use this time to grow and flourish.

This semester was most definitely not conventional, noteveninthe slightest. The global pandemic
seemed to have appeared out of nowhere likeasudden hurricane leaving us with practically no time to
prepare forthe storm. Had we seenitcoming perhapsinthe weeksleading up tothe beginning of the
semesteras we went through training, we might have been able to sail more smoothly into this new
normal. This, however, was not the case. Virtual workshops were completely uncharted territory for the
peerleading program at UTEP and they were something that each of uswould have to learn to navigate,
for the most part, on our own. | personally relied heavily on the personal interactions and relationships
that developed with my students duringin-person workshops this semester. | enjoyed watching them
laugh - pitifully most times - at my terrible jokes. ladmired watchingtheirinterestinthe subject grow,
as well astheircuriosity, but most of all | relished those tiny flickers of moments when their eyes lighted
up as theyfinally grasped a conceptthey had struggled so hard with.

These special, definingmoments were harderto capture through a computerscreen, and at timesitwas
disheartening. Evenas|prepared each week by surfingthrough videos on YouTube aboutthat week’s
topicjustto find one that they mightfind intriguing, and trying to create a sense of camaraderie and
healthy competition with Kahoot games, | still could not help but fearthat| was lettingthese students
down. | would compare the workshop experience that I received to what they were now receivingand
feltthatit was my jobto compensate forthese unforeseen circumstances that had so evidently made it
impossible to create anything with even aslight resemblance of anin-person environment. Nonetheless,
| continued each week trying to keep my students’ spirits up, as well as my own, and although I would
always be anxious as | saw the reviews of my workshop arrive in my inbox, | was always pleasantly



surprised atthe commentsthat were so encouragingand reassuring. These revie ws were a nice
reminderthat| was makinga positive impact with these students, evenif attimes|feltthatl wasnot. |
thinkitis imperativethatthese reviews continue, so that old and new Peer Leaders alike are able to not
onlyreceive advice about whatimprovements might be made to make theirworkshop even better, but
alsoto receive that boost of confidence that each of us so desperately needs every once inawhile.

As this program faces the next semester, the significance of teamwork could not be more important.
The very core of the PLTL program is team-based learning, peers working togetherto solve problems.
Why, then, would we reserve this technique strictly for the students? One adjustment | would like to
witness forthis upcoming semesteris a stronger sense of community among everyone in the program.
Whetheritbe duringtrainingweek, or during preview (prep sessions), | would like problems to be
coveredinsucha way as they would be ina workshop with students. It should be the responsibility not
only of the individual person, but of the group as a whole, to ensure that everyone is comfortable with
the topics they will have to facilitate understanding forthe next group of students. While activities are
very useful forin-person workshops, it can be much more difficult, almost seemingly impossible, to
conduct themvirtually. This being the case, | believe it would be quite beneficial to dedicate more time
duringtrainingto goingthrough practice problems for each topic, especially forthe ne wer Peer Leaders
who might be particularly hesitantto admittheir need of assistance or review of concepts. Experienced
PeerLeaders can attestto the fact that it can be difficulttotraverse afirst semester of workshops: how
to ensure you are covering the mostimportant points, how to manage your time, how to gauge your
quizdifficulty, etc. Therefore, | would liketo propose that a few experienced Peer Leaders conduct a
mock workshop during training week, and even some new Peer Leaders asit could help relieve some of
theirnervousness, should they so choose.

EvenPeerleaderswho have beeninthe programfor several semesters learn something new each
semesterthat pushesthemtoimprove forthe nextone. For me, that was the importance of makingthe
rulesthatl plan onimplementing very clearfromthe very first workshop. | have created asyllabus every
semesterandreaditto my studentsto guarantee thatthere isa clearunderstanding of whatis expected
of themand what theyin turn should expect from me. This current semester, however, required the
implementation of new rulesin regard to online quizzes and homework submissions. Itis extremely
difficult for me tosay noto a studentaskingto submitan assignmentlate, and this happened very often
once online workshops began. In orderto avoid putting myself in this situation, |l would like toinclude
the guidelinesforanonline workshop in case the need forthem should arise in future semesters. Inthe
event that thisupcoming semestershould be online, I plan oninvesting some time researching more
ways to keep virtual workshops engaging. Itis my understanding that these virtual workshops are not so
out of the ordinary for otheruniversities with alarger population, and I would like to be able to discuss
thiswiththose PeerLeaders who are more accustomed to these circumstances. Seeing that most of us
are confined tothe perimeters of ourhomes, I think it would be a great opportunity for our program to
have virtual discussions and sessions with Peer Leaders from these universities before the beginning of
the fall semester. [To continue this discussion, please go to the Forum at www.pltlis.org]

| am foreverindebted to everything that this program - the students, the Peer Leaders, and the
professors - has taught me and the opportunities for growth thatit has provided me. | cannot waitto
see whatis instore for the future of this Peer-Led Team Learning program and | look forward to helping
createit.



