Too Easy…

Carl R. Olson

	One day I was listening to my fellow tutors relate their experiences in tutoring.  We had been warned about potential problems in the tutoring booth: how a learner might be reluctant or have a paper that needs rewriting – and it’s due right now.  We had been trained how to handle these instances: how to use positive language or address some issues instead of others.  Now my colleagues were relating their experiences and I couldn’t help thinking: Is it really that easy?

	I don’t mean to appear arrogant, egotistical or narcissistic.  It’s just that I have been led to think that my experience with tutoring would be a series of trials testing my ability to communicate effectively with others.  So far, it hasn’t been.  I can’t say that I thought that every session would be a metaphorical battle.  I can say, though, that as a practicum student enough of an emphasis was placed on the possibility of encountering a situation that I had to react, mentally, in some real way.  So I prepared myself for the worst.

	One example of a difficult situation is when one of my peers told the class about a walk-in learner she tutored where the student had a paper due in less than an hour.  To complicate matters the paper had several major issues as well as many minor concerns about it (the organization wasn’t clear, sentence structure needed to be revised and grammar was less than optimal).  She was able to help the student, to a degree, but worried that her help was all for naught because of the lack of time for revising.  In this case the tutor was not worried about her ability as a tutor, but rather about her ability to help someone when forced into a difficult situation.

	Another example showcases the tutor’s perceived inability to help the learner because of a lack of understanding of the subject material.  The tutor in this case knew very little about poetry, so naturally she was assigned a ’57 learner who wanted to write poetry (please note that this was not by design; it seemed that the Fates were conspiring against this tutor, as she later received several walk-in learners who wrote poetry).  The tutor was able to provide the student with help.  Her concern lay in the anxiety she felt during the process.  This anxiety was something that she ultimately had to overcome, and I believe she did, very well.  In the same way the previous example also managed to overcome her concern about an inability to effectively help her learner.

	So it followed, in my mind, that even though difficult situations might come up (or most certainly would come up, as I was told by everyone around me), if I learned how to manage them properly I would succeed and eventually better myself as a tutor.  Knowing this did not negate the concern that I felt, however.  It’ll probably never get rid of it entirely.  The concern I feel lies in the question of how much I should be concerned.  I may be assigned a ’57 learner that always shows on time, always has work prepared and has the best chemistry for my tutoring style.  I may receive any number of walk-in learners who don’t really want my help, don’t care about the quality of their work or always want me to write their paper for them.  Then again, the world may end tomorrow because of a previously unknown chemical-chain-reaction deep within the Earth’s core that started when Al Gore invented the internet.

	So should I be concerned?  Actually, the answer is “yes.”  I, and by extension you, should be concerned that you will have to deal with something that is outside of your element, something that makes you uncomfortable.  But you should not – and I do want to stress this point – YOU SHOULD NOT be worried-concerned.  By this I mean that you should take the time to think about what you might do, but don’t dwell on it to the point of losing sleep (and possibly hair) over the issue.

	If you do find yourself “freaking out,” as the expression goes, consider some basic relaxation techniques.  First of all, breathe.  Increasing the flow of oxygen to the brain reduces stress.  Anyone who’s flown in an airplane knows this, as it’s mentioned with every preflight check.  Second, try to visualize yourself in whatever situation concerns you the most.  Don’t run from the idea (mentally, that is): embrace it, but ask yourself questions about it.  “What would I say if this happened?”  “What would I do if someone did this?”  Third, remember that you’ve got an entire semester of learning ahead of you, wherein you’ll learn about situations that may come up and how to handle them.  The advice you’re going to receive is good, so remember it and apply it.  Also remember that you’ve got any number of experienced, veteran tutors hanging out around you.  Take a moment to ask a question and someone will be able to help.  That’s what we’re trained to do.  Finally, if the stress of the possible is too great for you to handle, think about something else.  Do something to take your mind off of it.

	My approach to tutoring mostly utilized this latter technique: I just didn’t think about it until it happened.  When confronted with something difficult (and it did happen) I just remembered what I had been taught and went from there.  For example, recently I met with a learner whose paper was due in less than an hour.  Additionally English was a second language for her, so I knew that there might be communication concerns.  I will admit that I – just a little – panicked inside.  But the sensation went away as I employed the techniques I had been taught.  I asked about her class, her assignment and how her semester was going.  I read the opening to her paper then asked her to help me with the rest (by reading and paraphrasing as we went).  I clarified what she wanted help on (as we didn’t have time to go over the big concerns).  When she told me she just wanted help with sentences and grammar I relaxed even more.  After all, it was her paper and not mine that was being handed in.  I could help her as far as I could, but if she wanted more she would need to be more prepared in the future (and I believe she knew that coming in to that particular session).

	I may have elaborated more than necessary, so let’s take a moment to sum up: Is tutoring really that easy?  For some of us, yes it is.  For others, not so much; there may be times where you would rather eat glass than sit through another session with a learner who wants to write only poems about tulips and Heavy Metal music.  To be sure, there will be times that try your soul.  What matters is the attitude you have when you approach these situations.  Take a moment to think.  Ask some questions to get to know your learner.  Remember what you’ve been taught.  Use your resources.  Relax.  And remember to breathe.  You’ll do just fine.
