Addressing the Paper instead of the Wall

Alina Ott


For me, the hardest part of tutoring was learning not to worry. During my first two weeks at the Tutoring-Learning Center or TLC, I didn’t think worrying would be my problem. I was more worried about looking smart in front of the other tutors and fitting in. My fellow practicum tutors seemed to worry from the start as they discussed how astounded they were that they had been chosen as tutors, but I didn’t. I wanted to be a tutor. After learning about tutoring from my roommate, I had wiggled my way into practicum by inquiring about how to become a tutor. I talked to Mo and Bobbie before even receiving a recommendation from my English professor. I welcomed the experience and the challenge of tutoring. I enjoyed each and every practicum class, absorbing as much knowledge as possible, eager to practice on my friends. 

With deliberate slowness that was excruciating to wait for, my first ’57 tutorial approached. I was so excited I could barely sleep the night before, and throughout that day I bounced and chattered and exhausted myself with enthusiasm and nerves. Finally it was time. There I sat at the TLC table wondering which student was my learner, what she looked like, what she sounded like, how she wrote, until Cheryl called, “Alina, your learner is here.”

I leapt out of my seat, enthusiastically introducing myself. “Hey, I’m Alina. You must be Bethany! How do you pronounce your last name?”

“Karthran, pretty much just like it’s spelled.” Great, now I look really smart.

“Cool. Nice to meet you. If you’ll follow me to a booth… How’s this one?”

“Sure…” Ask nondirective questions, not yes or no questions!

 “So you’re an undecided major I see. Do you have anything in mind as a major?”

And so the conversation continued. My enthusiasm dimmed as it became apparent that my learner wasn’t really the talkative type. She responded, but always briefly and without much emotion. I began to have doubts. Was this how all tutoring went? Barely responsive learners? What would a completely unresponsive learner be like?

Then she brought out a paper she had written for the session, and I ran face first into the very hard and devious wall of uncertainty.

What? you might be thinking, She wanted to be a tutor. What’s her problem?

What? I was thinking, This isn’t what’s supposed to happen!

Tutoring, it seemed, was easy when it was theoretical, but there I sat with a girl I didn’t know and a paper. Everything we addressed in class about tutoring seeped out of my body and pooled on the floor in an undistinguishable soup. The introductions and the socializing I could remember, but the minute I had to address an actual paper, I couldn’t remember anything. I began freaking out. Do I look at the paper? Does she read the paper? Do we read it together? Do we wait to look at the paper? What’s most important? Where do I start? I began to worry.

Before you start telling me that I was already worrying in the beginning before I had even met my first learner, let me tell you that this kind of worry was much different. At first I was merely nervous as anyone is when trying something new, making my adrenaline flow and letting me be that energetic, smiling tutor. My new worry was the worry of failure, the worry that debilitates and prevents success. This worry was a wall that thwarted my tutoring progress, popping up when I least expected it.

We ended up talking about her topic, why she had chosen it, what thesis she wanted, and what her main points were. We talked about organization, choosing a topic and main points that any audience could appreciate. The whole time, though, I was struggling to think of intelligent things to say and look at in her work. I felt that I had failed some important test of my tutoring ability. I felt like I only showed how little I knew and how unqualified I was to be a tutor.

After the session was over, I kept running our conversation through my mind. I agonized over every word I had said, and suffered over each word I hadn’t. I worried that my tutoring skills were lacking. I wondered how I would make it through the next session and the one after that. Trying to anticipate what my learner would bring in next time, I began making plans over possible things I could talk about in the booth.

My next few sessions went much smoother, but I still worried. Between sessions, I listened in on other tutors during my slow hours, trying to figure out how they did it. I became so stressed over the whole tutoring situation I considered quitting and telling Bobbie and Mo that I wasn’t fit to be a tutor. As all the other practicum tutors agonized over their first walk-ins, I agonized over my ’57 sessions.

Then came the day when I had my first walk-in. I had taken a nap, forgetting I had to tutor, and upon waking realized I was five minutes late. Rushing to the TLC, I arrived to find my ’57 learner had been given to another tutor. I felt awful. She was my responsibility after all. And what if the other tutor did such a good job she wouldn’t want me back? As I moped at the table, fighting back tears, Mo appeared with another student. “Does anyone want a walk-in?” she asked, “Anyone a Natural Resources student?”

“I am,” I quickly told her. My first walk-in! A chance to redeem myself for being late!

With nothing in mind and no planning, I took my first walk-in. The session went incredibly well. In fact, it went so well it occurred to me that I had been spending much more of my time thinking about my other sessions than being in them. Whoa, hold it. That’s not right. I don’t worry that much about my homework, my grades, my classes, my other job, or even my future that much! Why worry so much about three hours of tutoring? With this insight, a weight lifted off my shoulders. My sessions became more relaxed. My original ’57 learner and I began joking around, and we ended up having lots of fun, especially when she decided to write limericks and other poems instead of essays. This came as a huge surprise, especially considering our first few sessions. Tutoring became enjoyable as a job and as a way to help others.

Don’t worry. Let it go. Some sessions will suck and some sessions will be awesome, but the only way I enjoyed tutoring was when I gave it my best and got over it. Sometimes, after a session, that paper still won’t be very good, but it’s better. That learner may not get an A, but they improved. You may not have been the best tutor ever, but you gave it your best and learned a lot in the process.

Get out there, get in the booth, and enjoy it.
