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Executive Summary 
 

When executed carefully, tutoring is a cost-effective educational intervention 
that can redress learning loss for students of all ages across a wide range of 
subject areas. This review of the literature on the efficacy of small-group 
tutoring suggests the following design principles for maximising the likelihood 
of program success: 
 
Train and monitor tutors 
 

• Certified teachers yield the largest improvements in student 
performance,  
  

• Tutors without formal educational credentials can still be effective, 
especially tutoring from adult volunteers such as university students, 
especially preservice teachers.  
 

• Tutors should be trained in the particular method of tutoring and 
monitored by a teacher or teaching expert, such as a university 
supervisor or reading specialist. 

 
Support attendance and relationship building 
 

• Attendance is a frequent obstacle to the success of tutoring. Programs 
should choose a program setting that optimises the ease of 
attendance for the community they serve. In addition, programs should 
develop plans for supporting students and families who struggle with 
attendance. 

 
• Tutoring is more effective when tutors build positive, mentoring 

relationships grounded in listening, understanding, and respect. 
Assigning students to the same tutor for the duration of the program 
can facilitate relationship development. Strong relationships likely help 
improve attendance.  

 
Coordinate with classroom instruction 
 

• Tutoring is more effective when aligned with classroom instruction and 
targeted to student learning gaps. Tutoring programs should develop 
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systems and structures for regular communication between tutors and 
classroom teachers.  
 

• Tutors should be made aware if students have particular instructional 
needs related to new language acquisition or disability. Wherever 
possible, these students should be assigned to tutors with appropriate 
qualifications.  
 

Provide a frequent, sustained tutoring experience in small groups 
 

• The most successful tutoring programs meet with students frequently 
over an extended period of time. Longer programs yield larger 
performance gains than shorter ones. 

 
• Evidence shows that small-group tutoring is most effective when 

groups are kept at two to four students, but there have been positive 
impacts for some programs using groups of up to ten.  
 

• Flexible, homogeneous grouping is associated with larger performance 
gains than static and/or heterogeneous grouping. This is likely because 
it allows for the personalisation of teaching points in a small-group 
format. 

 
Deliver structured lessons and give constructive feedback 
 

• Programs that use structured lesson plans for tutoring sessions are 
more effective than those that have tutors give general homework or 
test preparation support.  
 

• Tutors should give students constructive, corrective feedback 
throughout the lesson. 

 
• Lessons should include some direct instruction without being repetitive 

or drill-based. All students can benefit from opportunities to actively 
construct understanding.  
 

• In literacy, phonics instruction is essential for supporting decoding, and 
metacognitive strategy instruction is important for supporting 
comprehension. 
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Engage in frequent, ongoing assessment 
 

• Frequent assessment helps tutors target instruction to the needs of 
their pupils and scaffold instruction accordingly, enhancing their 
learning.  

 
• Ongoing assessment of student self-efficacy and motivation can help 

tutors recognise and address any issues that may interfere with 
learning. 
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In recent months, schools across Australia, particularly in Victoria, have 
experienced rolling closures and periods of remote learning due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Previous research on schooling disruptions suggests 
that the majority of students will have experienced some degree of learning 
loss during this time (Kuhfeld & Tarasawa, 2020). Learning loss has likely been 
greater among students who were already struggling academically and/or 
navigating socioeconomic disadvantage prior to the pandemic (Sahlberg, 
2020; Sonneman & Goss, 2020). In recent surveys of Australian educators, 
teachers of students in less-advantaged communities were less confident in 
their students’ academic progress during remote schooling (Wilson et al., 
2020) and more concerned about their basic needs (Flack et al., 2020).  
 
Decades of research demonstrate that small-group tutoring is a promising 
strategy for addressing learning loss in the current context. Research 
supports the efficacy of many forms of tutoring (e.g., one-on-one, small-
group, peer-to-peer) for a wide range of pupils, including students with 
disabilities (Chi et al., 2001; D'Agostino & Harmey, 2016; Juel, 1996; Jun et al., 
2010; Mathes & Fuchs, 1994; Shanahan, 1998; Wasik & Slavin, 1993). In 
particular, small-group tutoring can help close learning gaps by providing 
targeted remedial support to students who need it most (Gilbert et al., 2013; 
Harmon et al., 2005; Huang, 2013; Zimmer et al., 2010). However, the efficacy of 
tutoring depends on many factors, including its content, mode of delivery, 
intensity, duration, and implementation context (Bray, 2009).  
 
With respect to small-group tutoring specifically, some large-scale studies 
have shown mixed results. Where programs have yielded statistically 
significant positive impacts, the magnitude of improvements in student 
academic performance have ranged from small to large (Heinrich et al., 
2014). This variation points to the importance of carefully designing small-
group tutoring programs. This short brief summarizes empirical evidence 
regarding the benefits of small-group tutoring programs in a variety of 
settings, highlighting features that are most associated with positive 
outcomes.   
 
Program features associated with success 
 
Careful review of the literature revealed how dimensions of program design 
can increase the likelihood of successfully addressing learning loss. Research 
points to underlying mechanisms that determine efficacy. These include: 
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tutor qualifications and training; program setting; duration and dosage; 
instructional strategies and lesson content; student grouping; building 
relationships among tutors and pupils; coordination with classroom 
teachers; attention to developing students’ academic self-efficacy; and 
frequent, ongoing diagnostic assessment.  
 
Tutor qualifications and training  
 
Tutor qualifications and training represent an important factor in program 
success. In terms of qualifications, comparative meta-analyses have shown 
that programs using professional teachers generally yield larger student 
performance gains than programs using paraprofessionals, parents, adult 
volunteers, or peers (Cohen et al., 1982; Shanahan & Barr, 1995; Wasik & Slavin, 
1993). A recent meta-analysis suggests that paraprofessionals are more 
effective than parents or other volunteers (Nickow et al., 2020). 
 
However, programs with tutors who were not credentialed teachers or 
paraprofessionals have still shown positive results (Allen & Chavkin, 2004; 
Brown et al., 2005; Ehri et al., 2007; Elbaum et al., 2000; Shanahan, 1998). For 
example, a meta-analysis of 21 studies of programs using non-teacher 
volunteers (or other non-teacher tutors who received small stipends) 
showed positive impacts on students’ decoding, oral fluency, and writing 
(though not overall reading comprehension or math skills) (Ritter et al., 2009).  
 
Many programs use preservice teachers from local universities as tutors. This 
more financially sustainable approach can be effective in improving student 
academic performance (Chen et al., 2011; Cobb, 2001; Dawkins et al., 2009a, 
2009b), particularly when tutoring experiences are aligned or integrated with 
coursework (Baker et al., 2006). For example, when tutoring programs are 
integrated with field-experience requirements, supervising university faculty 
can provide tutors with feedback that enhances the quality of tutoring 
sessions. In addition, preservice teachers may be more motivated to provide 
a high-quality tutoring experience than university students taking other 
courses of study (Baker et al., 2006). Partnership between tutoring 
organisations and university teacher preparation programs is mutually 
beneficial: supervised small-group tutoring experiences can enhance the 
skills and professionalism of preservice teachers (Dawkins et al., 2009b; 
Paquette & Laverick, 2017). 
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Regardless of whether tutors are credentialed teachers or have more 
minimal qualifications, it is important for programs to provide tutors with 
specialized training (Gordon, 2009), especially if they are volunteers (Harper 
& Schmidt, 2016). In Finland, which has one of the world’s most successful 
tutoring programs, school-based tutors are secondary school graduates with 
one year of specialized university training (Grubb, 2007). For tutoring 
programs using a highly-structured curriculum, training is important for 
implementation fidelity, even when tutors are professional teachers (Mathes 
& Fuchs, 1994; Shanahan & Barr, 1995). Conducting regular fidelity checks to 
monitor implementation also contributes to program success (Harper & 
Schmidt, 2016; Miller, 2003). In the case of literacy tutoring by volunteers or 
university students, it is ideal to have a certified reading specialist supervise 
tutors (Wasik & Slavin, 1993). 
 
Setting  
 
Inconsistent attendance is a common issue limiting the efficacy of tutoring 
programs, particularly programs serving students whose families are 
navigating poverty (Shanahan, 1998). Program setting (e.g., during versus 
after school, on-campus versus at a library, community centre, or home) 
may ease or exacerbate attendance difficulties. Longitudinal results 
comparing settings found that home-based programs can circumvent 
attendance issues and help families learn to more effectively support their 
children’s academic progress (Gordon, 2009; Gordon et al., 2007). It is 
plausible that online tutoring programs in which students participate from 
home may also offer some benefit in this regard. 
 
With respect to tutoring attendance in the school setting, evidence is mixed. 
One review of programs found that being housed at the school helped with 
attendance (Fashola, 1998). However, Heinrich and colleagues (2014) noted in 
their review that programs based in U.S. schools experienced more 
attendance fluctuation than did programs located off-campus, perhaps due 
to competition with other on-campus after-school activities. One potential 
solution is having programs take place during the school day to avoid 
attendance issues after school (Malloch, 2003), but this runs the risk of 
interrupting beneficial instructional time. There is also a risk of stigmatizing 
students who receive tutoring support if they are pulled out of the classroom 
or assigned to an extra academic period. Older students may come to resent 
spending extra time in remedial programs and be less unmotivated as a 
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result (Baye et al., 2019). These risks may explain why the majority of 
successful tutoring programs evaluated in the literature take place after the 
school day ends (i.e., outside of regular instructional time).  
 
For programs that must take place during the school day, rotating tutoring 
times over the course of the program can minimise risks associated with 
interrupting instructional time. In addition, coordinating tutoring materials 
with classroom instruction is essential for successfully augmenting learning 
while students miss classroom-based teaching (Wasik & Slavin, 1993). 
Evidence suggests that using an inclusion model, in which an intervention is 
delivered in the classroom during the literacy block, is more effective than 
other formats of program delivery during school hours (Baye et al., 2019). 
 
Regardless of setting, the literature makes it clear that effective programs 
plan for supporting students who struggle with attendance (Hock et al., 2001) 
and maintaining communication with families. Regular communication and 
collaboration between tutors and classroom teachers is vital to success 
(Gordon, 2009; Gordon et al., 2007; Gordon et al., 2004; Malloch, 2003). Having 
tutors use a similar approach and materials as classroom teachers prevents 
struggling students from having to reconcile differences in instruction as they 
work to master new skills (Wasik, 1998). Further, it is especially important for 
out-of-school tutoring providers to be made aware of students’ needs 
related to disability and/or language learning and for students to be 
matched with tutors with appropriate training (Heinrich et al., 2014).  
 
Due to the coronavirus pandemic, it is possible that tutoring programs may 
be conducted online. Although there is little research concerning online 
tutoring involving human instructors – most involves automated systems or 
programs – there is some evidence that online programs can be efficacious. 
For example, a mixed-methods study found that a synchronous online 
tutoring program provided one-to-one in a virtual environment with chat 
and virtual whiteboard was associated with statistically significant gains in 
mathematics scores (Chappell et al., 2015). Other studies have also showed 
promising results from synchronous online tutoring (e.g., Chappell et al., 2011; 
Chen et al., 2011; Vasquez & Slocum, 2012).  
  



Copyright © The Tutor Network 9 

 
Duration and dosage  
 
Although research has consistently shown a strong relationship between 
hours of tutoring and effectiveness, many students do not get tutoring of 
sufficient duration to get substantial effects, largely because of the expense 
(Heinrich et al., 2014). Recommendations for a minimum threshold of tutoring 
hours vary from 30 hours (Gordon et al., 2004) to 40 hours (Heinrich et al., 
2014; Jones, 2007) to 45 hours (Lauer et al., 2006). However, a shorter 
intervention can still be effective. For example, a randomised controlled trial 
of a 12-week small-group tutoring program in England found that 
participating students gained an additional three months of progress in 
maths and an additional two months in literacy (The Tutor Trust, 2019). To 
maximise the likelihood of success for a shorter intervention, it is likely ideal to 
schedule the sessions in a continuous stretch, such that term breaks would 
not interrupt instruction (King & Kasim, 2015) 
 
In terms of deciding when to end a tutoring program, there is mixed evidence 
about whether and when extended tutoring loses efficacy and costs begin to 
exceed benefits. For example, Heinrich and colleagues (2014) found 
diminishing returns to literacy tutoring after 60 hours, but continued returns 
to additional mathematics tutoring through 80 hours (the longest program 
studied). In contrast, work on high-dosage tutoring in the United States found 
no diminishing of returns after 130 hours (Fryer & Howard-Noveck, 2020). 
 
There do not appear to be any comparative studies addressing the ideal 
length of sessions or number of sessions per week. This scan of the literature 
suggested that the majority of successful interventions had sessions 45 to 60 
minutes in length convened two to five times per week. Wasik (1998) 
recommended a minimum of 90 to 120 minutes per week for literacy tutoring. 
In general, effective tutoring programs offer frequent, consistent, and 
sustained interventions (Jun et al., 2010; Lauer et al., 2006; Miller, 2003). 
 
Lesson structure and instructional strategies  
 
Even when program provide a sufficient number of hours, the instructional 
time must be of high quality in order to improve student performance 
(Heinrich et al., 2014). Effective small-group tutoring has clearly designed 
programmatic purpose (Baker et al., 2006; Hock et al., 2001) and highly-
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specified structure (Ritter et al., 2009). Structured and purposeful 
interventions have demonstrated stronger results than generic homework 
help, repetitive drill-based lessons, or assistance preparing for upcoming 
tests (Cohen et al., 1982; Gordon, 2009; Wasik & Slavin, 1993). In addition, the 
provision of constructive, corrective feedback to students throughout tutoring 
sessions is an essential factor in program success (Heinrich et al., 2014; Miller, 
2003). 
 
Many successful tutoring interventions use direct instructional methods and 
focus on phonics (D'Agostino & Harmey, 2016; Gilbert et al., 2013; Hempenstall, 
2008; Jun et al., 2010; Penney, 2002; Slavin et al., 2011). However, struggling 
students also benefit from opportunities to engage with material in ways that 
require them to actively construct understanding and incorporate that 
understanding into their existing schema (i.e., through constructivist 
pedagogies) (Chi et al., 2001). For example, a constructivist approach to 
small-group tutoring in mathematics has been shown to improve students’ 
performance on complex word problems and enhance use of problem-
solving strategies (Fuchs et al., 2008; Jitendra et al., 2013). In another example, 
attending an inquiry-based remedial science program in Peru led to 
academic gains among participating students (Saavedra et al., 2019). Finally, 
developing metacognitive strategies for comprehension is important for 
adolescents readers (Harmon et al., 2005), and although literacy programs 
using a highly-explicit approach boost decoding and fluency, this approach 
may fall short in developing comprehension skills (Ritter et al., 2009). 
 
Having tutors explicitly help students develop academic self-efficacy is 
another key way to enhance the impact of tutoring programs. Tutors can do 
this by emphasizing that success on lesson tasks results from effort and 
persistence (Margolis, 2005). Additionally, when tutors exhibit authentic belief 
in the capabilities of struggling students, this may further support the 
development of self-efficacy, which contributes to motivation (Rothman & 
Henderson, 2011). 
 
Grouping and tutor assignment 
 
Although studies have found one-to-one tutoring to be most impactful, small 
group interventions, which are more cost effective, are also quite effective 
(Harmon et al., 2005; Slavin et al., 2011; Zimmer et al., 2010). Smaller groups of 
two to four students tend to have greater impact on student learning than 
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larger groups (Baker et al., 2006; Buckingham et al., 2014; Vaughn et al., 2003). 
However, although higher efficacy has been demonstrated with smaller 
groups, it is still possible to obtain positive results with larger groups (Elbaum 
et al., 2000; Hempenstall, 2008; Merrell & Kasim, 2015). For example, a direct 
instruction phonics-based remedial reading program administered in 
groups of ten to over 100 students in five schools across Melbourne yielded 
large positive effects on a variety of literacy skills, including phonological 
awareness, word attack and spelling (Hempenstall, 2008). In addition to 
keeping groups small, tutoring programs can increase efficacy through 
homogeneous grouping – tutoring children at a similar skill level together 
(Zimmer et al., 2010). 
 
Strong, caring relationships among tutors and their students likely contribute 
to likelihood of success (Cobb, 2000; Rothman & Henderson, 2011). Therefore, 
it is advantageous for children to be consistently assigned to the same tutor 
(Baker et al., 2006; Wasik, 1998). It is also important for tutors to engage their 
small-groups with a positive demeanour, listen actively to all members of the 
group, encourage participation from quiet students, and be knowledgeable 
about students’ backgrounds (Cobb, 2000; Heinrich et al., 2014). For 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, having tutors who are also 
Indigenous Australians, be they community elders or school educational 
workers, may enhance equity by providing students with culturally responsive 
and sustaining support that helps them thrive academically (Malloch, 2003). 
 
Assessment  
 
Frequent, ongoing assessment of student progress is an integral part of 
successful tutoring programs (Wasik, 1998). Frequent assessment helps 
tutors properly align instruction to students’ level and instructional needs 
(Fuchs et al., 2011; Harper & Schmidt, 2016) and target gaps in understandings 
with remedial support (Zimmer et al., 2010). Further, such assessment can 
facilitate flexible, homogeneous grouping, in which children are periodically 
reassigned to new levelled groups.  
 
Using a diagnostic approach to assessment can help tutors develop high-
leverage teaching points for their lessons, appropriately scaffold lessons, and 
identify students who many need additional support from teachers trained to 
support students with disabilities or students learning English as a new 
language (Gordon et al., 2004). Scaffolding of tutoring instruction has been 
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associated with increased academic performance (Juel, 1996). In addition, it 
can be helpful to include monitoring of self-efficacy and motivation, as these 
factors are essential for student success (Margolis, 2005). Tutors can assess 
self-efficacy informally by observing the extent of students’ cooperation, 
engagement, and task completion; more formal methods include having 
students complete rating scales or questionnaires at regular intervals 
(Margolis, 2005). 
 
Content area and student age  
 
Small-group tutoring has been shown to be effective for improving student 
achievement in literacy (Hudson et al., 2011; Nelson-Royes & Reglin, 2011), 
math (Fuchs et al., 2008), and science (Jitendra et al., 2013). In terms of which 
content area may be the highest leverage target for organisations with finite 
resources, many studies suggest that there may be greater potential for 
using small-group tutoring to improve achievement in math than in literacy 
(Cohen et al., 1982; Muñoz et al., 2012; Springer et al., 2014; Zimmer et al., 2010). 
However, some studies have found larger effect sizes for literacy tutoring. For 
example, Jun and colleagues’ (2010) review of 12 studies of tutoring for 
adolescents found greater impact for reading instruction than for writing or 
other content. In addition, an analysis of data from the Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) showed that the effect of tutoring on 
science performance was nearly twice as large in science than in math 
(Huang, 2013). Further, science tutoring led to higher gains for low-performing 
students whereas math tutoring benefitted high performers more.  
 
Many of the interventions evaluated in the tutoring literature aim to support 
literacy in the early grades. This is likely related to widespread consensus that 
reading skills are the foundation for learning in later years of schooling 
(Buckingham et al., 2014; Hempenstall, 2008; Pinnell, 1988; Wasik & Slavin, 
1993). Effect sizes tend to be higher for early grade programs, especially in 
literacy (Elbaum et al., 2000; Nickow et al., 2020), but tutoring programs can 
be effective at a variety of grade levels (Jun et al., 2010). In fact, some reviews 
of the research have found larger effect sizes for older students compared to 
those in the primary grades (Lauer et al., 2006; Shanahan, 1998). 
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