September 22, 2004

I’ve just had my first online tutoring session.  I’m not sure how I feel about it.  I felt very vague, but, then again, I always feel vague when students who are typically “good” students ask me if their papers are good enough to turn in.  It’s such a subjective thing, and I’d love to be encouraging or sit down and completely mark-up and turn their good ideas into a masterpiece of composition.  I do, after all, like to edit far more than I like to churn out ideas.

What I did notice, however, was that I felt much less limited by how I look and my body language.  As far as the student was concerned, I could be a man, a woman, a tenured professor (yeah right), or simply “old enough to have authority”.  I often change my clothes several times in the morning in an effort to dress professionally enough to satisfy myself.  

This may seem odd, as the Writing Center has no dress code.  In fact, one of my first conversation with Jean went something like, “Is there a dress code?”  “Nope, not really.”  “So I could, in theory, pierce my face several times over?”  “Sure.”  However, I dress to motivate myself, maybe to even fool myself into thinking that I really do have the authority to tell people how to improve their writing.  

Anyway, before I find myself meandering down another path of self-discovery (sometimes, living in my head is like living in a state park, full of crazy hiking paths), back to my tutorial.  Without having to show my face, I could convey my authority through language.  I chose a nondescript instant messenger name “PittWCtutor” and kept my profile and other instant messenger add-ons blank.  After all, my point with online tutoring is that it can help root out some of the negative aspects of face to face, including a tutorial not being as successful as it could be because of a sex/age/race bias in either party.  

But I had to find a different way to establish my authority other than simplicity.  I tried to choose appropriate language and refrain from some of the netspeak that I use in online conversations with my friends.  In essence, I employed some of the strategies of a face to face tutorial, addressing the student with polite respect and not necessarily becoming the student’s peer until the tutoring session wound down, as I did throw an emoticon ( the student’s way before logging off the instant messenger service.

October 30, 2004


I just finished my second online tutorial.  It’s been rather hard to find people to participate in the program by just passing out flyers, so I took a little initiative when I was tutoring face to face and working the desk at the Writing Center.  I had a student on Thursday who said she’d need more help once she’d made some changes that we had gone over, so I suggested that we work online.  Then, on Friday, another girl came in looking for an appointment.  The consultants were booked full, so I suggested she try online tutoring as well.


The first student, H., agreed to discuss her paper online at one o’clock today.  I didn’t receive her paper until 12:55 pm.  That alone was a bit stressful, as I was very worried that there would be some sort of hang up that wouldn’t allow me to view her paper.  However, I did.  I talked to H. for an hour, and I could have spent more time talking to her.  I think that may become an issue to address—the time frame.  The time fly by when I was talking to H.  While I waited for her to reply, I moved further down in her paper and had notes already started for our next issue.  Plus, when I wasn’t doing that or waiting, I could easily occupy myself at my computer by reading her paper and thinking through other problems. 


My second potential tutorial, L., had an appointment set up for 2 pm today.  I think she forgot that part, because she sent her paper at 2 pm but did not send her screen name.  I emailed her back to request such, but I may try to just help her in an email exchange if time does not work out.  While I would be willing to rearrange my schedule some to accommodate students, it turns out that I’m pretty busy this weekend socially.


However, I wonder if tutoring like this will make me more apt to rearrange, as I am at home anyway on my computer.  This could cause a problem for whoever decides to tutor online next, as they might not be able to be as flexible.  Consistency is good, so I think I should try to be diligent about keeping the time frame the same and not be too accommodating.  At the same time, however, these students are technically doing me a favor by participating in a quasi-experiment.  Hmm…


One other really cool part about tutoring online is that I can listen to music while I type.  It’s nice to have something upbeat playing when the conversation turns to mundane issues in grammar, like conjunctions.  (Conjunctions and their relationship with commas, by the way, are what I spend about 70% of my tutorials talking about.)  


I need a more active recruitment strategy for tutorials though, since being proactive was what got me these two potential hits.  Maybe I’ll hang up flyers; I’m pretty good at that!

November 20, 2004

I know, I know, it’s been awhile, but I’ve had two slow weekends tutoring online.  I’ve met a lot of frustrations already in this project, but they’re really as simple to handle as the ones that I’ve encountered when just working the front desk at the Writing Center.


People, in general, seem to have a problem with timeliness or time management. I often, as Sandy will tell anyone, have this problem myself.  Unless I’m supposed to unlock the doors at work, I often show up at 9:05. I do this because I know that nobody will notice my absence for that five minutes.  So, I guess I can understand why people aren’t often on time with their e-mail replies or even ask to reschedule when their appointment is about to start.


Today, for instant, I had my first male student (oooh…).  It shouldn’t be that significant, but so far my only clients have been women.  I hoped to be able to compare responses and such (because gender issues dorkishly interest me), but S wanted to reschedule.  


It’s probably very easy to think that a tutor who is willing to spend time chatting to someone online can do so all weekend, but in reality, to meet with S, I had to travel from a previous engagement in Squirrel Hill.  Then, so I didn’t get grumpy when my stomach started growling mid-session, I had to navigate around my roommate (my roommate, you see, only washes the dishes when I come home and glare at him, otherwise, it is perfectly okay to leave the kitchen a pig pen) to get some lentils boiling on the stove.  Still, I sat down to S ten minutes earlier than I expected, only to be cancelled on.  


And now, as I e-mailed a student to tell her that she could work with me at 2 pm, I still must wait to go downstairs and savor my soup.  However, I know from working the desk that this student isn’t quite reliable, and she still has not sent me her paper or screen name as of 1:24 pm.  I will be so happy when the logistics of this are completely worked out.


Otherwise, though, I get a total kick out of doing this.  It’s fun.  My work at the Writing Center, in general, has really been a culmination of my college experience.  I’ve learned a lot more there than in lecture, and I honestly can be truly grateful that Geeta checked her e-mail before Sandy Russo did that August morning.

