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Positive Impression in the First “Few” Tutoring Sessions

In the article, “Techniques that Work”, William Glasser says, “ It has been estimated that it takes only three or four minutes for the average person to form a positive or negative first impression” (Glasser). It is important for us, as tutors, to build up a good impression on our tutees in the very first meeting in order to “make that first meeting with the tutee a positive experience” (Glasser). Setting up a positive impression is the key to build up a trust-worthy relationship between the tutor and tutee, and it will definitely require some time to build up such a relationship. Therefore, I would consider the first meeting as the first “few” meetings due to the limited time for the tutor and tutee to get familiar with each other in just the first session. Besides, the author in tutoring on the side suggests “using your first session as a getting-to-know-you and goal-setting meeting with yourself and the student” (Tutoring). Not only a positive impression will help establish a trustworthy relationship, but it also lowers a tutee’s level of anxiety, avoids miscommunication and increases familiarity. 

The key to possess a professional tutor-tutee relationship is the ability to establish a trustworthy relationship between a tutor and tutee; making a positive impression is the technique to establish such a relationship; and having good communication skills is the method to make such an impression. In the book, the St. Martin’s Source book for Writing Tutors 2, Murphy says, “ tutors must to form a bond of trust with students, who, in coming to the writing center for help, make themselves vulnerable…to understanding or misunderstanding, judgment for acceptance, approval or disapproval” in order to “awaken individuals to their potentials and to channel their creative energies toward self-enhancing ends” (Murphy 96). This shows the importance of a trustworthy relationship. In addition, Murphy also addresses that the strategies used in psychotherapy can be applied to deal with a tutor-tutee relationship. In other words, applying psychotherapy can help improve a tutor-tutee relationship. In fact, some techniques used in psychotherapy are about communication skills. In Murphy’s essay, the process and outcome of a successful psychotherapy is addressed:

For psychotherapy to be successful, (1) two persons are in        contact; (2) one person, the client, generally is in a state of incongruence, being vulnerable or anxious; (3) the other person, the therapist, is congruent in the relationship; (4) the therapist experiences unconditional positive regard toward the client; (5) the therapist experiences an empathetic understanding of the clients internal frame of reference; and (6) the clients perceives, at least to a minimal degree, the therapist’s empathetic understanding of the client internal frame of reference. (99)

In psychotherapy, “unconditional positive regard” (the demonstration of basic interest, concern,) is key to a successful therapist-client relationship. Such technique is also very effective for a tutor-tutee relationship. It is said that “the more this quality is perceived or felt by students, the more impact it has on them” (Murphy 97). In order to apply “unconditional positive regard” in tutoring, we need to be consistent in body, voice and words. Besides, we need to initiate eye contact, listen with our body by smiling and nodding our head. Moreover, we need to listen patiently and remain open to what the tutee has to say. We need to let our tutees feel that we are friendly, understanding and encouraging. We need to let them know that questions are always welcome. If we can give all these positive impression on our tutees at the very beginning and carry on throughout the following sessions, the bond of trust will be getting stronger and stronger. 

Lowering a tutee’s level of anxiety is another crucial step for a professional tutor-tutee relationship. According to Murphy, “ individuals who come to a writing center are ‘hurt’ in that they display insecurities about their abilities as writers…express fear to the tutor that they will be treated in the same judgmental or abusive way… exhibit behavior patterns of anxiety, self-doubt, negative recognition, and procrastination…”(Murphy 97). 

Therefore, it is important for tutors to set up a positive impression so as to lower the tutees’ anxiety. For instance, applying the psychotherapy into tutoring is one of the efficient ways to solve this issue. Some levels of anxiety are contributed by the unfamiliarity with the writing center and the tutor. Therefore, explanation of the writing center policies and procedure are a good way to reduce the tutee’s anxiety. For instance, tutees who come in to the tutorial center are asked to sign in and sign out every time. They will feel anxious and doubtful about the reason to do that. Therefore, by telling them the reason for signing in and out to be for statistics and records reduce their anxiety. Besides, having a casual conversation such as introducing ourselves and applying “ unconditional positive regard” can also reduce such anxiety. In addition, it is noted that tutors have to be careful when working with tutees who are of different cultural background as cultural differences such as ESL students can also contribute some levels of anxiety. According to the book, Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors, Ryan says, “ you should not assume, for example, that every writer you meet from a particular culture embodies what you know about that culture” (Ryan 63). In order to avoid any anxiety created by cultural differences, what we can do is to have cultural exchange at the very first meeting. By doing so, we can establish an appreciation of each other’s culture so that we may respect but not stereotype any culture. We need to be patient and understand problems faced by ESL or international students. Being encouraging, using appropriate wordings and giving positive feedbacks are the key when working with ESL students, as ESL students are usually the reluctant students.

It is important to share expectations in order to avoid miscommunications in future’s sessions. For instance, it is important for us to let the tutees know our expectations. At the first meeting, tutors need to clearly explain their expectations on the tutees. For instance, a tutor needs to address the responsibility of being a tutee. For instance, a tutee is required to be on, stick to regular meeting times and places, be prepared for each tutoring session, etc. Most importantly, we need to let our tutees know that we are always here to help but we are not going to directly correct their papers. We can explain by saying that the paper has to be their own work and correcting it on their own will be the most efficient way to learn from their mistakes and thus improve their writing. Mentioning all these beforehand can minimize the chances of miscommunications in the future. Apart from expectations from the tutors, it is also important for tutors to actively listen to expectations from their tutees. In the article, “techniques that work”, Glasser says, “ it is also important to know why the student requested tutoring” (Glasser). This means that there must be a reason for a student to come for help. Therefore, we need to be patiently listening to what their problems are and what they are expecting to learn from being tutored. However, it is noted that sine students may find it hard to describe the source of confusion. Under such situation, simply questionings may seem not that useful. If so, what we may do is to use another approach, which is by reviewing the course materials with the student. We may us the course outline, text, or assignments to figure out precisely where the student is having problems. We may need to ask the “right” questions that encourage students to state what they know about the material. Glasser mentions that “ good questioning techniques are essential to a successful tutoring session” (Glasser). 

Getting familiar with the tutee and the course syllabus can enhance a well-thought tutoring approach for the following tutoring sessions. Tutors can archive these by reviewing the green sheet, assignments sheet and course schedule of the class. Besides, having casual conversation with the tutees, asking for their expectations and concerns and so on. Besides, we may need to observe their learning style. For instance, with realization that the tutee is more a visual learner, we may need to use flowcharts during the explanations to maximize the tutee’s absorption and understanding of the ideas.

In conclusion, there are many things we can to at the first few meeting in order to form a professional tutor-tutee relationship. Personally, I found the psychotherapy very useful. Besides, I always practice the “professionalism towards tutor” mentioned in the Bedford Guide. 

