Guru Tutor
Megan Theys

She peered at the old, bearded man through her tinted snow goggles. He was sitting cross-legged on a desk in the middle of a circular rock platform about thirty feet wide. On the desk there lay scattered papers, open books, pencils, handouts, articles, and cookies.  As she stepped onto the rock, all wind ceased and she pulled off her goggles.


“Oh great TLC guru, I have traveled past the tutor table Sirens and up the mountains of paper.  I have conferred with my fellow Practicum students and was sent to ask the great question,” she said.

“And what is your question?” he inquired humbly.


“How can we be the best tutors ever?” 

He smiled his secret smile but did not answer. Instead, he pointed to a black binder on his desk. The Practicum student slowly walked over and picked it up, noticing the binder had no writing on it. She glanced up at the guru but was startled to find he had vanished, along with the desk and its contents. The only thing that remained was the binder. As she started her trek down the mountain she opened the binder with trembling hands and began to read:

“You come seeking answers. I only have two simple pieces of advice to give you: Don’t concern yourself with applying everything you learn in class to each learner, and learn from your mistakes. However, always remember that I only give advice, not answers. 
First of all, congratulations on becoming a TLC tutor. Welcome to one of the most useful classes you’ll ever take. By now you’ve had a few whirlwind classes in which Bobbi and Mo have tried to explain everything you’re going to learn in the entire semester in a couple of classes, as well as attempted to show you everything you should know about the TLC. How much of that information can you repeat back without looking it up or asking someone for help? My prediction is not that much.
That’s how it is when you’re first in the booth. Although you’ll receive a dozen trees’ worth of paper with suggestions, theories, and tips to utilize in your tutoring, chances are you won’t remember everything when you’re actually tutoring. Do not fret about applying everything you learn in class to each learner. Let us take a look at my very first tutoring session from centuries ago, for example. 

As I entered the booth with my learner, I was nervous but excited. I was pretty confident I could help my first ’57 learner. We started the session, and after the initial socialization was over, she pulled out…three poems. Oh dear, I thought to myself. Despite being an English Education major at the time, I really didn’t like poetry.  After she read them aloud, I didn’t know what to do. The words made sense, the grammar was correct, and I liked the content. What to do, what to do? Eventually I started asking her questions about the poems which lead us into some discussion about them. And, we made it though the session. In a few weeks she brought in a new poem. My stumbling through the first session gave me knowledge on where to start with her new poetry. 
By the time I received information in Practicum on how to work with poetry, I had already figured many of the things out for myself and had created my own style of doing things. The information would’ve been immensely helpful for my first session. However when I was actually in the booth, I had to depend on myself and the information I did remember from class, not a book or a handout. As much material as you cover in class, you’ll actually become a better tutor the more you’re actually with a learner. Do not ail yourself with remembering everything from class and using it with every learner. Use what you know and help the learner the best you can.”




               As the Practicum student finished reading the first page in the binder, she smiled to herself. She looked up, surprised to find she was already halfway back down the mountain. She shifted her attention back to the binder, eagerly turned the page and continued to read:
“Mistakes. They happen to everyone, no matter how much you try to avoid them. Read on to hear the tale of my most memorable mistake.
When I got my first walk-in, I was excited because I wasn’t feeling too confident in some of my ’57 tutorials. After briefly socializing, we got down to business. I learned what the assignment was and we looked at her paper. It was long, so I decided to just work on the first page and hope she would take what she learned in our tutorial and apply it to the rest of the paper. To make a long tale short, we worked on pronoun versus noun usage and clarity of sentences. When there were five minutes left, I quickly scanned the whole paper again. That’s when it hit me. 


‘Have you ever had a good English class where you learned to write an essay, like a five paragraph essay?’ I asked her.


She smiled sheepishly, gave a nervous laugh, and then replied, ‘No.’ Now, you’ll learn soon that in the tutoring session you should first work on higher order concerns, such as the basics of writing a five paragraph essay. Once those concerns are fixed, then you can move on to things like pronouns. In the few minutes we had left I tried to quickly give a lesson on how to write a basic essay. As the session closed I encouraged her to come in again, but didn’t really think she would. 


Now, did I mistake? Certainly. But the important part is I learned from my mistake. I added to my treasure trove of experience and knowledge through my mistake. I was taught to work on higher order concerns and then lower order concerns in class. However when I actually got in the booth, I didn’t remember everything I had learned in class. So, I made a mistake and learned from my experience. 


You came seeking the answer to a question. Despite the simple question, the answer is complex. There is no one word answer. Instead, as you read in this binder, mostly you have to discover the answer for yourself. Don’t worry about applying everything from class to each learner or about making mistakes. The only way to learn how to be a guru tutor is to get in the booth, find your style, and make mistakes. So wise Practicum student, set forth and tutor.”

As the Practicum student finished reading, she reached the bottom of the mountain. Before she could ponder the last words of the guru, the binder disappeared in a puff of smoke. Slowly she walked up to the group of her fellow Practicum students. They looked at her with anxious faces and eagerly asked, “Well, what did he say?” 


She smiled her secret smile, but did not answer. 
