
Coordinating an Effective Learning Center 
 
In my experience the most important aspect of an effective learning center is its 
emphasis on empowering students’ success. I write this carefully, trying to use the 
language very precisely, and I ask you to consider it that way. I do not say good 
tutoring is “student-focused”; although that’s not a bad place to start, I feel the phrase is 
overused, too vague, and does not put enough emphasis on giving the power and the 
decisions about that power to the students. I also do not say good tutoring programs 
help students get good grades or even pass their classes; again, this assumes too much 
about the students goals and places too much value on grades. The point here is to let 
students decide what success means and to help them obtain the skills and 
opportunity—the power—to make that happen. In practice, this mostly boils down to 
paying attention to students, showing them you believe they can achieve their goals, 
discussing and demonstrating what it takes to achieve those goals, helping them believe 
in themselves, and supporting them when they take action on their belief. 
 
When a learning center makes empowering success the focus and helps give students 
the power to define their goals and to achieve them, that learning center does not treat 
every student alike. By putting students and student power at the center, you are by 
definition treating them unalike, because few people have exactly the same goals and 
few of them reach their goals in exactly the same way. 
 
In addition, by focusing on empowerment I keep students’ cultures at the center. In 
order to empower students, I must respect and value their cultures. I must listen to and 
learn from students. I must pay attention to how they behave and how they respond to 
me and to my actions. I must demonstrate that I respect and value them. Since every 
person and every culture demonstrates and receives respect differently, my specific 
behaviors are different depending on the student and their culture. 
 
Speaking more broadly, I believe a successful learning center will empower everyone 
who participates in the program in any way: students, tutors, other instructional 
personnel, counselors, support staff (including custodians), department chairs, deans, 
CEOs. I try—with more or less success—to talk to all these levels of the institution, 
finding out how my lab can help them and how we can best serve the institution as a 
whole. This may sound very idealistic and unrealistic, but, in my experience, 
establishing these relationships and helping others usually means that when I need help 
or need something done in the institution I can call on others and they’ll come through 
for me as I did for them. Thus, empowering others is as much self-serving as not; it is 
not only the right thing to do, it also creates connections between people that help me 
and others do our jobs better. Ultimately, making connections—with students and 
everyone else—is the goal. 
 
Walking across my institution’s campus recently between classes, I recognized and 
waved to a student who, a semester or two ago, had consistently used the math learning 
center I coordinate. Class schedule in hand, he stopped me to ask if I could recommend 
an English instructor for next semester. Fortunately for him (since my familiarity with 
the English instructors is limited), I noticed an acquaintance from the English 
department nearby and we had a quick conference. The student walked away with a 
good recommendation tailored exactly to his needs. For me, this is a perfect example of 
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the way connections with students and others make me a more effective part of my 
institution. The fact that the student felt comfortable stopping me and asking me about 
another department says a lot about the connection he felt. Then, my connection with 
someone else made all the difference for sending that student on his way with good 
information. 
 
I believe a program that empowers and makes connections is: 
 
 • Caring 
 • Approachable 
 • Consistent 
 • Relatively uniform in pedagogy 
 • Energetic and motivating 
 • Teamwork-oriented 
 • Resource-multiplying 
 • Consistently engaged in professionally development 
 
These attributes should seem familiar. They are shared by successful ventures in many 
fields of endeavor (business, psychiatry, even parenting leap to mind), but classroom 
teaching is perhaps the closest analog. In fact, had I more space, I might argue that 
effective classroom teaching and tutoring require the same environment and that 
diminishing or even eliminating the distinction between them would benefit both. 
 
Caring 
 
Students who visit the center must feel as though the program cares about them and 
their success. The staff must celebrate students’ success and sympathize with struggles. 
My staff and I talk with students about family issues and health problems and good and 
bad teachers and how many classes to take and whether to take a new job even though 
it means taking fewer classes and anything and everything that comes up. Usually, this 
conversation needs to be short and we direct energy back toward the problem at hand, 
but not always. When appropriate (and appropriateness includes, among other things, 
that we try to make sure we’re not bothering someone else with our discussion, which 
may mean moving to another location), such conversations take more time. But, 
whatever the duration of the conversation, we try to take the person’s concerns 
seriously, to think about the issues, and to discuss them as though they matter to us. Of 
course we do not always succeed in listening well, but most students know we are 
genuinely concerned for them.  
 
Last semester, a 70-year old student who had been coming to my learning center for 
three or four semesters, was accepted at a private four-year school, with a full 
scholarship. The student came to the center, acceptance letter in hand, tears on her face, 
as she told me the news and how it was the fulfillment of a life-long dream. It was easy 
to share in her success and happiness. It is not always as natural to be excited for the 
student who just got a C on his or her test, though that may be reason to celebrate for 
that student. Both deserve praise and encouragement. 
 
A key ingredient in providing a caring atmosphere is that the staff must feel connected 
to the students’ success. I foster this connection by trying to share the program’s data 
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with them, extolling the positives and discussing the places that need improvement. 
Good data on student success is essential and I pursue that in whatever way possible, 
whether through my institutional research office or through in-house surveys and other 
data collection. For me, time spent understanding how my program is affecting 
students and sharing that information with my staff is time well spent. 
 
Care for staff and others 
 
As the Math Lab coordinator I not only care for the students, I also try to celebrate 
everyone’s success and sympathize with everyone’s struggles. I’m always working to 
let people know that their humanity is more important than their ability to do math or 
do a job or anything else. Members of people’s family die or become seriously ill. 
Spouses or partners have job or personal difficulties. A whole myriad of issues arise, 
reflecting the complexity of human life and interaction. When these kinds of things 
happen, peoples’ goals tend to change, at least temporarily. Since my focus is on 
helping people achieve their goals, I consider it part of my job to make their needs work 
with the needs of the program. This is true for every constituent of the lab, from 
custodians to CEOs. 
 
A related issue is making sure my staff get paid and helping them through any 
institutional bureaucracy. If they are worried about that stuff, then they aren’t thinking 
about students and how to best help them. 
 
Another important aspect of caring is having parties or get-togethers. This is primarily 
for tutors and related personnel, but it might include students. These occasions are not 
about discussing problems or issues in the program (although they might come up), but 
are simply for getting to know each other and being social. I try to ask people about 
themselves, especially people who don’t often talk, and help the group know each 
other. These events overlap with several other attributes of successful programs, 
especially “teamwork-oriented.” 
 
A learning center is at root a human organization serving other humans. It is crucial 
that the program does not become mired in rules or prescriptions. Humans are 
endlessly varied and, of course, mostly the same. We all appreciate being treated with 
respect and dignity—like we matter—and we all enjoy the sense that someone is 
looking out for us. Policies are important, but they should always be over-ridden by the 
needs of the people in the program. 
 
Approachable 
 
People entering an unfamiliar situation are uncomfortable. Add to that the fact that 
almost no one likes to admit they need help, especially from people they don’t know, 
and we’ve got a recipe for students to turn around and walk out my door at the smallest 
discouragement. 
 
Countering this situation is fairly simple, but it takes effort and attention. I try to greet 
everyone as they enter, perhaps with only a nod of the head, but usually with a hello 
and even a “How are you?” If students are hesitating in the entry or in some other way 
acting like they don’t know what to do, I’m going to ask them if this is their first time in 
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the center. If it is, I give them a short orientation about what we do and how to sign in. 
This is all fairly straightforward and quick, but when I’m already busy working with 
students, it can be tricky. The key is always to be aware of what is going on in the whole 
room (this has other benefits, as well)—not simple if I’m in the middle of explaining 
something and trying to give my whole attention to the person with whom I am 
working. However, if I’m tutoring well, the student is spending more time talking and 
working on the issues than I am, so I have moments to look around. I often set a student 
on a problem they can mostly do and say, “I’ll be right back,” when I realize that 
someone needs a quick orientation or other attention. 
 
Another common student behavior is not asking a question, even though they have one. 
While this may seem a little crazy considering they are sitting in a tutoring lab, it is 
more common than you might think. I try to look around at every student’s and tutor’s 
face. I can still see the reddening face of a peer tutor (not to mention the frustration on 
the face of the student with whom he was working) a few semesters ago who felt he 
had to know how to do every problem; he’d been unsuccessfully working on a problem 
for at least 20 minutes before I noticed and was greatly relieved when I mentioned that 
it looked like they were working an interesting problem. With practice, I’ve gotten 
pretty good at knowing when people are stuck and actually want help, but for whatever 
reason aren’t asking for it. Even if they don’t look confused, if I haven’t talked to 
someone for a long time (say 30 minutes or more), I might just check in to make sure 
they are doing alright. Once I do this a few times, people get the idea that I really want 
to help, that I’m not too scary, and that I won’t make fun of their “stupid” question. 
Usually, they then start asking questions more readily. 
 
I have found that paying attention to what is happening in the whole room and 
checking in with students who aren’t asking questions is the second most difficult thing 
to teach workers (the hardest thing to teach is doing less). Workers tend to focus solely 
on their student of the moment and to block the rest of the center out. I think there are 
many reasons for this—lack of confidence about how to handle situations, shyness, 
disconnection from the center as a whole, discomfort about particular kinds of students, 
lack of multitasking ability, etc.—but usually, I can get them to at least say hi to 
incoming students, even if they don’t always do it with the degree of confidence and 
friendliness that I’d like. 
 
Approachability for staff and others 
 
Extending approachability beyond students means taking time with my workers, 
especially at the beginning. New workers should have dedicated time with me for 
training, questions, discussion, etc. Continuing workers (and students) need to know 
that my door is always open when they have questions or just want to discuss 
something.  I try to remember that my body language and facial expression are as 
important or more so than what I say. When a worker comes into my office while I’m in 
the middle of doing something, I sometimes ask them to wait a moment to let me finish 
what I’m working on; but when I turn my attention to them, I try to give them my 
complete attention. “Listening” while typing an email at the same time (unfortunately, I 
have done this) is an effective way of telling someone I want them to go away, but little 
else. 
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Consistent 
 
I include this attribute because it is important, but it comes with a major caveat: 
consistency can be taken too far. Ralph Waldo Emerson is credited with saying that 
“consistency is the hobgoblin of a little mind.” For me, in the context of learning centers, 
this means that consistency must always come after Caring. As I said in that section, 
rules are less important than our humanity. 
 
That said, students thrive on consistency. If I say I’m going to be open at 8 am, I do 
everything I can to be open at 8 am. If the rules say no cell phones, then the staff must 
ask people to leave when theirs goes off. I encourage everyone to smile and be cheerful 
when they see students. I emphasize the need to treat everyone with respect and 
courtesy. All the rules must be gently, but firmly, enforced. 
  
But, again, consistency does not mean that all people are treated the same alike. I try to 
be consistent in allowing each person to define their own goals and in helping to 
empower and support them as they reach for those goals. Each person is part of 
cultures that react to rules and regulations differently. I must meet that person and 
those cultures on their own terms. 
 
Consistency for staff and others 
 
 My goal here is to be consistently authoritative (not authoritarian) and to pay attention 
to everyone. I create new rules reluctantly and only if I’m prepared to enforce them. 
Note, also, that consistency allows me to break the rules, because everyone knows it 
was a special case and that the situation demanded it. Similarly, I try to trust that when 
my workers break the rules they do so with good reason. If I think workers are ignoring 
the rules too often, I always discuss it with them in private at a later time. I believe I do 
more damage by calling attention to the inconsistency in public than by simply letting it 
pass and talking about it later. Workers must know that they can experiment—whether 
succeeding or not—with my support. 
 
Relatively uniform in pedagogy 
 
Relative uniformity means that most of the time most of the tutors approach similar 
problems in similar ways. That’s a lot of qualification and that’s exactly the way I mean 
it. Students can become confused when they hear many approaches to the same 
problem at different times, especially when they are new to a topic. They also complain 
that “one person told me this and another told me that and I don’t know which is 
right.” These are both reasons to strive for relative uniformity. During tutor training, I 
try to present what I hope are clear and effective methods of solving problems, 
especially certain kinds of traditionally difficult problems. I always provide 
opportunities for tutors to practice explaining the problem in roughly the same way we 
discussed together and I suggest that this is probably the method with which most 
students will be familiar. 
 
But, there it ends. It is not clear that uniformity is essential for students to learn 
effectively. In fact, there is value in seeing different approaches. Further, no one 
approach to a problem will always work with every student. So, while I demonstrate 
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the “orthodox” approach, I emphasize that what is really needed are four or five 
methods of talking about the issue. And part of the fun of tutoring is learning and 
coming up with new ways of talking about a problem to fit the way a student thinks 
about it. 
 
Most importantly, empowering students is about allowing them to develop their own 
knowledge and abilities, not about forcing them to do something the “right” way. 
Therefore, (almost) every tutoring encounter should start with some variation of finding 
out what the student has tried already; it should start with where the student is. I have 
a multitude of ways of getting this information (and I’m sure you do, as well): “What 
have you tried?” “Do you have any guesses?” “Show me the work you’ve already 
done.” People learn when “new” knowledge connects with “old” knowledge. So if the 
“orthodox” explanation doesn’t make sense to the student, I better notice that and move 
to something connects with the student’s way of thinking. An excellent example of this 
is the multitude of conventions that students around the world are taught for 
performing long division. While I think there are certain advantages to using the “half-
box” commonly learned in the United States, many students who grew up in other 
parts of the world have other methods, which also have benefits. Usually with such 
students, I introduce only one or two small changes to their method, such as explicitly 
writing down intermediate products and subtracting on paper, rather than doing this 
mentally as is taught in many countries. In tutoring, paying attention to where the 
student is and how I can connect to something they already understand is more 
important than anything else. 
 
Energetic and motivating 
 
Tutors are always part coach and cheerleader. Students get discouraged, tired, and 
frustrated. I’m always encouraging students to come to the Lab regularly (preferably on 
a set schedule), to ask questions, and to share their difficulties and successes. When I tell 
a student they are a “good student” or that they work hard—and I don’t say those kinds 
of things unless I mean it—and I see the lifted shoulders and lightened brows that this 
causes, I think this role may be more important than any thing else we do. It is one of 
the essential parts of supporting students once they believe in themselves and their 
abilities. 
 
During the first semester in my job, I was going over a failed test with a student in an 
individualized arithmetic course with only two days left in the semester. Unfortunately, 
she needed to pass three more exams during those two days to receive credit for the 
course and, considering her performance on the current test, I thought it was nearly 
impossible for her to succeed. I suggested that she might be better off letting this course 
go for now and concentrating on her other finals. She became enraged and determined 
to prove me wrong. Three days later, after passing all the necessary exams, she returned 
to rub her success in my face. Since I had alienated her and destroyed any credibility I 
might have had, I do not think she heard me as I tried to congratulate her 
accomplishment.  
 
I have never forgotten her lesson in the hope for and potential of students. The very 
next semester, a student had, though usually attending class, spent most of the semester 
doing as little as possible. Every time I saw him, I made a point of expressing my 
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happiness about his presence and frequently encouraged and even cajoled him to do his 
homework and make progress.  Finally, with only a couple of weeks left in the course, 
he suddenly started doing his work, even making up old assignments. Not only did he 
pass the course, he got a nearly perfect score on the final exam. I still do not know what 
turned him around, but I cannot help but feel that by persistently letting him know I 
cared about him and never giving up, I finally made some difference. 
 
Motivation for staff and others 
 
Similarly, workers need encouragement and support, because their attitudes affect the 
students and everyone else in the Lab. Working with students day after day can be 
frustrating and tiring. Workers need to be reminded of the good they are doing and 
how successful the program has been. I encourage workers to keep tallies of student 
successes and to share those numbers with me and each other. In fact, one of my most 
experienced staff members and I enjoy a friendly competition for the largest number 
successful students we can claim per semester; when ever possible, we exchange one-up 
stories of students’ exam grades and courses passed by students with whom we work. 
Again, any program data I collect, either formally or informally, I distribute and 
discuss. If a worker develops a pattern of tardiness or other less than desirable 
behavior, my first approach is to ask if something is wrong. Often, a sick family 
member or some other stress in their life is causing the issue and we can discuss a 
schedule change or other adjustment as necessary. Other times, they’ve just been 
partying too much, but just the fact that I notice seems to help.  
 
Teamwork-oriented 
 
Teamwork among students can be one of the most powerful methods of promoting 
their success. Among other positive benefits, students that work together on a regular 
basis: support each other emotionally; learn from each other; learn more because they 
are doing some teaching; help each other have fun; and motivate each other to show up 
and keep trying. One of my most exciting and dramatic experiences in the Lab was  
watching one particular group of five students over five semesters. They found each 
other in a basic arithmetic course, because they all failed that first semester and then 
helped each other pass during the second semester. They followed this up by taking the 
next three courses together, successfully completing intermediate algebra. 
 
I promote groups by: getting people to work together on problems they have in 
common; by asking a student who knows how to do a problem to help a student who is 
struggling; allowing “non-content” conversations to go on in the lab as long as they 
aren’t disturbing other students; and just being aware of and encouraging group 
formation. Of course, I can’t force students to work together, and sensitivity is necessary 
to avoid putting students in uncomfortable situations, but when I see the possibility, I 
tend to explore it. 
 
Teamwork for staff and others 
 
Of course, teamwork is also important for the workers since, none of us can help every 
student. We need each other’s help when we’re buried by a mass of clamoring students. 
Professional development and other meetings (as mentioned in the Caring section, 
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above) are important means of promoting teamwork. In addition, I am always aware of 
how people are getting along. I don’t usually become involved or step into their 
relationships, but I have when it’s starting to affect the way they work with students. 
Even then, my approach is usually to bring all parties together and discuss what I’m 
seeing, making sure that everyone gets to talk and, hopefully, that we achieve a 
compromise solution. 
 
It’s also essential in my mind that I am not too separate from the rest of the professional 
tutors. In this regard, my status as a member of the college staff (not faculty) is 
important, because the faculty/staff class division is significant. I’m the supervisor, but 
I’m closer to them in status then we all are to the faculty with whom we work and this 
helps preserve a sense of a team working together. 
 
Resource-multiplying 
 
The most important resource a learning center has is its people. Empowering people is 
the best means of multiplying that resource. Empowered students become advocates for 
the learning center and future peer tutors. Empowered tutors are more likely and more 
able to empower the students with whom they work. This means that I am actively and 
periodically helping students and tutors, both professional and peer, define and achieve 
their goals. Letters of recommendation and flexible schedules that accommodate further 
education or new family responsibilities are just two of the ways I try to support 
success. I also try to create opportunities for workers to grow in the job, such as leading 
small groups or creating new educational materials. Most important, I am always 
soliciting opinions about the program, discussing those ideas, and, when appropriate, 
acting on and giving credit for those program improvements. Collaboratively creating a 
mission statement is another important and related activity; it fosters buy-in and helps 
everyone define their jobs for themselves. 
 
Consistently engaged in professionally development 
 
Few things are more powerful than a group of people who believe they can accomplish 
a task and who also have the support to do it. This means professional development 
that treats my staff as if they can and will grow. I try to give them educational and 
learning theory and help them with specific kinds of problems. Perhaps most 
important, I work to show by example that students and their empowerment is my first 
priority. 
 
Our learning center schedule includes a weekly meeting for the professional tutoring 
staff and we are joined by the peer tutors every other week. The meetings without the 
peer tutors allow us to discuss policies or problems and, more significantly, provide the 
opportunity to do deeper professional development, including occasional outside 
speakers, discussions of readings, and other special activities. The joint meetings, with 
both professional and peer tutors, allow the professional staff to share their expertise 
with the peer tutors. This sharing happens in many small ways in the meetings, but 
most obviously when we break into small groups each facilitated by one of the 
professional tutors or when a professional tutor leads the session. 
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In addition to specific content techniques, my list of topics for peer and professional 
tutor trainings include (but is not limited to): 
 

• Friendly, approachable atmosphere 
• Student/Student-success focus 
• Patience 
• Keep the pencil out of your hand 
• Talk less than the student 
• Start where the student is 
• Assist the student to make meaning for themselves 
• Encourage independence 
• Never show off 
• Don’t feel you have to know everything 
• Help students discover what blocks them 
• Acknowledge success and sympathize with struggles 
• Experiment; be creative 
• The “difficult” student 
• Whole room awareness 

 
As I mentioned above, I try to think about the future of my workers, even when that 
leads to losing them to other jobs or institutions. More education, internships, other 
jobs, whatever—the focus is on empowering people and sometimes that means 
empowering them right on to somewhere else that will be best for them. 
 
“Professional development” for students 
 
I have used this attribute to talk explicitly about professional development for workers, 
but it is equally important for students. Students are growing and learning in amazing 
ways while in college, and only some of that learning is about “content.” Study skills, 
test-taking skills, confidence, time management, social skills, setting priorities, 
budgeting, need for exercise—the list is seemingly infinite. Anything the center can do 
to facilitate learning and growth in students is positive and I try to keep a supply of 
frequently used, relevant handouts (test anxiety is a big one) around the center. I often 
discuss the students’ development with my workers (in private, of course). Every one of 
us can see, acknowledge, and encourage the growth of our students. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have tried to express what I think are the most important aspects of a successful 
learning center and how I work to make those realities. I do not always succeed in 
doing all that I have describe as well as I would like, but I try to keep two things in my 
mind: 
 

1) As a former mentor once told me: I don’t teach math, I teach students. 
2) Human beings are more important than disciplines or centers or institutions. 

 
I believe these ideas help keep my priorities where they should be—on empowering 
everyone who comes into contact with my Lab. 
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