Curling Up in the Fetal Position Is Not the Answer

Aimie Westphal


“Do you want to take a walk-in?” Cheryl asks.  I stare blankly back at her, I’m so befuddled that I can’t seem to form coherent words.  Of course I was aware of this idea of walk-ins, but I didn’t think it was truly possible.  It’s Monday at 10am, who could possibly want to be tutored that early in the morning? It is only my 3rd day tutoring, I haven’t even had a ’57 learner yet and they want me to take a walk-in? Were they crazy? Didn’t anyone know that I was completely clueless as to what exactly I was supposed to be doing?  All I wanted to do was sit down peacefully for an hour, get some flashcards made, maybe stare off into space.  Instead I have Cheryl staring expectantly at me, awaiting my response.  I resurface from my reverie to answer, “ok?”  I grab my pencil, a voice is screaming in my head, “oh my god, oh my god, oh my god” over and over.  From somewhere inside, a rational voice takes over enough to introduce myself to the girl.  She is a junior and needs help with a Health Promotion and Wellness paper.  This is going to be a disaster, I am only a sophomore, an arts management major and I’m not even sure what a HPW major is. I think I might be sick.  As we walk to the booth, I try desperately to remember what we talked about in practicum but we’ve only had two classes.  All I remember is that editing her paper is out of the question, whatever “editing” even means for sure I am unclear of.  So that leaves me with…oh geez, I have no idea.  All right, pull yourself together you are not having a melt down. Just keep asking questions until she figures out her problem on her own.  Perfect. 

When that session was over I distinctly remember hanging my head in confusion. I couldn’t remember what I’d said.  While drumming my fingers on the table and agonizing over the awful job I had done, I consoled myself with the surety that I would never have a walk-in again.  If only I’d known what was coming.  The next two Mondays I got back-to-back walk-ins and I had to be at class by 11am. It was the second in both pairs of the fateful walk-ins that brought a major discovery about myself to the forefront of my consciousness.  I over-think everything.  Not to say that the moment the learner walked out I threw up my hands with an epiphany.  In all honesty I’ve known this about myself for about a year and it was a slow developing thought.  I’ve just been ignoring it, till now.  It’s the process of having to focus on one person’s issues and then help them that has made it impossible to ignore my over-thinking.  While in a tutorial, I have a litany of thoughts scrambling through my mind, like the hands of the audience at a concert desperately reaching out, trying to be noticed by the star on stage. 

From the moment the learner sits down in the booth, the roaring of my thoughts begins.  Ok relax, this is no big deal. Just find out what their problem is and read through it and inspiration will come to help them fix it. Hmm I wonder if I locked my room this morning.  Oh crap did I study my art history flashcards last night? Not important, focus.  Ok he’s a senior in a communication class and since he’s a science major he’s just out of his discipline.  No problem, Bobbie and Mo have talked about how to handle this…um didn’t they? Oh no! I swear I wrote it down somewhere, if only I had my binder. Just keep asking him questions, it will all work out.  Really, did I lock my door?  If my MacBook gets stolen I am going to have a melt down. Where is that inspiration? Hello, inspiration come fix this paper! What if my inability to answer his questions means I’m a bad tutor?  What if I never get better at this?  Just because everyone says they think Bobbie and Mo were mistaken in picking them doesn’t mean it isn’t true for me.  What if everything I’m telling him isn’t actually true but he thinks it is because I’m supposed to be the all-knowledgeable tutor? Oh my god man, what are you thinking?!  I’m just a sophomore, I don’t know what I’m talking about, I’m just making it sound like I do.  I have got to get out of here and find my keys.  What was it my senior year English teacher said? Oh right “write a lot about a little”, ok I’ll tell him that.  That’s good advice right? I mean my teacher was almost fifty and he’s probably been saying that for years so it must work.  I am definitely out of helpful things to say.  Check the time, but don’t make it obvious, you don’t want to be rude. Subtle peek over your shoulder, make it look like you dropped your pencil-good.  10:35am, THANK GOD! It’s over. Oh but he looks as frustrated as when he first walked in.  I’m so sorry, I wanted to help you, maybe I did he just isn’t showing it? and I thought this job was going to be easy…

Even though the volume of these thoughts would often drown out what the learner was saying to me, I was in complete denial of my tendency to over-think things.  This was probably because I had no idea how to not over-think something.  I was over-thinking how to stop over-thinking.  Not wanting to broach further into the complexity of that conundrum, I decided to wallow in my denial.  But as I sat down to write this paper and thought back on all other paper assignments, I couldn’t deny it.  The moment this paper was assigned, I began going over possibilities and worries in my head.  For a week and a half I agonized over what I was going to write about, how I could possibly make it good and wondering how everyone would react to it.  In the end I just sat down the morning before the first draft was due and wrote it.  This is when I realized that it isn’t that I need to stop over-thinking things, but that I need to focus my obsessive thoughts on a certain task, like writing a paper or helping the person in my tutorial.  When I can focus all those errant thoughts, it’s rather shocking how quickly I can accomplish the task at hand.  That is my brilliant and deep revelation that has come out of my tutoring.  Over-thinking isn’t a bad thing, unless it is allowed to run rampant.  All it needs is a little direction.  

Now when I am in the booth with a learner I try my hardest to focus all my discombobulated thoughts on the learner and their issues.  I’ve really come to see it as an asset because it keeps me from overlooking the details because I am so obsessed with finding mistakes.  Sometimes, quite honestly, it doesn’t work and I leave the booth feeling like I didn’t really do anything worthwhile.  When that happens it only makes me try that much harder to focus the jumble in my head.  

Tutoring has put the spotlight on a few of my most undesirable traits, over-thinking not being the first or only. This isn’t the hardest part of tutoring for me though. The hardest part is learning to see those things as surmountable or useful, not as things that need to be changed or thrown out.  It is this challenge that keeps me coming back (I have considered many times either bolting for the door or curling up in the fetal position under the table).  Even on those days when I wonder what kind of insanity could have possessed me to agree to become a tutor, I still come back.  It has pushed me and will undoubtedly continue to push me to see myself more clearly.  This clarity is what makes it all truly worth it.  
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