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Peer Tutoring and the
"Conversation of Mankind"
by Kenneth A. Bruffee
The beginnings of peer tutoring lie in practice, not in theory. A decade or
so ago, faculty and administrators in a few institutions around the country
became aware that, increasingly, students entering college had difficulty doing
as well in academic studies as their abilities suggested they should be able to
do. Some of these students were in many ways poorly prepared academically.
Many more of them, however, had on paper excellent secondary preparation.
The common denominator among the poorly prepared and the apparently well
prepared seemed to be that, for cultural reasons we may not yet fully under
stand, all these students had difficulty adapting to the traditional or "normal"
conventions of the college classroom.
One symptom of the difficulty was that many of these students refuSed
.help when it was offered. Mainly, colleges offered ancillary programs staffed
by professionals. Students avoided them in droves. Many solutions to this
problem were suggested and tried, from mandated programs to sink-or-swim.
One idea that seemed at the time among the most exotic and unlikely (that is,
in the jargon of the Sixties, among the most "radical") turned out to work
rather well. Some of us had guessed that students were refusing the help we
were providing because it seemed to them merely an extension of the work,
the expectations, and above all the social structure of traditional classroom
learning. And it was traditional classroom learning that seemed to have left
these students unprepared in the first place. What they needed, we had
guessed, was help of a sort that was not an extension but an alternative to the ,
traditional classroom.
To provide that alternative, we turned to· peer tutoring. Through peer
tutoring, we reasoned, teachers could reach students by organizing them to
teach each other. Peer tutoring was a type of collaborative learning. It did not
seem to change what people learned but, rather, the social context in which
they learned it. Peer tutoring made learning a two-way street, since students'
work tended to improve when they got help from peer tutors and tutors
leamed from the students they helped and from the activity of tutoring itself.
Peer tutoring harnessed the powerful educative force of peer influence that
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had been-and largely still is-ignored and hence wasted by traditional forms
of education. I
These are some of the insights we garnered through the practical
experience of organizing peer tutoring to meet student needs. More recently,
we have begun to learn that much of this practical experience and the insights
it yielded have a conceptual rationale, a theoretical dimension, that had
escaped us earlier as we muddled through, trying to solve practical problems
in practical ways. The better· we understand this conceptual rationale, how
ever, the more it leads us to suspect that peer tutoring (and collaborative
learning in general) has the potential to challenge the theory and practice of
traditional classroom learning itself.
This essay will sketch what seems to me to be the most persuasive con
ceptual rationale for peer tutoring and will suggest what appear to be some of
the larger implications of that rationale. The essay will begin by discussing
the view of thought and knowledge that seems to underlie peer tutoring. Then
it will suggest what this view implies about how peer tutoring works. Finally,
the essay will suggest what this concept of knowledge may suggest for study
ing and teaching the humanities.

Conversation and the Origin of Thought
In an important essay on the place of literature in education published
some twenty years ago, Michael Oakeshott argues that what distinguishes
human beings from other animals is our ability to participate in unending
conversation. "As civilized human beings," Oakeshott says,
we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves and the
world, nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a
conversation, begun in the primeval forests and extended and made
more articulate in the course of centuries. It is a conversation which
goes on both in public and within each of ourselves.... Education,
properly speaking, is an initiation into the skill and partnership of this
conversation in which we learn to recognize the voices, to distinguish
the proper occasions of utterance, and in which we acquire the
intellectual and moral habits appropriate to conversation. And it is this
conversation which, in the end, gives place and character to every
human activity and utterance. 2
Arguing that the human conversation takes place within us as well as
among us and that conversation as it takes place within us is what we call
reflective thought, Oakeshott makes the assumption that conversation and
reflective thought are related in two ways: organically and formally. That is,

The educative value of peer group influence is discussed in Nevitt Sanford, ed., The American College
(New York: Wiley, 1962), and Theodore M. Newcomb and Everett K. Wilson, eds., College Peer Groups
(Chicago: Aldine, 1966).
2 Michael Oakeshott, "The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of Mankind," in Rationalism in Politics
(New York: Basic Books, 1962), 199.
I
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as the work of Lev Vygotsky and others has shown,) reflective thought is
public or social conversation internalized. We first experience and learn "the
skill and partnership of this conversation" in the external arena of direct social
exchange with other people. Only then do we learn to displace that "skill and
partnership" by playing silently, in imagination, the parts of all the partici
pants in the conversation ourselves. As Clifford Geertz has put it, "thinking
as an overt, public act, involving the purposeful manipulation of objective
materials, is probably fundamental to human beings; and thinking as a covert,
private act, and without recourse to such materials, a derived, though not
unuseful, capability."4
Since what we experience as reflective thought is organically related to
social conversation, 'the two are also related functionally. That is, because
thought originates in conversation, thought and conversation tend to work
largely in the same way. Of course, in thought some of the limitations· of
conversation are absent. Logistics, for example, are no problem at all; I don't
have to go anywhere or make an appointment to get together with myself for
a talk. I don't even need to dial the phone, although I do sometimes need a
trip to the coffeemaker. And in thought there are no differences among the
participants in preparation, interest, native ability, or spoken vernacular. On
the other hand, in thought some of the less fortunate limitations of conver
sation may hang on. Limitations imposed by my ethnocentrism, inexperience,
personal anxiety, economic interest, and paradigmatic inflexibility can
constrain my thinking just as they can constrain my conversation. If my talk
is narrow, superficial, biased, and confined to cliches, my thinking is likely to
be so, too. Still, it remains the case that many of the social forms and con
ventions of conversation, most of its language conventions and rhetorical
structures, its impetus and goals, its excitement and dri.y>e, its potentially vast
range and flexibility, and the issues it addresses are the sources of the forms
and conventions, structures, impetus, range and flexibility, and the issues of
reflective thought.
The formal and organic relationship I have been drawing here between
conversation and thought illuminates, therefore, the source of the quality,
depth, terms, character, and issues of thought. The assumptions underlying
this argument differ considerably, however, from the assumptions we
ordinarily make about the nature of thought. We ordinarily assume that
thought is some sort of "essential attribute" of the human mind. The view that
conversation and thought are fundamentally related assumes instead that
thought is a social artifact. As Stanley Fish has put it, the thoughts we "can
think and the mental operations [we] can perform have their source in some

'For example, L.S. Vygotsky, Mind in Society (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978).
, Clifford Geertz, ''The Growth of Culture and the Evolution of Mind," in The Interpretation of Cultures
(New York: Basic Books, 1973), 76-77. See also in the same volume ''The Impact of the Concept of
Culture on the Concept of Man" and "Ideology as a Cultural System," Parts IV and V.
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or other interpretive community."5 Reflective thinking is something we learn
to do, and we learn to do it from and with other people. We learn to think
reflectively as a result of learning to talk, and the ways we can think reflec
tively as adults depend on the ways we have learned to talk as we grew up.
The range, complexity, and subtlety of our thought, its power, the practical
and conceptual uses we can put it to, as well as the very issues we can ad
dress result in large measure (native aptitude, the gift of our genes, aside)
directly from the degree to which we have been initiated into what Oakeshott
calls the potential "skill and partnership" of human conversation in its public
and social form.
To the extent that thought is internalized conversation, then, any effort to
understand how we think requires us to understand the nature of conversation;
and any effort to understand conversation requires us to understand the nature
of community life that generates and maintains conversation. Furthermore,
any effort to understand and cultivate in ourselves a particular kind of
thinking requires us to understand and cultivate the community life that
generates and maintains the conversation from which a particular kind of
thinking originates. The first steps to learning to think better are to learn to
converse better and to learn to create and maintain the sort of social contexts,
the sorts of community life, that foster the kinds of conversations we value.
These relationships have broad applicability and implications far beyond
those that may be immediately apparent. For example, Thomas Kuhn has
argued that to understand scientific thought and knowledge, we must
understand the nature of scientific communities. 6 Richard Rorty, carrying
Kuhn's view and terminology further, argues that to understand any kind of
knowledge, we must understand what Rorty calls the social justification of
belief; that is, we must understand how knowledge is generated and
maintained by communities of knowledgeable peers. 7 Stanley Fish completes
the argument by positing that these "interpretive communities" are the source
not only of our thought and the "meanings" we produce through the use and
manipulation of symbolic structures, chiefly language; interpretive com
munities may also be in large measure the source of what we regard as our
very selves. 8

Conversation, Writing, and Peer Tutoring
The line of argument I have been pursuing has important implications for
educators, especially those of us who teach composition. If thought is
internalized public and social talk, then writing is internalized talk made

, Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), 14. Fish develops his argument ful1y in Part 2, pages 303·71.
• Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed., International Encyclopedia of Unified
Science, vol. 2, no. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970).
7 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror ofNature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1979).
Some of the larger educational implications of Rorty's argument are explored in Kenneth A. Bruffee,
"Liberal Education and the Social Justification of Belief," Liberal Education (Summer 1982): 8-20.
• Fish, 14.
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public and social again. If thought is internalized conversation, then writing is
internalized conversation re-externalized. 9
Like thought, therefore, writing is temporally and functionally related to
conversation. Writing is in fact a technologically displaced form of
conversation. When we write, having already internalized the "skill and part
nership" of conversation, we displace it once more onto the written page. But
because thought is already one step away from conversation, the position of
writing relative to conversation is more complex than even that of thought.
Writing is at once both two steps away form conversation and a return to
conversation. By writing, we re-immerse conversation in its social medium.
Writing is two steps removed from conversation because, for example, my
ability to write this essay depends on my ability to talk through with myself.
the issues I address here. And my ability to talk through an issue with my~elf
derives largely from my ability to converse directly with other people in an
immediate social situation.
The point is not that every time I write, what I say must necessarily be
something I have talked over with other people first, although I may well
often do just that. What I say can originate in thought.. But since thought is
conversation as I have learned to internalize it, the point is that writing always
has its roots deep in the acquired ability to carry on the social symbolic
exchange we call conversation. The inference writing tutors and teachers
should make from this line of reasoning is that our task must involve
engaging students in conversation at as many points in the writing process as
possible and that we should contrive to ensure that that conversation is similar
in as many ways as possible to the way we would like them eventually to
write.

Peer Tutoring as Social Context
This practical inference returns us to peer tutoring. If we consider thought
as internalized conversation and wri,ting as re-externalized conversation, peer
tutoring plays an important role in education for at least two reasons-both
resulting from the fact that peer tutoring is a form of collaborative leaming.
First, peer tutoring provides a social context iIi which students can experience
and practice the kinds of conversation that academics most value. The kind of
conversation peer tutors engage in with their tutees can be emotionally
involved, intellectually and substantively focused, and personally dis
interested. There could be no better source of this than the sort of displaced
conversation (i.e., writing) that academics value. Peer tutoring, like collab
orative learning in general, makes students-both tutors and tutees-aware
that writing is a social artifact, like the thought that produces it. However
displaced writing may seem in time and space from the rest of a writer's
community of readers and other writers, writing continues to be an act of
conversational exchange.
• A case for this position is argued in Kenneth A. Bruffee, "Writing and Reading as Collaborative or
Social Acts: The Argument from Kuhn and Vygotsky," in The Writer:r Mind (Urbana, Ill.: NCTE, 1983).
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Peer 1\J.toring as a Context for "Normal Discourse"
The second reason is somewhat more complex. Peer tutoring, again like
collaborative learning in general, plays an important role in education because
it provides a particular kind of social context for conversation, a particular
kind of community: that of status equals, or peers. This means that students
learn the "skill and partnership" of re-externalized conversation not only in a
community that fosters the kind of conversation academics most value, but
also in a community like the one most students must eventually write for in
everyday life-in business, government, and the professions.
It is worthwhile digressing a moment to establish this last point.
Ordinarily people write to inform and convince other people within the
writer's own community, people whose status and assumptions approximate
the writer's own. to That is, the sort of writing most people do most frequently
in their everyday working lives is what Rorty calls "normal discourse."
Normal discourse, a term of Rarty's coinage based on Kuhn's term "normal
science," applies to conversation within a community of knowledgeable peers.
A community of knowledgeable peers is a group of people who accept, and
whose work is guided by, the same paradigms and the same code of values
and assumptions. In normal discourse, as Rorty puts it, everyone agrees on
the "set of conventions about what counts as a relevant contribution, what
counts as a question, what counts as having a good argument for that answer
or a good criticism of it." The product of normal discourse is "the sort of
statement that can be agreed to be true by all participants whom the other
participants count as 'rational. '''11
The essay I am writing here is an example of normal discourse in this
sense. I am writing to members of my own community of knowledgeable
peers. My readers and I (I suppose) are guided in our work by the same set of
conventions about what counts as a relevant contribution, what counts as a
question, what counts as an answer, what counts as a good argument in
support of that answer or a good criticism of it. I judge my essay finished
when I think it conforms to that set of conventions and values. And it is
within that set of conventions and values that my readers will evaluate the
essay, both in terms of its quality and in terms of whether or not it makes
sense. Normal discourse is pointed, explanatory, and argumentative. Its
purpose is to justify belief to the satisfaction of other people within the
author's community of knowledgeable peers. Much of what we teach today
or should be teaching-in composition and speech courses is the normal

'·Some writing in business, government, and the professions may of course be like the writing that
students do in school for teachers, that is, for the sake of practice and evaluation. Certainly some
writing in everyday working life is done purely as performance, for instance, to please superiors in the
corporate or department hierarchy. So it may be true that learning to write to someone who is not a
member of one's own status and knowledge community, that is, to a teacher, has some practical
everyday value; but the value of writing of this type is hardly proportionate to the amount of time
students normally spend on it.
"Rorty,320.
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discourse of most academic, professional, and business communities. The
"rhetoric" taught in our composition textbooks comprises-or should com
prise-the conventions of normal discourse of those communities. 12
Teaching normal discourse in its written form is thus central to a college
curriculum because the one thing college teachers in most fields commonly
want students to acquire, and what teachers in most fields consistently reward
students for, is the ability to carry on in speech and writing the normal
discourse of the field in question. Normal discourse is what William Perry
calls the fertile "wedding" of "bull" and "cow," of facts and their relevancies:
discourse on the established contexts of knowledge in a field that makes
effective reference to facts and ideas as defined within those contexts. In a
student who can consummate this wedding, Perry says, "we recognize a
colleague."'3 This is so because to be a conversant with the normal discourse
in a field of study or endeavor is exactly what we mean by being knowl
edgeable-that is, knowledgeable-in that field. Not to have mastered the
normal discourse of a discipline, no matter how many "facts" or data one may
know, is not to be knowledgeable in that discipline. Mastery of a "knowledge
community's" normal discourse is the basic qualification for acceptance into
that community.
The kind of writing we hope to teach students in college, therefore, is not
only the kind of writing most appropriate to work in fields of business,
government, and the professions; it is also writing most appropriate to gaining
competence in most academic fields that students study in college. And what
both kinds of writing have in common is that they are written within and
addressed to a community of status equals: peers. They are both normlll dis
course.
This point having, I hope, been established, the second reason peer
tutoring is important in education becomes clear. As a form of collaborative
learning, peer tutoring is important because it provides the kind of social
context in which normal discourse occurs: a community of knowledgeable
peers. This is the main goal of peer tutoring.
Objections to Peer Tutoring
But to say this only raises another question: How can student peers, not
themselves members of the knowledge communities they hope to enter, help
other students enter those communities? This question is of course a variation
of the question most often raised about all kinds of collaborative learning:
isn't it the blind leading the blind?

"A textbook that acknowledges the normal discourse of academic disciplines and offers ways of learning
it in a context of collaborative learning is Elaine Maimon, Gerald L. Belcher, Gail W. Hearn, Barbara F.
Nodine, and Finbarr W. O'Connor, Writing in the Arts and Sciences (Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop, 1981;
distributed by Little, Brown). Another is Kenneth A. Bruffee, A Short Course in Writing (Cambridge,
Mass.: Winthrop, 1980; distributed by Little, Brown).
"William G. Perry, Jr., "Examsmanship and the Liberal Arts," in Examining in Harvard College: A
Collection ofEssays by Members ofthe Harvard Faculty (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1963); as reprinted in Bruffee, Short Course, 221.
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One answer to this question is that while neither peer tutors nor their
tutees may alone be masters of the normal discourse of a given knowledge
community, by working together-pooling their resources-they are very
likely to be able to master it if their conversation is structured indirectly by
the task or problem that a member of that community (the teacher) provides. 14
The conversation between peer tutor and tutee, in composition or for that
matter any other subject, is structured by the demands of the assignment and
by the formal conventions of academic discourse and of standard written
English. The tutee brings to the conversation knowledge of the subject to be
written about and knowledge of the assignment. The tutor brings to the
conversation knowledge of the conventions of discourse and knowledge of
standard written English. If the tutee does not bring to the conversation
knowledge of the subject and the assignment, the peer tutor's most important
contribution is to begin at the beginning: help the tutee acquire the relevant
'
knowledge of the subject and the assignment.
What peer tutor and tutee do together is not write or edit, or least of all
proofread. What they do together is converse. They converse about the subject
and about the assignment. They converse about, in an academic context, their
own relationship and the relationships between student and teacher. Most of
all they converse about and pursuant to writing.

Peer Tutoring and the Humanities
The place of conversation in learning, especially in the humanities, is the
largest context in which we must see peer tutoring. To say that conversation
has a place in learning should not of course seem peculiar to those of us who
count ourselves humanists, a category that includes many if not most writing
teachers. Most of us count "class discussion" one of the most effective ways
of teaching. The truth, however, is that we tend to honor discussion more in
the breach than in the observance. The person who does most of the "dis
cussing" in most discussion classes is usually the teacher.
Our discussion classes have this fateful tendency to tum into monologues
because underlying our enthusiasm for discussion is a fundamental distrust of
it. The graduate training most of us have enjoyed-or endured-has taught us
that collaboration and community activity is inappropriate and foreign to work
in humanistic disciplines. Humanistic study, we have been led to believe, is a
solitary life, and the vitality of the humanities lies in the talents and endeavors
of each of us as individuals. IS What we call discussion is more often than not
an adversarial activity pitting individual against individual in an effort to
assert what one literary critic has called "will to power over the text," if not

"For examples and an explanation of this process see Kenneth A. Bruffee, Short Course. and "CLTV:
Collaborative Learning Television," Educational Communication and Technology Journal 30 (Spring
1982): 31 ff.
"The individualistic bias of our current interpretation of the humanistic tradition is discussed further in
Kenneth A. Bruffee, "The Structure of Knowledge and the Future of Liberal Education," Liberal
Education (Fall 1981): 181-85.
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over each other. If we look at what we do instead of what we say, we discover
that we think of knowledge as something we acquire and wield relative to
each other, not something we generate and maintain in company with and in
dependency upon each other.

1\vo Models of Knowledge
Only recently have humanists of note, such as Stanley Fish in literary
criticism and Richard Rorty in philosophy, begun to, take effective steps
toward exploring the force and implications of knowledge communities in the
humanistic disciplines and toward redefining the nature of our knowledge as
a social artifact. Much of this recent work follows a trail blazed a decade ago
by Thomas Kuhn. The historical irony of this course of events lies in the fact
that Kuhn developed his notion about the nature of scientific knowledge after
first examining the way knowledge is generated and maintained in the
humanities and social sciences. For us as humanists to discover in Kuhn and
his followers the conceptual rationale of collaborative learning in general and
peer tutoring in particular is to see our own chickens come home to roost.
Kuhn's position that even in the "hard" sciences knowledge is a social
artifact emerged from his attempt to deal with the increasing indeterminacy of
knowledge of all kinds in the twentieth century.16 To say that knowledge is
indeterminate is to say that there is no fixed and certain point of reference
against which we can measure truth. If there is no such referent, then
knowledge must be a made thing, an artifact. Kuhn argued that to call
knowledge a social artifact is not to say that knowledge is merely relative,
that knowledge is what anyone of us says it is. Knowledge is generated by
communities of knowledgeable peers. Rorty, following Kuhn, argues that
communities of knowledgeable peers make knowledge by a process of
socially justifying belief. Peer tutoring, as one kind of collaborative learning,
models this process.
Here then is a second and more general answer to the objection most
frequently raised to collaborative learning of any type: that it is a case of the
blind leading the blind. It is of course exactly the blind leading the blind if
we insist that knowledge is information impressed upon the individual mind
by some outside source. But if we accept the premise that knowledge is an
artifact created by a community of knowledgeable peers and that learning is a
social process not an individual one, then learning is not assimilating
information and improving our mental eyesight. Learning is an activity in
which people work collaboratively to create knowledge among themselves by
socially justifying belief. We create knowledge or justify belief collaboratively
by cancelling each other's biases and presuppositions; by negotiating collec
tively toward new paradigms of perception, thought, feeling, and expression;
and by joining larger, more experienced communities of knowledgeable peers

I·The history of the growing indetenninacy of knowledge and its relevance to the humanities is traced
briefly in Bruffee, "The Structure of Knowledge," 177-81.
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through assenting to those communities' interests; values, language, and para
digms of perception and thought.

The Extension of Peer Tutoring
By accepting this concept of knowledge and learning even tentatively, it
is possible to see peer tutoring as one basic model of the way that even the
most sophisticated scientific knowledge is created and maintained. Knowledge
is the product of human beings in a state of continual negotiation or conversa
tion. Education is not a process of assimilating "the truth" but, as Rorty has
put it, a process of learning to "take a hand in what is going on" by joining
"the conversation of mankind." Peer tutoring is an arena in which students
can enter into that conversation.
Because it gives students access to this "conversation of mankind," peer
tutoring and especially the principles of collaborative learning that underlie it
have an important role to play in studying and teaching the humanities. Peer
tutoring is one way of introducing students to the process by which com
munities of knowledgeable peers create referential connections between
symbolic structures and reality, that is, create knowledge, and by doing so
maintain community growth and coherence. To study humanistic texts ade
quately, whether they be student themes or Shakespeare, is to study entire
pedagogical attitudes and classroom practices. Such are the implications of
integrating our understanding of social symbolic relationships into our
teaching-not just into what we teach but also into how we teach. So long as
we think of knowledge as a reflection and synthesis of information about the
objective world, teaching King Lear seems to involve providing a correct text
and rehearsing students in correct interpretations of it. But if we think of
knowledge as socially justified belief, teaching King Lear involves creating
contexts where students undergo a sort of cultural change in which they
loosen ties to the knowledge community they currently belong to and join
another. These two communities can be seen as having quite different sets of
values, mores, and goals, and above all quite different languages. To speak in
one of a person asking another to "undo this button" might be merely to tell a
mercantile tale, or a prurient one, while in the other such a request could be
both a gesture of profound human dignity and a metaphor of the dissolution
of a world.
Similarly, so long as we think of learning as reflecting and synthesizing
information about the objective world, teaching expository writing means pro
viding examples, analysis, and exercises in the rhetorical modes-description,
narration, comparison-contrast-or in the "basic skills" of writing and
rehearsing students in their proper use. But if we think of learning as a social
process, the process of socially justifying belief, teaching expository writing
is a soqial symbolic process, not just part of it. Thus, to study and teach the
humanities is to study and teach the social origin, nature, reference, and
function of symbolic structures.
Humanistic study defined in this way requires, in tum, a reexamination of
our premises as humanists and as teachers in light of the view that knowledge

PEER TUTORING AND THE "CONVERSATION OF MANKIND"

97

is a social artifact. Since to date very little work of this sort has been done,
one can only guess what might come of it. But when we bring to mind for a
moment a sampling of current theoretical thought in and allied to a single
field of the humanities, for example, literary criticism, we are likely to find
mostly bipolar forms: text and reader, text and writer, symbol and referent,
signifier and signified. On the one hand, a critique of humanistic studies
might involve examining how these theories would differ from their currently
accepted form if they included the third term missing from most of them.
How, for instance, would psychoanalytically oriented study of metaphor differ
if it acknowledged that psychotherapy is fundamentally a kind of social
relationship based on the mutual creation or recreation of symbolic structures
by therapist and patient? How would semiotics differ if it acknowledged that
connecting "code" and phenomenon are the complex social symbolic relations
among the people who make up a semiotic community? How would rhetorical
theory look if we assumed that writer and reader were partners in a common,
community-based enterprise, partners rather than adversaries?
And having reexamined humanistic study in this way, we could suppose
on the other hand that a critique of humanistic teaching might suggest
changes in our demonstrating to students that they know something only when
they can explain it in writing to the satisfaction of the community of their
knowledgeable peers. To do this, in turn, seems to require us to engage
students in collaborative work that does not just reinforce the values and skills
they begin with but that promotes a sort of resocialization. 17 Peer tutoring is
collaborative work of just this sort.

The Last Frontier of Collaborative Learning
The argument I have been making here assumes, of course, that peer
tutors are well trained in a coherent course of study. The effectiveness of peer
tutoring requires more than merely selecting "good students" and, giving them
little or no guidance, throwing them together with their peers. To do that is to
perpetuate, perhaps even aggravate, the many possible negative effects of peer
group influence: conformity, anti-intellectualism, intimidation, and the
leveling of quality. To avoid these pitfalls and marshal the powerful educa
tional resource of peer group influence requires an effective peer tutor training
course based on collaborative learning, one that maintains a demanding aca
demic environment and makes tutoring a genuine part of the tutors' own
educational development.
Given this one reservation, it remains to be said only that peer tutoring is
not, after all, something new under the sun. However we may explore its
conceptual ramifications, the fact is that people have always learned from
their peers and doggedly persist in doing so, whether we professional teachers
and educators take a hand in it or not. Thomas Wolfe's Look Homeward,
17Some possible curricular implications of the concept of knowledge as socially justified belief are
explored in Bruffee, "Liberal Education and the Social Justification of Belief," Liberal Education
(Summer 1982): 8-20.
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Angel records how in grammar school Eugene learned to write (in this case,

form words on a page) from his "comrade," learning from a peer what "all
instruction failed" to teach him. In business and industry, furthermore, and in
professions such as medicine, law, engineering, and architecture, where to
work is to learn or fail, collaboration is the norm. All that is new in peer
tutoring is the systematic application of collaborative principles to that last
bastion of hierarchy and individualism, institutionalized education.

