Poetry?
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As an experienced content area tutor, a clerical helper, and an occasional computer guide, I began this semester with a solid background in tutoring at the TLC. I’ve had many tutoring sessions in the areas of math, biology, and geography so I know how to run a tutorial session. I also help out at the front desk so I already understand how everything works behind the scenes. Basically, I already spend most of my days in the Tutoring Learning Center. Becoming a reading/writing tutor seemed like the natural thing to do next. When I was offered the opportunity, I couldn’t turn it down.  


As I considered the upcoming semester of tutoring, only one thing worried me. How will I tutor English ’57 learners?  You see, I don’t consider myself to be a creative writer. I have written a few short stories in my life, but they were almost always assigned. I’ve even written a few songs here and there, but they certainly don’t count as poetry. Poetry! I never even considered the fact that I’d have to tutor someone in poetry. The thought of having to tutor poetry didn’t occur to me until the subject was brought up at the beginning of practicum. They want me to tutor poetry? I can’t tutor poetry! I don’t have any experience in the area of poetry. I did have an English literature class my sophomore year of college. We looked at poetry. The parts of the poems I understood were the parts the professor explicitly explained. Even then, I had trouble comprehending. 


So the day came for my very first English ’57 tutorial. You’ll never guess what my writer had brought in for me. A poem. Great. Why me? As I considered all the ways to make myself look smarter than I really am, I decided to just be honest. So I told her I’m not an expert in poetry. That would definitely be understating the obvious. But I also found a way to make it sound more positive. I told her that due to my lack of experience, I would be able to bring a different perspective to her poetry. Surprisingly enough, she completely agreed with me and even seemed excited about the upcoming semester. 

So we moved on with the tutorial session. Not knowing what else to do, I asked her if she’d like to read her poem to me. I listened carefully as she read. I even followed along on the page, but I must confess that the entire poem was completely over my head. Great! Now, what do I do? She’s already done reading and we still have over half the session left. I’ve experienced not knowing what to do in a math tutorial. When a student comes in with a question I can’t answer, I ask if they brought their book along. It becomes a wonderful opportunity to model finding the answers. Unfortunately, my writer’s poem did not come with a guidebook. Though, I guess it did come with a guide. Why don’t I ask her what it means? So I asked her. I said, “What is this poem about?” As dumb as that question seemed at the time, it turned out to be the exact question I needed to ask. She started explaining the whole poem to me from beginning to end. As I started to understand, I began asking questions about certain parts of the poem. She clarified lines, explained the words she chose, and showed me how to read her poem. I even began to like her poem—a lot.

As the semester continued, I read and helped with many more poems. I even worked with a few other English ’57 learners. It really is amazing how every one of them just happened to be working on poetry. Along the way, I even learned a few things. I learned that writing poetry is a lot like math. It starts out being harder than it looks, but ends up being easier than you thought it would be. Hold on a second. I’m about to explain. 


Through my numerous math tutorials, I’ve learned there are two basic struggles math students have. For some students, if they understand everything the professor says in class, they think they’re ready for the test. I’ve had many such learners added to my schedule after they failed their first exam. I tell them all the same thing. The best way to study for a math exam is to practice doing math. You see, math is harder than it looks. Watching the professor carefully does not make one good at math anymore than tutoring poetry makes one a good poet. It’s harder than it looks.


The second basic struggle many math students have is that they make math harder than it really is. Most of these students have been brought up thinking they’re “just not good at math.” They see math as a gift you’re somehow born with. Because of their mindset, they predetermine that all math is hard. When something makes sense to them, they just assume they’re doing it wrong. As a tutor to these students, I point out to them all the things they already know how to do quite well. Then, I show them how simple the rest of it can be. 


So where’s the connection to poetry? Well, the connection is with me. Over the course of the semester, I realized that I had the same attitude about poetry. I regarded it as a gift others have and I don’t. This made it very interesting for me to see how much some poets struggle with their poems. They don’t get it all right the first time. Instead, they painstakingly belabor every word to make sure it’s exactly right. It seems that the best poets are the ones who do this the most. This was where I began to see the value in writing poetry. Don’t get too excited. I’m not about to become a poet. It’s also where I learned how to read poetry and how to tutor poetry. I’m not pretending to have the answers for every situation, but I did figure out what works for me.


I start every session by asking the writer what the poem is about. That question seemed really dumb to me originally, but I now realize it’s important. If I don’t know what the writer is trying to convey, then I can’t help them ensure they’ve sent the right message. After discussing the background, we read the poem. Then, the real tutoring begins. I go over their poems word by word and line by line. I question every word they chose and every line break. I found out why they chose to write their poem in the way they did. I also share with them what I get out of the poem. When they explain an idea to me, I repeat it back to make sure I’ve got it right. I’ve had so many deep conversations about so many things. I’ve had so much fun tutoring poetry. I cannot believe I just said that.

In conclusion, I’d like to say that this paper wasn’t really written to tell you how to tutor poetry. If I shared some good ideas with you, that’s wonderful and I’m glad. However, I hope you take something more from my essay. Tutoring poetry taught me to not be afraid of the unknown. It taught me to be willing to step out of my comfort zone and take some risks. I may have even learned a thing or two about poetry.
