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Current computing education literature has not yet described
the types of strategies that students use when asking for help, such
as the types of questions they ask over the course of an office hours
session. To address this gap, we investigated CS1 office hours to
better understand the help-seeking strategies that students use and
what strategies TAs use in response.

ABSTRACT
In introductory computer science courses (CS1), students who are
programming for the first time will inevitably need help in order to
overcome programming challenges. To accommodate large course
sizes, most CS1 courses provide this help in the form of office hour
sessions led by undergraduate teaching assistants (TAs). However,
we have little understanding of how students go about seeking
help during office hours, and what help they receive in return. In
this poster, we present current findings from a grounded theory
analysis of eight different CS1 office hours observations, and 16
interviews with the students and TAs who participated in them.
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METHOD AND RESULTS

We observed and recorded virtual CS1 office hours at a mediumsized private university in the midwestern United States. After
each observation, we conducted interviews with each participating
student and TA. In total, we observed eight office hour sessions
across four participating TAs and eight participating students.
Our data analysis was conducted using a grounded theory approach [2] that followed a process most grounded theory researchers
propose: starting with descriptive, open codes, using those to build
towards more abstract, axial codes, and then exploring the relationships between the ideas in our codes to reach a core concept.
Through our analysis, we developed a framework for classifying and interpreting the various strategies that students and TAs
use during office hours sessions. The framework is divided into
two main parts: first, problem-based strategies; second, knowledgebased strategies. Problem-based strategies encapsulate strategies
that students and TAs use to find common ground on the immediate problem that a given student is facing, while knowledge-based
strategies encapsulate strategies that students and TAs use to address the underlying knowledge and skills that a given student
needs in order to solve their problem. Afterwards, we revisited
the observations, and found that students and TAs primarily used
problem-based strategies over knowledge-based strategies. Furthermore, we found that students and TAs used a limited number of
strategies in each observation. Based on these findings, we believe
that students and TAs are ineffective in addressing the underlying
learning needs that lead students to ask for help in the first place.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Social and professional topics → CS1.
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

In introductory computer science courses at the university level
(CS1), students who are programming for the first time will inevitably encounter challenges, and need help. When educators
provide students with help, they can enable students to overcome
problems that they would otherwise struggle to solve on their own.
To do this, many large CS1 courses in the US leverage the scalability
of office hours sessions led by undergraduate teaching assistants
(TAs) to provide students with opportunities to receive help.
Providing students with an opportunity to receive help through
office hours, however, does not ensure that the help that they receive
will result in desired learning outcomes. Research in the learning
sciences shows that how well students help-seek influences how
well they develop mastery of course knowledge and skills [1].
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FUTURE WORK

Currently, we are exploring designs for supporting an effective
help-seeking process during office hours sessions. We hypothesize
that our strategy framework can be used to help guide students and
TAs towards better strategies for identifying and addressing the
particular learning needs of students during office hours sessions.

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored.
For all other uses, contact the owner/author(s).
SIGCSE 2022, March 3–5, 2022, Providence, RI, USA
© 2022 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-9071-2/22/03.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3478432.3499099

REFERENCES
[1] Sharon Nelson-Le Gall. 1981. Help-seeking: An understudied problem-solving
skill in children. Developmental Review 1, 3 (1981), 224–246. https://doi.org/10.
1016/0273-2297(81)90019-8
[2] Michael Muller. 2014. Curiosity, creativity, and surprise as analytic tools: Grounded
theory method. In Ways of Knowing in HCI. Springer, 25–48.

1130

