You Want Me to What?
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     Tutor. "A teacher or teaching assistant in some universities and colleges having a rank lower than that of an instructor." That sounds about right. In essence, we in the TLC do everything a normal teacher does, but for less pay. That's a pretty scary thought. The teaching part, not the less pay. Me, a twenty year-old middle-class kid from Who Cares Wisconsin teaching other kids that fit the same criteria? No way. And sometimes English isn't their first language? What did I get myself into? Some questions I asked myself at the beginning of my work in the TLC. And then I realized there were free cookies and 25-cent coffee. From then on I was hooked. Seriously though, what qualifies me to help other people in the same situation I am? What makes me different?

     Nothing much separates me from the other 6 billion people in the world. So why do people come to me for help? It's not just for the coffee or cookies, so what could it be? The answer: I don't know. But what I do know is that working on something with someone else will always help. Having someone there to say, "How can you make that more clear" is more helpful than staring at your paper for three hours knowing something is wrong. Having a person suggest a rhyme or a new poetic style can lead to boundless expression and creativity. Simply saying, "What do you mean?" can change and improve an entire paper better than an entire pot of coffee.  And having a person simply ask, "Why?" can be more beneficial than any amount of music in any iTunes folder. People come to the TLC wanting help, and we give them the opportunity to help themselves. They are the teacher. We just observe and ask why.

    I think that in reality, we're all tutors. At one point in life every one of us has taught someone something. We have revealed a new way of thinking, an ideology, a conundrum, or even an unsolvable question. Every time we've done that we've tutored. A person can understand the rules, but not understand the game. We exist only to provide and reveal strategies to succeed at the game. Only by listening can we identify someone's problem, and only by listening can we help them figure out how to solve it.

    Don't get me wrong; tutoring isn't easy. There's always the possibility of the oft-feared crier, or the "Fix it" learner, or sometimes even the dreaded, "My teacher sent me." This is where the class comes in. Sometimes it just damned hard to engage someone, and if they're not engaged in talking and listening with you, some learning problems will occur. In class is where the tutors can pick up some skills and some knowledge that will help in tutoring the "un-tutorable." More than not, just by talking and asking questions tutors can help a learning learn something. Expanding the mind and providing new skills are both things tutors will probably accidentally end up doing, and I think that's the biggest part of tutoring. More goals are scored in soccer by accidental touches than by intentional ones, it's the same while tutoring. If we as tutors just keep sticking our foot out there, eventually we'll make contact and score a goal. The important thing is to have the cajones to stick your foot out in the first place.

     One of the biggest difficulties I have and still have tutoring is not putting in my “two cents.” It’s really difficult, especially without the aid of coffee, when a learner asks you, “What do you think this should be?” to say, “what do you think?” instead of what you really believe. Sometimes the hardest part of life is letting go. Although your learner may have a better paper/poem/essay with your direct input and word choice, they will have learned nothing. They may have come to the TLC to find someone to tell them what to say, but we have to make them accidentally learn. If we’re not helping them learn to write for themselves, we are only setting them back. From then on that writer will look for outside help instead of investigating on their own. Then; we have failed.

    In the end, all I know in my caffeinated state of tutoring is that somewhere in everyone is a good writer. There may be a multitude of reasons why that good writer hasn't showed his or her face yet, and it's our job to pull that good writer out. We have to wrestle with that writer, get dirty with that writer, force them to force themselves to write, and all of a sudden…BLAM! Better writing. Sometimes surprisingly better writing. Sometimes the learner is surprised they've written it. That's a pretty cool feeling. When a learner comes in proud of something they've written, or excited to show it to you, you've accomplished something. I don't know exactly what, but something phenomenally important has happened.
