The educaTional PsychologisT
Expertise in helping people solve complex and persistent problems that interfere with a child’s learning
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Pathway to the present

• Born 1961 and lived with my mother, my step father and whanau on the
Westcoast for my first 7 years.
• We moved following Inangahua to the Coromandel.
• Aged 11 the whanau of 7 then moved to Hikurangi outside of Whangarei in Tai
Tokerau.
• I went to Waikato University and gained my first tertiary qualification in 1984: a
BA in Political science.
• Moved to Australia for 10 years 1987-1997-wide range of work.
• 1998-2004:Grad Dip teaching (secondary).
• Dry stock farming in the Hokianga.
• Moved to Wellington 2004 to teach Art in Wainuiomata.
• 2007-2008: Post. Grad. Dip. Education and Professional Development (RTLB).
• 2012: Addictions Studies WELTEC.
• 2016-2018: Masters and Post Grad Dip . Educational Psychology (practicum).
• I currently live in Upper Hutt my husband John, a baker and pastry cook. We have
one daughter, Bonnie, who is a self employed illustrator, animator and graphic
designer. We have two rescue dogs which is equivalent to two small children.
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The
Educational
Psychology
scope of
practice:

• We understand the learner in natural settings.
• Working in teams, often using a strengths based
approach, helping people to solve their own
problems.
• We use evidence based approaches, following a
process from referral to closure that aims for
sustainable interventions.
We use ecological assessment and look for
patterns.
• We help in crises.
• We help prevent difficulties.

Ed. Psychs’ are specialists who
work with complex and
persistent problems: these
may include developmental,
communication , mental
health, behavioural or
learning problems. For
example Global
Developmental Delay,
Attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder and Autism.

The Psychologist’s work

Educational Psychologists in
education have a variety of
work across all levels of
education.

The Ministry of Education is a
major employer of
Educational Psychs, however
we work across health,
industry, in private practice
and within academic
institutions.

Wellington U3A
Award

Purpose of award: It shall be used to assist students,
55 years or more, for expenses incurred during their
studies. The award will be made on the basis of the
academic merit and academic costs to be incurred by
the student in the year of application.
This award contributed greatly to:
Transport costs between Upper Hutt and Porirua
daily.
Expenses related to books and resources, buying a
printer and ongoing supplies.
Support in daily living.

Thank you!

Becoming an Ed’ Psych'. The Victoria
University of Wellington Programme:
The Masters of Educational Psychology is 10 papers over 2 years:
2016-2017.
Followed by the Internship(2018) based in the MoE or an RTLB
Cluster.
The internship also requires the completion of the Post Graduate
Diploma in Educational Psychology.

The ReseaRch sTudy :
infoRmal PeeR suPPoRT by boys in
high school classes.
This research was carried out in 2017, second year of
the Masters.
Inspired by years of observations of a possible
phenomenon in high school classes.

Informal Peer Support:
Looking for Solutions

“If I don’t have friends next to me and I can ask
them, what did [the teacher] say? What were
they on about? And they can clarify to me. But if
not, then... blank. And I’m scared to ask the
teacher if they can repeat themselves. Don’t
want them to look at you and go ‘What, weren’t
you listening?’”
(Participant 3)

Definition

Informal peer support is defined in this study as:
intimate supportive relationships between
classmates, built on trust and loyalty, which
strengthen motivation, engagement and self-identity
through reciprocal academic, emotional and social
support and assistance.

Awhi:
1) to hug, embrace, support, cherish
2) to surround

Background

Observations
• RTLB roll
• Interviews with boys in schools
• My Question: what was I
seeing and how valuable was it?

 Hypothesis: Informal Peer Support exists “below the
radar’ in classes, yet impacts in essential ways on male
students’ educational outcomes, wellbeing and teacher
practice.

Rationale
for the
research

 By listening to the voices of boys experiencing peer
support in high schools this Phenomenological Study
aimed to provide recommendations to teachers,
learning support and families around the role and value
of informal peer support and relationships.
 I wanted to know the structure and value of student
generated peer support.
 Informal peer support is distinct in all ways from
Teacher Directed Peer support.
“The teacher has to have a relationship with us and know
how to teach us. Some of us we learn by writing, some of
us we learn by listening, and showing. And the teacher
has to understand the right way to teach us as a whole.”
(Participant 3)

While most boys in Aotearoa (Ministry of
Education, 2007) are achieving, there is a
group struggling academically who are
underachieving in schools and/or overrepresented in early exemptions, stand
downs, suspensions, exclusions and
expulsions (Drewery, 2004).

Relevance

Maori and Pacifica males are overrepresented in this group.
Male rates of self-harm and suicide are also
higher in these groups (Bowden, 2018;
Youth’12, 2012).
There is evidence that peer support sustains
male relationships and self-identity.
However, if teachers are unaware of the role
and value of informal peer support in classes
academically or in terms of well-being, this
may limit outcomes for these students.

What does the
literature
suggest that
peer support
provides for
boys?

“Impact of academic stressors or isolation
may be therefore better dealt with through
the buffering effect provided by social
support such as mate ship and strong peer
relationships.”
(Lin, Woefel & Light, 1985)
Irwin (2013) found that informal peer
support facilitated and sustained male
relationships, lessened academic stressors,
positively influenced motivation and
provided valuable academic assistance.
Chu (2005) found that boys valued and
benefited from close friendship and peer
relationships, the latter providing boys with
access to peer support, motivation to
achieve and a safe space to express their
masculinity.

What is the
research
problem and
where is the
gap?

There is a paucity of research on
informal peer support.
Almost all that exists focuses on
teacher and parent perspectives of
male peer support in classes.
Few studies have addressed
adolescent and teenaged males in
secondary school and fewer still focus
on student voice.
The current study aimed to deepen the
understanding of the nature and
function of in-class peer support
relationships as experienced by
adolescent males in secondary
classrooms.

• The phenomenological study was based in a
single-sex boys school in the Wellington region.
• This school has a high proportion (over 50 %) of
boys who are of Maori or Pacific ethnicity.
• Four participants who met criteria were recruited
through student and teacher driven recruitment.
• Participants were four English-speaking boys
aged between 15 and 18 years (Years 11-13)
who had experienced informal peer support.
• Ethnicity:One student was Tokelauan-Maori,
one was Pakeha and two were Maori. Data was
then gathered through semi-structured
interviews.

Methodology and
Participants

Findings
Interviews were 20-45 minutes in
length. Data analysis identified
four major themes, with common
trends running across all four
participants' narratives:
1. The helping process
2. The impact of peer support
3. Helping the helper
4. Challenges

Asking: Boys asked for help from boys they knew. They needed to have a
close and personal relationship with that boy to ask for help.

1. The
helping
process:
asking
for help

Characteristics: They identified trust, loyalty, access to the peer, and/or the
‘brotherhood’ along with a trusting relationship with their teacher as key
elements in obtaining help.
Reaching out: Boys also relied on others seeing them struggling and
offering to aid them.
Peers and teachers: Boys would choose help from a peer over help from a
teacher primarily due to fear of embarrassment and stigma.
“The only time that someone will help me is if they can see that I’m
struggling, if they can see I’ve not written anything, and then they’ll look
and say ‘Oh, do you need help?”
(Participant 4)
“It’s more me saying out loud and waiting for someone to help. And
sending out like, a distress call, kind of. I’d usually say, um, ‘wow, this is
really hard, I have no idea how to do this.”
(Participant 3)

Who were
the
helpers?
“He’s probably one of the
smarter ones of my friends,
and he knows all sorts of
stuff and he knows what he’s
doing.”
(Participant 2)

Peer supporters were described as having the
following characteristics:
1.

being friends and part of their class and wider school
network and peer relationships,

2.

sharing their cultural connections

3.

being smart and intelligent

4.

being encouraging and motivating,

5.

being supportive rather than competitive,

6.

being trustworthy, loyal and part of a brotherhood.

Helpers were described as good teachers who “thought
differently than other students” and as having more
understanding of topics than those they were helping. They
knew how to transfer their skills and knowledge and were
willing to do so.
“Whenever I need help I can trust them to be able to help
me. It strengthens the bond between us.” (Participant 3)

Helpers used techniques: chunking, syllabification and
summarising, as well as helping peers think differently.
Primarily, helpers simplified, scaffolded and translated
instructions into more precise language for other students.

Helping
Actions

“Puts things in a simple way when he describes things to me and I
understand more.”
(Participant 1)
“Because he started learning computing back in Year 7, he
understood what everything means, so if there was a big word
he’d break it down into tiny pieces and it’d really help not only us
but the rest of the people who were struggling with this subject.”
(Participant 4)

Helping Actions: Real Skills

1)

Academic peer support: (a) decoding,
(b) assistance with complex
terminology, (c) helping with
reviewing teacher instructions and
language, (d) scaffolding of
instructions, (e) helping to chunk
information and other teaching and
learning practices.

2)

Motivation and encouragement:
Helpers supported the boys by
providing motivation and
encouragement, aiding decisionmaking, and promoting a mastery
mindset where they encouraged the
student to ‘do their best’ and focus on
growth.

“I can relate more to the other Māori in my class, so we kind of already have that one
step and then we both try help each other out. One is cousins, or they know someone
who I knew, or a friend who knows a friend and then we just work together.”
(Participant 3)
“Help like doing, um, extra work, like at lunchtime to memorize lines... and um, in English
he’s helped out a lot, that’s the main one he’s helped. So like, there’s heaps of words that
I struggle with, like pronouncing or understanding, and he always helps me out with that.
Sometimes answers questions for me.”
(Participant 1)

Boys emphasised that motivation, encouragement,
developing confidence and self-efficacy, and staying
engaged with the task were key elements in peer
support.
This was viewed as particularly valuable as boys
entered higher levels of secondary education.

2. The Impact
of Peer
Support:
Positive
Influences

“Other times yeah, like, I’m just really tired or... I just
want to be doing something else and he makes me,
uh, do the English work.”
(Participant 1)
“In English, heaps of people fail, and he told me like,
don’t worry if you fail because this was a really hard
test and I don’t blame you for failing, but um, make
sure you like, read it, and then um, read your mistakes
and try not to... try improve it for next time.”
(Participant 2)

All students showed a preference for peer support, as
they felt it was more suited to their needs around
academic tasks and learning.
Participants discussed how they would not have
achieved the academic success they have experienced
without in-class peer support, and how important
their peers were in helping them shape their future
goals.

The Impact of Peer
Support: Student
Preference

“So, if I hadn’t got that support, I would’ve struggled
and fallen behind and not been able to get these
credits that I got for the computing class, and I think
that I wouldn’t be- I would’ve had to take another
subject next year… He really showed me that I can
actually do this class, and I can get to Level 3 and I can
make it all the way and be able to get a good
engineering career.”
(Participant 4)

3. Helping the Helper
In-class peer support was often reciprocal.
The boys described how they would repay their helpers
whenever they could in other ways. There was frequently an
expectation of a reciprocal response. Examples provided
included:
1. Food
2. Emotional support
3. Protection from bullying or physical violence
4. Social support
“I don’t really help him with classwork because he’s smarter than me, but um, he
suffers from depression, and I’ve been helping him out... like in classes sometimes he’d
break down and I’d like, support him, like make him feel better, cos like he doesn’t have
that much friends either.”
(Participant 1)

“I’d say he’s more like a shadow that follows us, so I think that I really
pulled him out of his shadow, out of his comfort zone, and made him meet
new people that he could relate with, I think. Like I heard about the
movies and went “Do you want to go with me?” and I wanted him to
experience his full teenage years and not be alone at home by himself.”
(Participant 4-discussing helping the helper)

4. Challenges: Barriers
To gain informal in-class peer support,
students had to overcome a number of
challenges:
• Classroom structure (seating plans)
• Classroom dynamics and expectations
• Task complexity in relationship to understanding
• The role of the teacher, especially in regard
towards students engaging in helping activities
• Other students

CLASSROOM STRUCTURE AND SEATING
The classroom structure made seeking or
accessing peer support difficult.
Seating plans created difficulties in
accessing peer support, as their support
person was often not nearby. Moving to
access support or having your peer
supporter move could be seen as disruptive
and sporadically stopped. Trust and
student relationship to the teacher was
cited as a major element in this barrier.

“In our classes, you know they don’t have
like the seating orders anymore … so we
can sit where we like and I chose to sit with
him and he chooses to sit with me and
that makes it a lot easier. So I sit with him
in like, Drama, English, and Maths. But I’m
not with him in like, Pacific Studies and PE,
and that makes it harder". (Participant 1)

The Role of the Teacher
• Teacher’s roles, attitudes, assumptions and actions influenced
student access to peer support.
• Teachers had the power to encourage, stall or stop peer support.
When peer support meant breaking the silence required by some
teachers, the boys were often left frustrated because the needs of
the class outweighed their own learning needs.
“The teacher will see when he’s talking, describing something, and
Miss will be silent, about to teach, and everyone else will be silent
except for him, and I’m like argh [noise of exasperation]. Cos Miss
understands that he helps me, and Miss will have to say his name and
then he says he’ll describe it to me later.”
(Participant 1)
“Cos teachers think we talk about out-of-school stuff, what are we
doing after school, who are we meeting up with...”
(Participant 4)

“Because if we just ask the teacher, the teacher would not help us at all, because
they’re speaking another language and we want to know what they’re saying [...]
because teachers always say, if you’re stuck come see us for help, but what if you
can’t see them for help? Then we go to the next one, and after peer support there’s
no one else to go to, cos we don’t understand any of it.
(Participant 4)

“If I don’t have friends next to me and I can ask them, what did they say? What
were they on about? …and they can clarify to me. But if not, then... blank. And I’m
scared to ask the teacher if they can repeat themselves. Don’t want them to look at
you and go “What, weren’t you listening?”
(Participant 3)

Class Dynamics: Teachers
Teachers requiring significantly less distracting class
environments affected the action and success of
peer support.
Students who had disrupted class in the past often
found themselves unable to ask for or offer help,
and if working together resulted in disturbing
learning then support was stopped.
“But if they shout it and they’re too loud and the
whole room, you know how the voices echo, if
everyone’s quiet and they’re asking, if they say one
word a bit too loud then the teacher will snap and
tell them to get back and stop disturbing the class.”
(Participant 3)

Class Dynamics: Other Students
Student interference and lack of understanding meant peer support may be
unavailable or stigmatised.
Alternatively, sometimes other students could not provide peer support
because they skipped steps, or the task was too complex or did not allow for
collaboration.
“Computing’s the only subject where I can’t get help from others. And only the
teacher has studied the subject and has like, university degree qualifications on
how to do it, so students can’t help and we’re all struggling.” (Participant 3)

Enablers: what helps?
Boys described teacher practices as key to the success of informal peer
support in class.
 Teachers needed to know their students and their learning preferences
 To trust that students would help each other learn and could work together
constructively without wasting time and engaging in “passive talking”.
 Boys emphasised that teachers needed to monitor group work for example.
Teachers needed to understand that students have different learning
preferences and some learn better when they can access support and talk
about ideas. Teachers who allowed and enabled students to work in effectively
in groups helped facilitate peer support. Peer support was also enabled when
participants had confidence and trust in other students.
“Teachers can tell when a student goes they’re actually asking for help. And they
can tell when a student’s just going to talk to their friend.”
(Participant 3)

Summary and Theories
Value of IPS: Peer support is providing male students with the motivation, emotional feedback and
academic support to remain engaged in classes and in school. This was recognised by the teachers
who referred boys to the study.
In classes: Boys’ narratives told of a sphere of existence or peer ecology in classes nested within the
overarching class culture. This was similar to Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory
where the child’s world is made up of overlapping spheres of existence.
Assisting with motivation: Peer support frequently meant staying on task, in class, in a subject, or in
school. It impacted on well-being, confidence, future aspirations, school and home.
Differentiated task support: It provided both broad and in-depth academic support in areas where
the teacher could not or did not.
In line with the theorists: In this study, peer support was provided in a method that aligns with
Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory of collaborative learning which permits scaffolding to
occur. The peer supporter or advanced partner works to find a method of communicating
information to support the other boy in accomplishing the task (Tudge, 1992).

Conclusion
Most boys turned to informal peer support as a solution when the teacher or classroom
did not provide the necessary opportunities for them to learn or they could not access it.
Many boys’ narratives described a mismatch between teacher expectation and student
ability, particularly at higher levels of the curriculum.

Complex or unfamiliar language, missing instructions, a poor teacher relationship or
ineffective communication caused students to turn to peer support.
When permitted, peer support was often sporadic, ‘under the radar’, and not allowed
to interfere with general class function. For students who relied upon it as a means of
accessing the curriculum alongside their peers, it was intermittent and potentially
insufficient.

The value of Peer support may not be recognised by educators.

Missed Opportunities
1.

For practitioners, discouraging or underestimating informal
peer support is a missed opportunity to explore and share
the skills and experiences of students in their classes.

2.

This is ‘Ako’ (Learning Media Limited, 2009), where the
teacher and the learner learn from the other in a reciprocal
exchange of knowledge.

3.

Boys used their prior knowledge and skills to successfully
motivate and assist their peers. All participants emphasised
that encouragement around the task was a vital factor in
their success .

4.

The constructive use of peer support involving
acknowledgement of this unique peer-centred approach
could provide solutions to the struggles with amotivation
facing many classes and high schools today.

Missed opportunities:
Classroom observations
1. The possibility exists for a new lens to shine on
classroom observations of boys in secondary
schools. Informal peer support and the role it
plays must be taken into consideration in the
observations of classroom dynamics.
2. This is particularly so in the case of students
with academic needs that are not being met.
3. What appears to be disruption, distraction or
off-task behaviour may in fact be boys
supporting one another.
4. Boys credit these task related relationships
with assisting them with motivation, classroom
engagement and decision-making, particularly
regarding staying in school and future focus.

Recommendations for Educators
1. Reviewing possible negative assumptions and attitudes regarding
informal peer support amongst boys.
2. Discussing collaboratively with their students what methodologies of
informal peer support they are using or wish to use. How these could be
used in a more productive manner in classrooms.
3. Re-evaluating the differentiation practices in their classrooms to ensure
that all students at all levels are able to both access teachers and openly
work collaboratively with peers.
4. Effectively manage and monitor group work for it to be optimally efficient
for all.
Educators and those involved in the support of boys and their families must
recognise that the relationships built on informal peer support reflect and
sustain genuine deep connections, trust, loyalty and positive reciprocal
relationships that sustain boys through their schooling.

“I think peer support
needs to be more
spread out, more
advertised, more felt
like it’s okay to ask for
help. You shouldn’t feel
ashamed that you need
help, you should feel
satisfied that you’re
getting help.”
(Participant 4)
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