The Tutor, The Prince
Paul Kratwell

What reason could you possibly have for helping someone else?  You’ve worked your ass off to make the grade in college.  Your path hasn’t been easy, and at some point you’ve gotten the cold shoulder from someone who could have helped you when you were confused about the library database, or drowning in History notes.  Now, because of your hard work, somebody has labeled you as “gifted” and made it your job to ease the burden of your fellow students—just because you’ve figured out how to play this game.  Sometimes it’s best to fall back on that old Machiavellian truism: “whoever is responsible for another’s becoming powerful ruins himself” (The Prince [c. 1505; London: Penguin, 2003]).  Do you really want a struggling freshman to grow intellectually—under your guidance!—and become future competition for the Honor Roll?  Do you really want a rival to be able to make a crazy hybrid notation like the one in this paragraph? 

I’ll bet you’re thinking that I’m being ironic.  I’ll bet you’re thinking that I’m veiling my real point for an effect—to grab your attention and shoot some positive, supportive sunshine your way at the end.  

Before I go on, let me tell a story about one of my experiences in the booth.  It was my second walk-in.  I met with a freshman who had been placed in advanced classes and promptly failed them all.  He’d been a superstar in high school but apparently didn’t quite “get it” once he arrived here.

“Hey, how’re you doing?  What’re you up to?” I asked as we sat down.  I was ultra-cool to mask my jitters. 
 
“I probably won’t be here long,” answered the young man.  Then he was silent.


Won’t be here long?  What does that mean?  I thought for a while before answering.  I knew this was a pivotal moment in his academic career—and in my tenure as a tutor.  It was imperative that I respond with eloquence and wisdom.  From my library of knowledge, I grasped the ideal utterance:


“Whaddya mean?” I said.

My learner went on to say that he was homesick and the weather was too snowy to drive back home on weekends.  He had no friends or family in Stevens Point and he felt he was wasting his time. 

I put on my serious face and asked him what I could do.

“Well, I don’t know,” he said.  Long pause…“I’m really bad at grammar.”  
Blammo!  I had something to work with.  I explained that I wasn’t a grammar teacher, but that I could read over his paper, or his notes, or his whatever-he-was-working-on, and talk to him about what he was doing right and wrong.  From there, I told him enthusiastically, we could figure out a strategy to get him back on track.


“I’m not really working on anything right now,” he responded.  “I don’t have anything with me.”


Awkward laugh…  The perfect response for such a moment.


After hemming and hawing, I grabbed a handbook (what else was I to do?) and started telling him that a paper’s organization and structure were more important than grammar in most classes.  I asked him questions about how he would go about writing a paper if he were working on one.  A couple of times, he even answered my questions.  The half-hour ended and I took a deep breath.

For the next couple of weeks, I slogged through similar sessions with him.  They were tiring and exasperating, but truth be told, he was a very nice guy.  Then he didn’t show up.  In fact, he never showed up again.

Well, that’s my story.  Do you see where I’m going with this?  I was disappointed.  And I was worried about the guy.  It had nothing to do with academics or our tutor/learner relationship.  He was just a homesick person, floundering in school, feeling he had no place to turn, and I was just someone who had seen into his world and wondered if he was ever going to come back to the lab.  After experiencing life in the booth, I realize that the success of others is important to me.  So, there’s the nugget of sunshine you were looking for.

Niccoló Machiavelli, what do you think of me now!  Do you find me weak for not cruelly and efficiently subordinating my learners?

It’s hard to deny we’re all in this for ourselves.  We all want those three tricky Writing Emphasis credits, and some impressive marks on our résumés, and maybe a nice letter of recommendation to boot.  We want to be recognized for our hard work, and working in the TLC seems like a good way to earn a pat on the back.  We thought of all these things first and foremost, and the fact that we’d have to actually deal with people dawned on us later.

Here’s a fact: you don’t need a pep-talk from me; getting here was the hard part.  There’s no reason to be nervous about being a tutor, and no matter how you approach your new responsibility, you’ll be plump with knowledge by the end.  The one important thing I can say is that you will meet people like my problematic freshman, and you will struggle from time to time when you don’t know how to handle a situation.  Of course, you will continue to think of the personal benefits you receive for being a tutor, and those benefits will be an important reason for you to go through all the trouble.

But you will care about your learners.  You can’t not care.  Meeting people face to face who need understanding is the most important part of the job.  Academics are secondary.

So, what reason could you possibly have for helping someone else?  I don’t know, but once you sit in that booth, you’ll want to do it.  It’s human nature.  We all want to help others succeed, and our role as tutors is really quite simple. 

And as for your own success?  If you’re worried, don’t be.  At the very least, you’ll be a better tutor than Niccoló.      
 
