I’m Not That Girl
Lisa Slattery

I have a confession to make. I’m a deeply introverted person. When others go out on a Friday night, I’m the one relaxing in my dorm room with a couple of movies. During those obligatory group presentations for class, I’m the quiet girl who offers ideas and advice and then silently fades into the background as someone else takes point. In short, I’m not the quintessential image of the talented, accomplished tutor taking charge with perfect answers and complete grace. I don’t steer every lost student to the safe harbor of effective studying habits and sophisticated college writing. I’m not that girl and that’s perfectly fine.
	I came into Tutor Practicum this semester with a lot of preconceived notions about who I would meet and what I would face. In my mind I would encounter a class of peers with matchless wit, unequaled communication skills, and charisma to spare. I would have to work harder than I’d imagined possible just to stay afloat, let alone thrive. Then the semester started and I walked into class. 
My expectations were confounded, upended in an incredibly positive way. Yes, my classmates were amazingly intelligent, but they weren’t all-knowing seers of knowledge. They weren’t able to summon the ideal answer to every difficult or obscure question. Everyone present knew how to communicate their ideas and explain their reasoning. Yet everyone still carried doubts, grappled with how to best handle different tutorials. Most importantly, though, each of us brought a unique style, a different story, a dissimilar personality to bear in class. Introverted and extroverted. Natural Resources, English, Art Management. Finishing an assignment a week in advance or in a caffeine-fueled three AM session on the due date. No one fit my image of a model tutor; no one was that guy or girl. Our class and development as tutors was better for it. 
	Fixed ideas about tutoring didn’t end with the classroom. My perception of what a tutor needed to accomplish during a tutorial, of what constituted a competent tutor and a successful session placed an impossible, daunting image before me. My ideal envisioned the session opening with the suave tutor looking at the student’s assignment, quickly zeroing in on whatever problem(s) that the paper might contain, and then summoning the right words or strategy that simultaneously “fixes” the paper while bathing the learner in the heavenly glow of enlightenment. (Okay, so maybe I only saw the holy light in my imagination, but it gets the point across.) Starting this semester I equated tutoring with academic problem-solving, an exercise in perfection. (Or as close to flawlessness as two people could come to in under an hour.)
Reality crashed through soon enough, opening my eyes to a different image: imperfect, exhilarating, unpredictable. My learners came in with questions that defied simple, ideal answers: What’s the best way to convey emotion in a lyric poem? How does a writer best balance exposition and dialogue in developing characters and plot in a short story? 
Lucy, one of my 157 learners, posed the former question during our first session. It caught me off guard. My learner asked a straight-forward question that didn’t have a straight-forward, uncomplicated response. I fell back on some vague discussion points about the importance of word choice in conveying emotion and using metaphors and similes for a few minutes before I stopped, the realization that I honestly couldn’t answer her question sinking in. No matter, I could still maintain the facade of super tutor. I’d brought handouts and handbooks galore for just such a quandary.  A couple of cool, collected turns of a page later and I’d have my Stepford tutor answer in hand, ready to lift my downtrodden tutee from the depths of ignorance. (Okay, I know I’m lapsing into melodrama once again, but just go with me on this.) Well, a couple of suave turns of the paper didn’t give me that Stepford answer I so desperately wanted. It didn’t put me any closer to pulling Lucy out of the depths of despair and ignorance. I told Lucy we needed to look up lyric poems on the Internet, since the handouts proved markedly unhelpful. I braced for Lucy’s understandable betrayal of annoyance at my glaring shortcoming as a tutor guru. Lucy enthusiastically assented with my plan, not a trace of annoyance or impatience on her face. If anything her face held relief, gratitude at my dedication in finding the information, the helpful answer she sought.
I confronted the later question with my other 157 learner, Bill. Bill, a sophomore Sociology and English major came into the booth with an ambitious goal: to write a descriptive essay/short story based on a childhood memory of going to Disneyland with his father and some family friends. As we started the semester, I felt overwhelmed. Bill’s writing easily matched my skill level, and in certain aspects surpassed it. What he needed from me obliterated my notion of the shining ask-and-you’ll –receive-my-infinite-wisdom session. The first couple of sessions I struggled to find the “right” words, the advice he needed to hear to catch perfection. I looked to the Standard English major repertoire: active tense, avoiding be verbs, direct prose. I hoped that textbooks lines would lead me back to some semblance of the perfect image still lodged in my mind. After those first few sessions, I finally realized that Bill wasn’t looking for the perfect short story, and certainly not the “great” paper that my English major playbook pushed him towards. His question about dialogue and exposition demanded the nuance of perspective, not the black-and-white of some textbook rehearsed answer. He needed a sounding board for his ideas, not an oracle. I wasn’t that omnipotent tutor to Bill, and his work and our sessions proved the better for it.
 Bill, Lucy, walk-ins, I found myself reaching for TLC books and handouts, even looking information up on the Internet as often as I gave advice immediately. I ended up reevaluating my perspective on writing and reading as my learners brought new ideas and thinking I’d never considered into the booth. 
During one of Lucy’s sessions she brought in a poem about what little things made her relationship with her boyfriend special. As we sat down to look at the poem I noticed that several of her lines were different colors. Intrigued, I listened while Lucy read the poem. After she finished, the first question I asked her was why she changed the color of some of her lines. I couldn’t see what purpose the color changes served in poem’s message. Lucy promptly explained that the different colors corresponded to different underlying emotions that went along with habits, likes, and dislikes of her relationship in her poem. I went back through Lucy’s poem again, this time alert to her intent. As I reread her words emotion and color came together; I realized that Lucy has just taught me a new technique for expressing emotion in poetry. The session turned my notion of the perfect tutor giving infallible knowledge on its head once more. It wasn’t even close to the “perfection” of my expectation and yet it proved one of the most productive and enjoyable sessions I’ve had with Lucy or with any learner during the semester. We didn’t have that perfect session. Lucy and I were the better tutor and learner for the experience.
So what’s the point of all this reminiscing, the annoying use of repetition? Simple. Don’t sell yourself short. Who you are and who you think you need to be don’t have to match, not by any stretch of the mind. In fact, half the reward of tutoring comes from your growth as an educator and human being, the journey chasing down the green light of your perfect image. There’s no perfect session, no wise tutor persona you have to live up to. You’re not that guy or girl. Trust me, that’s perfectly okay.

