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Abstract 
With this study we explored Grade 8 and 9 learners’ perceptions and experiences of peer tutoring in learning English as a 

first additional language. Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, specifically the concept of scaffolding and zone of 

proximal development, formed the basis of our theorisation. Through the use of a concurrent mixed-methods design, we 

found that learners, who had received peer tutoring interventions, reported improved reading, speaking, and 

vocabulary/grammar ability, but not writing ability. Moreover, peer interaction increased learners’ involvement in lessons 

allowing them to co-create knowledge with their peers. This study adds to our understanding of the potential benefits of peer 

tutoring for learners of English first additional language. It highlights the effects of peer tutoring as a potentially effective 

pedagogic strategy in the language classroom. Thus, we recommend that teachers consider introducing peer tutoring during 

language classes to assist learners in co-creating knowledge as they actively engage with language content presented in these 

classes. 
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Introduction 

South Africa has an estimated population of 62 million people and remains one of the most unequal societies in 

the world today (Roets, Kurtz & Biraimah, 2023; Statistics South Africa, 2023). The enduring legacy of 

colonisation and apartheid created a society in which 90% of South Africa’s wealth lies in the hands of 10% of 

its population (Spaull, 2019). This inequality is mirrored in the South African education system, as the majority 

of learners continue to receive education of poor quality (Roets et al., 2023). Results from various international, 

regional and national studies demonstrate that South African learners perform at levels below those of their 

counterparts (Department of Basic Education, 2023; Mtambo & Tshuma, 2023). Several scholars argue that 

poor learner performance is due to a number of connected factors. These factors include disruptive educational 

policies and strategies applied in educational settings, such as curriculum changes and the language of learning 

and teaching, which favours English (Roets et al, 2023; Van der Berg, 2018). Other scholars (Fesi & Mncube, 

2021; Van Staden & Bosker, 2014; Venketsamy, 2023) argue that poor academic performance is intricately 

linked to a complex yet connected set of circumstances that prevail in the learners’ schools, homes and 

communities. At school level, challenges that include inadequate staffing, overcrowded classrooms, poor 

learning culture, poor teacher competence, a lack of parental involvement, and inadequate resources can all be 

associated with poor performance. 

Considering the complexity of factors that affect learner performance, we explored peer tutoring as a 

constructivist pedagogical approach that may be introduced in South African classrooms to combat low 

performance. In this study, the term “peer tutoring” refers to same-age learning, and cross-age learning between 

a learner and a non-professional (peer) teacher (Topping, 2015). We specifically explored peer tutoring in 

learning English First Additional Language (EFAL), as approximately 90% of South African learners use 

English as language of learning and teaching from Grade 4 to university level (Mtambo & Tshuma, 2023; Roets 

et al, 2023). The majority of South African learners speak one of the nine indigenous African languages at home 

(isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele, Siswati, Setswana, Sepedi, Sesotho, Xitsonga and Tshivenda) (Statistics South 

Africa, 2023). The practice of teaching learners in a language that is not their home language has been criticised 

for the barriers this creates in the acquisition of literacy, which also results in underperformance in other 

subjects such as mathematics and physical science (Taylor & Von Fintel, 2016). In light of these challenges, it 

was worth exploring whether using peers as tutors could assist EFAL learners to progress in language learning. 

Drawing from a constructivist theory, which includes Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (SCT) (1978), peer 

tutoring is conceptualised as a structured, dynamic and collaborative approach to teaching and learning that 

encourages participation (Bowman-Perrott, DeMarín, Mahadevan & Etchells, 2016; Topping, 2015). The 

constructivist nature of peer tutoring provides a unique sociocultural environment that allows learners to 

co-construct knowledge with their peers through social interaction and collaborative learning (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Although research indicates that peer tutoring is effective in enhancing learning for tutees, some scholars (King, 

1998; Roux, 2009; Zain, Sailin & Mahmor, 2022) caution against idealising tutor-tutee interaction. These 

scholars argue that since tutors are not professional teachers, they may lack the necessary expertise to scaffold 

and mediate learning effectively for tutees. This may result in surface-level interactions rather than providing 
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tutees with higher-order thinking skills, which 

include critical thinking and the ability to apply and 

evaluate knowledge. Roux (2009) further notes that 

tutors and tutees might have different expectations 

regarding their roles in the tutoring relationship, 

which could negatively affect tutoring outcomes. 

Therefore, the aim with this study was to explore 

the role of peer tutoring in EFAL learning within 

the context of the benefits and challenges identified 

by the research. To achieve this aim, we explored 

the following objectives: (1) learners’ perceptions 

of linguistic gains before and during peer tutoring; 

and (2) learners’ experiences of peer tutoring. 

 
Literature Review 
Peer tutoring models 

Peer tutoring, also known as peer-assisted learning, 

provides learners with individualised instruction, 

especially in overcrowded, urban classrooms in 

low-income communities (Barahona, Padrón & 

Waxman, 2023). Various types of peer tutoring 

models have been identified in the literature but we 

limit our discussion to the three (cross-age, 

same-age, reciprocal) that were used in the peer 

tutoring programmes that formed part of this study. 

Cross-age tutoring involves the pairing of learners 

at different grade levels, with the older learners 

assuming the role of tutors and the younger learners 

assuming the roles of tutees (Barahona et al., 2023; 

Robinson, Schofield & Steers-Wentzell, 2005). In 

this model, the relationships of the tutor and tutee 

do not change because the tutor can never be a 

tutee and the tutee can never be a tutor due to the 

ability levels of the partners in the pairing (Hott, 

Walker & Sahni, 2012). King (1997) challenges 

labelling cross-age tutoring as peer tutoring and 

asserts that this labelling is a misnomer as older 

learners are not peers. Despite King’s (1997) view, 

we applied that of Topping (2015) who is of the 

opinion that peer tutoring occurs between 

individuals who are not professional teachers 

(peers) and who support one another in learning. 

Same-age peer tutoring involves the matching 

of learners who are the same age when reviewing 

relevant work together. These learners may have 

varying levels of ability (Robinson et al., 2005). 

The reciprocal peer tutoring strategy maximises 

group reward as well as interdependence. This 

model allows learners to alternate roles between 

tutor and tutee by following a structured format 

(Bowman-Perrott, Ragan, Boon & Burke, 2023). A 

distinctive feature of the reciprocal tutoring 

strategy is that rewards are administered according 

to the performance of the group. 

 
Effectiveness of peer tutoring 

Research into the effectiveness of peer tutoring for 

tutees has been mixed with some studies indicating 

that it has little to no effect on academic 

performance (Halim, Arif & Supramaniam, 2020). 

However, other studies have shown significant 

academic gains for tutees in various fields of study 

and at different grade levels (Baleni, Malatji & 

Wadesango, 2016; Bowman-Perrott et al., 2023; 

Hsia, Huang & Hwang, 2016; Tsuei, 2017). Studies 

that specifically examined the effect of peer 

tutoring on EFAL learners also produced mixed 

results with some indicating the effectiveness of 

peer tutoring and others concluding that this 

method of teaching provided no improvement in 

learner achievement (Bowman-Perrott et al, 2016; 

Halim et al, 2020; Jones, Ostojic, Menard, Picard & 

Miller, 2017). While Halim et al. (2020) found that 

peer tutoring was not effective in improving 

learners’ reading comprehension, Jones et al. 

(2017) report gains in the reading fluency of Grade 

3 learners in southwestern Ontario, Canada. 

However, these gains were less pronounced in the 

case of learners who attended schools that lacked 

financial and human resources. This finding 

highlights the need to consider tutoring effects 

within the context of the broader systemic 

inequalities that learners experience, which include 

the availability of school resources. 

Peer tutoring encourages learners’ acceptance 

of responsibility, which stimulates high-quality 

learning (Cole, 2014). This occurs by ensuring that 

learners are encouraged to participate in 

discussions, monitor their own progress and 

ultimately take charge of their own learning (Hsia 

et al., 2016). This is accomplished by the tutee 

asking questions or asking for guidance when 

errors are detected, and the tutor providing the 

guidance and assistance that are required (Tsuei, 

2017). Therefore, tutees are able to reflect on their 

own performance and to make the necessary 

corrections based on the feedback received from 

the tutors (Hsai et al., 2016). Peer tutoring focuses 

on the active and cooperative process of knowledge 

construction within a social context, as proposed in 

Vygotsky’s (1978) SCT (Cole, 2014). 

Peer tutoring is also beneficial for tutors as it 

produces incremental gains, as characterised by 

specific role-taking (Bowman-Perrott et al., 2016; 

Topping, Campbell, Douglas & Smith, 2003). In 

role theory, Robinson et al. (2005) assert that when 

learners assume the role of a teacher, they tend to 

display the attributes of that role. This leads to 

tutors feeling and acting in a similar manner as 

their teachers. The expectation is that they aspire to 

be as competent as the teachers. This role-playing 

helps tutors to increase their own academic 

performance by enhancing their positive attitudes 

and bettering their performance in other subjects, 

even those that they are not tutoring (Robinson et 

al., 2005). This confirms the view of Marieswari 

and Prema (2016) that tutors reinforce their own 

learning through the process of tutoring, which 

relates to the constructivist assertion of learners co-

constructing learning with the tutor or more 
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knowledgeable others (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). 

 
Theoretical Underpinnings 

We used Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivist 

perspective as the theoretical framework for our 

analysis as it provides the context for explaining 

how learners co-construct knowledge during peer 

tutoring interactions. 

 
Zone of proximal development 

Vygotsky (1978:86) defines the zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) as “the distance between the 

actual development level as determined by 

independent problem-solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through 

problem-solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers.” Two levels 

of development are highlighted in the above 

definition, which are the actual level, and the 

potential level (Dongyu, Fanyu & Wanyi, 2013; 

Ghiaţău, 2023). The actual level of development 

denotes those tasks that learners can complete 

independently and which is also referred to as 

achieved development. The actual development 

represents those mental functions that have already 

matured in the learner and assumes a retrospective 

view of development as the learner has already 

achieved it (Ghiaţău, 2023; Thorne & Tasker, 

2013). The second level of development is arguably 

where most cognitive development takes place as 

this is the active learning zone. It is 

forward-looking and addresses those tasks that 

learners cannot do on their own but have the 

potential to perform with assistance from more 

knowledgeable peers or adults (Lantolf, Thorne & 

Poehner, 2015; Thorne & Tasker, 2013). 

As posited by Vygotsky (1978), the ZPD is 

not only dependent on internal mental processes, 

but also on the quality and quantity of external 

forms of social/dialogic interaction that are in line 

with a learner’s potential ability. These dialogic 

interactions between the novice and capable peers 

are perceived to be mutually beneficial in that the 

novice (tutee) obtains the necessary support and the 

capable peer (tutor) also benefits from the social 

interaction (Dongyu et al., 2013). The tutees 

receive both cognitive and motivational scaffolding 

(Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014) which helps 

them to learn EFAL, while the tutors benefit 

through the process of learning by teaching, which 

reinforces their own learning (Marieswari & 

Prema, 2016). Cognitive scaffolding refers to a 

tutoring strategy through which tutees are given the 

opportunity to solve problems on their own through 

questioning, prompting, hinting, and 

demonstrating, which allow them to choose 

solutions, and to refer to previous best-practice 

examples (Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014). This 

strategy allows learners to assume greater cognitive 

responsibility in the execution of tasks, which 

gradually leads to greater self-regulation. 

Self-regulation refers to the learner’s ability to 

function autonomously and corresponds with 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of mediated learning – 

specifically self-mediated learning (Dongyu et al., 

2013; King, 1998). Motivational scaffolding entails 

tutors encouraging tutees and offering them 

affective support, which includes encouragement 

and praise, reinforcing learners’ ownership and 

control, using humour, and showing empathy 

(Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014). Another 

important consideration regarding the ZPD is that 

the assistance offered to learners should match their 

ZPD level as cognitive development only occurs 

when learners are confronted with tasks that lie 

within the ZPD (Louis, 2009). 

 
Scaffolding 

The concept “scaffolding” underlies the theory of 

the ZPD. Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) 

introduced scaffolding in order to operationalise 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of teaching within the 

ZPD (Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014). 

Scaffolding refers to the learning and 

problem-solving support that the learner receives 

from more capable adults or peers. The support 

may take the form of clues, encouragement, 

examples and innovative ways to explain problems 

(Bayaga, Mtose & Quan-Baffour, 2010). This 

assistance is often greater at first, and lessens as 

learners develop the cognitive capability to 

complete tasks on their own or once internalisation 

has taken place. Therefore, cognitive development 

takes place as the learner completes the task within 

the ZPD. Once the learner has mastered the task 

(internalised it), it is replaced by a more advanced 

task to ensure continuous cognitive development 

(Donato, 1994; Louis, 2009). Scaffolding facilitates 

conceptual, procedural, strategic and metacognitive 

support for learners by bridging the gap between 

what they can do on their own (actual 

development) and what they can do with assistance 

from experts or peers (potential development) 

(Belland, Walker, Olsen & Leary, 2015). As 

Bayaga et al. (2010) suggest, scaffolding enhances 

learners’ independence in problem-solving and 

cultivates an increased sense of responsibility for 

their own learning. Scaffolding occurs not only 

between experts and novices but also between 

peers who are engaged in the tutoring process 

(Ghiaţău, 2023; Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014). 

Donato (1994) argues that learners can offer guided 

support to their peers in ways that are analogous to 

expert or adult scaffolding. 

 
Methodology 

We used a convergent parallel mixed-methods 

design to meet the aim and objectives of this study. 

According to this approach, qualitative and 
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quantitative data offer distinct kinds of information, 

which are integrated to address research questions 

and to obtain an in-depth understanding of the 

problem (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). By using 

a mixed-methods design, we were able to minimise 

the limitations of using only qualitative or 

quantitative techniques while maximising their 

combined strengths. 

 
Sampling 

We used non-probability, purposive, snowball 

sampling to select participants who could offer 

in-depth information about peer tutoring and EFAL 

learning (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The 

sample consisted of 137 Grade 8 and Grade 9 

EFAL learners between the ages of 11 and 18 who 

participated voluntary in after-school, peer tutoring 

programmes. These peer tutoring programmes were 

managed and facilitated by various non-profit 

organisations (NPOs) that aim to assist learners in 

overcoming educational challenges stemming from 

inadequate schooling. Through the involvement of 

volunteers, these NPOs offer vital after-school 

support to learners who may not receive adequate 

support at school or in their home environment. 

Volunteers include university students from various 

fields of study and out-of-school young adults, who 

want to give back to the community through 

tutoring. These NPOs provide academic support 

through small-group peer tutoring, which promotes 

group work and peer interaction. This is done by 

assisting learners with homework exercises, and 

designing and administering various 

curriculum-aligned exercises. Learners complete 

these exercises during peer tutoring sessions, which 

allow them to revise and review work with 

academically stronger learners who assist the 

weaker ones. 

Some of the observed exercises included 

essay writing, reading, reviewing of stories, 

application of grammatical rules and spelling. 

When learners experienced difficulties with the 

exercises or homework, the peer tutors would 

provide one-on-one assistance to provide 

individualised learning opportunities for these 

learners. The peer tutoring sessions took place in a 

range of locations, including a church building, 

university lecture hall, community centre and a 

school classroom. The tutoring sessions were 

conducted after school, twice a week (Mondays and 

Wednesdays or Tuesdays and Thursdays) and on 

Saturday mornings. 

 
Data Collection Instruments 

Data for this study were gathered through a peer 

tutoring and English learning questionnaire (PTEL) 

and through focus-group discussions (FGDs). The 

PTEL, designed specifically for this research, 

comprises three sections. Section A captures 

demographic information including age, gender, 

and home language(s). 

Section B consists of a Likert-scale 

questionnaire assessing learners’ self-perceived 

proficiency across four language domains (writing, 

reading, speaking, and grammar). Participants rated 

their EFAL performance before and during peer 

tutoring sessions on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 

= very poorly, to 5 = very well. The scale 

comprised eight items, one for each language 

domain before and during tutoring. Reliability 

analysis demonstrated a strong internal consistency 

for Section B of the PTEL questionnaire 

(Cronbach’s α = .860). Similarly, Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients were calculated for performance 

ratings before tutoring (α = .710) and during 

tutoring (α = .797), indicating the reliability of the 

PTEL in assessing learners’ self-rated EFAL ability 

(Foxcroft & Roodt, 2009). 

Section C of the PTEL features an open-ended 

questionnaire (OEQ) prompting learners to share 

their experiences of peer tutoring interactions. This 

section, alongside the FGDs, facilitated the 

collection of qualitative data. Six focus-group 

interviews involving 44 participants were 

conducted. The socially-oriented format of the 

FGDs allowed for data collection within the 

participants’ social milieu, fostering a more natural 

environment for expressing ideas and attitudes 

compared to one-on-one interviews (Chilisa, 2012). 

Additionally, the FGD setting provided a safe space 

for participants to communicate ideas in the 

presence of peers who shared similar 

characteristics, such as ethnic background 

(Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2015). 

 
Data Analysis 

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS), version 25, was used to analyse 

quantitative data. Descriptive and inferential 

statistics were used to explore the impact of peer 

tutoring on EFAL language learning. The 

Wilcoxon signed rank test was used to explore the 

effect of peer tutoring on EFAL learning by using 

learners’ retrospective self-rating of their language 

ability before and during tutoring. The Kruskal 

Wallis test was used to determine whether the type 

of peer tutoring had an effect on learner 

performance. These tests were chosen as the data 

obtained through the questionnaire was ordinal and 

was not normally distributed. Effect sizes were 

calculated for all significant effects relating to the 

Wilcoxon signed rank test and the Kruskal Wallis 

test. The effect sizes were interpreted using 

Cohen’s (1988) proposed guidelines for effect sizes 

(0–0.2 = small effect, 0.3–0.4 = medium effect and 

0.5 and above = large effect) (Alegre, Moliner, 

Maroto & Lorenzo-Valentin, 2019). 

We adopted a constructivist grounded theory 

(CGT) approach in analysing the quantitative data, 
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which involves an iterative process of moving 

between the data, initial codes, concepts and 

categories until ultimately arriving at a theory 

(Charmaz, 2006; Crossetti, Goes & De Brum, 

2016; Schreiber & Martin, 2013). The grounded 

theory approach to data analysis involves three 

coding stages: open/initial coding, focused coding 

and theoretical coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In 

our study, the core strategies/themes were 

categorised into clusters, which provided 

theoretical explanations (theoretical constructs) of 

EFAL learners’ experiences at the various peer 

tutoring organisations. 

 
Findings 
Perceived Linguistic Gains 

The quantitative results reveal that the majority 

(64%) of learners indicated that peer tutoring had 

improved EFAL learning while 5% said that it had 

not, 1% was uncertain and 30% did not respond to 

this question. The self-reported perceived linguistic 

improvement was further supported by the results 

of a paired Wilcoxon signed rank test that 

compared learners’ self-rated language ability 

before and during peer tutoring. Table 1 shows that 

learners’ perceived linguistic ability of reading, 

speaking, vocabulary and grammar was 

significantly higher during tutoring than before 

tutoring as shown by the high effect size for 

vocabulary and grammar and medium effect size 

for reading and speaking. No significant 

improvement was observed for writing before and 

during tutoring. 

 

Table 1 Testing the effect of EFAL learning before and during peer tutoring 

EFAL skills 

Before During 

z 

Wilcoxon signed 

rank test: sig. Effect size M SD M SD 

Reading 3.65 1.09 4.09 1.04 -4.84 .000 .42 

Vocabulary and grammar 3.45 1.02 4.02 1.00 -6.14 .000 .54 

Writing 4.08 1.05 4.19 0.99 -1.23 .221  

Speaking 3.85 1.02 4.18 0.91 -4.01 .000 .35 

Note. Sig. = Significance. 

 

The Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to 

examine the differences in EFAL performance 

based on the type of tutoring that learners were 

exposed to (reciprocal, same-age and cross-age 

tutoring). As shown in Table 2, no significant 

differences were observed between learners’ 

self-rated perceived linguistic ability in all four 

language skills and the type of peer tutoring they 

had been exposed to. These outcomes suggest that 

learners’ perceptions of linguistic gains were not 

dependant on the type of peer tutoring they had 

received. 

 

Table 2 Testing the effect of type of peer tutoring and EFAL performance 
 Reading Vocabulary and grammar Writing Speaking 

Kruskal-Wallis H 2.358 1.344 1.790 2.788 

df 2 2 2 2 

Asymp. Sig. .308 .511 .409 .248 

Note. Asymp. Sig. = Asymptotic significance. 

 

Peer Tutoring is Perceived to Offer Cognitive 
Scaffolding 

Learners reported that peers provided cognitive 

scaffolding by asking questions, developing tasks 

and providing a platform for challenging 

discussions. These factors offered learners the 

opportunity to co-construct meaning and mediate 

cognitive processes, as demonstrated in the 

following verbatim extracts. “We as peers, we 

communicate in English by reading and asking one 

another questions” (OEQ); “... by giving each other 

work to write; after that we mark for each other” 

(OEQ); “We often maybe argue about that word, 

about the meaning; someone else will say it’s that 

and that, the pronunciation, until we get the correct 

spelling” (FGD); and “I ask my friends and then 

maybe they know it and we discuss it together like 

this” (FGD). Learners also indicated that the 

interaction during peer tutoring provided greater 

assistance than the support they had received from 

their teachers, as illustrated in the following 

extracts: “... having a study session, where we talk 

and learn from our peers, because sometimes 

teachers can explain to a learner over and over, yet 

the learner still leaves class totally confused” 

(OEQ); “The tutors, they do explain more of the 

words you don’t understand, and they explain them 

better than our teachers do” (FGD); “The peer 

tutoring environment is the best place to be. They 

[tutors] give you their attention whenever you need 

help; they won’t give up on you until you 

understand. Even us peers can help each other 

whenever we do not understand” (OEQ); “It’s a 

place where you get help when you don’t 

understand something and it’s a place you can 

learn from others as well” (OEQ); and “If I don't 

understand, my tutor helps me make(s) examples 

and make sure that I understand. Then she/he gives 

me an activity to do and also encourages me to 
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practice when [I] am at home” (OEQ). These 

findings underscore the constructive role of peers 

in supporting one another and the tutees during 

EFAL learning and suggest that peer interaction 

may be a resource for teaching learners within the 

ZPD. 

 
Peer Tutoring Interaction Offers Opportunities for 
Motivational Scaffolding and Active Engagement 

Another theme that emerged from the data 

indicates that peer tutoring interactions provided 

opportunities for motivational scaffolding and 

active engagement. Motivational scaffolding is 

evident in the following extracts: “they build your 

self-confidence if you are going to do a speech in 

front of the whole class. They encourage you to do 

the research” (FGD); “They support you” (FGD); 

and “... write homework with them, like when your 

friend encourages you to go with them to write 

homework; we help each other” (FGD). Active 

engagement, which involves demonstrating 

solutions, indicating errors and providing guided 

instruction was evident in addressing linguistic 

errors. Corrective feedback was a collective 

activity during which learners sought feedback 

from their peers and also offered feedback 

themselves, thereby enhancing EFAL learning, as 

expressed in the following extracts. “I ask them 

[peers] to correct my mistakes” (OEQ); “I enjoy 

being corrected because I see that all the people 

who are correcting me (they) are concerned about 

me and my education” (OEQ); “We as peers, we 

help one another with English because we are not 

perfect, ‘cause it’s not our mother tongue, so we 

help each other; if you made an error, we help 

you” (OEQ); “... correct people’s mistakes and 

encourage them to do better next time” (OEQ); 

“They do not laugh at you when you make a 

mistake” (FGD); “Hey, ok, we speak English 

together, and they correct you if you say a mistake” 

(FGD); and “… correct you when you are wrong” 

(FGD). 

 
Peer Tutoring as a Platform for English Practice and 
Resource Provision 

The peer tutoring environment offered learners the 

opportunity to engage with others through group 

work when using EFAL. Moreover, learners were 

encouraged to use EFAL to develop confidence in 

its use, as is clear from the following extracts: “My 

tutors really helped me improve my English 

because they told me that I must use English 

whenever I communicate with other learners at this 

programme” (OEQ); “It makes me feel happy 

because I learn English. I know how to speak 

English with other people; it makes me feel happy. 

But other people feel that you may be pushing them 

to speak English because you can speak better” 

(FGD); “In the peer tutoring, we speak English 

every time, so speaking English, especially with a 

lot of people, helps me a lot. I am able to cope and 

improve my English in speaking” (OEQ); “I feel 

like our after-school programme offers a 

convenient help because we are required to speak 

English at all times” (OEQ); and “We talk to each 

other in English with the tutors and they often make 

jokes” (OEQ). These excerpts suggest that the 

peer-tutoring environment enabled learners to cope 

with the demands of EFAL by encouraging the use 

of English. Moreover, learners reported that the 

peer tutoring environment offered them 

opportunities for reading that they were not 

afforded at school: “They [tutors] do give us books, 

reading books, on Saturday, so that we can learn 

English better than we do at school because we do 

not have time to read books. Yes, [we] do not have 

time to read books at school” (FGD); and “... 

novels, books help(s) me to learn English better” 

(OEQ). Through the receipt of reading material in 

the peer tutoring programmes, learners were able to 

improve EFAL skills. 

 
Social Disconnection as a Barrier to English First 
Additional Language Learning 

Social disconnection concerns the role that peers 

and tutors play in learners’ experiences of EFAL 

learning. Although the majority of the participating 

learners indicated the positive role that peers 

played in EFAL learning, there were those who 

viewed peers as a barrier to EFAL learning. Some 

peers seemed to have a distorted view of EFAL and 

thus discouraged others from learning it: “My peers 

say that learning English is just a waste of time 

because you learn English and you do not 

understand it at all … they say that English is not 

made for black people. They say English is not our 

mother tongue” (FGD); “My peers at school, like, I 

have two friends at school; when I tell them to 

speak English, they don’t want to; they say I have 

pride” (FGD); “Sometimes they say you are 

snobbish; they judge you, laugh at you if you make 

a mistake; they say you are acting big in a small 

town” (FGD); and “When some people laugh at 

you, you feel ashamed and you never answer in the 

classroom” (FGD). Given that English is the 

medium of instruction in most schools in South 

Africa, holding the view that English should not be 

learnt, as it is not the mother tongue is 

counterproductive and may cause delays in the 

attainment of education. Although there was 

general consensus among participating learners that 

peer tutoring programmes offered a safe 

environment in which to learn, some learners 

indicated that tutors in the peer-tutoring milieu 

should be more considerate when learners make 

mistakes: “I wish my English tutor would not laugh 

at me when I do mistakes. I wish he/she would take 

... and tell me alone so that I may learn” (OEQ). 

Public ridicule by tutors can create an unpleasant 

environment for learners, especially if they are 

already experiencing their peers as inconsiderate 
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and disrespectful. This could result in learners’ 

withdrawal from discussions, as shown in the 

following extracts. “When some people laugh at 

you, you feel ashamed and you never answer in the 

classroom” (FGD); “… some children are too 

scared to ask” (FGD); and “... the other thing is 

that you become a topic for the whole week” 

(FGD). Learners also noted that some tutors failed 

to lead by example as they deviated from what they 

expected from learners. While these tutors expected 

learners to communicate with them and each other 

in English, they did not always do the same. “They 

say you must speak English, but they do not speak 

English. They must cooperate. They must be the 

example” (FGD); and “When you try to speak your 

home language with them, they ... like ... ‘no, don’t 

speak your home language, we can’t hear you’, 

even if they hear you” (FGD). 

 
Discussion 

The results of this study highlight the potential role 

of peer tutoring in improving learners’ perceptions 

of their EFAL learning. Although actual language 

ability was not assessed in this study, learners 

self-reported improvement in vocabulary, grammar, 

reading and speaking. This finding is supported by 

research, which demonstrates that peer tutoring can 

enhance language skills (Bowman-Perrott et al., 

2016; Halim et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2017). 

Learners’ self-reported improvements resulted from 

practice opportunities provided by tutoring 

interactions. The small group or one-to-one 

interactions during these sessions ensured that 

learners were taught within their ZPD. Within this 

zone, tutees received tailored support while tutors 

reinforced their learning (Marieswari & Prema, 

2016). In our investigation the self-reported 

linguistic gains were not limited by the specific 

model of peer tutoring used, nor were they limited 

by the methodologies employed in the various 

programmes. This finding is corroborated by other 

research that highlights substantial learning 

improvements among participants engaged in peer 

tutoring, irrespective of the tutoring model or 

method employed (Bowman-Perrott et al., 2016; 

Marieswari & Prema, 2016). This finding suggests 

that peer tutoring represents an effective 

educational approach with the potential for 

implementation in a broader classroom context. 

Additionally, participants in this study 

indicated that peer tutoring provided both cognitive 

and motivational scaffolding. These findings are 

consistent with studies which demonstrate that 

scaffolding occurs not only between experienced 

educators and learners but also among peers 

engaged in tutoring activities. (Alegre et al., 2019; 

Donato, 1994; Lantolf et al., 2015; Mackiewicz & 

Thompson, 2014; Thorne & Tasker, 2013). Donato 

(1994) argues that learners can offer guided support 

to their peers in ways that are similar to those of 

experts. The participants in this study indicated that 

their peers were more adept at scaffolding learning 

compared to their teachers. This observation is 

consistent with Duran’s (2004) study in which 

instances were found where learners scaffolded 

learning more effectively than their teachers. Duran 

(2004) suggests that this phenomenon may stem 

from learners’ heightened awareness of their 

classmates’ learning challenges. Furthermore, 

given that learners encounter “new” material 

themselves, they might explain complex concepts 

using more straightforward language. 

Another outcome from our study is that peer 

interaction facilitates corrective feedback, which 

creates a safe space for correcting mistakes and 

thus enhancing learning. Scholars (Hsia et al., 

2016; Tsuei, 2017) have found that peer tutoring 

facilitates active engagement between tutors and 

tutees and encourages learners to take 

responsibility for their own learning. This occurs 

when learners are encouraged to participate in 

discussions, monitor their own progress and 

ultimately take charge of their own learning (Hsia 

et al., 2016). This was demonstrated when 

participating learners developed tasks for each 

other, graded these tasks and requested corrective 

feedback. These actions demonstrate the learners’ 

agency in EFAL learning. 

The aforementioned results should be 

understood in context, taking into consideration the 

general challenges affecting learning in South 

African classrooms. In this study, peer tutoring 

sessions were conducted in small groups or 

one-on-one. The Department of Basic Education 

aims to achieve a 30:1 learner-teacher ratio. 

However, the reality is that South African 

classrooms are at a teacher-learner ratio of 40:1, 

which may be as high as 70:1 (Graham, 2023; 

Venketsamy, 2023). Several studies have shown 

that overcrowded classrooms pose a barrier to 

learning as teachers have to spend precious time 

disciplining learners instead of teaching (Glaser, 

2015; Marais, 2016). Teachers with large classes 

often report that they are unable to provide 

individualised instruction to support all the learners 

or provide comprehensive assessment of 

performance. Moreover, overcrowded classrooms 

hinder teachers from providing proper feedback, 

monitoring homework and identifying those 

learners who fall behind in their work. Teachers 

point out that they are unable to immediately notice 

when learners experience learning difficulties in 

large classes. This may lead to teachers focusing on 

learners who participate and ignoring more passive 

learners (Graham, 2023; Venketsamy, 2023). Thus, 

learners who struggle may not receive the attention 

they require, causing them to struggle even more in 

later grades. However, peers helping each other 

may assist teachers in ensuring that more learners 

are provided with effective scaffolding. 
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While peer tutoring could potentially benefit 

EFAL learning, we also identified pitfalls that 

should be considered when implementing peer 

tutoring. The negative attitude displayed by some 

peers discouraged learners from participating in the 

peer tutoring sessions, especially when these peers 

acted as tutors. Thus, some learners indicated that 

peer tutoring did not benefit their EFAL learning – 

especially their writing skills. Therefore, we argue 

that tutors should be taught how to implement peer 

tutoring interaction. This may enhance EFAL 

learning among learners as learners co-create 

knowledge with their peers. 

 
Conclusions and Recommendations 

Our study provides insight into the potential role of 

peer tutoring in scaffolding EFAL learning in 

low-resourced schools. However, further research 

is needed to assess the quantifiable academic 

effectiveness of peer tutoring in academic 

achievement. Given the current reality of 

overcrowded classrooms in South Africa, we 

recommend that teachers explore peer-based 

learning to maximise input during a lesson and 

allow learners to engage in collaborative work. 

Teachers should explore a hybrid instructional 

method, which encourages active learner 

participation that allows sufficient time for the 

teacher to facilitate the lesson. This may be in the 

form of small groups or pairs that include a 

balanced mixture of low and high academic 

performers in a particular subject. 

Although the findings of this study highlight 

the positive role of peer tutors in EFAL learning, 

there is a need to focus on the training of tutors to 

avoid some of the pitfalls identified. This support 

should include offering training to peer tutors on 

how best to scaffold EFAL learning by focusing on 

developing higher-order thinking and 

problem-solving skills. 
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