
How to embed  
small-group tuition 
in schools
A guide for school leaders

This guide accompanies Grattan Institute’s 2023 report, 
Tackling under-achievement: Why Australia should embed high-quality small-group tuition in schools 

Julie Sonnemann, Jordana Hunter, and Anika Stobart

https://grattan.edu.au/report/tackling-under-achievement/


2 How to embed small-group tuition in schools: A guide for school leaders

Grattan Institute Report  
No 2023-01, January 2023
This guide was written by Julie Sonnemann, 
Jordana Hunter, and Anika Stobart. 

We would like to thank the Origin Energy 
Foundation for their generous and timely 
support of this project.

We would also like to thank the members of 
Grattan Institute’s Education Project Advisory 
Group for their helpful comments, as well 
as numerous government and industry 
participants and officials for their input.

The opinions in this report are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the 
views of Grattan Institute’s founding members, 
affiliates, individual board members, advisory 
group members, or reviewers. The authors are 
responsible for any errors or omissions.

Grattan Institute is an independent think tank 
focused on Australian public policy. Our work 
is independent, practical, and rigorous. We aim 
to improve policy by engaging with decision 
makers and the broader community.

We acknowledge and celebrate the First 
Nations people on whose traditional lands we 
meet and work, and whose cultures are among 
the oldest in human history.

For further information on Grattan’s programs, 
or to join our mailing list, please go to:  
grattan.edu.au. You can donate to support 
future Grattan reports here:  
grattan.edu.au/donate.

All material published or otherwise created by 
Grattan Institute is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.

Endowment Supporters
The Myer Foundation 
National Australia Bank 
Scanlon Foundation
Susan McKinnon Foundation

Affiliate Partners
Origin Energy Foundation 
Scanlon Foundation 
Susan McKinnon Foundation
Third Link Growth Fund

Senior Affiliates
Cuffe Family Foundation 
Medibank Private 
Trawalla Foundation 
Wesfarmers

Affiliates
Allens
Ashurst 
Boston Consulting Group 
The Caponero Grant 
Corrs 
Generation Life
Maddocks 
McKinsey & Company 
PEXA
Urbis 
Westpac

Founding Members

https://grattan.edu.au/donate/


How to embed small-group tuition in schools: A guide for school leaders 3

Table of contents

SECTION 1 
Small-group tuition: 
your questions answered    4

SECTION 2 
Small-group tuition should be part of  
a ‘response to intervention’ model 6

SECTION 3 
Cost-effectiveness considerations  7

SECTION 4 
Useful guides on small-group tuition  8

Bibliography      9 

Small-group tuition – educators 
working with just a few students 
at a time in short, highly focused 
sessions – is among the most 
effective learning interventions 
available. Delivered well, it can add 
an extra four months of learning on 
average over a year, helping many 
struggling students catch-up.1  

This quick guide gives school leaders a snapshot 
of the best evidence on how to deliver high-quality 
small-group tuition. There’s a list of useful school 
resources in section 4. 

This guide complements our new Grattan Institute 
report, Tackling under-achievement: Why Australia 
should embed high-quality small-group tuition in 
schools. 

1   Evidence for Learning (2021a).

https://grattan.edu.au/report/tackling-under-achievement/
https://grattan.edu.au/report/tackling-under-achievement/
https://grattan.edu.au/report/tackling-under-achievement/
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/small-group-tuition
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2 For literacy, tutoring has stronger results among early primary students. Tutoring is 

also effective at secondary, but there are fewer studies.

3 Haan (2021).

4  Evidence for Learning (2021b).

What subjects should be covered 
and at what grade level?

Small-group tuition is effective for both literacy and 
numeracy, and both primary and secondary.2

Which students should be selected?

Students who have fallen behind grade-level 
standards should be considered. Only students 
who will benefit from short-term small-group tuition 
should be selected.3

What qualifications should tutors 
have?

Teachers get the best results as tutors. Provided 
they have effective training, others such as teaching 
assistants, or university students and graduates in 
the education field, also get good results under 
certain conditions (see section 3). Volunteers, 
and parents tutoring their own children, are less 
effective but can still have some impact.

Small-group tuition:  
your questions answered 

SECTION 1

What training do tutors need?

Tutors need appropriate training and ongoing 
support. Tutors who are not teachers may require 
additional support, for example structured learning 
materials and programs.4     

What is the right group size? 

Typically, small-group tuition is done with groups of 
two to five students at a time. Groups of three tend 
to provide value for money while ensuring quality.5 
Groups of more than six tend to be less effective.6 

What should the instruction entail?

Evidence-based literacy and numeracy approaches 
are key. The instructional material should be 
targeted to the needs of the students in the group. 
Monitoring student progress with frequent informal 
assessments will help tutors to tailor instruction.7  

5  National Tutoring Programme (2020) and Education Endowment Fund (2022).

6  Education Endowment Fund (2022).

7  See Robinson et al (2021) and Education Endowment Fund (2022). 

This section summarises evidence from a recent systematic review by Nickow et al (2020) and an evidence summary 
by Evidence for Learning (2021a), unless cited otherwise.   

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19404158.2020.1870512
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/one-to-one-tuition
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/pages/Best_Tutoring_Practice_Briefing_For_Schools.pdf?v=1647000058
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/Tutoring_Guide_2022_V1.2.pdf?v=1668607323
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/Tutoring_Guide_2022_V1.2.pdf?v=1668607323
https://annenberg.brown.edu/recovery/edresearch1
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/Tutoring_Guide_2022_V1.2.pdf?v=1668607323
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When in the school day should 
small-group tuition sessions be 
scheduled? 

Tutoring should supplement, not replace, whole-
class instruction. Tutoring sessions should be 
scheduled to avoid conflicts with core subjects, or 
with the same subject in which tutoring is provided.8  
Rotating sessions wherever possible can help.9  

Should small-group tuition be 
conducted only during the school 
day?

Evidence shows tutoring has better results when it 
is conducted during the school day, because it is 
easier to ensure students attend. 

Can small-group tuition be done 
online? 

There is emerging evidence that online tutoring and 
tutoring using computer-assisted technologies can 
also be effective.

How frequent should tutoring 
sessions be? 

To get the best results, students should get up to 
one hour of tutoring at least three times a week. 
Primary school students may benefit from more 
frequent but shorter sessions, such as 20-minute 
sessions five times a week. 

How long should a small-group 
tuition program go for?

At least 10 weeks, with some programs extending 
for 20 weeks. Generally, if students do not respond 
to small-group tuition within 10 to 20 weeks, they 
should be re-assessed to determine what support is 
likely to be best for them.

How much does the tutor-student 
relationship matter?

Ensure tutors take time to build relationships with 
students and understand their needs – it is key to 
the success of tutoring.10 

8  See National Tutoring Programme (2020). Two effective tutoring programs reviewed 

by Nickow et al (2020) had a policy that the tutoring sessions should not conflict with 

the subject of the tutoring.  

9  National Tutoring Programme (2020).

10  Education Endowment Fund (2022). For an example of guidance on cultural 

responsiveness relevant to tutor-student relationships in Australia, see Narragunnawali 

resources.  

https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/pages/Best_Tutoring_Practice_Briefing_For_Schools.pdf?v=1647000058
https://edworkingpapers.com/ai20-267
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/pages/Best_Tutoring_Practice_Briefing_For_Schools.pdf?v=1647000058
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/Tutoring_Guide_2022_V1.2.pdf?v=1668607323
https://www.narragunnawali.org.au/?q=kids%20capers%20childcare&searchtype=site&page=9
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11    A 'response to intervention' model is a sub-component of a broader ‘Multi-Tiered 

System of Support’ (MTSS). MTSS is a more comprehensive framework which includes 

both academic support (the response to intervention model) as well as behaviour 

supports.

High-quality catch-up tuition should be part of a 
school-wide ‘response to intervention’ model, not just a 
series of stand-alone programs.11 

Under a ‘response to intervention’ model, all students 
first receive high-quality universal classroom 
instruction, with targeted additional teaching doses for 
students who need it.12   

Under this model there is a strong focus on preventing 
learning gaps emerging in the first instance. If a large 
or growing number of students are identified as 
needing additional, small-group tuition, school leaders 
should investigate whether improvements are needed 
to raise the quality of whole-class instruction. 

Whole-class instruction should include universal 
screening of all students with high-quality assessment 
tools, to identify learning gaps early.

Three tiers of support

A ‘response to intervention’ model typically has three 
tiers (see Figure 1). Tier 1 involves high-quality universal 
instruction to meet the needs of most students. Tier 
2 involves targeted additional support, often in small 
groups, for students at risk. And Tier 3 involves even 
more intensive support, often one-on-one, for students 
who show minimal response to Tier 2. 

A feature of ‘response to intervention’ models is that 
teachers, both in the general classroom setting and 
the intervention setting, continually monitor their 
students to determine whether they need more or 
less additional help, moving between the three tiers. 
Small-group tuition is often used as a short-term 
intervention (Tier 2) to help students return to whole-
class instruction (Tier 1).

Of course, small-group tuition can serve other 
purposes beyond providing a short-term extra learning 
boost. For example, it can help students who have 
acute learning needs or disabilities (in Tier 3), or help 
re-engage students who often miss school. In those 

Small-group tuition should be part of a 
‘response to intervention’ model

SECTION 2

cases, it may involve specialist, ongoing and one-on-
one tutoring. 

Figure 1: Three tiers of support in a  
‘response to intervention’ model

Source: Bruin and Stocker (2021)

Underpinned by evidence-based 
literacy and numeracy approaches

The quality of small-group tuition will only be as 
good as the quality of the instruction provided in 
the sessions. Evidence-based literacy and numeracy 
approaches within small-group tuition are essential. 
Examples include teaching reading using synthetic 
phonics, and effective oral language interventions.13 

‘Structured programs’ in literacy and numeracy 
– where effective strategies and techniques are 
sequenced carefully and packaged up with relevant 
content, materials, and training – can be useful for 
small-group tuition. 

Tier 3
~5% of 

students

Tier 2
~15% of students

Tier 1
All students

Intensive individualised support

Targeted and 
additional support

High-quality 
instruction

We focus on 
small-group tuition 

as a short-term 
Tier 2 intervention

12    Hempenstall (2012); Fletcher and Vaughn (2009); National Center on Response to 

Intervention (2010); Fuchs and Fuchs (2017); and Haan (2021).

13    For example, see Evidence for Learning (2021) on phonics and oral language; and 

https://d.docs.live.net/27c4f028ce3e4f69/Grattan reports/COVID tutoring/Report/), http:/dx.doi.org/10.1080/19404158.2012.704879
http://explore.bl.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do?tabs=detailsTab&gathStatTab=true&ct=display&fn=search&doc=ETOCRN247674224&indx=1&recIds=ETOCRN247674224
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED526858.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED526858.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0014402917693580
https://doi.org/10.1080/19404158.2020.1870512.
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/the-toolkits/the-teaching-and-learning-toolkit/all-approaches/phonics/
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/the-toolkits/the-teaching-and-learning-toolkit/all-approaches/oral-language-interventions/
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There are several ways that schools can maximise 
the cost-effectiveness of small-group tuition. School 
leaders should weigh up four factors when deciding 
how to deliver small-group tuition.

Type of tutor?

First, school leaders can consider using teaching 
assistants or university students and graduates in 
the education field, rather than qualified teachers. 
This can substantially reduce salary costs, with 
only small reductions in the quality of teaching and 
learning.14 

But to ensure high-quality small-group instruction, 
such tutors will need appropriate training and may 
need structured literacy or numeracy programs.15  

The tutors should be overseen by a teacher with 
good literacy and numeracy intervention training, 
who should also help monitor the progress of the 
students.

Size of group?

Second, school leaders should consider the most 
cost-effective group size for small-group tuition. The 
size of the group has a big impact on the cost. For 
example, a group of four students will cost about 25 
per cent less per student than a group of three.16  

Best evidence to date suggests groups of three 
provide value for money while ensuring quality, 
but researchers are still exploring this issue. Some 
evidence suggests grouping students based on 
their skill level may be most effective.17  

Amount of tutoring?

Third, school leaders should consider the most 
cost-effective tutoring dosage. More time in tutoring 
sessions costs more.

The evidence suggests that three sessions per week 
of up to an hour each delivers good results. Doing 
more than this isn't necessarily always better – the 
evidence is still emerging on this issue, and some 
evidence suggests running sessions four-to-five 
times a week does not lead to additional learning 
gains.18  

Cost-effectiveness considerations 
SECTION 3

Small-group tuition should run for at least 10 weeks, 
but if students do not respond within 10 to 20 
weeks, they should be re-assessed to determine 
what support is likely to be best for them. 

Use of technology? 

Fourth, school leaders should consider delivering 
small-group tuition using technology in various 
ways.

Online tutoring, or a blended model of online and 
in-person tuition, can have positive results, although 
evidence is still emerging.19 Online delivery can offer 
benefits such as better matching tutors to students 
by overcoming geographical barriers. This would 
help to get better results for a similar cost.  

High-quality digital materials and assessments can 
improve the quality of small-group instruction, as 
well as potentially reduce costs by reducing the 
amount of time tutors need to prepare for sessions. 

Computer-assisted ‘intelligent tutoring’ programs 
can provide personalised learning paths for 
students.20 This may be a cost-effective option, 
given that it enables tutors to take on higher 
caseloads.21 But evidence is still emerging, and there 
is little information on which computer-assisted 
programs are effective.22 

14     Nickow et al (2020).

15     Evidence for Learning (2021a); Evidence for Learning (2021b); Sharples et al (2018); 

and Robinson et al (2021). 

16     Evidence for Learning (2021a). 

17     Robinson and Loeb (2021), p. 20.

18     Poverty Action Lab (n.d.), page 8.

19     Robinson and Loeb (2021). Other recent evaluations include the Smith Family 

Learning Pilot reports (2021 and 2022), the Education Endowment Foundation online 

tuition pilot (2021c), as well as a Spanish Randomised Controlled Trial (2022) and an 

Italian randomised study.

20     For a rigorous study showing the benefits of intelligent tutoring, see Mostow et 

al (2002).

21     For example, a study by Chambers et al (2011) involves groups of six students 

using computer-assisted technology.

22     For example, a systematic review by Paul and Clarke (2016) finds no evidence of 

effectiveness of computer-aided instruction for secondary students in reading.

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w27476/w27476.pdf
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/small-group-tuition
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/one-to-one-tuition
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/eef-guidance-reports/teaching-assistants/TA_Guidance_Report_MakingBestUseOfTeachingAssistants-Printable_2021-11-02-162019_wsqd.pdf?v=1635870019
https://annenberg.brown.edu/sites/default/files/EdResearch_for_Recovery_Design_Principles_1.pdf
https://evidenceforlearning.org.au/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/small-group-tuition
https://studentsupportaccelerator.org/sites/default/files/Accelerator_Research_Agenda.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publication/Evidence-Review_The-Transformative-Potential-of-Tutoring.pdf
https://studentsupportaccelerator.org/sites/default/files/Accelerator_Research_Agenda.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/projects/online-tuition-pilot?utm_source=site&utm_medium=search&utm_campaign=site_search&search_term=Online%20tuition
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/projects/online-tuition-pilot?utm_source=site&utm_medium=search&utm_campaign=site_search&search_term=Online%20tuition
https://www.esade.edu/ecpol/en/publications/online-tutoring-works-experimental-evidence-from-a-program-with-vulnerable-children/
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/improving-educational-outcomes-through-online-tutoring-during-schools-closures-italy
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2190/06AX-QW99-EQ5G-RDCF
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.2190/06AX-QW99-EQ5G-RDCF
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/computer-assisted-instruction
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These guides from the UK, the US, Victoria, and 
NSW provide further useful advice on how best to 
run small-group tuition programs in schools.

International guides:  

• Making a difference with effective tutoring, 
Education Endowment Foundation (2022). This 
UK guide provides evidence-based practical 
advice for school leaders.

• Best Tutoring Practice, Briefing for Schools, 
National Tutoring Programme (2020). This UK 
guide helps public schools make the most of 
the National Tutoring Programme. 

• Accelerating student learning with high-dosage 
tutoring, Robinson C.D., Kraft, M.A., Loeb, S., and 
Schueler, B.E. (2021). This US guide summarises 
the evidence for effective tutoring. 

Australian state government guidelines for COVID 
catch-up initiatives:

• Tutor Learning Initiative, The Victorian 
Government (2022). This outlines how 
schools can implement Victoria’s COVID 
tuition program, including different practice 
approaches. 

• COVID intensive learning support program, 
The NSW Government (2022). This outlines the 
evidence for small-group tuition, and how it 
should best be delivered. 

For a summary of findings from the evaluations of 
the Victorian and NSW COVID-19 catch-up tuition 
initiatives, see Chapter 2 of our main report. 

Useful guides on small-group tuition 
SECTION 4

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/news/new-eef-guide-making-a-difference-with-effective-tutoring?mc_cid=3ea34e4082&mc_eid=58dc57539a
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/documents/pages/Best_Tutoring_Practice_Briefing_For_Schools.pdf?v=1647000058
https://annenberg.brown.edu/sites/default/files/EdResearch_for_Recovery_Design_Principles_1.pdf
https://annenberg.brown.edu/sites/default/files/EdResearch_for_Recovery_Design_Principles_1.pdf
https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/tutor-learning-initiative/guidance/small-group-learning
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/curriculum/covid-learning-support-program/about/research
https://grattan.edu.au/report/tackling-under-achievement/
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