Starting Out Wrong, Getting it Right

Matt Deets


When I first met with Bobbie and Mo to discuss the possibilities of becoming a tutor in the TLC, I was a little apprehensive.  Okay, a lot apprehensive.  After all, I knew I could write and read well, but I didn’t know the first thing about teaching others how to do so.  However, I am a Psychology major looking toward a future in counseling, so I figured the interpersonal, one on one experience would be beneficial.  It would be a great opportunity to begin helping people in a formal setting.  So, after sitting on the decision for a short time, I decided to sign myself up for tutoring.  I would soon come to find out just how much I really didn’t know about tutoring, but at the same time just how much I did.


My first sessions were a bit scary, but went relatively well.  I found that I really did know more about teaching others than I thought.  I was able to provide useful feedback that my learners actually found helpful and I felt really good about that.  It wasn’t until I started having sessions with learners more regularly that I began encountering difficulties.

I started running out of ideas.  My learners would come in with pieces that they had worked on, looking for feedback, and I could just see myself through their eyes looking back blankly.  I didn’t know what was happening.  I seemed to be losing the beginner’s luck that had carried me through the first few weeks of sessions.  My well of useful insights was running dry.    


On top of running short on ideas, the ideas I was coming up with seemed to be falling on deaf ears.  I could feel the tension in the booth as I threw out my opinions that my learners could use to improve their writing.  I suggested to one learner that she should consider using outlines to guide her as she wrote.  She looked at me as if I was speaking another language.  I was reaching the end of my rope and my frustration was beginning to mount.  I felt distraught and an increasing sense of anxiety.  I needed to think fast.


It was after one particularly difficult session that the secret that would make all of my troubles disappear was revealed to me.  I was telling my dad, a professional counselor, how it just didn’t seem like I was really good at this whole tutoring thing.  My knowledge bank was wearing thin and in the booth it felt as though I might as well have been meeting with the mannequins they use to display the latest trends.  After finishing my rant, my father revealed to me the wisdom that would save my tutoring career.


“Son,” he said, “it may not feel like it, but you really are helping these kids you’re meeting with.  Just by being there, you’re helping them.”  I couldn’t believe it.  It was the same spiel that Bobbie and Mo had lectured on in practicum.


“The thing to remember,” he continued, “is that you’re not always going to feel as though you’ve made a difference.  As a matter of fact, you probably won’t feel good about your sessions the majority of the time.  However, if you can stick with it and keep encouraging the students you’re meeting with, then eventually you’re bound to make a breakthrough, and then it will all be worth while.”

I was stunned.  So it turned out everything Bobbie and Mo had preached to us so religiously was actually true.  I mean, my dad of all people had to know what he was talking about in this regard; it’s what he did for a living.  I ended that conversation convicted as to what I was doing wrong and with a new attitude of what my job as a tutor was.  I didn’t need to have all of the answers or be filled with profound insights, I simply needed to encourage the learners I met with and provide the best feedback I could.  In so doing, all of the details in my sessions were bound to fall into place. 



I went into my next several sessions with my newly refined tutoring techniques.  As I expected, they worked great.  One learner I was working with, who never seemed confident about anything she wrote, actually smiled and vocally expressed her satisfaction with a piece that she was writing.  She was even a bit defensive when I made some suggestions on ways to improve the piece, proving even further how satisfied she really was with her writing.  Another learner I was working with had ambitions of dabbling in journalism.  So, I encouraged her to try her luck at an expository.  She wrote two and she showed marked improvement from one piece to the next.  She displayed an increased understanding of the work involved and the components necessary for these kinds of pieces. She even stated how she felt a lot more comfortable with writing this new genre.


I like to think that I had a bit of influence in the changes I saw with these two learners.  I stuck with them and found that more than any grammar rule or writing technique I could try to get across to them, the best tactic I could employ was simply to offer encouragement and to drive them beyond their comfort zones.  I pushed them to reach their fullest potential and showed that I genuinely cared about helping them.  What I found was that learners appreciate this more than anything.   


If I were to leave one piece of advice with the next group of practicum students, it would simply be the following.  Try more than anything to relate to and build up your learners.  They’re probably just as apprehensive about the sessions as the tutor.  The last thing they want is to feel inadequate or inferior, which is probably what will happen if the tutor begins critiquing their paper and throwing out opinions, without first laying some sort of foundation for the tutor-learner relationship.  Chat with them, show interest in their lives, and promote their desires to try things they have never tried before, even if you think they’ll totally bomb.  Relationship is the key, especially with the ’57 learners whom you’ll meet with all semester.  So, make the learner feel comfortable and chances are you’ll feel comfortable as well.  Encourage and give all you can to your learners and I’m sure you’ll find you get much more in return.

