Incorporating Humor into Tutoring Sessions

Its 11:20am and Mr. Ferrie’s English class has ended. Dolly, still feeling a little shaky about her essay, decides to head over the widely talked about tutorial center in L-47. Once there, she enters the well lit and slightly noisy room and takes a glance around. In the back corner, she spots a tutor gesturing wildly in front of an ever growing confused look on his tutee’s face. To her left Dolly watches as a tutor lectures on about adverbs while the tutee fights the urge to nod off. Within minutes, Dolly suddenly feels as if she had never left her troublesome English class. Although the unproductive tutor sessions represented in this scenario are exaggerations of what goes on in L-47, it’s a known fact that there are times students get bored with the conventional way of teaching or yearn for a more effective method. Therefore, I have come up with an easy, innovative approach to tutoring that will help both tutors and tutees alike beat the blues. In three steps, observing the student, applying the concepts, and refining the boundaries of creative tutoring, any tutor is capable of turning their session into that which is most memorable and fun. 


To have a good session, tutors must first establish a good relationship with their tutee. Within the first meeting they have with their student, tutors should concentrate on presenting themselves as trustworthy mini-professors and learn as much as they can about their tutee. They should be knowledgeable in details such as what classes are their tutees taking, what are the tutee’s interests, and of course, what ethnic and educational background do their tutees come from. Eventually this information will come in handy at determining what works for the individual tutee and what doesn’t. Besides learning these little tidbits in the first session, tutors should make it a part of their agenda for every session. They should dedicate about five to ten minutes of their meetings just getting to know the tutees. Besides listening to their tutees during that time period, tutors should actively watch their students and make mental notes of the tutee’s strengths and weaknesses. The point of these activities is to find out how the tutee can effectively absorb the information. Essentially, what tutors are trying to figure out is the student’s learning style. There are three main types, visual, auditory, and kinesthetic and most students can have different combinations of the three as their preferred learning style (www.wikipedia.org). If someone is a visual learner, they would like to absorb information primarily through images created by others or by themselves. If they are auditory learners, they like to listen to repeated words or phrases. Last of all, tactile learners prefer to do things hands on, they hone their skills by actively participating in their work. So the first step in making a session more fun is by analyzing one’s student so that one can plan what works best for his or her student. 

After finding out the best method that works for one’s tutee, it’s only right that the tutor tries applying some strategies to maximize the productiveness of the session. This paragraph will explore how to use a tutee’s learning style to make a meeting more fun as well as introduce some strategies that can be applied to every session. So, since we know that visual learners learn best by seeing, the plan of attack here would be to present the information in an easily readable or viewable form. For example, if the tutee needed help with studying vocabulary words, the tutor could bring pictures as visual representation of the words. The use of colors is also recommended. Auditory learners find the use of a tape recorder in their teachers lectures helpful and if they have the extra time, they can also put together a song. For kinesthetic learners, games are probably the most effective method. A handout given at the NCWCA conference at Sacramento State University has strategies on how to integrating games into a session. They advise tutors to first narrow down on one specific topic such as grammar or sentence structuring. Secondly, they incorporate the use of a board where tutees can get up off their bottoms and scribble their thoughts on. The simple act of getting up and moving around gets the blood rushing, which keeps most students from falling sleep. This strategy becomes more effective when done in small groups, for the interaction from their peers brings out their competitive spirit. If all of these methods fail, tutors can always use the foolproof method of laying down a joke or two. Its been proven that “humor can build a bridge between tutor and student, can distance students from their fears, soften any necessary criticism, and as Morreall suggests, plant the sees of flexibility and creativity which may, in some cases free students to do their best work” (Sherwood 2). Tutors should use humor with care because they don’t want to risk offending their tutees or denote the seriousness of teaching in general. Again, the background knowledge of their tutee’s tastes found through observations and simply chatting in the beginning or end of each session would provide insight what tickles a tutees’ funny bone. To sum up, after a tutors analyzes the ways in their tutee learns effectively, they should use that information to incorporate strategies into helping their students. If they are successful, they will have come up with an innovative way to teach others.

Tutors should also periodically refine how much fun is implemented in each session. If they utilize too much, the meeting becomes less productive. For example, I tested this method in the last few sessions with my tutee, Nam, and we became a little too friendly with each other that we lost some of the professionalism. He started to view me more as a friend rather than his tutor and was more prone to fooling around during our meetings by going off on tangents with his stories rather than concentrating on correcting his essay. I would advise any tutor in this case to snap the tutee back to reality by firmly reinstating the boundaries. The tutees must realize that this is not a social call. Even though they are learning things differently from what they expect and that it is actually exciting, they must control themselves and focus on their goal. Tutors are there to make the information more easily digestible, not to entertain the tutees. In conclusion, although spicing up one’s tutoring session can achieve wonderfully pleasing results in a tutee’s performance, tutors must refrain from going overboard. Tutors should learn how to balance making a session devilishly fun while retaining its productiveness.

As tutors, we have guidelines on how to set up a tutoring session to reap the maximum potential of learning. Yet these perfectly structured by the book meetings become somewhat impersonal and can be downright boring and ineffective at times. In an effort to move away from this, tutors must learn how to incorporate his or her personality into the sessions or make their interactions with the tutees more delightful and in turn, memorable. One way is to observe their tutees, find out what makes them tick and other details, and establish a connection with them. Then the tutor would move on to using this knowledge about their tutees to develop strategies to make it a fun learning experience. At the very end the tutor should refine their techniques so that they don’t compromise the productivity of the session. Even though this method of tutoring requires additional work from the tutor’s end, it is very helpful to the tutee. Therefore, if tutors are willing to go the extra mile, I have offered one way they can jazz up their sessions accordingly.
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