                                    Let the Good Times Roll
                                                        Chris Cahill

Congratulations on being selected as one of the gifted in your field—chances are high that you are someone with a firm grasp of the English language, an excellent communicator, or maybe even a writing phenom working your way to the top.  You all represent your respective fields from political science to theater to natural resources and you do it well.   College might not even be a challenge to you yet, after all you were most likely recommended to this position by a professor noticing your obvious success. Regardless of your particular alignment in the universe at this time one thing is certain: you are all here to become tutors.  And becoming a tutor, like much in life, is a continual and individually unique learning experience. 
From the very beginning of my TLC experience, I realized there is a good chance the people you will be tutoring are more nervous about the session than you.   “Hogwash” or “not possible” you may say, but I respond with this:  try taking your own personal writing in to be openly criticized by another “all-knowing” writing coach—another veteran tutor.  
I know this is true because I elected to take my first 257 independent writing series while also taking the practicum class you are in right now.  I remember the first session with my teacher, which happened to be before my first opportunity to tutor anyone.  I was absolutely horrified.    The person who was going to teach me, tutor me if you will, was a well-known writer. In fact, he was well known outside the little world known as the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point. He was a published writer, master poet, and had served as an editor for several outdoor magazines.  I, an up-and-coming outdoor writer, worked for hours on the piece of writing I wanted to take into the booth for him.  I reworked and rewrote it again and again.
Looking back, I did some really funny stuff when I sat down in that booth with him on that first day.  I defended the paper on my side of the table and gave short declarative answers.  I even found myself grimacing every time my tutor found something wrong with my article. 
Granted, my situation was a little different than the “typical” booth scenario, but remember this:  to the people you will be helping, particularly your ’57 learners,  you are the writing authority.  They may be amazingly nervous, so for everyone’s sake please just relax a little.  This unique experience established the elemental chunk of my tutoring outlook right from the get-go. The absolute first thing I try to do when I go into the booth now is relax, or at least act relaxed, in order to calm the learner.
After this relaxation revelation, I initially decided to take a more laid-back approach to the entire tutoring concept.  At the time it seemed like a great idea, and after reading a few chapters out of the Longman and Bedford guides I decided that it was perfectly okay to just sit in the booth and ask the tutee lots of questions.  It worked surprisingly well for the most part.
Unfortunately, one day my little cute and fuzzy paradigm of non-directive tutoring came crashing down in shambles.  An ESL learner came in with a psychology paper due in about one hour and he was freaking out.  The paper was riddled with subject-verb agreement issues, his arguments were sketchy, and the writer did not know what a citation was.  When I learned of this last problem I also freaked out.  We accomplished little in the half-hour session and I have not seen the learner since.  
 When I looked back on the session and tried to establish what went wrong I came to an interesting conclusion.  I decided that there was practically no way for my laid-back tutoring style to effectively help this student with his last minute paper.  It was a wake up call, and it added an interesting twist to my once completely hands-off method.  After much thought, I decided that it had to be acceptable to use a more hands-on approach in certain situations.  Actually, what I really figured out through this experience was that it was important to adapt to differing situations as a tutor.
Being a realist, I am certain every tutor who has ever graced the TLC with his or her presence has had at least one session go wrong as far as sharing writing wisdom goes. If someone says they have not chances are high that they are lying to you. I know it is blunt, but it happens. To some it will happen with the first session and to others it may happen later in the year.  Mine just happened to be this particular ESL walk-in. 
After you experience one of these situations just remember to try and reflect and learn something from the tutorial.  My rough experience in the booth ended up being the source of one of my greatest realizations about tutoring all year.  Even if you cannot figure out what went wrong you have countless other chances to redeem yourself with other learners.  Besides, situations like this make for great conversation at the tutor table in the back of the TLC.
Even though this struggling is inevitable, you will experience many successful tutorials throughout the year as well.  No matter what happens in those first tutorials, no matter what your tutoring style, it will be impossible to go through the year without experiencing many great sessions.  Everything in the Tutoring Learning Center is set up for your success as a tutor.  Bobby and Mo will hand you more packets than you will even know what to do with.  In fact, I am relatively certain that they cut down 17 trees just for the practicum handouts—handouts full of information for you about reading, writing, and the theories behind the methods.  Veteran tutors sitting at the tutor table will let you in on their observations and tricks of the trade.  Your practicum peers will have amazing insights on their experiences as well.  Every single individual in the TLC is there to help you as a reading/writing tutor.

But, in the end being a tutor boils down to your own personal experiences, not mine.  You will undoubtedly formulate your own views toward tutoring through your own experiences, and like mine, these views will probably change as your personal experiences continue to change.  Like I said before, tutoring is a continual and identifiably unique learning experience.

So sit back, relax, and enjoy the fun ride ahead.  Actually, that is almost the motto of the Tutoring Learning Center—“Let the Good Times Roll.”   Look above the main door when you leave; it is written there in French; “Laissez le bon temps rouler.”  Have fun, talk to people, make friends, fill up that coffee mug, and snag one of Cherryl’s tasty cookies if you can for the trip.  Actually, snag as many of Cherryl’s tasty cookies as possible.  You are about to participate in one of the most informative and practical courses you will ever take as a student at UWSP, and I mean that.   The semester will blow by faster than you can even imagine, and then one spring night you too will be writing this very paper for the incoming practicum tutors.
