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Abstract: This study examines the 
successful use of asynchronous cross-
age tutoring to improve the behavior 
and academic performance of a class 
of behaviorally challenged Japanese 
high school students and their junior 
high school tutees. The students used 
digital video cameras and the school’s 
intranet to create original tutoring 
packages to prepare the tutees for an 
English proficiency exam.

 
 Furthermore, as a nod to the 
Horizon Report's repeated calls for 
innovations in the way that scholarly 
research is conducted and shared in 
the 21st century (Johnson, Levine & 
Smith, 2009), I would like to introduce 
you to the concept of the video 
abstract. It is about a minute and a 
half long, done in the style of a 
Hollywood movie trailer, and it gives 
an overview of the first half of the 
study described in this article. You can 
view it by visiting the following link 
(http://
elearninginnovations.yolasite.com/
videos.php) or by searching for 
“asynchronous cross-age tutoring” on 
YouTube. If you like what you see and 
want to continue reading, I welcome 
you and thank you for your time.

I teach at a mid-sized private 
Japanese junior-senior high school in 
Northern Tokyo. When I walked into 
one of my high school first year 
English on the first day of the 2009-10 
school year, I immediately noticed 

that something was different. I knew 
all of the students from teaching them 
the previous year as third year junior 
high school students, but it was clear 
that the class composition had 
changed. Perhaps in an effort to 
remove distractions for their more 
academically successful classmates, 
the school administration had decided 
to consolidate all of the most 
challenging students into one 
homeroom class.

The main problem with this 
class was not an issue of low 
proficiency. I always tell my students 
at the beginning of a school year that 
it doesn’t matter at what level they 
begin, only that they agree to make 
an honest effort to improve on that 
level each and every term. Instead, 
this class had pervasive issues with 
discipline and respect. In one three-
month period, the class had 4 
suspensions and a number of broken 
windows.

Over the course of the first 
term of the school year, the 39 
students in this class formed a group 
that was loud, disruptive, 
recalcitrant, disrespectful and largely 
uninterested in participating in most 
learning activities. In many ways, it 
was almost the polar opposite of the 
ideal learning community that 
successful teachers strive to foster 
(Rogoff, 1994).

My usual curriculum for this age 
group gives students quite a bit of 
freedom in constructing their own 
original creative writing and skits. 
However, this level of learner 
autonomy did not work very well at 
all with this group. I quickly 
discovered that I needed to use a 
different approach.  
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Because of my own personal 
interests in social constructivist 
learning theories and the use of 
technology in education, I decided to 
try a rather large asynchronous blind 
cross-age tutoring project with this 
class. In case these terms are new to 
you, “asynchronous” is a term often 
used in distance education. It means 
that two or more of the parties 
involved in the learning process are 
participating at different times, such 
as holding a debate via posts to a 
discussion board. “Blind” means that 
there is a level of anonymity between 
the tutors and tutees, and “Cross-age 
tutoring” is a specific type of peer 
tutoring in which the tutors and the 
tutees are students who are typically 
separated by two or more grades 
(Cairo & Craig, 2005). 

In this case, my behaviorally 
challenged high school students would 
tutor two classes of second year 
junior high school students to help 
them increase their scores on the 
Eiken English proficiency exam. They 
created digital tutorial videos, 
homework materials and handouts to 
use while watching the videos. Then 
the junior high school students 
watched the tutorial videos in the 
school computer lab during their own 
English class. The entire tutoring 
project happened without the tutors 
or the tutees ever meeting face to 
face.

I chose peer tutoring because it 
has a proven track record of 
improving educational outcomes. 
Cohen (1982) did a meta-analysis of 
52 cross-age tutoring studies and 
Topping (1987) analyzed 10 cross-age 
tutoring projects, and in both cases, 
they found consistent academic gains 
from the tutoring. Morrison (2004) 
used cross-age tutoring to improve the 
behavior of disruptive, at-risk 

students. Those problem students 
were put in a position of responsibility 
when they had to tutor younger 
students and the improvement in their 
behavior was notable: 

From the start, the girls were 
engaged and enthusiastic. They 
attended all the planning 
meetings-despite their 
reputations as being unreliable-
and took their roles as co-
planners very seriously, showing 
great maturity of attitude. 
Already they were warming to a 
certain sense of power and of 
being able to shape events in 
school (pp. 222-223).  

Furthermore, I also wanted to make 
use of the Japanese social construct 
of the sempai/kohai (senior/junior) 
relationship. This ubiquitous social 
interaction can be found throughout 
Japanese society: from the largest 
corporations to elementary school 
basketball teams. In it, anyone with 
higher seniority automatically 
becomes a role-model and a source of 
advice, support and training. This role 
of mentor is not only relegated to 
bosses and coaches, but rather anyone 
who is more experienced. It is highly 
likely that all of the students have 
had experience with the sempai/kohai 
relationship during their time in 
school. It would be one of the primary 
factors influencing all of their 
interactions with students in different 
grade levels, including in sports 
teams, club activities, school 
festivals, and orientation to name a 
few instances. Because this 
relationship already has many 
elements of peer mentoring it seemed 
like cross-age tutoring would be a 
perfect social fit for Japanese 
students

Another factor that motivated 
me to do a computer-based tutoring 
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project was that there are big 
changes on the horizon for structure 
of Japanese classrooms and I wanted 
to see how those changes could best 
aid the students. Japan's Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology (MEXT) plans to 
realize the goals of 2006's 
unsuccessful “e-Japan” project by 
fiscal year 2015: to connect every 
elementary, middle and high school 
public classroom to high speed 
wireless internet and to ensure that 
there is a ratio of one laptop 
computer per every 3.6 students (E-
Education Association of Japan, 2006). 
Through this newer “i-Japan” 
initiative, MEXT aims to “promote the 
utilization of digital technology in the 
classroom, increase the learning 
motivation and academic ability of 
children, and improve their ability to 
utilize information” (E-Education 
Association of Japan, i-Japan Strategy 
2015 section).

Although the future of this 
initiative is not certain, if MEXT is 
successful, Japanese classrooms in 
2015 will be very different from the 
ones we see today. Rather than 
discrete rows of individual students 
quietly copying their teacher's notes 
from the blackboard, students will be 
seated in clusters of 3's and 4's around 
shared tablet laptops. It is likely they 
will have webcams, microphones, 
cloud-based software, stylus inputs 
and access to a truncated version of 
the Internet. This will influence how 
they interact with their teachers and 
with other students. One such 
potential interaction is asynchronous 
cross-age tutoring.

 When I first introduced this 
tutoring project to my high school 
class, they were completely shocked 
and incredulous. They vocally 
protested that they couldn't teach 

anyone because their English ability 
was too low. Later student surveys 
revealed that 86% of them had never 
tutored anyone before. 

I anticipated their reluctance, 
so I had planned to mix multiple 
incentives into the project. In 
addition to the social motivation that 
comes from helping someone less 
experienced, I also informed them 
that the quality of their tutoring 
packages would count for a significant 
portion of their term grade. I also 
offered them a reward for creating 
effective tutoring materials: if the 
group of junior high students that 
they tutored were able to increase 
their scores on the Eiken test, then 
they could spend a class period 
watching a movie. If the average 
score of their tutee group increased 
by at least 5 points, they would get 
popcorn to eat during the movie. If 
their tutee group's average score 
increased by 10 points or more, then 
they could choose one of ten 
flavorings to add to their popcorn. 

Initially, I was interested in 
doing one-to-one tutoring, but the 
fact that we only had one digital 
video camera-as opposed to multiple 
webcams-made that impractical. 
Instead, I used their scores on a pre-
test to divide them into small groups. 
I used a variation of the PALS (Peer-
Assisted Learning Strategies for 
Reading) approach to form the groups. 
PALS is a reciprocal peer tutoring 
system that has been proven effective 
through rigorous experimental 
research and has been recognized by 
the U.S. Department of Education as 
an effective educational practice 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007). 

I ranked the students in order 
of their scores on the pre-test. Then I 
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split that list in half to form one list 
comprised of the higher performing 
students and another with the lower 
performing students. Next, I paired 
the top three students from both lists 
to form group A, the following 3 
students from both lists to form group 
B, and so on. By doing this, I avoided 
grouping all of the highest performers 
together in one group, and all of the 
lowest ones in another. The groups 
were mixed abilities, but there was 
never too large of a gap between the 
pre-test scores of the members of any 
given group (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007). 
 

The student with the highest 
score in their group became the group 
leader. They had the responsibility of 
coordinating their group's activities 
and insuring that everyone met their 
deadlines. Watching the team leaders 
from the groups that came from the 
bottom of the two lists turned out to 
be one of the most rewarding parts of 
this study. They really blossomed 
under their newfound responsibilities. 
As in Morrison’s (2004) study, it 
appears that these increased 
responsibilities gave the students 
more control over events in school 
and a vested interest in the success of 
their tutees. Morrison suggests that 
this gives them a positive outlet for 
the energy that they were previously 
expending on disruptive negative 
leadership. 

Over the course of the 
following weeks, the groups planned, 
designed and created their tutoring 
materials. Beyond giving them time 
limits on their videos and page limits 
for their handouts and homework, the 
only instruction that I gave was: 
“Make it useful for your kohai. Create 
something that you think will help 
them to learn this material.” 

At long last, the junior high 
school students received their 
tutoring packages. The younger 

students were divided into groups 
along the same lines as the high 
school students were and 
subsequently paired with their 
analogous sempai group. 

The results from the follow-up 
Eiken test after the tutoring were 
positive, but it left room for 
improvement. 77% of the junior high 
students' scores improved after 
receiving the tutoring. The average 
scores across the two junior high 
classes increased by 4 points on the 65 
point test. 

On the other hand, the high 
school students' experience as tutors 
did not seem to have as strong of an 
effect on their follow-up test scores. 
Compared to the junior high students, 
only 47 % of the high school students' 
scores improved. There was, however, 
a marked improvement in their 
behavior as a whole, and 79% of them 
reported that they enjoyed doing the 
tutoring project. Perhaps this was a 
result of having more of their time 
and energy diverted from acts of 
negative leadership into productive 
acts of responsibility (Morrison, 2004). 

I concluded that two factors 
might have had an impact on the 
older students’ test performance. 
First, their own scores were not 
included in determining if they would 
receive the movie/popcorn incentive. 
Second, there was no individual 
accountability between the tutors and 
the tutees. 

 Because of this, I decided to do 
another round of asynchronous cross-
age tutoring with the same students in 
the same groups, but with some 
significant changes. For the second 
round of tutoring, the junior high 
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students took on the role of the tutors 
and the older students would become 
the tutees. Furthermore, the movie/
popcorn incentive would be the same, 
but it would be based on the averaged 
scores of the two junior high groups 
and their analogous high school group. 
To further cement this feeling of 
shared responsibility and individual 
accountability, each student recorded 
a brief video introduction of 
themselves in which they shared their 
name, their score on the second Eiken 
test, and a pledge to do the best that 
they could to improve their score.

The results of the third test, 
after the high school students used 
the tutoring packages that the 
younger students created, was 
impressive to say the least. In the 
high school class, 83% of the students' 
scores improved an average of 9.2 
points. In one of the junior high 
classes, 87% of the students' scores 
improved an average of 9.6 points, 
and in the other, 96% of the students' 
scores improved an average of 11.4 
points (See table 1). Bear in mind that 

these increases are based on a 65 
point test and they are improvements 
over the scores that they received on 
the second test, not on the original 
pre-test. If they were compared to 
the pre-test, the gains would be even 
greater. 

In retrospect, I was absolutely 
thrilled by the results. This project far 
exceeded my expectations for its 
success. But as a teacher, more than 
the results of any single test, I am 
very happy about the change in the 
environment of the high school class. 
While they might not yet be the image 
of the perfect learning community—
they're still a bit noisy and crazy—the 
tide is starting to turn. They were 
focused and diligent during the 
project, and when the third term 
starts, I can point to the results of 
this tutoring and say to my 
challenging students: “Look at what 
you can accomplish when you put your 
mind to it and work together. What 
goals do you want to achieve this 
term?” 

Table 1: Improvements in test scores 
made after the second round of 
tutoring compared to the test scores 
after the first round of tutoring.

High 
School 

Students

Jr. High 
School 

Students 
(Class A)

Jr. High 
School 

Students 
(Class B)

Percentage 
of students 
whose 
scores 
improved

83% 87% 96%

Average 
increase of 
score on 
the 65 
point 
English 
proficiency 
exam

+9.2 Points +9.6 Points +11.4 
Points
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