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On my first day of tutoring at the TLC, I found myself asking this question: how far does the rabbit hole go? Fans of Lewis Carroll and The Matrix will understand this question but not the context. For me, beginning to tutor was like entering into a foreign world. With my first steps into the booth, I felt like I was headed down the rabbit hole. Unable to see where I was going, I did not know what strange things I would encounter or find on the other side of the tunnel. In non-metaphoric terms, I was afraid of entering into a situation uninformed of a learner’s needs, and absolutely terrified of the possibility that a learner might need assistance in a field of writing that was unfamiliar to me.

And so, despite the preparation I received in practicum, on my first day as a tutor, I did not quite know or understand where my time in the booth would take me. In fact, as I have already mentioned, I was afraid of where I might be taken. As it turns out, the mystical box called Booth (a.k.a. the rabbit hole) took me to many places, each an individual world dependent upon my learner. Some of these worlds were completely foreign to me (i.e. Health and Wellness papers), while others seemed to be close to my own home world (i.e. History papers). In the end, I learned an important lesson: just because you can’t see the end of the rabbit hole doesn’t mean you’re not going in the right direction.

As I have already confessed, during my first days at the TLC, I was especially afraid of the unknown. What I have not yet confessed however, is that one unknown dread in particular consumed my thoughts and tested my nerve. Of all the infinite places and worlds that the rabbit hole could take me, this one foreign world terrified me the most. What world and its horrors could this be, you ask? Doth the Red Queen haunt me in the world of fantasy? Was there a computer generated planet giving me a cold shiver in the world of science fiction? Alas my friends, it was neither.

I feared above all the world of poetry. As I had almost no experience with this genre, I was afraid of what I believed was the ultimate tutor failure--not being able to help. When I thought of it, images of infuriated poets danced before my eyes. Millions of them surrounded me, either clutching desperately to their work or waving it in front of my nose. They exclaimed things like, “I’m an artist, you can’t tell me I must revise!” or simply “You have no idea about poetry. Why should I listen to you?” Unfortunately (or so I thought at the time), I was forced to confront these fears rather quickly. My world would never be the same…

My second tutoring session was with a poet. As she was one of my English ‘57 series students, it became clear quite fast that I would not be able to swiftly escape the unknown clutches of the poetic world. I would have to tumble down this rabbit hole for an entire semester, hoping that by some sheer dumb luck I could be helpful to her. 

We began by reading her poem. She felt uncomfortable reading her own work out loud, so I read to both of us. Breaking the air with the first stanza of her poem, a wave of relief suddenly flew over me. I actually knew something about what she was talking about! It wasn’t in Greek or Latin, but plain English, and I knew the subject matter too! The more I read, the more confident I became. Then I came to the end. OK… What now? The floor of the rabbit hole that I thought I had reached suddenly turned into glass and shattered beneath me. What do I do now?

“How did you feel when you were writing the poem?” the first question escaped my lips, and after that they began to come much easier. “Do you feel that you conveyed that successfully in the poem?” From there, we began to talk about what she could do to make her purpose in the poem more clear. I began to ask about her rhyme scheme and her word choice. “Do you feel satisfied with them? What would you like to change?” I told her what I observed from the poem in reflection of her answers, and she would reflect and answer in turn. A constant exchange of information between the two of us began to take place, and my fears of being useless to my learner were dispelled.

The booth took me to a new world that day, my learner’s world of poetry. Though my journey had begun as if I were falling down a darkened rabbit hole, I ended up where I was supposed to be. As in the many sessions I would have yet to come, questions (not dumb luck) were my guide to the learner’s unknown world. And so, as my days in the TLC booths went on, my fear of the unknown continued to lessen. I still check under my bed at night (or I would if it wasn’t just a mattress on the floor), but I learned that the rabbit hole leading to strange lands is nothing to fear. It is only through the introduction to unknown types of writing, these foreign planets, that we can become familiar with them, expanding our own home worlds. I may not have wanted it. I may have feared it. But because of the rabbit hole, the world of poetry has now infiltrated my atmosphere. As I said before, my world would never be the same, and I am a better tutor and writer because of it.

