Leon Kleib

March 25, 2006

EWRT/LRNA 97 

FINDING A STRATEGY

 “Put your hands in this way,’’ showed me Professor K, grasping my hands and putting them over the abdominal wall of the patient, “like this”; “perfect”, “ then move gently your fingers to the right and the left, that is, OK. How do you feel the surface and the border, are they elastic or hard? Are they smooth or irregular?” Now, put your fingers like a hook, that is; then ask the patient to breath deeply and feel if the border is moving “ Look, do this in this manner, and he makes me a demonstration. I was a third  old Medicine student, and at the end of the session I was exultant. It was an epiphany! It was the first time in my life that I palpated a liver. What I was doing was cognitive learning, or observational learning sometimes calling modeling. Psychologist Albert Bandura, (1) argues that many behaviors or responses are acquired throw observational learning. Modeling results when people observe the behavior of others and verify the consequences of that behavior. Muriel Harris, a pioneer in Tutoring Centers wrote an article that today is a classic in this field, “Modeling: a Process Method of Teaching”, where she emphasizes the use of modeling in the writing tutoring (2) But there are other opinions, and opposites of this process. So, many people consider Minimalist tutoring better than modeling. After reading and enjoying the controversy between Jeff Brooks in his article “Minimalist Tutoring: Making the Student Do All The Work” in The St Martin Source Books for writing Tutors, page 169, versus Linda Shammon and Deborah Burns’ article “A Critique of Pure Tutoring “ in the same book, page 174, fervent defending of modeling, I feel motivated to study and understand deeper which of both strategies could be better for tutoring. Although Minimalism and Modeling are two techniques used in tutoring writing that share some characteristics such as the interaction tutor-tutee, and that both are a cognitive learning, both are absolutely different in the role of the protagonists (the binomial tutor-tutee), in their methodology, and in the strategy required for their use.

First at all, both tutor and tutee play a different role in both methods. Minimalist, or “non-directive”, or “non-collaborationist”, is the classic writing center tutoring. The role of the tutor is to ask Socratic questions. For example, in sentence-level problems or grammatical errors, the tutor, by using leading questions orients the student find and corrects them. In consequences, in the minimalist method the student is the responsible,  the principal protagonist, and the editor. On the other hand, modeling or “ directive”, or “collaborationist”, is a process totally opposite. Here, both the tutee and tutor are the protagonists, both work together, and in many cases the tutor is the most active. For example, in brainstorming, the tutor may take notes while explain or ask the student about the theme assigned. In this case, is the tutor who does most of the writing. So, the behavior of both tutor and tutee are not the same in both pedagogic methods.

Second, both techniques differ in their methodology and philosophy. In the minimalist method, the tutor use   leading questions to guide the writer to find solutions or resolve mistakes; the tutor never suggests an answer, or evaluates the text, or writes the student’s paper with any suggestion. Minimalist tutoring conjectures that the tutee “knows” what to do, and the tutor role is just to stimulate the tutee to develop his/her knowledge. For example, if an essay doesn’t have the thesis, or if it is inappropriate, the tutor may ask, “ Can you show me the thesis?” to stimulate the student to find it or to develop it. The modeling method operates in different and opposite way. There is a direct intervention of the tutor who works with the student. For example, in brainstorming, instead of allowing the tutee try alone, the tutor can ask a student to try to develop ideas for writing together in a brainstorming meeting. ; the tutor may jot down notes while keep asking the student questions. Getting ideas is difficult and unfamiliar for most students, at least at the beginning. In consequence, modeling or demonstrating is certainly more helpful and supportive for them. Shamoon and Burns, in her article “Critique of Pure Tutoring”, page 178, report the experience of Deborah Burns who was completing a thesis for her M.A. in English Literature. Burns was tutored by the director of her Master’s thesis, who after finding a lot of problems in her draft, added transition words, showed her how to eliminate wordiness, suggested her how to rewrite entire paragraphs, and wrote sentences; in other words, the method used by her tutor to show her how to revise and redo her draft, is a clear example of modeling. Was this tutor teaching or tutoring? I think that the pedagogic attitude is tutoring. By directly telling students what to change and how to change it, with explanations to highlight and clarify writing issues, that the student did not identify nor correct on his own, is how modeling light up the tutee’s mind to discover the solution. At the end, Burns experimented a  surprising fact about her writing problems, that was previously secret or hidden, but that is now being made known. She experimented a revelation. And that is the objective of modeling. But modeling implies something more. Modeling implies imitation and emulation of the model, the tutor, who is the individual who demonstrated the behavior that we want to copy. And the modeling effect -the student writing changes learned- lead to an enhancement of respect, perhaps of admiration from the tutee to tutor and improve their interaction; the same feelings that I experienced toward Professor K.

Finally, when apply both methods? In which circumstances we have to use one or the other method? Which could be the best strategy to tutoring writing? First, we should consider the priorities, the strengths and needs of the students. It’s obvious that we, as tutors are facing different kind of students, from different countries and with different attitudes, backgrounds, language experiences, IQ’s, and so on. On the other hand, we have to deal with different kind of requirements from the students in relation to their assignments. So, in my modest opinion, I think that there are, between a wide spectrum, three different kind of students coming to the tutorial center and demanding for help. a) The diligent one, who works hard, knows the grammar rules and the writing process; who writes reasonably well, and who intents to improve his/her writing style or grades; b) the 

interested and concerned student, who wants to improve or found out more about writing, but have some or great difficulties as a result of his/her background, or in his/her basic knowledge in grammar or in the writing process; and c) the uninterested student, whose only motivation  is to get somebody who writes or edit his/her task. For these students, writing is not a desired subject, but a requirement to carry out. So, which is the best strategy ? I think that as a tutors we need to have a resilient position, nor so minimalist and nor so modeling, or perhaps sometimes more one than another according to the circumstances. For example in case of student a) the diligent, I would be more minimalist, acting “ reinforcing behavior”(quoted by Brooks), when the student is doing a correct task; asking leading questions like “ What do you mean by this?” when something is not clear, and so on. In other words, this tutee needs minimal tutor’s intervention. On the contrary in the case of student b) or c) and with ESL students, who don’t grow up speaking English and between American culture, I would use the modeling pedagogic method, because we need to show students what to do, working together, illustrating them, making the meaning of something clearer by given examples. Getting ideas is difficult and unfamiliar for most students, at last at the beginning. In consequence modeling, or demonstrating is certainly more helpful and supportive for them. 

In conclusion, Modeling and Minimalism are two pedagogical strategies used in writing center tutoring. Both involve the interaction tutor-tutee, and a cognitive learn; however, both are completely opposite in the tutor-tutee dynamics; both use different principles and techniques; and both should be applied in different circumstances. In minimalist tutoring, the tutee is the protagonist, is who realize the action or work, while the tutor is who guides and make questions; in modeling tutoring, both tutor and tutee work together in a process of showing and demonstrating and learning by observation and imitation; both methods are a useful tool in tutoring centers, and their indication of use are related to many circumstances. At last, both pursue the same objectives, help tutees to fulfill the demands of writing in the different disciplines. Perhaps sometime I would help a tutee to get the epiphany that once my youth’s model, Professor K., did.                       
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