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WHAT DO YOU DO IF. . . .?
Your student wants you to do his/her work.  This is often a very subtle, unspoken request from your student.  A tutor must keep in mind that the chief goal is to help the student achieve academic independence.  Gently guide your students toward doing their own work.  Such phrases as “It’s your turn now,” or “You start the problem and I’ll help finish it,” are initial steps in pointing your students toward independence.  At times, though, you may have to be a bit more blunt, such as “It doesn’t do you any good if I do the work for you” or “Look, the more you do, the better you get; the less you do, the longer it will take you to improve.”  Try a gentle push at first, but if you need to shove your students toward independence, then do so gently.

Your student has low self-esteem.  If a person feels negatively about himself or herself, it is not easy to feel good about a subject he or she is having difficulty with.  If your student is constantly putting himself or herself down, then this is a cue to you that you need to help your student feel better.  The easiest place to start is to get your student to notice the things that he or she can do well.  Spend some time at the beginning of the session discussing the positive things that are occurring in your student’s other classes, life, and the particular course you are working on together.  Improving someone’s self-esteem is not always a quick process, but it is usually a successful one if your stay with it.  If your student doesn’t show any signs of gaining a higher level of self-esteem or even verbally opposes your attempts at positive reinforcement, then you should refer the student to counseling office or for professional assistance through the Health Center.

Your student argues or disagrees with you.  Your student may want you to continue doing something that your tutor training has taught you is incorrect.  You must explain as clearly and patiently as possible why what you suggest is right and why your student’s suggestions are inappropriate.  If you feel that there is no alternative way to do the assignment or activity, then you must let the student know.

Your student is late and/or fails to show up for the appointment.  The first time this happens, don’t make too big a deal of it.  Remind your student the importance of being on time or calling if he/she is ill or cannot show up.  Give your student an opportunity to explain why he/she was late or didn’t arrive.  The purpose is not to get rid of student, but to get rid of inappropriate behavior.

Your student criticizes the instructor or other tutors.  Professional ethics prohibit you from commenting negatively about any instructor, tutor, or employee to your students. The surest and quickest method to lose the respect of your supervisor, instructors, fellow tutors, and students is to comment negatively about anyone.  If a student is upset and verbally blasts anyone, listen carefully to determine what the student is saying.  Is the person basically doing his/her job, or is the instructor doing something terribly wrong?  Keep two things in mind: First, your job is to improve the skills of your student.  Secondly, if you reinforce your student’s negative feelings concerning another employee, you will only make your job more difficult.  Also, you are only hearing one side of the story; no matter how unfairly your student seems to have been treated, there is another side to the story you are not hearing.  Listen and give empathy.  If you believe there has been an injustice committed, speak directly with the Tutoring Center Coordinator as soon as possible, either with or without the student.

A fellow tutor is not, in your opinion, doing his/her job.  First of all, make sure that there really is a problem, not just a one-time occurrence.  If, for example, you feel a fellow tutor is constantly rude or abrupt to students, make sure that you just didn’t observe or notice him/her on an off day.  If, however, you have continually noticed certain unprofessional or counter-productive behavior, then quietly report it to the Tutoring Center Coordinator.  Why should you be concerned about the behavior of other tutors?  Quite simply it is because the actions of other tutors reflect upon you as a tutor.  Even more important is the fact that one or two bad tutors can give The Tutoring Center peer tutorial program a bad name and make even your own students reluctant to come to you for assistance.

Your student has not understood your explanation.  Have your student solve a problem similar to the one you just discussed, then explain in his/her own words how they came to the answer.  Have the student apply the explanation to a more difficult task.  Give the student all kinds of clues.

You don’t know the answer to a problem.  Admit you don’t know the answer, then work together to discover the answer.  Your student may learn more from observing your thinking process than from simply being given the correct answer.  The student also sees that you don’t know everything and that you don’t panic or give up.  If all else fails, ask one of your fellow tutors to help find the answer.

Your student is just not trying or working hard enough.  Simply explain your feelings in a straight-forward, unemotional manner to your student.  As you do this, be sure to point out some positive aspects concerning your student’s ability, personality, etc.  Explain that your student is cheating himself or herself by not giving, in your opinion, the best effort possible.  Then listen to your student.  You may be surprised to hear that your student agrees with you and/or that there have been some extenuating circumstances that have contributed to the lack of effort.  Once this discussion is over, be sure to set some short and long term goals that your student can use as motivation and you can use as guides for future effort.

Your student just wants to talk and socialize.  There is nothing wrong with this during a small part of the session, but you need not spend more than a few minutes getting acquainted.  If at the start of your second session, your student still seems to be more preoccupied with verbalization and socialization than work, gently explain that you both are there to improve certain skills.  Explain that the only way to do something better is to do it.  Try giving the student an exercise to work on and then standing up and leaving him/her to work independently for a few minutes.  If your student still continues to socialize rather than work, then you should either refer him/her to the counseling department for professional help with the problem being discussed or to the Tutoring Center Coordinator for an appointment with another tutor.

You are not feeling well, but you make your session.  If you are tutoring and are not at your best, let your students know this as soon as you start your session.  A statement to the effect that you are under the weather today but didn’t want to miss your session alerts you students to the fact that your are not feeling really great.  It also lets your students know that you may not be at your sharpest during the session and to take that into consideration.  As long as you give your students the very best you can, despite how you feel, then one cannot ask for more.

TUTORING SITUATIONS

SITUATION #1
Tutor A overhears tutor B praising his student for trying hard even though the student just failed a test.  Tutor A resolves never to praise a student for failure.  How would you react to a similar situation?

SITUATION #2
The tutor sees that a particularly difficult student whom she has worked with previously has signed up for her hour or is asking for her as a walk-in student.  She avoids the student by asking another tutor to take over.  How would you handle this?

SITUATION #3
The tutor is personally interested in his student and would like to ask her on a date.  At the end of the session he brings up the situation and she agrees to a date the following week.  Would you do the same?

SITUATION #4
The tutor has been working with a student whose time is limited but who has shown that he learns well by practicing and repeating.  The tutor asks the student to do four extra practice problems (about 10 minutes each) and bring the answers at the next session.  Is the tutor justified in asking for extra work?

SITUATION #5
The tutor agrees to do one problem out of twenty homework problems for the student, just to get him started.  (The instructor will grade the homework.)  Would you do the same?

SITUATION #6
The tutor who feels she knows the student fairly well is asked by the student, “I have a C on the midterm and a D on the practice quiz.  I think I’ll withdraw from the course instead of risking my GPA on the final.  What would you do if you were me?”  The tutor tells the student what she would do herself in that situation.  Would you do the same?

SITUATION #7
The tutor is working with a new student who lost the instructions for a paper for her course.  She wants the tutor to help her start the paper anyway.  The tutor suggests she make a trip to the instructor’s office to pick up another sheet of instructions.  The student says, I can’t go; Mr. Brown will think I’m irresponsible!”  The tutor agrees to work with the student on what the student thinks the instructions are.  Would you?

SITUATION #8
The tutor agrees to spend the session telling the student all he remembers about Chapter Five because the student has a test coming up later that day and didn’t have time to read the chapter.  Would you do the same?

Adapted from City College of San Francisco Tutor Training Manual.  
Adapted with permission from AHelping Others Learn, A Guide to Peer Tutoring@ Gier and Hancock, pp. 26-35.
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