“Procrasti-Nation”

by Jason

“Procrastination is, hands down, our favorite form of self-sabotage.”

    -Alyce P. Cornyn-Selby

    It’s about nine o’clock on a cold, cloudy night. A tutee sits alone in their [HIS/ HER?]  room, staring vacantly at a computer screen. With MS Word open, a blank white page stares dauntingly back. Their “1000 to1400 word informative research essay” on The English Patient, Michael Ondaatje, is due tomorrow, February the 30th. It’s now the 29th, and their professor gave them the deadline a month ago. At this point, perspective [PROSPECTIVE] tutors of this tutee are groaning. They know what comes next; the tutee brings the paper to them, expecting a miracle an hour or so before it’s due. Many tutors are handed challenges like this, and if the aforementioned scenario sounds familiar to them, they aren’t alone. I have personally seen the effects of procrastination between tutee and tutor, and it isn’t pretty. As an assignment in my tutoring class, I was asked to sit-in at a tutoring session in the writing center, and in this particular case the tutee hadn’t started a paper that was due later in the day. It was pandemonium; the tutor practically wrote the paper for the tutee. It is estimated that “90% of college students procrastinate,” says psychologist William Knaus, who goes onto say “Of these students, 25% are chronic procrastinators and they are usually the ones who end up dropping out of college.” The later statistic is particularly disheartening, because there are so many ways to get help with procrastination. Many tutees suffer from procrastination, but with help from a good tutor, they can find a way to prevent procrastination from hurting them.

    It’s probably best to start by addressing the causes of procrastination in tutees. We could chalk up the causes to laziness, poor work ethic, or even to placing studies on the bottom of a list of priorities; without the facts, most people would have attributed procrastination to these factors. But the truth is, they’re easy outs. The majority of the time tutees procrastinate, it’s because they have terribly high amounts of anxiety. Most psychologists and psychiatrists agree that procrastination is simply the way in which the mind has learned to cope with anxiety. The cause of this anxiety can have a number of different sources, but I’ll focus here on three of the big ones: fear of failure, perfectionism, and writer’s block. In some cases, it can be a couple or all of these causes.

    “Fear of failure can be paralyzing,” says Cathleen Fenton in her article “Procrastination and Anxiety.” Tutees with a fear of failure can suffer from a variety of different issues: some are ESL students, and the language barrier creates extra difficulty for them, some are bored with a subject and thus easily distracted, and others just don’t feel they have a firm understanding of the subject. One thing these tutees all have in common is that they fear they are inadequate, and that it will cause them to fail. This fear of failure is what causes them to procrastinate until it is either impossible to complete the assignment, or there is not sufficient time left finish the assignment in a manner worthy of a passing grade.

    Perfectionism is another problem for many tutees. According to “The Problem of Procrastination” by Dr. T. Quek, “(1) the intense desire to jump in and do things yourself because others just can't do it right; (2) the insistent attitude that you wouldn't even start on something if you can't do it well; and (3) the profound need for closure, indicated by agitation or discomfort should something be left “hanging” “drives” the perfectionist to procrastinate.” Perfectionists are often so preoccupied with making sure every little detail is perfect that they spend all their time on fixing things that don’t really need to be fixed, leaving little room for completion of their assignment. This also causes a serious lack of focus, and the overall product of their efforts, if they even finish them, is diminished. Perfectionists can be crippled by procrastination.  

    Finally, writer’s block is an especially pesky cause of procrastination. Writer’s block is the inability to begin or continue writing. In “Fighting Writer’s Block” by David Taylor, he lists a few important causes of writer’s block: “...Writers are sometimes not ready to write, writers often try to compose in their heads, and writers often start in the wrong place...” Writer’s block is a main cause of procrastination in tutees. A tutee with writer’s block struggles to even begin a project. They waste time with by promising themselves that they’ll “come back” to the project, and ultimately do not until it’s too late. The commonality of fear of failure, perfectionism, and writers’s block among tutees means that the likelihood of a tutor working with a tutee who procrastinates is relatively high. The effects of procrastination can be devastating.     

    The consequences for tutees who can’t manage their procrastination can vary, but each one is harmful in its own way. In Victor Kiam’s article “Double Whammy: The Effects of Procrastination,” he states that “One of the most obvious effects of procrastination is the failure to reap the rewards that would come from taking action.” That is to say, the benefits of being productive are numerous, and tutees who procrastinate to the point of being unproductive will lose out on many things both inside and outside of school. There are many consequences that come with the inability to deal with procrastination.  

    Probably the most obvious consequence of procrastination in academics is the inability to finish assignments and projects on time or at all. When a tutee isn’t able to finish their assignments, their grades, self-esteem and general outlook on school suffer greatly. Sometimes tutees who are extreme procrastinators are able to finish assignments, but they usually aren’t very well done because they’ve been put off til the last minute. Tutees with this problem often get worse through the quarter as the stress builds, and many, in the wake of their bad grades, end up dropping out. This stress is added to whatever stress they have outside of school, and the results always amount to more anxiety.

    Another effect of extreme procrastination in tutees is the amount of stress they put on their tutor. Tutors must be responsible for their tutees in many ways: keeping appointments on time, addressing the specific needs of each of their tutees, and even taking time out to use sources to meet the individual needs of each tutee. However, their tutees must meet them halfway. The tutor cannot be expected to “edit” their tutees paper. Some tutees procrastinate until the last minute, and then expect tutors to flat-out write their papers for them. This simply isn’t fair. The consequences of procrastination can be horrible for tutees, but there are many simple strategies they can use to keep it from getting the better of them.

    Procrastination can be a hard habit to break, especially for tutees who don’t know where to turn for help in dealing with it. However, with the right approach, their tutor can be the one to help them overcome procrastination. There are several simple suggestions for dealing with procrastination that a tutor can pass onto their tutees. Giving your tutee a wide variety of tips and techniques will also benefit them greatly, as each tutee is different and may not be able to use one that works for another.

    Firstly, a tutee should approach their writing with the right frame of mind. They should have a clear goal to begin with, such as brainstorming or freewriting. By not setting out to complete the whole task at once, it becomes much less intimidating. Tutees can think of this as the “prewriting” phase. According to The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors, Leigh Ryan and Lisa Zimmerelli, “The prewriting stage consists of invention and planning. To generate ideas, we may use such strategies as freewriting, brainstorming, researching and observation. Then, we must plan our writing, focusing our thoughts and ideas and considering how we should organize them” (Ryan10; Zimmerelli 10). Tutees who try using one or two of these tactics will find it much easier to deal with procrastination and it’s effects. After the “prewriting” stage, creating an outline for an assignment can be tremendously helpful. An outline gives the tutee a frame on which to support the rest of the project, and makes it cohesive so that they can avoid errors in relevance such as points that don’t support the thesis, paragraphs which seem to say the same thing and so on.

    By organizing themselves, tutees will find dealing with procrastination a whole lot easier. Being organized is especially helpful for tutees with a “fear of failure” because a clear agenda helps them understand their assignments. Some great organization strategies include keeping a calendar or daybook with a list of priorities, deciding on a designated time to work on specific assignments, and deciding a set amount of time to work(usually between a half hour and an hour). Breaking the assignment down into mini tasks also makes things much more manageable. Organization is the first great step in dealing with procrastination.

    Another great tip that tutor’s can share with their tutee’s is to never wait until the “right moment” or until they feel like doing their homework or assignments. The right moment to begin an assignment is as soon as possible. If a tutee doesn’t feel like they’re in the mood to get work done, devoting fifteen minutes to it anyway can work wonders. Forcing oneself to start something, even when they aren’t in the mood, eventually creates a different feeling in which they are glad to be getting the assignment done. It can be very cathartic, and the tutee who does this will feel the weight of their anxiety disappear as they begin to accomplish their goal. Work on an assignment should be started quickly, no matter the mood of the tutee.

    There are a few things tutors can do personally to help tutees deal with procrastination. When a tutor does have a tutee on their hands with a habit of procrastinating, they should always start by asking why; what is the reason the tutee is procrastinating? It could be a number of things: work anxiety, trouble at home, or one of the above mentioned common causes, like perfectionism or writer’s block. So, what can we do to ease the frustration of the tutee and make their lives easier, you may be asking yourself? Maintaining a positive, productive attitude will also help the tutee. For example, if a tutee brings their tutor a paper which is due in an hour and hasn’t been started (as in the above), the tutor should remain helpful no matter how annoyed or upset they are. A great example of how to deal with this can be found in The Practical Tutor, Emily Meyer and Louise Z. Smith, in which “a tutor is approached with a writing assignment due the next day, and has the choice of venting frustration or offering advice to the tutee about what to do given the current situation”(Smith 19; Meyer 19). By suggesting that the tutee ask their professor for an extension, or be allowed to turn it in late, the tutor gave the tutee effective plans of action. Also, they focused on helping the tutee structure the essay, rather than lecturing them about their procrastination. A tutor should maintain a positive, productive attitude to help tutees deal with procrastination.

    Procrastination has many different causes, effects, and ways in which it can be dealt with. There is no end-all solution to procrastination, but with the right techniques, it will no longer be an obstacle that prevents tutees from accomplishing their goals. As a tutor myself, I realize the importance of being able to help tutees who struggle with this. Procrastination is one of those rare areas in the realm of tutoring that effects both tutee and tutor, and therefore it is the tutor’s duty to find strategies that help tutees defeat it. I cannot say that I didn’t procrastinate a little myself while writing this essay; luckily, the aforementioned tips came in handy. Procrastination can be dealt with, it’s just a matter of applying those tips. So, to all tutors both current and prospective, I say get out there and help people with procrastination. Who knows, they may learn a few things themselves along the way; I certainly did.
