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This paper is to inform teachers and tutors on the disadvantages of Peer Learning (PL), Peer-to-Peer 

collaboration (P2P), and Peer Assisted Learning (PAL). By looking at the disadvantages, it will 

consequently inform and prompt teachers to think about the advantages. The management of P2P 

collaborative processes PAL and PL is at the heart of this research. 
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Abstract:  
 

Peer Learning (PL), Peer-to-Peer collaboration (P2P), and Peer Assisted Learning 

(PAL) are very useful in the classroom to promote teaching and learning, however, 

there are some disadvantages. In this section, the disadvantages will be discussed 

in general contexts, which could be used in any subject area. The practical 

implications for Design and Visual Communication are summarised in the conclusion 

(subject specific). The importance of building time into courses is evident; teachers 

should set aside time to train students on how to collaborate, and explain that a 

successful collaborative process looks like (Van Zyl, 2016).  Quality control by 

teachers is important; by monitoring students closely during the collaborative 

process, and by providing constructive feedback (scaffolding) to students as soon as 

possible will impact on the success of collaboration in class (Van Zyl, 2016). 

Teachers should demarcate the appropriate ‘depth’ and ‘range’ as per identified 

curriculum level for each student and within the context of the different groups (Van 

Zyl, 206). Learners should know exactly what is expected and to what ‘depth’ they 

should investigate (Van Zyl, 2016). Teachers should be very specific. The constant 

monitoring of the peer processes and the rapid action by the tutor to make changes 

within the process is critical for managing the collaborative process successfully. The 

evidence of tutors ‘steering’ the collaborative process is important to the foster 

confidence of students (Van Zyl, 2016). Teachers should not leave it to chance. 

Ethical concerns, like accountability, peer-competence, intellectual property rights, 

and informed consent regarding PAL and P2P courses is to be managed with clear 

competence by the teacher (Van Zyl, 2016). See the ethical concern section for a 

detailed discussion on the management of peer related teaching and learning. The 

last disadvantages are discussed in the following categories: no equal opportunities 



exist to students; students are not teachers; collaboration is not effective for all 

groups (e.g. gifted and talented, students with learning difficulties, physically 

disabled students, and other categories). Teachers should ensure that students 

perceive that the peer learning and peer teaching include equal opportunities for all 

students (Van Zyl, 2016). Teachers should not advantage some students by 

spending more time with them. Students should be trained to act as ‘co-teachers’ so 

everyone wins. There are some students and groups who will not benefit from peer 

teaching and learning. Teachers should identify these students and develop 

alternative programmes to suit their needs.  

The advantages of peer learning and peer teaching are invaluable. Within a Design 

and Visual Communication context the collaborative process stimulates and 

develops a creative and innovative environment which stimulates students, and 

teachers, to provide enthusiasm, energy and competition. This could be an excellent 

tool for teachers to extend teaching and learning in the classroom and by 

incorporating technology into the process. It should be managed with care and 

proper planning to ensure all participants feel safe and their rights are protected. 

Care should be taken when students engage with technology via the Internet. Clear 

guidelines must be in place for students (rules of engagement). 

Keywords:  
 

Peer-to-peer, peer learning, Peer assisted learning, collaboration, monitor, feedback, 

ethical concerns, curriculum level, steering by teacher, equal opportunities, safe 

environment, and take care when using technology 

 



Introduction 
 

What is peer-to-peer collaboration? 

In simple terms Peer-to-Peer (P2P) “…is an approach to content distribution in which 

digital files and communication are transferred between ‘peer’ computers over the 

Internet. In a client/server structure, servers store content and, when requested, 

send that content to client machines—a one-to-many distribution model. With P2P, 

the client machines are peers and communicate with one another.” (Educause, 

2009, p.1). For example when academic papers are uploaded as a ‘working paper’ to 

Academia.edu the ‘working paper’ allows others to comment on (drafts and 

feedback). 

What is peer assisted learning? 

Peer assisted learning (PAL) has been defined as "the development of knowledge 

and skill through active help and support among status equals or matched 

companions" (Topping, 1996). The process of PAL can also be described as a 

situation in which "people from similar social groupings who are not professional 

teachers help each other to learn and learn themselves by teaching" (Topping, 1996, 

p. 322). 

What is peer learning? 

Peer learning essentially refers to students learning with and from each other as 

fellow learners without any implied authority to any individual, based on the tenet that 

“Students learn a great deal by explaining their ideas to others and by participating in 

activities in which they can learn from their peers” (Boud, 2001, n.p.). 



 

 Greenwood & Delquadri (1995) argues that the most effective peer assisted learning 

methods are those that systematically train students in their teaching roles and then 

monitors the ongoing accuracy and effectiveness in their implementation. 

Unfortunately the time constraints on assistance, training, and monitoring of 

student’s performance and their effective collaboration and learning, are sometimes 

lacking. Hence, in the next table is more comprehensive summary of the 

disadvantages of PAL (Topping, K., & Ehly, S., 1998). 



Summary of the disadvantages of P2P, PAL & PL [Topping, K., & Ehly, S. 

(1998)] 

 

Table 3:  A summary of Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) disadvantages: This table is a 

summary from: Peer Assisted Learning [PAL], Topping, K., & Ehly, S. (1998) page 

54 -57 compiled by W. Van Zyl. It includes the disadvantages as listed by Topping & 

Ehly (1998). Table created by W van Zyl (2016) with own comments (suggestions) 

on the six disadvantages in the last vertical column—far right (light grey coloured 

background).  



Comments below on disadvantages listed from no. 1 to 6 by W van 

Zyl–referring to Table 4 (Topping & Ehly, 1998):  
 

Disadvantage no. 1: Build time into PAL courses and tutoring. 

 

Some guidelines, supported with online training sessions to online students, should 

be developed to train students on what effective peer-assisted learning (PAL) and 

P2P collaborative learning are. The tutors should also monitor, and support students 

and make them aware of areas in need of improvement. Competence should be 

illustrated (exemplars) to assist students and teachers with peer learning. 

 

Disadvantage no. 2: Monitor PAL and P2P closely and give feedback as soon 

as possible. 

The quality control of the peer learning process should be monitored more closely by 

tutors. To ensure effective and accurate peer-assisted learning and collaboration the 

tutor has to build additional time into the course scheduled to train students. For 

example, a short activity/lesson could be developed as an introduction for students 

which would raise the awareness and competency level of the students. The ‘flow’ 

concepts suggested by Csikszentmihalyi (1990), in short a highly focused mental 

state, identifies three important aspects related to feedback and PAL, 

namely immediacy, richness, and balance between challenges and skill. Immediacy: 

‘each feedback signal is either a confirmation that you are on the right track or an 

indication of how you can get back on track. Therefore, any feedback is good. The 

absence of feedback has the effect that it produces a sense of growing uncertainty 



and questions whether one is following the right course of action. The second 

is richness, which has an impact on the ‘flow’. Effective feedback should inform one 

about the precise degree and direction of the deviation in each dimension, so 

adjustment could be made. The third concept is the balance between challenges and 

skills. Too easy a task set for students produces boredom, as it does not fully 

engage the student. It the task is too complex it produces anxiety as the person 

becomes afraid to fail (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). It means that tutors 

should be either focusing on individual ability or group students with the same 

interest or level of competence together in specific P2P activities or tasks. In other 

words, tutors should know their students and their abilities—this could be time-

consuming for the tutor/facilitator or teacher in a P2P teaching and learning context. 

 

Disadvantage no. 3: The ‘range and depth’ of PAL and P2P teaching and 

learning. 

Tutors are advised to demarcate the ‘depth’ and ‘range’ as per appropriate 

curriculum level for peer learning. Students should know the range and depth they 

can respond to within the set boundaries. ‘Less is sometimes more’, and peers will 

be able to focus on specific areas and probe in-depth into identified areas as 

instructed by the tutor. Too wide a range and too much information could have 

peered learning functioning at a superficial range and depth. 

 

Disadvantage no. 4: Close monitoring of PAL and P2P and the rapid changes 

required by tutors to keep learning and teaching on track. 



As indicated in Table 4, the constant monitoring of the peer processes, and the rapid 

action by the tutor to make changes within the process to allow PAL and P2P 

processes to function at its optimum, is very important for best results. The 

confidence of students rises when they observe that the tutor is consciously 

‘steering’ the PAL and P2P processes in the right direction. Everyone benefits when 

being monitored. This could be very time consuming for the tutor. 

 

Disadvantage no. 5: Ethical concerns: accountability, peer competence, and 

informed consent regarding PAL and P2P courses. 

Tutor accountability is critical and every student should be ensured that they would 

receive equal time from the tutor and peers. The competency level of all participants 

should be assessed to ensure everyone operates at optimum levels. Continued 

‘steering’ and support from tutors is required. Guidelines should be clear as to what 

is expected and required of students, the possible effects, and the relationships 

within the PAL and P2P process should be clear to all students. See Section 7 

(Moodle) on intellectual property rights -Twitter and the protection of courseware for 

tutors and students. 

 

Informed consent and the signing of a policy accepted by tutors and students are 

critical for a safe collaborative environment. A good example to free up the tutor is 

the use of instructional video clips. This is one area in NZ HE which requires 

additional training and facilities (studios with creative support personnel) to improve 

the quality of video clips (blended learning; cf. Selinger & Jones, 2014, as cited in 



Peters, Besley & Araya, 2014). Students should also be encouraged to develop their 

video making skills to communicate, illustrate and explore their creative and 

innovative abilities. A smart learner is a self-reliant individual who makes their own 

decisions about the tools they require doing their work and they explore new creative 

and innovative ways to learn and teach (cf. Selinger & Jones, 2014, as cited in 

Peters, Besley & Araya, 2014). 

 

Well-developed policies should be included in courses by tutors, managers and 

administrators; the signed contracts, protecting all parties involved, should be 

managed tightly and the privacy and rights of every individual participating should be 

guaranteed. Participants could lose participation rights (suspension for a period) if 

the signed policy is violated. 

 

Disadvantage no. 6: General misconceptions: No equal opportunities; 

students are not teachers; not effective for all groups (e.g. gifted and talented, 

students with learning difficulties, physically disabled students, and other 

categories). 

The misconceptions should be addressed. Transparency about equal opportunities 

is important. Benefits of students being teachers (collaboration) should be explained. 

The grouping and specific design of the PAL and P2P groups should be transparent 

and explained to students. The effective pairing and grouping of students are very 

important. Research and experimenting could be beneficial to establish groups, and 

to pair individuals, that work successfully together. For example by embedding 



multimodal blended environments (videos, gaming, social media, blogs, other virtual 

platforms) in learning and teaching, with students sharing their skills and expertise, 

students will be more effective, motivated, and successful, by becoming lifelong 

learners (Selinger & Jones, 2014; as cited in Peters, Besley & Araya, 2014).   

  

 

Conclusion: 
 

It is clear that the collaborative process and the management of it can be 

challenging. However, it is a highly effective and successful tool to use in class. 

Teachers should make it their business to develop their management skills to 

provide a safe and effective collaborative environment for their students. The 

benefits of peer-to-peer collaboration stack up and everyone wins in the process if it 

is well managed. If the collaborative process is in a ‘closed’ environment, like Google 

Classroom/Moodle, the management is straight forward. However, when ‘open’ 

collaboration are used teachers and tutors are advised to learn about the risks 

involved for their students and take the appropriate steps. For example, when 

students are setting up an individual WordPress blog (open) for collaborative 

purposes. ‘Moodle’ and ‘Google Classroom’ as closed systems, and ‘WordPress’ 

blogs as an open system are freeware and teachers could investigate the use of 

these online services for collaboration, peer learning and peer assisted learning 

processes. 
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Additional Resources: Tutorials on P2P/PL/PAL  platforms and 

systems 

 

What is Google classroom? 

https://youtu.be/-apCIbV9YKA 

 

What is Moodle? 

https://youtu.be/wop3FMhoLGs 

 

What is WordPress? 

https://youtu.be/92kqkJfdXo8 
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