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It should have been a bad omen that my experience as a tutor started off with my feelings of rejection and isolation. My first hour as a tutor made me regret ever agreeing to Mo and Bobbie’s plan. They had told me that being a tutor would help me with graduate school, and I would enjoy helping my peers. What I hadn’t anticipated was being the only one not sitting at what I have deemed the “tutor table.” In the TLC, there is the table where tutors sit while they wait with eager expectancy for their learners. 

I didn’t know any of the other tutors that fateful first day of tutoring. Add my lack of acquaintances to the fact that there was not a seat open at that tutor table led me and I was led to conclude that I was going to be an outcast. I smile thinking about these thoughts, because they show just how nervous and confused I was. As I walked out the first day from the TLC, the fear and worry had built to a point I now find silly. That is in retrospect, but at the time it felt very real and warranted. 

Now would be the time that I should tell you that I am doing six months in a medium security prison for destroying that tutor table with a chain saw. I might have also sliced off some of Cheryl’s hair. It was an ordeal, and I am dealing with the help of anger management and new mediation techniques. I feel like I am recovering quite well.

Just kidding. That is what we would call a fabrication or in other terms a jest. I merely wanted to see if you were paying attention. 

What really happened is much better. I learned that tutoring is not about a tutor table, but it is about what happens away from the tutor table. In essence, I am speaking about the learners. I will return to the idea of the tutor table. Like I said, it will explain who I am as tutor. 
After the first day, there weren’t as many tutors at the tutor table because learners needed help. I was excited when I sat down at the table. I wanted to act all nonchalant as if I hadn’t wanted to run scared the first day. I don’t think anyone noticed how much I was fidgeting at the table or looking around trying to memorize the reference materials. This is actually how I felt in tutorials. Once I left the tutor table my nervousness didn’t cease because the apprehension was more about being out of my element as a new tutor than making new friends.
No, I had to learn how to be a tutor. It is hard work trying to help someone become a better writer. It becomes even more challenging when you consider that no two writers come to the booth with the same skills. I had to become flexible. No tutor is the same, and no tutorial is the same. Each learner will bring their own personalities into the booth. I had to learn how to tutor an introvert from 11:00-11:30 and then turn around and tutor an extrovert from 11:30-12:00. After working with different learners, it was apparent that the tutorial was about them and their needs and less about my apprehension.
You will be working with some very gifted tutors. At the tutor table, I found that discussions would vary from theater to philosophy to discussing ways to help someone with that feared poetry learner. My enjoyment for the once feared tutor table was changing my perspective on tutoring. The veteran tutors asked as many questions as I did (well, maybe I asked a few more). Tutoring was no longer a skill that people intrinsically had; rather it was a skill that needed to be gained and strived for. 
I began to see that as a tutor I needed to talk with other tutors. Thankfully, I didn’t destroy the tutor table with a chain saw. Instead, I discovered the value of the table as a resource to becoming a better tutor. The veteran tutors have advice for many of the problems that arise in tutorials. Don’t get me wrong, this does not mean that they are always right. I used this observation to help myself as a tutor. I came to understand that I was no different than the other tutors. I was not infallible and my advice is not guaranteed to work for every learner.  

For example, I had a learner who thought his poetry was perfect the way he had it written in his notebook. I tried using some of the advice other tutors had told me. I asked him more about his poetry, what audience he was trying to reach, and other seemingly good questions. I guess my learner didn’t think they were so hot. The tutorial was far from productive, and consequently I felt my learner had gained nothing. It seemed that my original view was correct; I was a horrible tutor. 
If that was the end of my reflections this would be a depressing story for a new tutor embarking on the same path. I can tell you that is not how my experience ended, because I started to understand what worked for me as a tutor. I had a learner who couldn’t explain to me what Evolutionary Ecology was at the beginning of the session and by the end she was able to have a working definition. By understanding better how I worked I was able to really help someone. Talking through ideas can do unimaginable good for understanding. To help someone articulate their thoughts is amazing. 

I am happy to tell you that I am not in prison, and I don’t feel that I am horrible tutor. I know this [that I am not a horrible tutor] because nothing is perfect. The tutor table isn’t always the perfect place I once envisioned. Proof of this is found when the tutors don’t always have the same opinion and disagree and debate on those differing views. My favorite is the “I am trying to do my homework” look. Tutors who aren’t helping learners will attempt to do homework at the table. Just like my learner, the tutors do not respond. In boredom, I will make an attempt at small talk and be informed by silence that the assignment they are working on needs to get done.
Does this mean that no one wants to talk to me? First, I hope not and secondly, I don’t believe that is the case. As a tutor, I need to be aware of others’ personalities and moods. I then can find out what is the best way to help them become better students. Not every tutorial is the same nor is every hour at the table. Life is about change and being a tutor means I need to change too. 

It’s hard to explain to others what makes me a tutor. Is it taking a class? Is it doing my three hours a week of tutoring? Or it is getting to finally sit at the tutor table? I do think that being a tutor implies all those things. What makes me a tutor is the experience. The knowledge gained during the process is what makes me a tutor.

The tutor table is a place where my backpack sits while I attempt to be flexible and help learners. The table is a resource so that my learners can advance in their academic pursuits. It is a reminder to me of what makes me a tutor. I once thought I could not even sit at the table, but now I am a tutor that sees this experience as an opportunity to change every half an hour.
But seriously, I am not in prison.

