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Mathematics Online Help Sites

• Help provided by expert 
or peer tutors.

• Communication is 
asynchronous and  text-
based.

• Participants can remain 
anonymous, while there 
exists permanent record 
of communication.

• Service is provided 
without charge.
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Example of a Bulletin Board
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Why Do Students Ask Questions?

• In classroom and during tutoring: 

– Students may be expected to do so.
– They want to please the teacher (“didactic 

contract,” Brousseau, 1997)
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Why Do Students Ask Questions?

• In online math help students may:

– Have recognized bottlenecks in learning 
– Have genuine interest
– Use convenience of getting homework done.
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When is There a Likely Abuse?

• In a classroom environment:

– If they [students] do not exhibit need, will, or 
desire to learn from the response they receive 
(Van Der Meij, 1994, italics added).

– They may be impatient to rid themselves from 
the state of ignorance.
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When is There a Likely Abuse?

• In CAI environments:

– Students may be using help feature too often 
(Aleven & Koedinger, 2001)

– Ask for a hint when in fact they know enough 
to proceed successfully without help.
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When is There a Likely Abuse?

• In Online Help:

– Posting questions online instead of putting 
enough effort into doing homework 
themselves.
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Example of a Question
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Questions Were Categorized As:

1. Incomplete questions (Fragments)

2. Complete questions:

i) Multiple Questions–messages with more than one 
mathematics problem.
ii) Implicit Questions–questions without a context.
iii) Questions with some context–question(s) of the type 
“How?”; “Wh…?” and so on. 
iv) Partially solved problems.
v) Fully solved problems.
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Categorizing Tutorial Discourse

• The questions can be more or less clear, more 
or less detailed, and on various cognitive levels 
and forms.

• The answers can differ in what the tutors teach; 
how they teach; how helpful they are, and if they 
show insecurity or not. 
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Expert Tutor’s Beliefs

[I was] surprised how many times repeatedly are 
blatantly asked questions directly from the 
textbook that are assigned for the homework. 
[Asked to explain how she knows that the question is from the 
textbook, she explained]

Because the students when phrasing his or her 
stuff would never bother to go through half a 
page of a story behind it. The question just uses 
the textbook language and the textbook ideas. 
You know—what would make it interesting. (Anna, 
interview, June 9, 2003, italics added)
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However,

there is a difference between the homework 
question where “the student is paralyzed, partly 
by the fact that the assignment is over her head, 
partly by the way the question was assigned” 
(Morgan, Log 4), and 

the question where “the student expects to 
receive” (Elena, Log 2) which alerts a tutor as a 
likely abuse case.
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Most Likely Abuse Cases in Online Help

• The questions that are both implicit and multiple.

• There were less than 10% of such questions on 
three sites (7%, 6%, 0%)
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How Are Such Questions Treated?

On the site where expert tutors select questions for 
archiving: 
None of such questions was archived.

On the sites that archive all the questions: 
“dont [sic] expect somebody just to do those 20 
simple questions for you. That is not really the 
purpose of this board in my opinion”
(Peer tutor, Site B).
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“We are not doing homework for you”

From time to time the topic of the question would 
say: “Not a homework question,” probably 
hoping that it will not be rejected by the tutors. 

One drastic example was a message with a title 
“NOT HOMEWORK REVIEW QUASTIONS [sic]

FOR A TEST ASAP” (site B) that consisted of an 
Implicit Question with 15 mathematics problems.
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Such Obvious Cases of Abuse Are Not 
Widespread

There are more questions: 
– Where students want to verify (11%) 

something, or 
– Where they state that they lack the 

knowledge or they do not get the idea (25%).
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Expert Tutor Anna (interview):

“There are some cases when they want us to do 
the homework for them. But there is a fair 
amount of cases when they ask questions 
because they get stuck. 
In Calc there is a fair amount of questions that 
students ask because they don’t remember his 
or her geometry, and what to do with a conical 
sink out of which the water is pouring out.”
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Other Evidence of Abuse

Students can:

– Start more threads at different times and use 
different email addresses.

– Pass the tutors’ answers as their own 
questions. 
(Less likely, since that requires lot of effort, time, and 
sophistication from students.)
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