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	“Don’t you think that this dialogue seems a little out of place here in your story?” I asked, leaning over the neatly typed sheet on the desk before me.

	“Um … I don’t really think so,” my learner said, not even bothering to lift her pen.

	“Well, as a reader, I’m a little confused,” I said. The learner stared at me blankly. “But you don’t have to do what I say, it’s your own story,” I continued quickly, trying to hide my disappointment.

	“Well, I’m always open for suggestions,” she responded brightly.

	I find conversations like this one akin to banging my head against the wall: I put in plenty of effort, but that hard, solid wall just stares back stubbornly, refusing to budge. Both activities also seem pretty pointless and make me wonder what the purpose could possibly be. Fortunately, when I start looking deeper, the analogy between teaching a stubborn learner and ramming my head against a wall is actually pretty flimsy under the surface.  

	While it might seem like simply walking into a booth with a learner—both of you knowing your purpose is to help him or her—automatically makes your opinion valuable to the learner, that’s not always the case. People who come to the TLC are more than just “learners”—they are also writers, composers, thinkers. A learner may want your input as a tutor, but her opinions about the assignment always come first, because it’s her grades that are on the line and her name in the top left corner. Be prepared to respect the composer that your learner is, but don’t give up right from the start on helping a stubborn learner improve her paper.

	The student who so brightly rejected me in the above conversation is one of my ’57 learners and—don’t get me wrong—a very nice person and talented writer. So why does her rejection sting so much? I think part of the problem stems from my origins as a beginning tutor. Like so many starting out on an epic journey, I started my time as a tutor with all the wrong preconceived notions. In fact, when I first became a tutor, the idea of learners rejecting my advice was a million miles from my thoughts. I was most worried that I would find myself in the booth with lots of time and little to say, and that I would prove unhelpful and unneeded. I was certain that I wouldn’t know what parts of a paper needed work or what to say to a student looking to me for guidance. My active imagination put me in the booth staring at a student’s perfect paper, starting to sweat and checking the clock frequently, wondering what I could possibly say to fill the time.
	
	Now, of course, I know that no student has a “perfect” paper. I’ve also learned a bit about myself—apparently I’m more adept at helping others than I realized. When I finally got into the booth, my worry about finding a comment to make quickly disappeared. Enthusiastic about helping students discover the thought-process behind writing and ready to share my knowledge about college writing, I was soon comfortable finding comments to make to students about their work. Admittedly, it was sometimes hard to decide what issues should be addressed first or which needed the most attention, but it was rare that I was grasping for something to say. 
	
	In fact, you might say that my success went to my head a little. I began to notice that my comments and suggestions were—most of the time—actually helping students learn how to write better papers. So when a student, like my ’57 learner, said something like, “Um, I disagree,” it was tempting to boldly think, “Well wait a second. I’m a helpful resource and you should appreciate me.” I admit, this kind of pride sounds very unflattering, but tutors have their flaws too.

	Truthfully, I knew from my very first tutoring session that the learner should be the one to ultimately decide what goes into her own work and my job is only to give her tools with which to better communicate the ideas she already has. As a tutor who also knows this fundamental rule of tutoring, you might be uneasy about the idea of pursuing your own ideas in the booth. It can be hard to stand firm on a point that needs work in someone’s writing if he or she feels that point is perfectly fine the way it was originally written, even if you know that the writing doesn’t follow the guidelines of the assignment or even of college writing in general. Plus, when you start getting that victorious feeling of helping someone make solid revisions to an assignment, that tutor tragic flaw can begin to grow, making it difficult to determine if your point really is all that valuable. So when a learner tends to ignore your advice and refuse to make real revisions, what can you, the tutor, do?

	In my experience with the aforementioned ’57 learner, I was beginning to ask that question myself. At first, when my learner dismissed a weak plot or incomplete characters as perfectly fine I just left those things alone, ignoring that little prideful voice in my head. Unwilling to confront the learner or alter her work in a way she felt uncomfortable about, I simply gave in and moved to the next point. After a few weeks with this learner, I realized that in order to get anything done, we needed to start making some real revisions to her work. Without even taking the sting of rejection into account, I determined that this learner really could benefit from my advice and there might be a way to share my knowledge with her in a more subtle way.
	
	Trying not to be too pushy or demanding, I began to dwell a little longer on some bigger issues I felt the learner would be wise to address. Finally, I began to convince the learner to agree to take time before the next session to really consider revising certain parts of her story. Without forcing her to make the changes on the spot, the learner felt more comfortable thinking about the issues privately and determining if I had made a valid point.

	When the tutor doesn’t meet with the student regularly, as we do with ’57 learners, it can be even more frustrating to be ignored by a learner. You may know where the paper is weak and there may be a limited time to make the necessary changes to the paper, but the learner may decide her way is the best way. It can help to be patient with the learner, explaining your reasoning and being firm in your judgment. However, being patient and firm still may not be enough to convince the learner that any parts of the paper are flawed. Debating with a learner would be a bad idea, so politely giving up may be the only option in that case, as I was forced to do in the example above. 

	If you do face that situation, however, don’t think of dropping the issue as “giving up,” because there is still value to be found in the experience. Many times, without realizing it, you actually are influencing the writer for the better. It may not be obvious, but the student could be thinking about her paper in a new way, questioning some of her assumptions, or considering how to clarify her composition. Creative composer though she may be, your learner might notice that the outside perspective of another reader can be very helpful, and it can influence her more than either of you realize. I’m glad I didn’t lose hope in my stubborn ’57 learner because now, several polite debates later, she even makes comments about issues in her paper that she knows are my pet peeves before I can, offering to change them during the session. Occasionally I still feel like I am banging my head against a wall, but I’ve learned that it’s worth expressing my opinions for the rare occasions when she decides that I might be right and grows a little more as a writer because of it.

	Although that wonderful feeling of having valid points to make about someone else’s writing can make a learner’s rejection sting a little, I’ve learned a little rejection can be a good thing. When we are challenged and questioned by our learners we become better teachers, and sometimes our learners start thinking more deeply about their own writing. At the same time, I’ve discovered that with some learners a firm and patient attitude might be just enough to get some real revision done. Hard though it might seem, dealing with stubborn learners means striking a balance, coming to an unspoken compromise. So when you hear your first learner say, “Um, I disagree,” don’t give up immediately or square up for a debate; instead, be ready to help your learner as much as possible without forgetting the rights she has as a creative composer.
