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Peer Learning: Why it is successful and How it helps to make Education Accessible  

 

A participant’s perspective  

 

I will begin our presentation this morning with an overview of peer learning from a participant’s perspective.  

Fiona Clark will then present an analysis of its success as an educational concept, based on the literature and on 

research data from our study at McGill ILR.  While what I am about to say is a personal opinion, the results of our 

membership survey, conducted as part of the 18 month comprehensive evaluation project  McGill ILR undertook 

with support from Health Canada, indicates that the majority of members share my views. 

 

When I retired after 37 years in a managerial position I was concerned about vegetating.  I wanted to find an 

activity which would provide a challenge, intellectual stimulation and an opportunity to use the administrative skills  

I had acquired during my working life.  I wanted to continue to learn and to explore areas which I had not had time 

for during my career, but I could not visualize myself going back to school in the traditional sense.  Fortunately I 

saw an ad in the local paper, sponsored by McGill's Centre for Continuing Education, indicating the existence of the 

McGill Institute for Learning in Retirement.  Not knowing what to expect I joined in Winter 1993. 

 

Not only did membership meet my original needs, it opened new opportunities for growth and development, which I 

had not thought were available post retirement.  I found the "peer concept" permeates the entire organization, from 

administration through course planning and delivery.  This is totally different from my traditional educational 

experience where I paid my fees, listened to a lecture, had minimal interaction with my fellow students, wrote an 

exam, received my marks and did not expect to influence or control the learning experience.  In other words the 

experience was more passive than active.   

 

A peer learning organization requires much more from the participants, which may be why it has so much appeal for 

seniors.  An elected council of members oversees Institute Affairs.  The sponsoring institution is represented on this 

Council and provides guidance and administrative support, but various committees of members manage finances, 
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social events, publicity, communications and curriculum design and delivery.  Volunteer members staff the office, 

enroll members and handle day to day administration. 

 

 As with any educational institution the curriculum is the key.  At McGill ILR any member who has a particular 

interest in an area of study and wishes to moderate a group on this subject, may propose a course of study to the 

Curriculum Committee.  If it is accepted it is included in the next session's program.  Interest is high and we have 

not lacked proposals or moderators. 

 

Moderators are learners too.  While a moderator may know more about a subject than the participants in his or her 

group, they are not usually experts.  The role is that of a facilitator, an "animator", not a lecturer.  Course 

participants are expected to contribute by helping to plan the ten weekly sessions, by doing research on the subject, 

presenting papers for discussion by the group and generally preparing themselves to carry on an intelligent 

discussion of the topic at hand.  For many of us the real educational value is derived from this activity. 

 

One effective moderator, in Current Events for example, generally sets the standard by making an initial 

presentation for discussion by the group and then asks for volunteers to make presentations on topics of their choice 

at the subsequent group meetings.  Everyone tries to reach or surpass the standard set by the moderator.  No-one 

wants to be judged negatively by a jury of peers.  You are forced to do your homework, becoming engrossed in the 

subject and learning a great deal in the process. 

 

The wide diversity of experience and knowledge found among the members also adds to the learning experience.  

Members come from all walks of life, some having spent a major portion of their lives in countries other than 

Canada.  The peer learning concept, by encouraging expression of different view points, allows this diversity of 

experience to be tapped and brings a broader perspective to discussion than might be the case in a lecture style or 

more passive approach to education. 

 

The peer concept also fosters commitment on the part of the members, a feeling of responsibility for success or 

failure of the courses or of the Institute itself.  I have seen situations where the moderator was weak but the 

participants rallied to make a course a success in spite of this.  The peer learning organization also fosters a feeling 
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of belonging among members.  It is not a faceless bureaucratic organization where you pay your fees and take what 

you are given.  Members feel at home.  Participation enhances their self-esteem and provides an opportunity for 

social interaction which might not be available otherwise.  It encourages seniors to feel they have a contribution to 

make and that they can continue to learn in an atmosphere that values their knowledge, experience and maturity. 

 

Based on my experience at McGill ILR it would seem possible to form an Institute anywhere there are seniors 

seeking challenge and interested in furthering their own growth and development.  All that is needed is a catalyst to 

bring them together as a group and act in an advisory capacity, leaving the detailed planning and delivery to the 

group itself. 

 

A research perspective 

 

Joan has described the enrichment and satisfaction she has known through peer learning.  Her experience will be 

familiar to many of you, who, like myself, are involved with one of the many Institutes for Learning in Retirement 

that now exist across North America. 

 

The enthusiasm with which many seniors have embraced the peer learning model should come as no surprise to any 

adult educator.  It has all the ingredients acknowledged in the literature as key to adult learning (Merriam, 1993) 

and especially important to older adults (Agruso, 1978; Clark, 1995). These are shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1.  Principles of Adult Learning 

 

 

Adults learn best when they: 

 

 

 ---- Study a subject of their own choosing  

 

---- Take control of their own learning activities 

 

 ---- Perceive the material to be relevant  to their own interests 

 

 ---- Exchange ideas and experience in thoughtful discussion  

 

 

These ideals are difficult to achieve in most college based adult education programs, since usually a  specific 

curriculum must be covered or requirements met for accreditation.  But most seniors are free of such constraints.  

They have no need for credentials.  They can further their knowledge of a favourite topic indefinitely, studying in 

the company of others with similar interests. 

 

These are the concepts on which McGill ILR is based.  Judging by how well it has been received by the senior 

community, the program has been very successful.  But what processes are going on in the study Groups?  Are all 

the members really participating?  What is the nature of that participation?  Is it really peer teaching peer? 

 

We were fortunate to receive funds from Health Canada for a self-evaluation of  the program.  We looked at all 

aspects, including administrative issues, with a view to establishing a long term planning mechanism to ensure self-

sustainability.  Part of what we did, and what we would like to report here, was to see how the study groups 

operate.   This was addressed in two phases: focus groups of the moderators held in April 1994  and a member 

survey sent out in December 1994. 
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Table 2.  Sources of Research Data 

 

 

 

Moderator Focus Groups 

 

 Total Population    47 

  Total number of participants  42 (89%) 

       Number of  Focus Groups       5 

  Number in each Focus Group  between 7 and 11 

 

 

  Member Survey 

 

 Current members 

    Population  639 

    Respondents  315 (49.3%)  

 

  Moderator sub-group 

    Population    61 

    Respondents    43 (70.5%) 

 

 

As with all activities at McGill ILR, the study and its research questions were designed by the members (Lusthaus 

et al, 1995).  We asked moderators at the focus groups “how did peer learning work?”, and “what is the role of the 

moderator?”.  In the survey we asked members how important it was to them to participate in various study group 

activities (table 3). 

 

The responses showed a strong endorsement for the importance of participation.  The highest agreement was with 

items b, e, and f which relate to discussion,  but the majority also agreed with the importance of preparation for 

class and making a presentation.  More than half (55%) wanted to contribute to the study plan or reading list.  

 

The importance placed on participation means that for most members the success of a study group depends on the 

other participants.  The survey responses to questions related to satisfaction indicated that other members can either 

“make or break” the experience.  Many felt that the quality  of others was the best thing about their group.  

However, for some too many people only wanted to listen, making it difficult for the others. 
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Table 3:  Members response regarding the importance of participation          

          

 

    

          NUMBER OF     STANDARD 

 ITEM      RESPONDENTS MEAN   DEVIATION  

          

          

a.  contributing to the study plan or reading  282  3.67          0.88  

     list          

          

b.  participating in group discussion   300  4.38          0.59  

          

c.  studying, reading or writing in    297  4.27          0.70  

     preparation for class          

          

d.  making a presentation in class   296  4.03          0.90  

          

e.  listening to others    302  4.43          0.57  

          

f.  sharing my ideas with others   302  4.24          0.63  

           

    

          

h.  acting as moderator    262  2.93          0.99  

          

          

 
Note.  Total number of respondents was 315.  Totals less than 315 indicate that data were missing from  returned questionnaires.   

          Calculations based on a five-point Likert scale ( 1 = Strongly Disagree;  2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral or Not Applicable; 4= Agree; 

           5 = Strongly Agree). 
 

 

 

With regard to how groups operate, one prevalent style is centred on participants taking their turn to make a 

presentation.  In the survey 65% of respondents reported making a presentation in their most recent study group.  

However this is not the only way of involving the participants.  We identified four different approaches (Table 4). 

 

History and Science, for example, are generally research oriented, participants studying reference material and 

reporting their findings.  McGill ILR has a number of  Writing groups  which are expression oriented, the major 

activity being sharing written stories, poems or anecdotes.   The four types do not necessarily match, however, with 

specific subject areas.  For example a topic such as Chinese Civilization will research the literature but also be 

appreciation oriented when it examines and discusses works of Chinese Art.  

 



 7 

Table 4:  Moderator response regarding type of study group - member survey           

 

 

 

ITEM                      NUMBER          PERCENTAGE 

 

           

Which one of the following best describes the approach used in           

your most recent study group?           

           

A Research Oriented 

 Participants consult bodies of knowledge  

 established by academic disciplines.   16  45.7%          

           

B Expression Oriented          

 Participants communicate real or imaginary  

 experiences by producing written texts.  7  20.0%  

            

C Appreciation Oriented          

 Participants examine works of art, music,  

 film or literature to deepen their appreciation  8  22.9% 

 and enjoyment.      

           

D Experience Oriented          

 Participants exchange personal experiences on  

  chosen topic.    4  11.4%  

           

                   ______    

     Total 35    

           

           
Note.  Total number of moderator-respondents was 43.  Totals less than 43 indicate that data were  missing from returned questionnaires.  

           Please note that study group types ( shown in bold)  were not named on the questionnaire. 

  

          

  

   

The approach adopted by each group depends very much on the moderator.  In focus groups they describe  

 

themselves in a number or roles - stimulating discussion, guiding new members, refereeing differences of  

 

opinion, providing resources.  Three general categories describe predominant styles - animator, teacher and 

 

organizer - the majority seeing themselves as animators (Table 5). 
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Table 5:  Moderator response regarding their style and expertise - member survey 

   
         

         
      TIME                 NUMBER             PERCENTAGE 
                 

 

Predominant moderator style?      

 organizer      8  20.0%  

 animator    23  57.5%  

 teacher      9  22.5%  

                    ______    

    Total 40    

         

         

Level of expertise in the subject studied?     

 an expert      6  14.6%  

 knowledge or experienced   30  73.2%  

 no more knowledgeable or experienced      

    than  others     5 

                                                                                              ______ 

    Total 41    

         

 
Note.  Total number of moderator-respondents was 43.  Totals less than 43 indicate that data were  missing from returned questionnaires.  

           

 

 

 

 

The level of expertise among moderators varies greatly.  The majority choose to lead in a subject with which they 

are already familiar, but only 15% in our survey considered themselves expert.  Some are leading in topics they 

have never before had the opportunity to study, with the sole motivation of helping to organize the learning 

activities.  Regardless of style and expertise, above all it is the quality of leadership that counts most in a 

moderator. 

 

Many members of McGill ILR  have held leadership positions.  There has never been a problem recruiting enough 

moderators, perhaps because many members have professional backgrounds and a college education (Table 6). 
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Table 6:  Profile of respondents to member survey      

       

         

         

CHARACTERISTIC               NUMBER          PERCENTAGE  

         

         

Gender         

 Male      96  31.0%  

 Female    214  69.0%  

                 ______    

    Total 310    

         

Principal Occupation         

 Executive    11    3.6%  

 Professional   71  23.2%  

 Other professional   97  31.7%  

 Managerial/Sales   40  13.1%  

 Clerical/Secretarial   53  17.3%  

 Skilled blue collar     4    1.3%  

 Non-specialized blue collar    1    0.0%  

 Homemaker   25    8.2%  

 Other      5    1.6%  

                 ______    

    Total          306    

         

Highest level of education       

  

 Secondary school    49  15.8%  

 College/vocational    63  20.3%  

 University/professional                135  43.6%  

 Graduate studies    63  20.3%  

                  ______    

    Total 310    

         

Born in Canada?         

 Yes    200  64.7%  

 No        91  35.3%  

                  ______    

    Total 291    

         

Language most often used       

  

 English    268  92.7%  

 French      16    5.5%  

 Other        5    1.7%  

                 ______    

    Total  289    

         

         
Note.  Total number of respondents was 315.  Totals less than 315 indicate that data were missing from returned questionnaires.  Please 

           note that rounding may yield percentage totals of slightly less than or greater than 100%.    
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Accessibility 

In the senior population there are many who, because of personal, social or political circumstances at the time, 

never had the opportunity to attend college.  There is no educational requirement for joining McGill ILR, and the 

survey responses indicated that a significant minority had no prior formal education beyond high school. Our 

experience has been that these members contribute and enjoy their experience as much as others.  

 

Our program is also financially accessible.  Membership fees are $55 and for this one can take either one or two 

study groups, and also have access to McGill libraries and the internet.  One of the beauties of peer learning is that 

there are no paid teachers, the principal expense for most continuing education courses. 

 

The McGill program is set in an urban community, but recent growth of ILR’s across North America (Fischer, 

1992) indicates that such a program works well in many different contexts.  The Elderhostel Institute network’s 

1996 directory reports that there are now 192 ILR’s, 46 of which have programs that are entirely peer learning and 

most of the remainder have some member-led courses.  Many Universities of the Third Age in the U.K. and 

Australia also have similar activities.  Many aspects of peer learning are present wherever  there is a seminar style 

environment.  The Study Circle movement, originated in Sweden, has been using  a similar format for many years 

(Study Circle Resource Center, 1993). 

 

A peer-learning group can get started in any community where 7 to 20 people have a common interest.  It just needs 

one person to provide leadership.  Even in a rural setting resources are now available.  With the new technology, 

major library collections are as near as the nearest computer, at someone’s home or at a local school.  

 

Perhaps the most exciting possibility for the future is the creation of an ILR on-line. The internet has made it 

possible  to discuss and exchange ideas even when it is not possible to meet together.  Computers can bring together 

people who are isolated in remote locations or house-bound through disability. One step has already been made 

towards this becoming a reality.  The first ILR study group will be going on-line this Fall, led by Ralph Otwell, a 

member of the Northwestern ILR . 
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Peer learning has become an important element of education activities for seniors.  The opportunities it offers for 

seniors to take control of their own learning and its adaptability to many contexts have made it a popular and 

growing trend.  

 

Carolynn Rafman, who co-authored this paper, was unfortunately unable to attend the TALIS conference and 

take part in this presentation.  We would also like to acknowledge Anita Fochs Heller who led the self-

evaluation study on which this paper is based, and the contributions of Joan Maass and Jacqueline Dressler 

who made significant contributions to the analysis of the data. 
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