My Name is Brittany and I am Irrational

Brittany Swanson

On August 1, 2007 around 6 pm I was sitting in my home in the Twin Cities suburbs listening to the radio.  Out of nowhere, the DJ announced that a bridge on Interstate 35 had collapsed into the Mississippi River.  After my initial shock and disbelief, my thoughts immediately shifted to one of my best friends, K.C.  He worked on the University of Minnesota’s campus over the summer, which happened to be right next to the fallen bridge.  
I became very anxious and was sure that he was on the bridge at the exact moment of the collapse and was now dead.  I ran to find my cell phone hoping to contradict my fears and get a hold of him. As soon as I reached my phone I noticed that I had missed a call and, sure enough, it was from K.C.  That observation confirmed it for me.  He was dead.  He was driving home on the bridge when it collapsed causing him to plummet to his death.  He had called me to say goodbye.  He was dying and had to make one last phone call. My friend was dead.  I would never see him again.  I couldn’t believe this was happening.  Instead of listening to the message, I spent the next five minutes frantically calling him hoping that maybe there was a chance I was wrong.  He didn’t answer.  
I gave up.  I was in the beginning stages of grief as the reality was starting to really sink in. It was at this point in time that I received a phone call- it was K.C.  It was the real K.C., the living K.C., and not his deceased incarnation. He was alive!
Yes, I was and am happy that he was alive.  However, I could have saved myself an immense amount of stress and sadness.  Looking back there were several facts that I had known at the time but had chosen to ignore.  First of all, K.C. never worked past 5 pm and was on the road well before the accident.  Second of all, the bridge was on the north side of Minneapolis and he lives on the south side.  He would have no reason to travel over that bridge. Third of all, if K.C. had in fact been on the bridge he would not have had enough time to call me in the time between the bridge’s detachment and the plunge into the water.  Finally, if he were to make a “one last phone call” I would not have been the first one he would call, but rather person number five, or maybe even number ten.  Given all of these facts, why would my mind go straight to the worst possible scenario?  The answer lies in one sector of my personality- I am a worrier.

Not only does this character flaw affect me when it comes to people but it also applies to my academic life, in this case Tutor Practicum.  I had my initial doubts about this tutoring business, but my first day in Practicum I was positive that this would end in disaster.  I knew that most students probably felt apprehensive at the beginning, but I felt that it was an entirely different situation for me.  Unlike the other students, I was incompetent and unintelligent.  I knew Mo and Bobbie were both smart individuals and that the only reason that they had chosen me was either by mistake or I had become amazingly talented at the art of deception.  

What was the worst that could happen?  I pondered this question over and over again in my head.  It wasn’t a question that I used to relieve my anxiety as most people would, but rather a platform for me to dive into the creative treachery of my mind.  I didn’t feasibly think that anyone would die because of my tutorial session nor did I think that I would cause someone’s life to fall apart, but I didn’t rule it out. 

I was positive I didn’t deserve to be sitting in that classroom in the TLC.  I was positive I didn’t deserve having my name on the tutoring schedule.  I knew nothing about writing.  I had taken one English class since high school and I didn’t need to know much to get by.  I had forgotten grammar and punctuation rules years ago.  How could I possibly communicate ideas to learners that I wasn’t even sure of?  With this concern plaguing the back of my mind, I somehow managed to survive my first few English ’57 tutorials.
Having a few English ’57 tutorials out of the way, I narrowed my intense worry down to walk-ins.  Don’t get me wrong, I was still completely and entirely anxious over the ’57 tutorials, it was just that the front-runner of my fear transitioned to the unpredictable arrival and situations of the walk-ins.  

Though we were taught that each walk-in tutorial was unique and different, in my mind they were predictable.  I knew exactly what would happen and I played it out repeatedly in my head.  The learner would come in, and though the paper and subject differed with each daydream, the end result was the same—I wasn’t of any help and the learner was left frustrated and I was left utterly embarrassed.

I fretted every morning, with the previous scenario replaying continuously in my mind, the whole twelve-minute trek to the TLC.  Every day, three days a week, I left after my time slot without the experience of a walk-in.  As the weeks went on, I became more and more worrisome, constantly building up the horror and immensity of my impending tutorial disaster.  In Practicum, my classmates would talk about their “no-big-deal” walk-in experiences.  They had each already done so many of them that it was all old news.  Though, this may or may not have been true, I used it to psych myself out further.  I figured that by the time I actually received a walk-in, I was way behind all my classmates.  I named myself “The WORST Tutor of the TLC” and felt completely justified in that title.

After twelve weeks of build-up I walked into the TLC on Monday morning and was greeted by my first walk-in.  As I enthusiastically chatted with the learner, while all I could think was “Don’t freak out! Don’t freak out!” while I was simultaneously freaking out.

He wanted to go over his paper for his business class.  We read through the paper.  We talked about areas that needed clarification as well as grammar mistakes that he was repeating.  Even though I had done assignments just like it before, for classes in similar subjects, it felt so foreign.  I felt like I was working with him to ruin the paper, and despite the fact that we were going over what he wanted to cover, I felt as though I was wasting his time.  After the tutorial was over, he thanked me and said that I had really helped him out.  I knew he what he truly meant to say was that I was useless and that he would never come back to the TLC again.  So even though I got my first walk-in under my belt, and, in reality, it probably went just fine, I still maintain the same fear that has been my companion the entire semester.

So as I am sitting here trying to figure out what I want to say, I bring one thing to the table.  I am not an expert.  I am not a grammarian.  I have never felt as though I rocked a tutorial and I just may very well hold the title of “The WORST Tutor of the TLC”.  However, I do have fear.
While sometimes it can be, I admit, a little irrational, the fear is the one thing that I truly feel has kept me trucking along.  I had to force myself through my first tutorial.  In retrospect, I realize that it wasn’t the catastrophe that I had imagined.  Despite this, I maintained my usual state of pure panic believing that although the last session went fine, I wasn’t as helpful as I should have been.  I believed that I was straight-up incompetent and my next session would be the disaster.  After every tutorial I went through, I felt the same relief turn into the same fear.  
While some would argue that being constantly afraid is not optimal, I would disagree.  Fear actually comes in handy.  Fear can be what drives you.  It can be the motivator to push through and improve.  Worrying about the next session forced me to think about why I felt incompetent in the last session and how I could do better.  Being afraid of failure forced me to care more about how each session pans out, how each writer pans out.  I think that it is this sense of caring, this investment, that students really want and need in a tutor.   

For those of you that fear tutoring or are even slightly worried, I will not tell you that it will all be ok and that it isn’t as bad as you picture.  Telling you this won’t ease your apprehensive mind, I understand.  Just don’t give up.  Although your worries may not disappear, work through it.  Use the fear to make each tutorial better and to make each writer better.  While this fear may later seem irrational, like my fear of my friend’s death or tutoring for that matter, it may be the thing that pushes you to be successful in the TLC.
