Breaking the Rules in the TLC!
Zack Bergeron
In the classroom during your Education 370 class, you will be exposed to tons of tips and suggestions for conducting a successful tutorial.  How rigidly should one follow the philosophy of non-directive tutoring?  Which free-writing techniques will help learners discover possible writing topics they didn’t realize they had in their minds?  You will learn which habits must be practiced, such as completing a tutorial log after each session, and sending professor notification sheets if you and a learner have worked on material for another class.  Bobbie and Mo will also describe the chronology of a typical tutorial as a guide for how to budget time during a session, which typically lasts thirty minutes.  I want to make it perfectly clear that I, Zack Bergeron, have made a TLC tutoring career out of paying absolutely no attention whatsoever to the thirty minute “limit” of a tutorial.

Now, I know what you must be thinking.  Who is this guy who thinks he’s such a perfect tutor with an endless surplus of knowledge and wisdom from which he can bombard his novice flock of freshmen learners?  How awful it must be for the timid ’57 learner, who hopes to come in for a brief confirmation that the poems to her one true love elicit true inspiration, but instead finds herself cornered by a tirade against comma splices, or reluctantly witnesses a marathon harangue against run-on sentences.  Hasn’t anyone in the TLC noticed the padlock and handcuffs this lunatic carries around with him, and alerted the authorities?  

Fortunately, the nature of my deliberate disregard for the elusive idea of time isn’t quite so diabolical.  Mo and Bobbie asked us to include a surprise for the incoming tutors in this paper.  Want to know something that might really surprise you?  Here it is.  You are going to love your tutorials.  Seriously, you will truly enjoy yourself and the company of your learner during your sessions.

I’ll give you an example.  I had a walk-in learner who I will call Agnes.  Agnes had to review the Theater Department’s production, 5th of July, for her theater appreciation class.  Now, tutorials usually begin with a brief socialization period.  This can prove valuable because it shows your learner that you, too, are a student, and not just the extension of a professor with a hungry red pen.  While small-talking, we discovered that we each had a passion for musicals.  We had both seen Wicked in Chicago and appreciated Tim Burton’s conception of Sweeny Todd, while conceding that the Broadway version remained far superior.  We strongly disagreed, however, about the merits of making a godforsaken show based on Abba music.  Smiling and laughing ten minutes later, we finally began discussing 5th of July .  Were we already one-third of the way through our session?  Forget about it!  
Agnes told me that a lot of her sentences appeared wordy or unclear.  Reading through her paper I found this to be true, so sentence structure became the focus of the tutorial.  After reading an unclear sentence, I would tell Agnes what meaning the words on the page seemed to convey to me.  We would compare this perceived meaning with Agnes’ intended meaning, identifying and correcting the source of the confusion.  This proved an efficient and productive method of collaboration, but a lot of sentences required attention.  Thirty minutes into the session I reminded Agnes of the time, but told her that she could stay longer if she wanted to.  Agnes replied that she was having fun and thought we were making a lot of progress with her paper.  If I didn’t mind, she continued, she wanted to work to the end of her paper.  So we did!
Sentence structure has no claim as the only excuse with which I’ve been able to justify overstaying my welcome in the All That Jazz Booth, my long-winded-lecture hall of choice.  I’ve got a ’57 learner who’s name isn’t Mark.  Mark is writing a drama about a high school fling gone wrong.  He has a complex world of relationships, past histories, cliques, and other essentials of the high school social scene, that exists entirely in his mind.  For one of our sessions, he brought in several new scenes that he was really excited about.  I enjoyed them, but as the reader knew nothing about most of the characters he referenced.  Unlike only a select few tutors in the TLC, I do not possess any telepathic abilities.  So after he read each scene to me, I responded with what I thought his readers would need, or want, to know more about.  In this way our tutorial, while very beneficial to Mark’s writing, turned into an extended gossip session about the characters in his story.  
“But Sarah didn’t want to come over because Billy was there,” reads Mark.

“Oo, wait, who’s Billy?” I interrupt.

“Oh, well he and Sarah had this thing, but then Billy said they were just friends,” Mark responds.

“How long ago was that?” I ask.

“Um, I’m gonna say that was… last semester.”

“Does that affect the group of friends now in your story?”

“Yeah!  Because Billy hooked up with Alex at the beginning of the year!”

“OK.  Especially considering your audience, your reader is probably going to want to know that.  Do you describe that situation in a different scene?”

“No, but I definitely should, shouldn’t I?  OK, I’ll explain that when the guys are on their way to football practice, the previous scene.”
Now I don’t watch TV or incite much drama in my house of ten horny co-eds, so I need my gossip fix from somewhere else!  Mark happily obliged, as he was so excited about his new scenes and the story he was creating.  After an hour and a half, I knew all about the love lives of most of Mark’s characters, and his story had turned into something a first time reader could follow with ease and pleasure.  Mentioning certain concepts, like staying mindful of one’s audience, certainly improved Mark’s writing and helped him grow as a writer.  But this improvement occurred using a natural, conversational tone, with each of us participating equally in the learning process.   
With that we have now arrived, friends and colleagues, at the part in my tale where many of you will stop reading.  “We get it!” you exclaim.  Sometimes a tutorial lasts longer than thirty minutes, and another example of a prolonged session would redefine redundancy in such a way that the plots of each Friday the 13th movie would seem like historic feats of ingenuity.  
Patience, young one, for the previously described tutorials that merely doubled or tripled in length were but appetizers when compared to the main dish, to the entrée of temporal negligence which I am about to serve with perpetual determination.

Several weeks into my first semester in the TLC I had a walk-in named Manuel.  Manuel, a Spanish speaker from Argentina, was enrolled in the ESL (English as a Second Language) program here at UWSP.  He did not have a paper to work on.  He just had normal homework for his English classes, which included conjugating various irregular verbs into several tenses, defining a list of vocabulary, and responding to some questions about living in America.  Manuel didn’t just want the answers; he wanted to work at it himself.  I defined each vocabulary word for him in Spanish so he could formulate a simple English definition.  He wrote all the answers to the cultural questions himself, but wanted to make sure his sentences were intelligible.  During the tutorial we spoke an even mix of Spanish and English.  It felt great to provide someone with such a unique form of assistance, and I loved the opportunity to practice my own second language.  

The session did, of course, run long.  But that’s nothing new; it is me, after all.  What made it unique was this: we made plans to meet again.  And not just once, but weekly!  What might have been just an anonymous thirty minute encounter became a scheduled semester-long commitment.  We have now spent perhaps a dozen hours together, immersed in productive, bilingual conversation, right here in the booths.  That exponential increase in duration, my friends, reigns as the mother of all testaments against yours truly, the most notorious criminal of time-abuse in the TLC’s distinguished history.  
Yet this was no random occurrence.  At least two key elements fulfilled the prerequisites for such an extension.  First, the initial tutorial benefited Manuel and his improved his writing.  Also, if you can crawl into the catacombs of your memory and recall the previously promised surprise, you will remember the second reason for the continuity of our meetings: Manuel and I each had a lot of fun in the booth.  

Enjoying however much time you decide to spend on a given tutorial is the key to that session’s success.  Remain confident, and remember that Mo and Bobbie selected you to tutor for a reason.  They know what they’re doing, and so do you.  While in the booth you will learn a lot about yourself, your own writing process, other people, their backgrounds and cultures, and how they think about reading and writing.  Encourage your learners to explore themselves through their work.  Make them laugh if you can, or at least make them smile.  And if it’s going so well that you look up at the clock and realize that thirty minutes have come and gone, pull a Zack Bergeron.  Hospitably invite your learner to get comfortable and stay awhile. 
