Da da-da da! … But in a Lame Sort of Way
Samantha Longshore
It’s okay to be nervous. It’s okay to be scared out of your right mind. And it’s okay to be neither of those things. That last one was me, walking into the TLC for tutor practicum. I was never very nervous at the idea of being paired with a learner in one of those booths. Perhaps it was because Bobbie, Mo, and current tutors had already told our group about “criers.” And in all honesty, I really looked forward to a crier who was stressed about school, because I thought I could be helpful in that situation. I dislike stress very much, but at the same time, I have learned to function well with it. Without it I might just feel inconsequential; as if not being busy meant I was not doing enough. So not only could I help this particularly overwhelmed and emotional learner with their troubles adjusting to such a demanding workload, but I could send them away with a pristine paper and several techniques to employ in the future that would make them stellar students. Super Sammy! Da da-da da! Of course I would omit the cape, because honestly, how ridiculous would that look?

However, as the semester went on I did not encounter any criers. In fact, as I am writing this (check your practicum schedule and you’ll find this writing pretty late in the semester) I can count my walk-ins on one hand. Okay, so one finger, whatever. And my ’57 learners were both very capable writers. No crying involved. Even so, I still felt useful and helpful when it came to my sessions in the booth. I still wasn’t feeling nervous, I wasn’t troubled, or doubting myself. But then we had some in-class discussions about our “in the booth” experiences and darn if there weren’t tutors that blew me away with some of the clever and creative tips and techniques they had employed with their learners. When one practicum tutor mentioned her innovative methods, the entire class seemed generally impressed, but I don’t believe the others were as nervous as I had become at that point. Yeah, I said it, I was nervous. (Sorry if you read two paragraphs into this piece thinking it would be written for the tutor who was never nervous) Okay, am I supposed to be clever? Did we just not cover that chapter in Allyn & Bacon yet? I bet their learner said something like, “Oh wow! I’ve never heard that before! That is so ingenious and interesting and oh so helpful and now I am fully prepared to walk out of this TLC with the confidence and ability to become a great academic citizen! Thank you so much for your help super-tutor! You’re really something.” Dang it… No one told me about this. 
Suddenly, I was judging myself during sessions with my learners. I didn’t want to just go through the motions and help them with things that anyone else in the center could have as well. My current favorite word is “lame” and how fitting is that for a girl who cannot go above and beyond the call of duty and leap tall buildings at a single bound? Exactly. I wanted to be astonishingly creative and send students out from within those booths feeling enlightened. However, the more I focused on being intensely creative or clever, the less I felt like I was. My learners always had a good handle on their work and what they wanted to accomplish and oftentimes how they wanted to get there. I was more of an advisor than an enlightener. Someone who could offer opinions and suggestions along the way, but this left me feeling a bit insignificant at times. Nearing the end of the semester, actually spending the entire 30 minutes in the booth became more of a challenge as my learners began catching on to certain ideas and improving on the things that they had previously been having trouble with. We were also becoming very used to each other’s working styles and the communication between us and the subsequent work went very well. Again, I am second guessing myself because to me, these outcomes seem like generally positive ones. 
There was one week in particular that I noticed good being done. My first session of the week was with my only walk-in to date. She was a natural resource major that needed help with a call-for-action she had written, handed in, and gotten back with supplementary red script across the page. Being entirely honest, I had a bit of an inner panic attack and I think my heart may have actually stopped for a second, but I don’t know that I can prove that. A natural resource major writing a call-for-action? I had never had experience with any of this. Shoot! What if I finally have this opportunity to put on my imaginary cape (which would probably be covered in baby pink sequins…just thought you should know) and actually help this person in a marvelous and exciting way, but I am rendered incapable? However, this thought vanished as quickly as it had captured me when I looked over the paper. The student did not understand what her teacher and her red lettering meant. We spent a majority of the time translating the professor’s suggestions and discussing ways to accomplish what was being asked of her. As she left the booth she turned and smiled, saying, “Thanks. That helped a lot.” She didn’t say, “Wow! How enlightening! How creative you are! Thank you for rescuing me. And just so you know I am now seriously considering naming my first child after you. And thank you for having a nickname that is applicable for both sexes. Sam. Yeah, that’s great. Thank you.” However, to me, that’s what it felt like. 
What a dork I am. Seriously, how silly I am for wanting to become the TLC superhero, alter-ego Super Sammy so much that I subconsciously disregarded the good things that were happening in the booth, simply because they did not sound as impressive and witty as other sessions that were discussed during practicum. And it’s true, if I had followed that tutor who discussed their clever and creative tips and techniques with, “I helped a walk-in to figure out what their teacher wanted” it may not have compared. Yet, I have finally realized that it isn’t about how creative or impressive your sessions are; it is about the benefit that comes from them and how successful you are at helping learners. So maybe I can still be that superhero alter-ego, but I’ll be Successful Sammy (or some other S-word adjective) instead of Super Sammy. Insert Da Da-Da Da! here. 
