Don't Panic!

(You Haven't Lost Your Towel Yet)

Michelle Stephens


You're not going to come out of Practicum this semester knowing more than you do now. Truly. It'll be more like dredging up some vague intuition of what you already know how to do and putting it together in some semblance of organization. There's no formula to plug into, no process to just learn and follow. You might come to the end of the semester and be a brilliant tutor, and you'll think back on all your wonderful and witty sessions, the friendships you've forged, and all the good you've done for your learners. I didn't. In fact, I think I may just be the first person to have gained negative experience during tutoring. That being said, it's been rather difficult to sit down, reflect on my experiences in the booth, and come up with something pithy to write about here. But here goes, so pay attention: Tutoring, as much as anything else, requires a spark of creativity, of inspired thought, to really delve into a learner's ideas and thought processes. 


Doesn't that thesis just hit you over the head? Let's try that again. Tutoring has two parts. You, as a tutor, have to have some creativity and flexibility in learning how to work with all the different writers and writing styles you come across. It's your job to make the session interesting, to keep discussion going until there's some real improvement taking place. But there's another, subtler part of tutoring. First off, you've got to have learners, and several of them, to gain some real experience. Going a bit farther, those learners have to bring in writing, writing that they've put some kind of thought into. They have to have some idea of why they've come to the tutoring center in the first place. While I enjoyed this semester as a whole and certainly will continue tutoring, I was unfortunate enough to be lacking in both of these minor details.


Maybe I picked a bad time of the day to tutor, I'm not sure, but the entire semester, I saw three distinct learners. Two of them were my 157 learners, so I saw them each week. Well, I saw one of them each week. The other came on again, off again, and whether he actually brought in writing was anyone's guess. And here's the rub: when he did have writing, it was good. And it was chemistry. That didn't leave a lot of room for delving into ideas and thought processes. This, coupled with the fact that he only cared about the class to the extent that it gave him twelve credits, made the whole of working with him seem rather pointless.


So what do you do when you get a learner like that? Well, you beg for the next twenty minutes to go by quickly, hope the Vogons don't throw you out the airlock, and start asking lots of questions. If you're a braver tutor than I, you might ask them to free-write or churn out a poem. But maybe they refuse. So then you just have to sit with your arms crossed, and tell them to find something they want to work on. Awkward. 


Mercifully, my other 157 learner actually wanted to take the class. He showed up every single week, and had writing each and every time. The sessions weren't exactly Magrathea, but they were at least something to work with, and they were refreshing after dealing with my other learner. But somehow, I still felt as though I wasn't doing well. When this learner would come in, he would obediently follow any hint of a suggestion that I made to him. He would come with ideas for an argumentative paper, and I would ask him question after question – why he cared about his topic, why anyone else should, what his purpose was in voicing his opinion – each time hoping to elicit some response that we could work with to better his argument. Yet he seemed totally nonplussed by my questions. 


He had come into the booth expecting to write something and have me tell him how to fix it, end of story. For him, I was The All-Knowledgeable Deep Thought, rather than the sophomore with a grand total of one English class under my belt. How did I end up here again? Engage the Infinite Improbability Drive.

Well, I've been rambling for a while, and I guess I've contradicted myself. It turns out I have learned a few things. First off, tutoring dogs doesn't work. You're dealing with people, and successful interactions with people come when you actually interact with them. The more learners you get, the more you're going to get out of this tutoring business. Second, you've got to prepare yourself for anything. Roll with the punches, wear many hats, (insert jazzy cliché here). It's your creativity that really allows you to work with any type of person and keep them engaged.  Here's the bit I've been trying to get at: You, the Tutor, can only do so much to engage your learner. At some point in the session, they have to give you something. Even if it's a half-hearted one percent of something, a suggestive shrug. If that's not there, the session is going to crash and burn. The earth might explode and all you can do is grab your towel and stick out your thumb – better luck next time. 

