In the Passenger Seat
Caitlin Bracken


 Caitlin Bracken is a tutor?  Really?  There must be some mistake.  I can clearly remember thinking that during my first practicum class.  They must have picked me by accident.  I felt quite sure that I did not know anything about writing.  Not to mention I was not an English major.  That seemed like a pretty big deal to me.  I felt like I was the only one in the practicum class without a clue about tutoring, and how it was supposed to be done.  My idea of a tutor was acting like a professor, and teaching the learner everything they needed to know about the assignment.  I pictured myself working in a booth correcting grammatical errors, and mainly proofreading.  Within the first practicum class, I realized my idea was wrong.  I was supposed to be more of a guide, reinforcing the student as they changed their own paper.  I was on the sidelines, I was an ally, and my goal was to help them realize their own mistakes.

Even with this revelation during the first class, I still had about zero confidence in myself as a tutor.  I didn’t know what method to use for tutoring.  I still felt unprepared.  As a result, I wanted to compensate for my “lack” of ability, so I spent the night before my first ’57 session looking through a handbook and reviewing the rules we had been learning in class.  I thought maybe there would be a hidden message about how to run a perfect session within these books.  Quickly, I learned that handbooks would not make me a good tutor. It was up to me.  Every session is different, and so is every tutor.  I learned that the best method of tutoring for me is letting the student take control of their paper, while guiding them with questions and ideas.


It may sound crazy to let the student take complete control of their paper, but it is the best way for the student to learn.  They need to learn from their mistakes, and if I am correcting them all, they will rely on me.  My first session was with a walk-in, and Sue brought in a religious studies paper.  I had no experience with the topic, so I relied on the assignment directions and questions for this session.  Using questions helped me find who the paper was geared toward, what Sue was trying to say in the paper, and if she had followed the assignment rules.  Asking questions based off higher-level concerns, like organization and sentence fluency, were my focus.  After she told me what her paper was supposed to say, I stated what I got out of it, and then we could see if they matched.  It seemed to work okay for my first session and I had gone into the session not knowing what to do. Sue was able to make most of the corrections herself, just by answering specific questions I asked about the paper.

During Sue’s session, I kept a mental list of things to remember from class.  Maybe it was because it was my very first session, but I had to have something to fall back on.  I kept reminding myself not to hold a pen, as it was her responsibility to change the paper and I kept telling myself not to talk too much and let her think.  That was a hard concept for me to get.  I kept trying to fill the silent space with talking.  My list of rules continued with other areas of focus and it took half way through the meeting for me to let my nerves go, and drop my list.  I knew those rules, and I knew they worked, but I had to concentrate on this particular session and find out what needed to be accomplished.  My brain was clouded with all of the rules I had on my mental list and I was so worried about messing them up, that I couldn’t concentrate.  It was around that time when I turned to questions, and asked her what she wanted to get out of our meeting.  Essentially, within that first session, I began to learn my tutoring style.         
After my first few sessions, I recognized the importance of letting the tutee figure out the ideas of their paper, while I use my tools of questions, examples and ideas to help guide the 30 minutes.  They fixed their mistakes, and learned from them, even if they were minor.  I was there for the learner if they needed to bounce of thoughts on a paper, and I was there to reassure them if they were lost.  I found that an awkward silence while the learner tries to decipher a section of their piece is okay, and different learners act differently in the booth.  It was all right if I didn’t know all of the answers, I could at least help them achieve or understand more than they had previous to the session.


If you are feeling uneasy about your first tutoring session, like I was, relax!  It may not be the best session ever, but it won’t be horrible.  I promise!  My best piece of advice is to dive right into the session and find out what works for you, but try to keep a hands off teaching approach because the student needs to learn how to comprehend the information. 
