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Peer mentors, tutors, and paraprofessionals-whatever term is selected, the use of such individuals in learning communities is a currently a popular endeavor. This form of education, known as collaborative learning, and was initially formed for those students who were entering college after the open-admission policy of the sixties began, and colleges and universities were discovering that a vast majority of these new students needed some additional assistance. Some common forms of collaboration are writing centers, class discussions, and small group discussions, but the most organized and structured form of collaboration exists within writing centers.

The writing center was implemented shortly after the inception of the open admissions policy as a more open form of learning than was previously instituted. The shift away from instructor-based to peer-based learning was found to be instrumental enough to the new masses that were attending academia that these new departments or centers were formed. The experience and educational level of employees that work in these centers vary: they can range from advanced undergraduate students to instructors that have an advanced degree, but their main focus is to be regarded as a form of a peer and not just an additional or a second instructor. 

Paraprofessionals, as writing center tutors are often referred to, are an integral part of the collaborative learning process. Before the advent of the term collaborative learning, a student would attempt to absorb new information the traditional way: with an instructor led class and the students expected to learn the material in a cognitive manner. However, the theory of collaboration states that the ideal learning environment has its basis in conversation among students and sharing their various ideas of knowledge to 
form a general consensus of knowledge. The implementation of conversation into this is imperative according to Kenneth Bruffee, who states that thought and conversation work in the same manner, and since everyone’s personal reflective thought is related to what people learn through social conversation with one another, one has to understand the formation of conversation and it’s relationship to the community as a whole before a person can begin to improve their personal thought patterns. However, to be able to speak and think of this theory and understand, a consensus of terms and ideas must be understood, and this is where paraprofessionals can help a struggling student.

To be able to engage in these conversations about knowledge, an agreed upon set of terms is utilized, and while these set of terms is in constant flux since the ideals of collective knowledge are forever changing in the collaborative social conversation, a normal discourse is established among peers. Richard Rorty defines this as, 

“Conversation within a community of knowledgeable peers”, with the peer being, “a group of people who accept, and whose work is guided by, the same paradigms and the same code of values and assumptions”. Instructors begin to introduce this discourse into the classroom, but students often need help demystifying and understanding the terms in their own way, and paraprofessionals can aid in this process. They are members of the knowledgeable peers so they can help explain the new ideas that are being presented in the classroom as well as possibly present an alternative view of perceptive for understanding the knowledge. Since collaborative writing is based in the thought that everyone has a unique route of coming to understand the way something works or is stated-that is, everyone understands the same information, but views it a little differently-
paraprofessionals help by explaining their socially justifying belief, or their own personal perception, and discussing it with the student in an attempt to have the student formulate their own. The hope is that by engaging in conversation with someone who is able to speak to the student in a one-on-one, personalized, and peer-related basis, a student will not only understand the knowledge that is being presented in class and be able to discuss it as they understand it, but this will alter the student’s own mental processes in such a way that will improve their thought patterns and critical thinking abilities. Therefore, the student is leaving behind the world of abnormal discourse of when someone is ignorant of the conventions of discourse they are trying to garner through their educational experience and are entering the world on normal discourse. And since education in the idea of collaborative education is founded with the thought that knowledge and education is placed in the hands of a continual conversation of mankind, paraprofessionals can aid students in joining the conversation by fleshing out the tools, conventions, and consensus they will need to utilize. 
