Valhalla: Where Courageous Tutors Feast on Cookies
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Sharpen your swords—check your armor for rips and tears—make certain your wits are keen.  You are about to begin the epic battle that is the life of a TLC tutor.  You will face formidable foes in combat: uncooperative learners, feelings of incompetence in tutorials, overwork and academic burnout.  Everyone has their own unique struggles, and while Practicum helps prepare you, the best way to learn to overcome them is by doing.  If you are brave and heroic, you will come to feel at home in that haven of worthy warriors: Valhalla, where the valiant feast forever on Cheryl’s tasty cookies.  
When I entered the practicum class, I was itching to get into the booth and start tutoring.  Maybe it was because I had taken 357 twice myself and knew how the sessions went; maybe it was because of my passion for writing (I want to be an English professor someday).  Whatever it was, I was convinced that working in the TLC was going to be great—epic, even.  And usually, it is.  Sometimes, though, things don’t go the way you have planned, and when that’s the case, you have to remember your battle training.
My first problematic experience as a tutor came with one of my ‘57 learners, whom I’ll call Brynhild.  Beginning near the start of the semester, Brynhild habitually cancelled appointments, rescheduled them, cancelled those, rescheduled again—and so on.  She didn’t want to write and had a hard time bringing in the required number of poems.  Even when she did have work, she was reluctant to open herself up and discuss it.  I also kept getting the impression that she didn’t know what she was supposed to be doing for the class, even though I had explained it to her repeatedly.  What was I doing wrong?  Was I failing somehow as a tutor?  Most importantly, how could I gain battle experience if I could never pick up my sword?
Once the chink opened in my armor, it kept getting bigger and bigger.  I started to take Brynhild’s lack of initiative personally and mentioned at the tutor table how I felt like I was inadequate or unworthy somehow, and that was why she kept cancelling appointments.  One of the veteran tutors was having the same problem with one of his learners, and we hypothesized that they were off consorting together when they were supposed to be having tutorials.  As it turned out, both of these learners had a lot going on in their lives that made it difficult for them to make productive weekly tutorials.  I began to be able to put things in perspective: it wasn’t my fault, after all.  With my spirits lifted, I started to look for ways to help my reluctant poet and brought handouts, books, and the poetry box into the booth to inspire her.  Each session, I began by asking her what her favorite things about her poems were, which turned out to be a good way to get her talking.
And so the mighty warrior princess (that’s me) repaired her armor and picked up her shield to head once more into the battlefield.  To be honest, I’ve never been particularly thick-skinned, and it’s taken me a long time to learn not to take learners’ bad attitudes personally.  In a few of my walk-ins, it seemed the learners were there only because their professors had told them to come.  Consequently, they were uncommunicative and uninterested in the sessions and appeared to just want to get them over with.  During these tutorials, it was difficult to resist the urge to watch the clock—how much longer until I could get them out?  How many more minutes did I have to spend trying to get them to understand MLA citation or parallel structure?  Most importantly, when could I return to the table, substantially populated by my fellow English majors, and jump back into the discussion about the process of writing poetry, the difficulties of finding an agent, or zombie dinosaurs?

Distressed as I was by these everyday TLC mishaps, less than half a semester into my tutoring experience, I found myself trapped in a quagmire.  While I had slain the goblins (stay with me here) and avoided life-threatening arrows, more or less, here was a dragon coming at me from behind.  I’ll call him Hrungnir.

It’s not that Hrungnir was a vicious sort of dragon, but, to continue the analogy, he tended to breathe fire on anyone he got close to.  I had known Hrungnir previously in another capacity, and I had referred him to the TLC, knowing he could benefit from our services.  That was also the way in which I found out about his learning disability as well as some (often negative) experiences other students had had with him.  Therefore, when I turned up for my shift at the TLC a few days later, I was somewhat unpleasantly surprised to find out he had requested two tutorials with me per week.

What’s a warrior princess to do?  I spent the weekend ruminating about this new dilemma.  Did I back down from the challenge and pass the dragon on to someone else?  Or did I enter battle and hope I emerged unsinged?  Was the overlapping relationship between the outside and the TLC too much in this case?  The dark rain came down hard, making my sword slippery in my hand.
In the end, I only had one tutorial with Hrungnir, which was reasonably productive, all things considered.  Toward the beginning, it took some effort to direct his attention to his quiz preparation and away from the political views of his professor.  I had him talk through the readings and the assignment to see how well he understood them, and while he had to leave early for class, I felt that we had made some progress.  However, further interactions with him outside the TLC caused me to bring the issue to Mo, who agreed he should be taken off my schedule and be given to someone who could help him more with his individual needs.  Whew, I thought.  There’s one fireball dodged and a lesson learned: not every battle is for you.  At peace with the world, I returned to the tutor table ready for some heavy literary discussion, or at least a few good laughs.
In one aspect, the tutor table is far superior to Valhalla in that you don’t have to get killed first to go there—although Cheryl’s cookies are to die for.  Not having to fight Fenrir at Ragnarok, the end of the world in Norse mythology, is also a big plus.  But the camaraderie, the shared wisdom, and the delicious food are all yours once you overcome your own personal dragons, whatever they may be.

