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Preface to the Second Edition 
and Acknowledgments

TIFFANI CHIN

When we wrote the fi rst edition of Tutoring Matters, I had no idea how 
profoundly tutoring would end up shaping my career and my life. 
Th roughout high school, college, and graduate school, tutoring was 
something that I did and enjoyed, but it was rarely a central part of my 
life. I got my fi rst tutoring gig, as an SAT tutor, when I was a junior in 
high school. At the time, I was just amazed that I could receive a raise of 
more than two dollars an hour above what I had been making in retail, 
just because I had good SAT scores. In college, tutoring was community 
service: a way to see the city of Los Angeles and to help a group of amaz-
ing young children who needed academic support. In grad school, 
tutoring became, once again, a way to make money. And, through pri-
vate tutoring, I entered and learned about a whole new world: the privi-
leged and exclusive world of private-school admissions in Los Angeles. 
During that time, I continued to do community service, the most com-
pelling of which was with young parolees, on early release from lockup, 
in South Los Angeles. Th ese smart, articulate young men, with little to 
no education, were striking in their potential and in the fact that many 
would never step out of the lives that they had—even given their intelli-
gence and the fact that we wanted to help them.

Overall, I enjoyed tutoring, I learned a ton from my tutoring experi-
ences, and I felt that I had a knack for it (the kids seemed to do well, in 
any case). I almost always had some kind of tutoring going on, and 
I toyed with the idea of teaching, but I never followed through. By the 
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time I did the fi eldwork for my dissertation, I knew that I was interested 
in kids—although I still thought I was more interested in the academic 
side than in actually teaching. But the four years I spent in a fourth-grade 
classroom under the amazing tutelage and mentorship of career teacher 
Sue Shultz showed me that teaching is truly one of the highest callings we 
can follow. And from Ms. Shultz and her students, I learned that many 
students need a “team” to succeed in school. Th at team includes the stu-
dent, the teacher, the parents, and any “others”—from teaching assis-
tants to tutors to older siblings—who can help that student progress.

As I moved from my dissertation to my post-doc, studying students 
in elementary and middle schools, I learned that the school side of the 
“team” was oft en quite good. Although teachers could not always reach 
and help every child, they tried—and most students seemed to receive 
relatively good educations during the school day. But many kids strug-
gled tremendously when they left  school: Th ey couldn’t do their home-
work, their parents worked long hours and weren’t home, their parents 
or caregivers didn’t speak English and couldn’t help with homework, or 
their parents just didn’t know how (or did not feel confi dent enough) to 
help with homework. It seemed obvious to me that many of these stu-
dents needed a tutor on their team to help them become successful—
and to reach the academic potential that they already had.

And that is where the public school system helped me once again. 
When I talked with my friend and advisor, Meredith Phillips, a scholar 
who researches educational equity and cares fi ercely about raising 
achievement, she didn’t downplay my concerns. She didn’t push me to 
just focus on publishing my dissertation. Together we created EdBoost—
a nonprofi t learning center dedicated to improving educational equity 
by providing educational services (especially tutoring) to low- and 
moderate-income families. Aft er a few years of off ering free classes over 
the summer, we opened the doors to our learning center in 2004.

And so, I write this new introduction while sitting in my offi  ce in 
EdBoost. I tutor every day and have dedicated my career to providing 
high-quality tutoring to students. I supervise about thirty college-
student tutors a year, and we serve at least two hundred fi ft y students a 
year in our learning center (more if you count the SAT-preparation classes 
and college-counseling programs we run throughout the Los Angeles 
area). So this book and the notion that everyone can tutor (but that 
everyone who tutors should try to tutor the absolute best that they can!) 
have become very dear to me.
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I hope that this second edition provides practical tips and insights 
that the fi rst edition lacked. For these additions, I am deeply indebted to 
EdBoost’s amazing students (I learn something new from them every 
day) and our incredible, dedicated tutoring staff —thank you all for the 
care and eff ort that you put into working with our students (thanks 
especially to Sunny Tamrakar, Emi Rourke, Erin Moore, Genevieve 
Richards, Nina Abonal, and Brittany Ramos, exceptional tutors who 
have really helped make EdBoost the place that it is)! Th e more I watch 
our staff  tutor, the more I have hope that truly amazing young people in 
America can make a diff erence and help the next generation be even 
better. I also thank all of you, our readers, and I hope that this book 
inspires you to work with and to help as many students as you can.

Last, but certainly not least, thank you to my wonderful husband, 
Todd, for all his support, no matter how many hours I spend at EdBoost 
and how much work I bring home. And, to my sweet baby, Quinn, I sin-
cerely hope that you’ll one day know the joy that comes from teaching—
and learning from—others.

JEROME RABOW

Twelve years have passed since the publication of the fi rst edition of 
Tutoring Matters. As the fi nishing touches on this second edition are 
being completed, I wish I could report that the gap in education between 
those who attend schools that provide them with a sense of possibility 
and hope and those who are exposed to the savage inequalities of rac-
ism, sexism, classism, and homophobia has diminished greatly. It has 
not. A sprinkling of dedicated teachers and principals, a curriculum 
aimed at inclusiveness, and an inspiring superintendent continue to be 
exceptions rather than the everyday practices of schools and school sys-
tems. No national will has developed to ensure that all our children 
know and feel that schooling, learning, and committed teachers are 
their rights as citizens. Th e idea that excellence in education is the most 
essential foundation of a more equitable, more just America has no 
national commitment.

Tutoring Matters is a modest off ering in this storm of unfairness. 
Although “life is unfair,” much of the unfairness has to do with the injus-
tices created by the ways that schools teach. Tutoring Matters will help 
tutors appreciate and learn how an honest, supportive, compassionate, 
committed relationship can make a diff erence in the life of another. 

Preface to the Second Edition and Acknowledgments D xi
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Because learning can “lead” to imagination and hope, to pride and con-
fi dence, you, the tutor, can be rewarded in ways that perhaps you may 
never have experienced before. Discovering that your dedication, com-
passion, understanding, patience, and support of your tutee can instill 
hope, confi dence, and excitement is awe-inspiring. Discovering that you 
can make a diff erence in the lives of others is empowering. With this 
understanding and awareness, we hope that you see that it is now your 
responsibility to ensure that more of these processes occur in schools, 
families, communities, and our country.

A key individual who facilitated this new edition is Jeimee Estrada, 
who aft er taking my class in public education organized a seminar with 
her sorority sisters from Lambda Th eta Alpha Latin Sorority, Inc. Th is 
class, which was known as the Promotora program, tutored older Latina 
women and was a satisfying and enriching class for myself and the par-
ticipants. Jeimee became a facilitator for a number of other classes and 
saw ways of improving the fi rst edition of Tutoring Matters by going over 
notes that we had collected and reviewing every word of the manuscript. 
Jeimee is pursuing a career in public policy devoted to education. I am 
personally grateful for her past presence in my classes and in my life.

Two other students, who have since graduated and were extremely 
helpful and diligent in the reediting of this second edition, are Shannon 
Mercogliano and Katya Rodriguez. Shannon is dedicated to combating 
the inequity between dominants and subordinates through action and 
information. Katya is embarking on a two-year commitment in the Peace 
Corps; aft er this endeavor, she will be pursuing a career in public policy, 
with a focus on international relations.

My class in the Honors College at UCLA, “Dominants and Subordi-
nates in Public Education,” continues to be a source of inspiration and 
hope. Th ese outstanding students—many of whom came to understand 
their privilege, while others overcame their pain to develop compassion 
and understanding—shared their time with tutees, fellow students, and 
their facilitators. Th e facilitators for this Honors Class have included 
Azin Ahmadi, Jeimee Estrada, Donna Rahimian, and Pauline Yeghna-
zar. Th ey contributed enormously to the development of students and 
the success of the class. Each of them brings a unique vision to the stu-
dents. Th e students in my most recent Honors Classes deserve recogni-
tion. In the fall of 2009, the students were Azin Ahmadi, Maeva Asare, 
Bryson Banks, Jun Dizon, Allyse Engelder, Michael Gallin, Jr., Michael 
Ghalchi, Oghomwen Igiesuorobo, Tamlyn Lee, Noah Lehman, Ginger 
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McCartney, Tessa McClellan, Shannon Mercogliano, Shawn Moshrefi , 
Daniel Moss, Amanda Murillo, Priscilla Peff er, Brittany Ryan, Daniela 
Sanchez, Colin Valencia, Sabena Vaswani, Laura Watson, Melanie 
Woods, Haijing Zhang, and Xiaoyan Zhang. In the spring of 2009, the 
members of this class included Sarah Barker, Bianca Bazil, Subir Bhatia, 
Shaye Blegen, Heather Boberg, Teresa Cho, Leonardo Cortes, Michael 
Dreim, Sade Elhawary, Kevin Fukuyama, Angelica Galang, Jaime Garza, 
Christine Gibson, Lauren Goldman, Sabrina Gutierrez, Ester Jeong, 
Colin King, Minji Kwon, Ruth Lawanson, Marissa Lee, Tiff any McCor-
mack, Nicolas Molina, Socorro Morales, Emily Perez, Samuel Rosen-
blum, Harry Sa, Mitchel Seaman, Martha Silva, Ashley Sizemore-Smale, 
Mohammad Tehrani, Anniesha Th omas, Chase Turay, and Mary Yeh.

Th is second edition is dedicated to the children of the world who 
receive less in education than they deserve. It is also dedicated to Mat-
thew and Zachary Rabow and Lucie and Liliana Berman, the four grand-
children whom Roslyn Rabow and I share. Although I have met many 
wonderful teachers who model the fi nest qualities of a deep educator, Jill 
Weston deserves special acknowledgment. Finally, there is my special 
teacher, Roslyn Rabow, who continues to provide me with endless les-
sons about human relationships and hope.

JEIMEE ESTRADA

I had the good fortune to become involved with this new edition of 
Tutoring Matters as a result of a course I took from Jerry Rabow and a 
research assistantship with him. Th e class was one of the most engaging 
experiences I have had in higher education. I read the fi rst edition of 
this book in that class, and I was drawn to it, along with other research 
in education—specifi cally research on how underprivileged students 
move through our education system. Tutoring, as many who will read 
this manual already know or will come to see, is meaningful in so many 
ways and is particularly important for students who have fallen behind 
or who learn a little diff erently.

I have been especially drawn to the tutoring process and have pur-
sued a deeper understanding of it because of my own experiences in edu-
cation. I am a fi rst-generation college—and now master’s level—graduate. 
As President Barack Obama says in his book Th e Audacity of Hope, “I am 
a prisoner of my own biography” (2006: 10). Coming from an under-
privileged background, where my family and I fought for educational 
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opportunities that weren’t readily available to us, I have developed a keen 
understanding of the value of individuals in advancing a student’s educa-
tional career. At an early age, I learned that tutoring (and mentoring) is 
one very powerful avenue through which those who have less can achieve 
more and those who have more can share the benefi ts of their privilege.

During my work on this book with Jerry and Tiff ani, I participated 
in the founding of a tutoring program for non-English-speaking, adult 
Latina women in downtown Los Angeles. With my Lambda Th eta Alpha 
sorority sisters at UCLA, we developed lessons, fund-raised, and trav-
eled downtown with one goal—helping the women learn basic English 
communication skills for work, for daily activities such as banking and 
grocery shopping, and even for understanding their kids a little better. 
Jerry and I developed a class to supervise our tutoring sessions and 
document our tutees’ progress. It was through these experiences—and 
through study of the works of Paulo Freire, Sylvia Ashton-Warner, John 
Dewey, James W. Loewen, and Herbert Kohl—that I learned so much 
about the process of tutoring. Th e class met weekly, and we discovered 
that we could impact the lives of human beings in special ways that were 
more rewarding to us than to them. I also spent time searching notes 
from the tutoring experiences of other UCLA students for examples that 
would demonstrate the principles outlined in this book and would pro-
vide real-world examples of the problems tutors face when they deal 
with diff erences in race, gender, sexual orientation, social class, and age. 
With the help of many students (Janet Ruiz, Destiny Almogue, Ashley 
Sizemore, Alan Secretov, Jami Hewitt, and others), I collected and 
learned from hundreds of tutoring experiences for this book.

My own experiences and understanding of the educational system 
led me to go on to complete a master’s degree in public policy at USC 
and a fellowship with Education Pioneers. I have since moved to Sacra-
mento to become involved in policy decision making in K–12 education 
with the California Legislative Analyst’s Offi  ce. On a more personal 
note, my family, sorority sisters, and fi ancé have all been wonderfully 
inspiring and supporting of my passion for equity in education. I cannot 
thank them enough for their love.

I hope that this book can make a diff erence in the lives of those who 
read it and those who receive the benefi ts of their tutoring. I dedicate 
this book to all the students who are at risk of falling through the many 
cracks in our education system—may your own perseverance and inter-
vention from caring individuals result in your success.
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WE WOULD EACH like to begin by describing how we came to write 
this manual and by thanking the people who made it possible.

JERRY RABOW

Th is manual probably began some thirty years ago when I was shocked 
to discover what was going on with my children in one of the “better” 
public schools in Los Angeles. As a new professor in my fi rst teaching 
position at UCLA and the father of two young boys, I deliberately set-
tled close enough to a public school with a reputation for excellence.

I took it for granted that “excellence” was just that, a series of good 
teachers, academically high standards, and the most advanced technol-
ogy for learning. But what I discovered in this “excellent” public school 
was something else entirely, which is illuminated by three pivotal 
incidents.

Th e fi rst incident occurred when my youngest child told us that he 
was required to lie down on his mat so that he and all the other children 
could “benefi t” from rest period. At that point I began to wonder about 
the professed standard of excellence. How could teachers or administra-
tors assume that all children wanted and needed rest at the same time? 
Was this really for the children’s benefi t? Th is was the beginning of my 
understanding of the horrors of public education in the United States. 
Schools tend to standardize all. Th e rules are unmistakable: you fi t in, 
and you conform.
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I found the second event, a few years later, even more disturbing. 
My older son was participating in the required run around the track and 
was sent home for wearing boxer shorts. He was told that since his boxer 
shorts were hanging one inch below his gym shorts, he was being sexu-
ally provocative. He was also told that we, his parents, must purchase 
jockey shorts. I could not accept this. I went to the school with my son 
and argued with a gym teacher who wore short sleeves and no tie—an 
outfi t he would have been sent home for when I was growing up. We 
were told by the principal and the gym teacher that the boxer shorts 
were too provocative to young women in this “excellent” junior high 
school. Neither the principal nor the teacher was able to respond favor-
ably to my comments about shift s in norms and etiquette or about indi-
vidual taste and freedom of choice. My son took his demerit. Th e banal-
ity and stupidity of rules based on such standards was impressed upon 
me. But even more disturbing was the attitude that came across loud 
and clear: there will be no questioning the rules. Th e rules are for your 
own good. We know what is best for you. Th e idea that children might 
know what is good for them is unthinkable.

Th e third incident took place when my son stayed home because of 
a religious holiday. Th e teacher gave an important exam on this holiday 
and would not allow any make-ups to the ten children who stayed at 
home. Th e punishment for religious beliefs was the fi nal blow to my 
faith in public education. I realized that something must be fundamen-
tally wrong with public education in this country. Schools seemed to 
cultivate conformity and obedience, destroy passion and initiative, and 
have little respect for diff erence.

It was then that I began my process of self-education. I was deter-
mined to teach my students that there were better ways to teach and 
learn. I elected to teach a sociology class in my department, and with the 
advantage of never having studied the sociology of education, I could 
start fresh with my own self-education, and I did. In the sixties, a set of 
critics/writers were deeply critical of public education, and I read them 
assiduously. Herb Kohl, Jonathan Kozol, Neil Postman, John Holt, Paolo 
Freire, and Sylvia Ashton-Warner documented the horrors of public 
education and illuminated ways in which children should be taught. 
Th ese readings led me to some of the classic thinkers in the fi eld, such 
as John Dewey, A. S. Neill, Plato, and Aristotle. Reading and my teach-
ing led me to collaborate with a colleague and a graduate student to 
write Cracks in the Classroom Wall (Robischon, Rabow, and Schmidt 
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1975). Th e book was historical and critical but did not off er much in the 
way of tangible direction for students desirous of enacting change.

By this time I was requesting that my students tutor as part of their 
educational experience and bring their tutoring problems to my class-
room for discussion. Although satisfying and educational, these mini-
lessons and lectures proved to be limited in scope. Out of my dissatis-
faction, the idea for this book started to take hold. Some ten years ago 
I began telling students to take notes when they tutored. Before these 
notes could be transformed into a tutoring manual, four more events 
had to transpire.

Th e fi rst event involved a young student, Nima Fahimian, who took 
an honors course with me entitled “Freud, Fairy Tales, and Feminism,” 
then a class in education, where he took up the tutoring process that I 
required of all my students. His confrontation with a tutee who seemed 
unwilling to learn presented him with a challenge, and the challenge 
provided him with a direction. His interest in and dedication to public-
school children continued for four years in conjunction with his UCLA 
education and courses in his pre-med major. His eff ort to help me col-
lect notes and work with tutors by organizing their tutoring schedules 
and matching tutees’ hours and needs with tutors’ hours and needs 
made the tutoring venture less chaotic and more focused.

Coinciding with Nima’s eff orts came strong support from the UCLA 
Offi  ce of Instructional Development, the second major event that led to 
the development of this tutoring manual. Th is offi  ce, under the leader-
ship of Parvin Kassaie, assigned Cynthia Chavez to work with me. 
Together they helped to bring about a coherent tutoring venture.

A third event had to do with the publishing of an excellent book, 
Writing Ethnographic Field Notes (1995), by Robert Emerson, Rachel 
Fretz, and Linda Shaw. Th is book encouraged students to develop an 
awareness beyond the content of their note taking. We brought the 
authors’ ideas to class, looked at various tutoring incidents in light of 
their categories, and found the students thinking more critically about 
what they were doing.

A fourth event was the arrival of Tiff ani Chin, the second author of 
this manual, in graduate school at UCLA in the Sociology Department 
in 1996. She was a grader for my undergraduate class in education. Her 
grasp of the tutoring issues, sensitivity to students and their note-taking 
process, and passion about education made the fi nal contribution toward 
making this book a reality. We now had fi eld notes galore, two very 
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involved and concerned students, and myself. Out of this combination 
would come a tutoring manual.

Although I am concerned about many aspects of U.S. life, I am espe-
cially concerned about the way we teach and educate our children. I hope 
this manual will contribute to a better education for all, one that encour-
ages and supports the development of deep interests, passions, freedom 
of choice, freedom of expression, and all other human potentialities.

By now a number of tutees have grown and have entered adulthood. 
Ingrid and Amanda Castro, tutees who came to America speaking not 
a word of English, have gone on to college. Th ey call me every year to 
thank me for what their tutors gave them. May all tutors have such an 
experience.

Th is manual is dedicated to all children, but especially to Matthew 
and Zachary Rabow and Lucie Carolina Berman, the grandchildren that 
Roslyn Rabow and I share and who enrich my life—only a part of what 
I am so lucky to have with Roslyn.

TIFFANI CHIN

I’ve been tutoring for the past seven years. In two instances, it’s been my 
job, working with upper-middle-class students on homework and test 
prep. Th e other two times I’ve tutored, I’ve been a volunteer working 
with inner-city elementary and high school students in Los Angeles. 
Although tutoring gets easier with every experience, I’m always left 
with unanswered questions. I can say with no hesitation that I’ve never 
entered a tutoring situation without wondering, “Aren’t they going to 
show me what to do?”

My most recent foray into tutoring has involved working with a 
group of high-school-aged guys, recently on parole from L.A. County 
lockup. I remember sitting in the warehouse that had become our 
tutoring center and asking the coordinator to come up with writing 
topics for me to give the students. I had been tutoring for years and was 
in the middle of writing this manual. Still, I was certain that I couldn’t 
come up with writing prompts that would be compelling to minority 
teenage boys whose experiences on the streets, in gangs, and in jail had 
set their lives spinning in vastly diff erent directions from my protected, 
middle-class, academic existence. What if they thought I was stupid? 
What if I off ended them? What if I made them angry? What if I just fl at 
out bored them?
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But in the end, I not only came up with my own writing topics, I did 
it because I came to understand, and in some ways befriend, this group 
of guys I previously would have feared. Th ey taught me simple knowl-
edge, such as slang terms for drugs and crimes and how to read graffi  ti 
tags. But I also learned something about why a kid would become a Crip 
and what it’s like for one gang member to pick a fi ght with a crosstown 
rival. I will never again listen in the same way to a newscaster or a poli-
tician or a policeman talk about gangs. Working with those kids taught 
me a lot about a group of people whom everyone talks about but who 
rarely get a chance to speak for themselves.

And that’s one of the best parts of tutoring. You gain insights into 
people and situations you would never have been exposed to otherwise. 
Whether it’s gang life or just the everyday life of a second-grade boy, it 
opens up a whole new world. It’s also a way to get your hands dirty, to 
really do something. I like to be able to voice my opinion in social and 
political debates, and I feel that my tutoring gives me a greater right to do 
it. Tutoring has been my way of putting my eff ort where my mouth is.

I began graduate school, the path to spending my life in sociology, 
because I wanted to study social issues and problems. I tutor because I 
want to play a role in solving them. In writing this manual, I’m thrilled 
to be able to play a part in empowering others to do the same.

I would like to thank Jerry and Nima for allowing me into their 
project. I want to thank all of my tutees, past and present, for it is their 
work with me that lies behind all the insights I have lent to this book. 
Th anks also to Bob Emerson, who has taught me many of the skills and 
techniques that went into the creation of this manual. Most of all, I want 
to thank my family, especially my mom, who have supported me in 
everything I’ve ever wanted to do.

To all future tutors—I wish you luck, and the joy that tutoring has 
given me.

NIMA FAHIMIAN

Th e motivation behind writing this tutoring manual was cultivated by 
my own frustrations and struggles in educating children. What seemed 
a relatively simple task in 1993 soon became a challenge that only my 
patience and understanding of the signifi cance of my role as a tutor 
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Introduction

W E TUTOR, and receive tutoring, all the time. When a class-
mate or colleague shows us how to do a diffi  cult homework 
problem or to use a new piece of offi  ce equipment, we have 

been tutored. When we help a younger relative sound out a word or 
teach a parent or grandparent to program a new cell phone, we are doing 
a bit of tutoring ourselves. Every one-on-one teaching moment is a kind 
of tutoring, and most of us “tutor” naturally and easily all the time.

However, entering into more “offi  cial” tutoring—whether it involves 
signing up for a class with a community-service requirement or com-
mitting to helping students once or twice a week at a local school or 
community center—can be daunting. It is easy to put off  tutoring (“I’ll 
go sign up next week when I have a little more time.”) or to argue that 
we would not be good at it (“I don’t know how to teach math!”). But 
as easy as it is to make excuses, it is just as easy to tutor someone. And, 
more importantly, tutors can be essential components to students’ aca-
demic success.

Tutoring, by its very nature, is individualized—and that is what 
makes it such a great complement to classroom teaching (and, for some 
students, an absolutely necessary supplement to classroom learning). 
Unlike teachers, who oft en have to follow a set curriculum, tutors get to 
teach exactly what students need to know at that moment, and they can 
tailor those lessons so they fi t the needs, interests, and abilities of each 
particular student. Tutors also build individual relationships with their 
students—and they can do so quickly, because each tutoring experience 
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includes just them: two people sitting at a table together, trying to learn. 
Because tutoring is so personalized, it has the potential to make big 
impacts quickly.

By virtue of being responsible for a room of twenty to thirty stu-
dents, teachers must teach to some specifi c part of the class. Do they 
teach to the struggling students (leaving the advanced students bored 
and not living up to their potential)? Do they teach to the advanced stu-
dents (leaving the struggling students to fall farther behind each year)? 
Do they teach to the middle, inevitably leaving some kids bored and 
others bewildered? Out of necessity, every teacher makes a choice, but 
that choice always leaves some students who need outside help.

Outside help can come in a variety of forms. Some students who 
require extra help will have parents who can provide additional help and 
practice at home. Others are lucky enough to have teachers, siblings, 
relatives, or neighbors who can help them when they get confused in 
class. Still others attend neighborhood centers or aft erschool programs 
where they can get help (and that help oft en comes from volunteer 
tutors!). But, for these students, their ability to master the school year’s 
material and then to move on to master the next year’s material depends 
on getting help outside the classroom. When students do not get that 
outside help, they start each school year farther and farther behind their 
classmates. Th ey come to school each September knowing that the work 
will be too hard. Each year, they slip closer to the point where it will be 
impossible for them to catch up. Many of these students will, one day, 
just slip away and stop going to school.

Th e act of tutoring is the act of saying to someone else, “Let me help 
you learn.” And, most of the time, the material you will be teaching is 
material that you are comfortable with. Almost every adult can help a 
small child practice reading (read together, talk about new words, ask 
questions, make sure that the student “gets” the funny parts of the story), 
counting (so many children do not understand the patterns in numbers 
and just need someone to count with them), or basic math (the number 
of middle and high school students who struggle with pre-algebra and 
algebra because they do not know their times tables is staggering!). 
Almost every competent English speaker can help someone practice 
English just by talking, explaining, and being patient. Some tutoring is 
specialized. Not everyone can help with AP Calculus or SAT prep. But a 
lot of tutoring just comes down to having the courage to be confi dent in 
the skills that you have and being willing to try to pass those skills on.
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Over the past decade, the United States has undergone continuous 
education reform, with very little discernible impact on student learn-
ing and skills. Over the next decades, we will no doubt continue to 
change academic standards, to reconstitute “failing schools,” and to 
devise new learning programs that should raise student performance. 
Th ese long-term goals are noble—and, if they work, these reforms will 
change the face of our country. But, they are long-term goals that will 
come too late for many students, even if they do work.

Every individual who is reading this book can make an immediate 
and visible diff erence in at least one student’s life. Helping a second 
grader become a fl uent reader will open the doors of literature, science, 
history, and even math word problems to that child for a lifetime. Help-
ing a third grader master times tables means that math will be less oner-
ous and less tedious for that child for as long as he or she is in school, 
making it more likely that the student will stay in school, go to college, 
and succeed in a rewarding career. And helping an adult learn to speak 
English or learn to read will change the scope of that person’s job pros-
pects (and ability to navigate and enjoy life) forever. Although tutoring 
is simple, and oft en easy, it is powerful. And, with this book, we very 
much hope to ease people’s fears about tutoring, to help them see how 
other people manage some of the diffi  culties involved in tutoring, and to 
provide some practical tips to make tutoring more eff ective.

Because tutoring sessions are so personalized and individual, it is 
impossible to tell someone “how to tutor.” Every student, tutor, and 
tutoring session is diff erent—and one of the best “rules” you can bring 
to a tutoring session is to be fl exible and willing to change your ideas 
and strategies every time you begin to tutor. However, there are ways to 
make tutoring easier, less scary and stressful, and more eff ective. Tutor-
ing Matters aims to show you those strategies and guidelines and help 
you navigate your tutoring experience.

Th is book draws on two sources of information. Th e main principles 
of the book (and the quotes that demonstrate those principles) come 
from hundreds of undergraduates’ experiences tutoring in Los Angeles. 
As members of an education class with a community-service require-
ment, these students worked with students in a wide range of settings 
(from schools, to community centers, to ESL programs) and reported 
their experiences in fi eld notes. From those fi eld notes, we gleaned 
reports of successes and failures, and we put together a set of general 
guidelines for beginning tutoring, building relationships with students, 
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teaching academic material, dealing with “diff erences” between tutors 
and tutees, dealing with other adults in the tutoring setting, and saying 
good-bye to tutees. We include a wide range of fi eld notes in each chap-
ter, because we believe that the best way to learn how to tutor is to be a 
“fl y on the wall” in other people’s tutoring sessions. We hope that the 
fi eld notes that we have included can transport you to a variety of tutor-
ing sessions and let you learn from the successes and the mistakes that 
other tutors have made. (Note: Th e names of tutors and students have 
been changed to protect their confi dentiality.)

Finally, in this edition, we have scattered tip boxes throughout the 
chapters. We have pulled these tips from the experiences of the authors 
as well as the tutors at EdBoost Learning Center, a nonprofi t tutoring 
center in Los Angeles, where undergraduate and graduate students tutor 
more than two hundred students each year in grades kindergarten 
through twelve. We have designed these boxes to give you more practi-
cal tips on how to work with students. Over the years, readers have been 
grateful for the help and courage that they gained from Tutoring Mat-
ters, but they have felt a little lost regarding exactly how to introduce 
themselves to a shy student or exactly how to fi gure out which book is 
the right book to read with a struggling reader. We hope that the tip 
boxes included in this edition provide some concrete advice that can 
make tutoring smoother and more fun for everyone involved.

Everyone who tutors knows that some days are good and some days 
are bad. Sometimes, you leave a tutoring session feeling like a superhero. 
Other times, tutoring sessions end in tears (for the student, usually, but 
sometimes for the tutor as well). But most of the time, tutoring is a sim-
ple thing: It involves helping someone learn something that you already 
know. It means taking skills and information that you possess and mak-
ing them simpler, less scary, or just more relevant to a student’s life. 
Tutoring also means being a cheerleader and pushing students to work 
harder, to try harder, and to learn better. And, for many tutors, tutoring 
also becomes a way to push themselves to become better communica-
tors, better listeners, more patient, more kind, more understanding of 
others, and more understanding of the world.

Pushing past the excuses and taking the plunge to sign up to tutor 
will be one of the best and most rewarding decisions you have ever made. 
You will not only enrich the lives of your students but fi nd that your stu-
dents enrich your life as well. We sincerely hope that Tutoring Matters 
gives you the knowledge, support, and courage to start tutoring today.



 1 Attitudes, Anxieties, 
and Expectations

 F EAR AND ANXIETY are natural emotions we often feel in our 
daily encounters and interactions with others. New situations, such 
as tutoring, in which people start out as strangers, frequently 

heighten these feelings of insecurity. Furthermore, tutoring is not just 
any new situation. Th e great challenges, expectations, and social compli-
cations it brings increase normal fears and anxieties. When refl ecting 
upon their fi rst days of tutoring, most tutors describe feelings similar to 
those that the following new tutor reported:

I was extremely nervous, since I was not very sure if the kids 
would like me. I felt a great deal of pressure, since I had never 
tutored in my life. I thought I could not off er the children any-
thing, because I was questioning my abilities to teach. In addi-
tion, would the teacher like me? Would I get along with her? 
Th en, scared and intimidated by the size and the beauty of the 
school, I did not know if I should turn back and run or walk 
into the supervisor’s offi  ce with confi dence and integrity.

Even if such anxious feelings subside aft er the fi rst day, as the setting 
becomes somewhat familiar and the tutor-tutee relationship gets under-
way, new fears arise throughout the tutoring experience. Fear, anxiety, 
and insecurity are intrinsic to tutoring. Intricate situations and emo-
tionally taxing incidents can make tutors feel helpless and even threaten 
the educational progress of tutees. As complicated and discouraging as 
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such feelings may be, your knowledge and application of certain atti-
tudes and practices will equip you with basic methods of dealing with 
fi rst-day concerns and ongoing problems.

Many tutors share the same fears and anxieties, and we have found 
that implementing certain attitudes and practices can ease most of those 
concerns. New tutors oft en worry about connecting with their tutees: 
Will my student like me? Will I like my new student? Will I be able to fi t 
in and to relate to a student who is very diff erent from me in terms of 
gender, age, race, ethnicity, religion, or socioeconomic status? Will I 
be able to teach everything that needs to be taught? Will I succeed as 
a tutor?

Such questions are common and reasonable for anyone entering a 
new or unfamiliar tutoring situation, but they need not be paralyzing. In 
spite of your fears and anxieties, rewarding experiences will emerge 
once you have connected with your tutee. When your tutees realize that 
you tutor because you care and that you are genuinely interested in them 
and in having a strong tutor-tutee bond, tutoring becomes an experi-
ence fi lled with moments of pleasure, satisfaction, and joy. Eventually, 
your fears and anxieties recede. Tutors oft en come out of their tutoring 
relationships with a deeper sense of satisfaction than they had expected. 
Reactions oft en include such sentiments as, “I got so much more than I 
off ered,” “He’ll never know how much he aff ected me,” and “I found this 
experience to be the most important thing I’ve ever done.”

We have found that most successful tutoring partnerships spring 
from a common underlying concept: acceptance. It is the most basic and 
essential foundation for a strong, successful tutoring relationship and 
thus the basis for the attitudes and practices we discuss later in this 
chapter. Th e fi rst step in acceptance is adopting a certain set of attitudes. 
Th ese attitudes ease tutors’ fears and shape tutors into better and more 
open teachers. Th e essential attitudes for tutoring, all fl owing from tutor 
acceptance, involve giving up expectations, displaying enthusiasm and 
interest, and feeling empathy. Th ese attitudes lay the foundation for a 
number of eff ective tutoring practices. We have found that three general 
practices are very useful in creating a comfortable and successful tutor-
ing relationship: being patient, being observant and asking questions, 
and understanding students on their own level.
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NORMAL FEARS AND ANXIETIES

Th e good news is that most tutors overcome their initial fears and anxi-
eties about tutoring. Knowing what to expect and knowing that most of 
your fellow tutors have felt the same concerns may alleviate your anxi-
eties. Tutoring is not easy; it will constantly confront you with your own 
weaknesses and failings. Facing those weaknesses can be diffi  cult. For 
someone who has just committed to helping others, it can be devastat-
ing. But because almost every tutor experiences these feelings, almost 
every successful tutor has overcome them.

Will the Students Like Me?

Many new tutors worry about whether their students will like them. 
Will the tutee accept the tutor as a friend and a role model? As a female 
tutor refl ected on her experience, she expressed a general concern of 
many tutors: “Although I do like children, I do not know that I am very 
approachable, for some reason. Maybe it is because I do not have much 
contact with children in my daily activities. I suppose I am not quite 
used to being around them nor know how to treat them, or, at least, do 
not have much experience in doing so.”

Like this tutor, many tutors worry that they will not be compatible 
with children in general or with their specifi c tutees. Besides worrying 
about how kids will react to their personalities, tutors worry about how 
tutees will see them and what fi rst impressions they may form. Tutors 
are oft en afraid that they will not look like the type of person the tutee 
will want to work with.

Most tutors wake up on the morning of their fi rst day of tutoring 
anxious about what to wear, how to do their hair, and how they look 
overall. One male tutor wrote, “Maybe I would be looked up to as a big 
brother, or maybe because of my six foot three inch stature they would 
be afraid of me.”

Will I Like My Students?

Tangential to the previous concern is the question of whether you will 
like the students you are supposed to tutor. What if a child is obnoxious 
or completely unmotivated? What if a tutee does not want to be there 
or deliberately asks things that you cannot answer and makes tutoring 
diffi  cult?



8 Î Chapter 1

Whenever you are assigned to spend a lot of time with someone 
whom you do not know, it is natural to wonder whether you will get along. 
And obviously, if you have been assigned to help someone, it is normal to 
wonder whether you will really want to once you get to know the person.

Will I Be Able to Fit in with and Understand 
Kids Who Are Diff erent?

In tutoring, diff erences between tutors and tutees are a very big concern, 
especially because tutors and tutees oft en come from diff erent back-
grounds. Although many tutors want to work through these diff erences, 
the life diff erences separating many tutors and tutees scare some tutors 
away. Is it possible for an upper-middle-class white university student 
or business executive to form a close relationship with a young African 
American student from the inner city? Can a female tutor from a shel-
tered background ever hope to relate to a street-tough gang member? 
It is easy to wonder. And because people oft en interact with a rather 
homogeneous group of people in their everyday lives, many people fi nd 
the notion of tutoring “other” types of people intimidating.

Even tutors who are confi dent that they can form relationships with 
students from diff erent backgrounds sometimes worry that they will not 
be appropriate role models for students who may have to face radically 
diff erent life experiences than they have ever known. Th is fear occurred 
to one white female student at a nonprofi t community-outreach pro-
gram in Los Angeles that works to empower minority children (mostly 
African American students, with some Latino students):

At the beginning, it was very diffi  cult. I had many fears and 
wondered how I could possibly make an impact on anyone’s life. 
I kept questioning why these minority children would look up 
to an upper-middle-class white person who is almost their own 
age. In addition, I also questioned how I would fi t into the envi-
ronment and become involved in the things the children and the 
program are taking part in. What do I know about the South 
Los Angeles community anyway? I mean, I am an outsider here. 
How do I become an insider, and am I even supposed to?

Regardless of their backgrounds, many tutors fear that they will not be 
able to relate to students who are “diff erent.” In the following example, a 
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Latina tutor worried about not being able to connect with an African 
American tutee because of their diff erent racial backgrounds:

I have always tutored students of Latino descent, and I will 
openly admit it has become my comfort zone, one that I 
haven’t breached until today. Immediately I began to think 
back into my comfort zone and contemplated starting my own 
tutoring program for Latino, immigrant children in downtown 
Los Angeles rather than participating in the program I was 
currently in. As much as I hate to admit it, I was doing this 
because I was scared of getting an African American tutee. Not 
because I’m racist; rather because I was scared of being too dif-
ferent from him or her, and my biggest fear was not being able 
to overcome our cultural diff erences. It’s just that because of 
his or her experiences and hardships being completely diff er-
ent from my own, I was scared that I wouldn’t be right for 
my tutee.

Will I Be Able to Teach the Students?

In addition to wondering whether forming a relationship is possible, 
many tutors worry about their teaching competence. In fact, even when 
tutors fi nd that they are immediately accepted and put at ease by the 
students they have been assigned to tutor, the issue of how well they will 
teach still lingers, as in the following example. Th is female tutor was wel-
comed into the fourth-grade classroom to which she was assigned, yet 
she was still nervous about being an eff ective teacher:

A perceptive boy named Roger from the front of the room yelled 
out, “Hey, are you one of the tutors from UCLA?” When I con-
fi rmed Roger’s question with a nod, smiles spread throughout 
the room. Two girls seated near me shyly asked, “Can we work 
with you today?” Th is was my fi rst experience in the classroom, 
and it felt wonderful. I was really nervous, because I felt the 
children looked up to me and expected me to know all of the 
answers, since I was a big college student. I was also nervous, 
because I was afraid that the children wouldn’t be interested in 
working, but only talking. I wasn’t sure how I would be able to 
focus their attention or motivate them to learn.
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Maybe you have never taught before. Maybe you are shaky in a couple 
of subjects. Tutoring tends to exacerbate tutors’ insecurities about their 
own academic performances. Many tutors fi nd themselves driving to 
their tutoring sites trying to fi gure out how they will tell students that 
they have never been good in math themselves.

Many factors may contribute to tutors’ evaluations of their teaching 
abilities. Th eir high expectations of themselves oft en lead them to self-
doubt when they fi rst start tutoring. As one tutor explained, “Inade-
quacy is a very hard pill to swallow. I felt disappointed in myself, 
depressed, and defeated. What if they need help with math and I can-
not remember? I never did well in math. What if I cannot come up with 
innovative and fun ways of teaching?”

Will I Succeed?

Most people get into tutoring because they want to “make a diff erence,” 
but specifi c motivations for tutoring vary. Perhaps it is required in a 
class you are taking. Perhaps you were inspired by a newspaper or televi-
sion show. Maybe you are trying to make a political or social statement. 
No matter why they decide to tutor, most tutors have some idea of what 
they want to accomplish—and usually it is the betterment of their stu-
dents. But what if the students will not listen? What if they still fail all 
their tests? What if they go out and get arrested the day aft er you have a 
heart-to-heart in a tutoring session? Th e aft ermath of many tutoring sit-
uations may look like failure, and many tutors fear that they might have 
infl uenced the outcome.

One of the amazing things about tutoring is just how overpowering 
these fears can seem. What is more amazing is how oft en they are over-
come, and how, in the end, it is usually the tutee’s calming eff ect that 
helps a tutor’s fears disappear. As one tutor wrote, “When I saw the 
fondness in this little girl’s eyes, I realized that I have to let go of my 
insecurities and occupy my time thinking of ways I can provide these 
kids with techniques for learning.”

As this quote suggests, many of the normal worries and anxieties 
you may feel as you enter your tutoring site will disappear once you 
meet your tutee. Yet some ways of approaching a tutoring situation can 
minimize your worries and fears and oft en help you overcome them 
altogether.
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ACCEPTANCE

Acceptance means taking your students as they are and suspending any 
hopes or expectations of what you would like them to be. Although it is 
important to want your students to learn, to do well in school, and to 
succeed, your work with them and acceptance of them should not be 
conditional on these accomplishments. Your interest in your students 
should not be based on what they could become but on who they are. 
Although this kind of acceptance usually develops over time with family 
and friends, you do not have the luxury of time in a tutoring situation. 
Th at is why it is important to cultivate this accepting attitude before you 
enter the tutoring relationship.

Th e ideal of acceptance comprises a set of attitudes and practices 
that become apparent in the example that follows. For this volunteer 
tutor who worked with a diff erent child every week at a children’s hos-
pital, all days were fi rst days, and fi rst days are oft en the scariest. 
Although this tutor met much more challenging conditions than those 
encountered by most tutors, the issues raised are typical of every tutor-
ing situation. Brandon’s case illustrates that, regardless of the challenges 
awaiting a tutor on the fi rst day, creating a bond is always a possibility:

I met Brandon, a seven-year-old liver transplant patient. Bran-
don seemed frail and very indiff erent to his surroundings. He 
refused to communicate with the nurse in words and only 
pointed to things if he needed anything.

“Hi, Brandon, my name is Tim, and I am here to spend 
some time with you.”

No response, not even a nod or look my way.
Th e nurse interjected, “Brandon, isn’t this great—we have 

a volunteer to play with you.”
He continued watching the TV as if he couldn’t care less 

about anything that was happening.
“Brandon, would you like to go to the playroom?”
He shook his head from side to side without looking at me.
“Would you like me to bring you a game or video?”
Same response.
Frustrated, I looked around, feeling like a fool, while 

fi ghting the thoughts in my head: “You may be making him 
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uncomfortable. He doesn’t like you. Maybe he wants to be left  
alone. Maybe I should explain to him that I am not a physician 
or a nurse. What is he thinking? I feel useless. He likes animals, 
especially dinosaurs and reptiles. Look at his shelf, fi lled with 
gift s that had one theme in common: dinosaurs, monsters, and 
jungles.”

I left  the room without saying a word. On my way to the 
storage room, I ordered the King Kong Nintendo game for 
him. From the storage room I fetched a game called Dynamite 
(a dinosaur game, in which whoever gets to the fi nish line fi rst, 
aft er going through a jungle full of obstacles, wins). Being in-
secure in my choice of the game, I also grabbed Battleship. 
I walked quietly to his room, carrying the games in my hand. 
I did not announce my entrance, much less the games that I 
fetched him.

I didn’t need to, because he snapped out of his bed and 
snatched Dynamite with an unfriendly gesture.

While he opened the box and seemingly read the instruc-
tions, I sat next to him on his bed without asking him. He did 
not object, but instead set up the game and chose his green 
dinosaur. I chose the yellow one, while he tossed the dice. 
While the game was going on, I asked him questions about the 
moves, but he refused to utter a word or even make the smallest 
noise and only pointed to things. His refusal to talk continued 
even when the Nintendo game arrived and I was desperately 
searching for an electrical outlet. He fi nally pointed to a corner 
of the room where I found one aft er three minutes of searching.

I had to wonder, “Wasn’t he excited about the game? 
Doesn’t he want to get started as early as possible, considering 
the short amount of time we have the game in reserve?”

He hooked up the system. Th en, he gave me the other joy-
stick for no apparent reason, since he set the game on the “one 
player” mode and kept on playing the next ten games, while I 
watched and commented on what I thought was cool about the 
game. Th en, suddenly, he handed me his joystick.

So I entered one of the houses but soon dropped off  of a 
cliff  and died. Apparently the route I took was a diffi  cult one. 
Brandon knew that but obviously preferred not to tell me in 
words. Aft er I died, he took the joystick from my hand, entered 
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the same route, and threw himself off  the cliff  on purpose. 
Th en, he looked at me and handed me the joystick.

So Brandon did tell me about the dangers of the path I took, 
but he did in his own terms. He was willing to lose two of the 
monkeys that he had saved over the past ten games rather than 
tell me in words, “Do not follow that path.” He lost two of his 
lives to guide me—he sacrifi ced for me!

Th is tutor’s experience demonstrates that even with the most recalci-
trant tutee, a persistent tutor can make a connection. Once the tutor 
accepted the fact that Brandon was not going to talk, he was able to start 
working with him, and they found their own way to communicate. 
Although this is the type of situation most tutors would prefer not to 
encounter on their fi rst day (and frankly, it is pretty rare for a student to 
refuse to talk at all!), we have identifi ed a number of attitudes and prac-
tices that should help ease your way, whatever the circumstances.

Attitudes

Developing an attitude of acceptance involves giving up expectations, 
showing enthusiasm and interest, and feeling empathy. Th ese are the 
most general, fundamental elements in initiating a positive tutoring 
experience; they lay the foundation for successful tutoring practices.

Although it may be hard to imagine developing your attitudes 
toward tutoring before you even reach the site, it is worth trying to do 
so. Some tutoring sites give you time to acclimate yourself and to get 
to know the students and staff , but tutors are oft en immediately 
matched up with students—before you even know what is going on, 
you are tutoring. So it is useful to have already established some sort 
of mindset.

As you will see, beginning to work out your mindset and attitudes 
before you begin tutoring does not mean you should try to fi gure out 
your teaching techniques and goals for your student in advance. As each 
tutoring scenario is diff erent and tutees generally will not conform to 
your expectations, such preparation would be a waste of time, even det-
rimental. But you can still mentally prepare yourself. Before you reach 
the site, you can give up any expectations that you may have, and you 
can work toward orienting yourself to the positive emotions of enthusi-
asm, interest, and empathy.
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Giving Up Expectations
Start out with minimal expectations. Th is means giving up visions of 

what you expect to happen and what you think you will know and feel 
or not know and not feel. Expectations can cause tension in the tutoring 
session. When such expectations are not met, the tutor can become dis-
illusioned and disheartened, emotions that can harm the relationship.

Our expectations are constructed through our value systems, up-
bringing, and past experiences and can be very diff erent from those of 
others. Th ese expectations can become major sources of frustration 
when not met by others’ behavior, such as that of our tutees. Th e best 
thing to do is to try to enter tutoring without any expectations at all. 
Th is, of course, includes giving up expectations you may have of your 
future students and their personalities, their academic skills or progress, 
and their motivation and attitude toward you. All children are diff er-
ent. Th ey have diff erent backgrounds, diff erent strengths, and diff erent 
weaknesses. Some may be thrilled to be tutored; others may be suspi-
cious. At the fi rst meeting, a tutor’s conception of a student should be a 
blank slate. Tutors must be prepared to accept and to work with any 
students to whom they are assigned.

Giving up expectations is not always easy, especially when tutors 
have worked with other tutees in the past and attempt to hold their new 
students to the same expectations. In the following example, a female 
tutor got off  to a bad start with her new seven-year-old tutee because of 
her preconceived expectations:

[Th e student was struggling with subtraction.] I tried to teach 
her a shortcut that is always helpful to me—see what gets you 
to ten, and take it from there. I spent several minutes trying to 
explain this shortcut to her, but she didn’t understand. Aft er 
correcting her more than a few times in this part of her home-
work and others, she said to me (still in her small voice), “I 
don’t like it when you talk.” Ah! “I’m sorry,” I apologized and 
smiled eagerly. I didn’t like it when I talked either! But how was 
I supposed to teach her? I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t 
expecting nor was I prepared for any of this.

We continued for a few more moments, and I stopped cor-
recting her and let her make mistakes. Th ank goodness it was 
almost time for her to leave, and as she started packing up her 
stuff , I tried to make more small talk with her. I asked her ques-
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tions like who was picking her up, what days she came to the 
center on, etc. Everyone else was lining up at the door, so I said 
my good-byes to her, told her I was excited to see her again next 
week, and saw her leave.

Refl ecting back on my fi rst tutoring experience, I certainly 
was taken off  guard and was unprepared to tutor Jocelyn. My 
most recent experience with children and teens had been my 
mentee, who was fi ft een years old. My mentee, Vicky, has a very 
diff erent personality than Jocelyn. Vicky is not very talkative, 
and she really enjoys hearing my stories and what I have to say. 
She also especially likes it when I get really into my stories what 
with voice variation, hand gestures, etc. Coming into the family 
center, I expected my tutee to react in the same way. I expected 
Jocelyn to be like Vicky and for her to welcome my lively expla-
nations and meanings.

Aft er the fi rst tutoring session ended, the tutor knew she had come 
unprepared—not unprepared as far as the material she worked on with 
her tutee, but unprepared in that she expected working with Jocelyn 
would be the same as her relationship with Vicky.

Giving up expectations of how a tutee is supposed to act or be does 
not, however, preclude you from holding high expectations for your 
tutees’ educational potential. It does not mean that you should not chal-
lenge your tutees to work as hard as they can and to excel. Tutors need 
to form, through tutoring, a picture of where they would like their tutees 
to move educationally. (Th ese informed or educated expectations can 
really help you be an asset to your students.)

But giving up expectations applies to far more than just your tutee. 
It means giving up expectations of yourself. It means giving up expecta-
tions of the school system, the teachers, and tutoring in general. It means 
giving up expectations of success. Although every tutor can help a stu-
dent, no tutor is superhuman. You cannot expect to know everything or 
to know how to teach everything. And every tutoring partnership can 
be a success, but not all tutees will land a scholarship to Harvard. Big 
successes are wonderful, but so are little successes. In fact, little suc-
cesses make up the bulk of a successful tutoring relationship. Every tutor 
can make an impact on a child, and any positive impact you make is a 
success. It is up to the individuals involved in the relationship to deter-
mine just what the successes will be.
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Giving up expectations is hard. When you make a commitment to 
tutor, it is diffi  cult not to start thinking about what you will be dealing 
with and trying to prepare yourself mentally and emotionally. But as 
you can see, shedding your expectations will also help you shed many of 
your fears. Will you be able to teach? Of course. You may not know 
everything, but you are not expected to. Being rusty in trigonometry 
does not make you a bad tutor. Not knowing Spanish does not make it 
impossible to relate to a Spanish-speaking child. You will be perfectly 
capable of teaching many subjects, and beyond helping with school-
work, every tutor can teach students about motivation and hard work, 
about enjoying learning, and about the existence of teachers who care. 
It is comforting to remember that just being there, reading with stu-
dents, and talking about what you have read together can help improve 
their comprehension and vocabulary.

Forgive yourself if you do not live up to how you want to teach. Th e 
tutor in the example that follows, a Persian female who seemed to be a 
perfect match for her Farsi-speaking third-grade student, found it hard 
to forgive herself and ended a session extremely frustrated:

I asked Ahmed what he wanted to do, and he said, “Let’s study 
English.” I was surprised, considering he had not done such a 
good job last time around. However, this time around, instead 
of asking him for the other letters in the alphabet, I went 
straight aft er the letter “M” [which had been troublesome for 
him in previous sessions]. I could not believe my own two eyes 
when I saw that blank look on his face. I thought to myself, 
“How stupid can someone be? I don’t understand. What am I 
doing wrong?”

I hesitated to help him. Instead of helping him, I decided 
that we would sit there for as long as it takes, until he remem-
bered the letter “M.” Little did I know that we were going to sit 
there for a long time. I started to give him hints, pronouncing 
words that start with the letter “M.” However, he still did not 
know what I was talking about. I told him to write down what-
ever he thinks looks like “M.” He wrote the letter “N” instead.

When I looked at him, he was playing with his fi ngers. I 
could not believe it. I was furious. In an angry yet strong tone of 
voice, I snapped at him. He jumped out of his chair. Tears were 
circling his eyes. He looked at me as though I had just hit him 
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or something. I felt really bad. I kept on apologizing, but it was 
not good enough. From that moment on, he would just look at 
me. Not that he talked much before, but now he did not even 
say a single word.

I tried to make it up to him, but I guess it was useless. I 
calmed myself down and wrote the letter “M” on the piece of 
paper in front of him. He stared at it for a bit and then started 
to write the letter “M” until the last line of the paper. I focused 
his attention on other letters, and when I got back to the letter 
“M,” surprisingly enough, he remembered. He had a smile on 
his face.

I cannot make any excuses for my behavior. All I can say is 
that I was very frustrated by the fact that we had spent the entire 
past two weeks studying the letter “M.” I also know that this is 
no excuse to snap at a child. I wish he knew how sorry I am.

Th is incident, although not ideal as far as tutoring methods go, is an 
excellent instance of a tutor getting upset with herself and her teaching 
skills. It shows how tutor expectations of how quickly a tutee can learn 
and how well tutors should teach can fi ll a situation with tension. Th e 
important thing to remember is that even though Ahmed’s tutor was 
not at her best in this situation, he forgave her, and he was still able to 
learn. You must try to be as forgiving with yourself.

Like Ahmed and his tutor, allow your tutees to help teach you how 
to teach. Teaching someone an idea, concept, or skill can be extremely 
challenging, especially when you “just know” how to do it. You will fi nd 
that many skills you have to teach are ones that you learned through 
rote memorization. Finding more constructive and creative ways to 
teach these same skills can be diffi  cult, but here you and your tutee have 
the most to learn from one another.

Will you be able to succeed? Again, forget your notions of what con-
stitutes success. Success is diff erent for everyone. Every tutoring scenario, 
regardless of the caliber of the student or the tutor, can be a success.

More than allowing you to calm some of your fears, approaching 
tutoring situations with no expectations lets you view the scene more 
clearly. Your lenses—that is, your expectations—will not cloud or color 
what is going on. Looking back at the hospital incident, one can see that 
what the medical volunteer expected from his interaction with Brandon 
was bound to defeat him had he not relaxed and dismissed it.
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Accepting your tutee means dismissing your preconceived notions 
about how your tutee should react toward you and learn. In the follow-
ing example, a heterosexual female tutor working at a gay and lesbian 
center was terrifi ed by her own expectations:

At fi rst I was worried that my intentions for tutoring at a gay 
and lesbian aft er-school program would be misunderstood and 
questioned by the students. I am heterosexual and was afraid 
that they may think I am tutoring at the center because I was 
homosexual myself. I was also afraid that once they found out 
[that I was heterosexual], they might not let me into their lives 
and accept me. I guess I was projecting. My preconceived 
notions of how it would be were momentarily confi rmed by a 
question that my female tutee [seventeen-year-old Latina] asked 
me on the fi rst day, “Do you have a boyfriend?”

Th is question threw me off  balance. I was shocked that she 
asked me such a question right away; I knew that she was trying 
to fi nd out about whether I belonged to her world.

Hesitantly, expecting a cold reaction, I said, “Yes.” To my 
surprise, the answer didn’t seem to change her behavior. Instead 
she went on telling me about how every time she gets into a fi ght 
with her girlfriend, her parents use it against her homosexual 
relationship. Th en relating to me, she asked, “Don’t you and your 
boyfriend have major disagreements?” Embarrassed about my 
shaky and obviously nervous reactions toward her, I said, “Yes” 
and explained to her an incident I had with my boyfriend.

Th is tutor’s preoccupation and anxiety sprang from her own fears and 
misconceptions about homosexuals. Her expectations not only made 
her nervous; they could have damaged her relationship with the tutee 
from the very beginning. Can you get along with a tutee who is diff erent 
from you? Can you make a connection? Yes, you can, but you must be 
willing to give up your preconceived notions and accept your tutees as 
they are (and accept yourself as you are).

In the following example, a white male tutor refl ected upon a tutor-
ing partnership in which he and the tutee came from dramatically dif-
ferent ethnic, religious, and class backgrounds. Th e tutor was raised in 
an upper-middle-class, strict Jewish household; the tutee, a seven-year-
old Latina, came from a working-class background. Th is tutor eventually 
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came to realize that his preconceived notions kept the two of them from 
forming a relationship for several weeks:

I was assigned to tutor Marta, a second-grade Latina, who came 
from a family with low socioeconomic status. As a university 
tutor, I was confi dent about being able to help my tutee with 
any problems she might have. But ironically, the problem was 
my inability to immerse myself in her life, see her problems, 
and perceive her actions in the context of her surroundings. 
I was so preoccupied with how I would aff ect her life the way 
I had learned how to, and teaching her from my experiences, 
that I ignored the greater problems in Marta’s life. She seemed 
“impossible” to teach and focus. . . . I could see that she did not 
identify with me and really ignored my concerns. It took me a 
while to realize that I could not expect her to understand my 
concerns, because they were so foreign and irrelevant to her life.

I didn’t fi nd out about her mother physically beating her, 
her teacher yelling at her in class, and the students in the bus 
calling her “stupid” until the sixth week of tutoring, once I 
fi nally learned how to listen. Once I was deemed deserving of 
a pass into her world, we learned to grow together and learn 
from one another by putting things in the context of our lives.

As we see later, once the lens of expectations is removed, you will be 
able to make important observations about your tutees that will allow 
you to better understand their world. Your careful observations should 
enable you to connect with your tutees and the world that impacts their 
lives, to approach and interact with them on their own terms. If you 
make no or few judgments beforehand, it is easier to learn what it means 
to live in their world, even if it is completely foreign to you.

Going back to the hospital example, we can see that once the volun-
teer gave up his expectations regarding Brandon’s nonverbal responses 
and his lack of enthusiasm toward the volunteer’s presence, the vol-
unteer could focus on Brandon’s surroundings and seek some way to 
approach him. Th e environmental cues, such as toys and books sur-
rounding Brandon’s bed, enabled the volunteer to fetch a dinosaur game 
that Brandon liked. Th e volunteer was also able express his interest and 
enthusiasm for interacting with Brandon by paying attention to what 
Brandon enjoyed doing.
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Displaying Enthusiasm and Interest
It is crucial that you show interest in your students’ work and in 

their lives. Your students can see through you, and the care you show for 
your work—your tutoring—will translate into sincere relationships with 
them. Tutees know that you cannot start caring for them deeply right 
away (human relationships do not operate that way), but your obvious 
love for your work and interest in them will illustrate your potential for 
bonding with them.

Do not worry about whether a student will like you. Students will be 
able to tell if you are genuinely interested in them, and their impressions 
of you will fl ow from that perception. It does not matter whether they 
immediately like your personality or the way you tutor. What matters is 
that they understand that someone cares about them and that they can 
feel safe responding and building a relationship with you.

Furthermore, by showing your enthusiasm and interest, you dem-
onstrate your fl exibility and ability to meet students on their terms. 
Many adults fail to do this when they interact with children or other 
people whom they are helping. Because your tutees may have been 
denied passion and enthusiasm from other adults, they may at fi rst see 
you as just another authority fi gure. You may also struggle with tutees 
dealing with the legacy that other tutors have left  behind, meaning they 
have already experienced tutors showing up late or not showing up at 
all. As a result, they may test you. Th ey will check your sincerity. Th e 
only way to prove that you are trustworthy is to show sincere and open 
interest in them and their progress.

In the following example, the tutee did not show any enthusiasm 
toward his assigned tutor. Nonetheless, the tutor sat down and got 
involved right away, parrying with his own interest the second grader’s 
attempts to push him away:

I asked him if he had any homework and what he wanted to 
work on. He said he had math, but it was easy and he could do 
it by himself in fi ve minutes. I told him, “Show me, it’s no rush, 
I know you could probably do it in fi ve minutes, but I want to 
do it along with you.”

He acted as if he did not need me for the fi rst thirty min-
utes. He was trying to prove how smart he was. When he got 
stuck on a problem, instead of asking me for help, he would tell 
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me how good he was in math and how he could do it so fast, 
trying to get off  the subject. When I was showing him how to 
do it, he would snap and say, “I was getting to that.” I told him 
that I was just trying to remember and was just discussing the 
problem to myself.

Although this was no idyllic start for a tutoring session, the tutor stayed 
involved. Aft er thirty minutes, the tutee started to sprinkle the session 
with personal comments, letting the tutor into his life. Th e tutor could 
then demonstrate his desire for a sincere tutor-tutee relationship. By the 
end of the session, the math homework had become a game designed to 
prevent the child from making small talk.

Although I encouraged our getting-acquainted conversations, 
I needed to have him complete the assignment also. I knew he 

j  Practical Matters: How Do You Display 
Excitement and Enthusiasm?

It’s hard to imagine getting excited when the major emotion that you 
feel is nervousness. But, remember, your enthusiasm will be contagious, 
so try the following tips:

◆ Get excited before you go. Listen to your favorite song on the way to 
tutoring, have a great exercise session beforehand, or get psyched with 
your best friend—do whatever it takes to get excited about tutoring.

◆ Don’t be afraid to “get into” the material you’re teaching. Students 
are often “too cool” to be interested in school work, but if you get 
into the subject, they often will as well. Be excited about what you 
read—connect it with your life or something else you know. Show 
the students that what they are learning is interesting and fun. 
Sometimes they’ll “pretend” to be interested just so you won’t be 
embarrassed about being a nerd and liking it, but even that’s a start.

◆ Find out what gets your students excited about school work. Do 
they like certain subjects? Do they really want to get good grades? 
Are they trying to move to higher reading groups? Will their parents 
give them treats for improving? Encourage them to love learning, but 
make sure you also get excited about what excites them.
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could do it, but up to this point it was taking him fi ve minutes 
to complete one problem.

He said, “Wait until the next line.” I was fooled. He picked 
the line with two-digit problems as opposed to three-digit ones 
on the previous lines. I told him he was so smart, how he fooled 
me, now he could show me how well he knew his math. He was 
excited when I discovered he fooled me; he started cheering and 
almost ran out of time. . . . We were really comfortable with 
each other at this point, joking and teasing. I knew I had suc-
ceeded in gaining Javier’s trust.

Th is tutor’s enthusiasm for his work and interest in the child allowed a 
connection to be made. Javier’s ability to fool the tutor and to show what 
he knows and can do, and the tutor’s acceptance of his way of expressing 
himself, allowed the boy to feel more trusting. It also indicates the suc-
cess you as a tutor can achieve through passion for your work and inter-
est in your tutee.

Feeling Empathy
One of the biggest fears that tutors face, and one that can be the 

most crippling, is expressed in the question, “Will I like my tutee?” It is 
hard to imagine working closely with a person you do not like or do not 
approve of. But it is important to remember that tutors do not have to 
like their students to be eff ective. Your student may not be the person 
you would choose as your best friend or a child you would want to 
adopt. Your tutee may be involved in activities or do things that you 
consider wrong. None of this matters. Liking your tutee is not essential. 
Feeling empathy for your tutee is.

Empathy diff ers signifi cantly from sympathy. We can empathize 
with people regardless of whether we like their actions, because we can 
understand why they do what they do. For instance, when a student 
cheats on an exam, we may empathize but not necessarily sympathize. 
We do not have to approve of cheating. We do have to try to understand 
why the student cheated. Was it too frightening to take the exam? Was 
the student unable to study because of a lack of help or because a factor 
in the home environment was too distracting the night before? Was the 
student simply afraid to fail? If you can understand why the student 
cheated, you can work with the student and talk about the situation and 
still maintain the relationship.
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In this example, a Latino tutor caught his ten-year-old tutee, Ge-
raldo, cheating and tried to understand the situation from the child’s 
point of view:

I saw Geraldo as he was copying the answers from his neighbor, 
looking through the corner of his eye. I didn’t want to make it 
obvious to the teacher, but I also wanted him to stop cheating. 
So I stared at him every chance I got. When our eyes met, 
almost at the end of the period, I could see the embarrassment 
on his face.

When the bell rang, he collected his stuff  very quickly, to 
avoid talking to me, but I managed to catch him before he left . 
I did not need to say that I was disappointed in him, because his 
behavior indicated the acknowledgment of my disapproval and 
disappointment. But I told him that I understood why he was 
cheating and told him about an incident I had in my elementary 
years. Together we explored some other ways around the exam-
induced anxiety he was facing as well as his lack of preparation.

Th is tutor’s empathy allowed him to explore and to understand his 
tutee’s situation without excusing the wrongful act. Th e result: new and 
eff ective lines of communication between the tutee and the tutor, 
through which they can arrive at a deeper understanding.

Once students discern that their tutors understand them and their 
situations from their perspectives, they will be more eager to work with 
the tutors and more open to advice and suggestions. Being a good lis-
tener signals to tutees that you understand them. Empathy—under-
standing the tutee’s position—is therefore fundamental to the develop-
ment of a strong tutoring relationship.

One way to develop empathy is to believe that your tutees are doing 
what they can to succeed. With this mindset, you will be less critical.

It is hard to criticize or to condemn someone who cheats because 
he or she is afraid of failing and being beaten, ridiculed, or left  behind 
a grade.

Even in situations where you disapprove of students’ values or 
actions, you can empathize and try to see where they are coming from. 
Th en you can respond to them in a way that makes sense to them. In 
the following example, the tutor was working with the probation 
department, tutoring male juveniles who had just gotten out of lockup. 
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Although, as a middle-class white female graduate student, she was con-
tinually surprised to learn of her students’ crimes—which ranged from 
robbery to murder—this interaction really dumbfounded her:

We were reading an article on police brutality, and I asked the 
guys if they had been abused when they were arrested or while 
they were in lockup. Th ey said that of course they had, but that 
it hadn’t been as severe as what we were reading about. We went 
on to have a really stimulating conversation about when brutal-
ity might be justifi ed and when it wasn’t. Byron and Trang were 
arguing over whether murderers have rights. Trang says that 
they don’t, that they forfeit them when they kill someone. Byron 
wasn’t so sure.

Later I asked Byron if he thought that all cops were bad. He 
said yes. Th en he changed his mind. He said that not all of them 
were, but that he thought that the longer they had been on the 
street, the worse they got. I asked why he thought that was. He 
said, “Well, they scared. Th ey see so much. Th ey tired of seeing 
it all.” We talked about peer pressure from other police and if he 
thought that he could be a street cop. He struck me as so intel-
ligent. He read really well and was really interested in talking.

I asked him what he had been in for. He seemed so friendly 
and actually kind of sweet, and I fi gured it would be minor.

“Burglarizing a house,” he told me.
“Did you do it?”
“Yeah, I did it. But I would’ve gotten away with it if some-

one hadn’t snitched on me. I’d have gotten away with it.” I was 
kind of shocked. No remorse. Th en he added, “But that just 
gonna slow me down.”

I was really shocked: “What?”
“It just gonna slow me down.” I could tell by his voice that 

he planned to keep right on at it when he was done with his 
house arrest.

I kept fl ashing back to my friends who had just had their 
house robbed twice in one week and who had lost a lot of valu-
ables that they couldn’t aff ord to replace. What could I say to 
this kid? Somehow I knew he wouldn’t care about that. He 
wouldn’t sympathize with my friend whose laptop computer 
had gotten ripped off . He’d never owned anything that valuable 
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in his life. But I had to say something: “Th ere are more honest 
ways to make money Byron. And the scariest thing about rob-
bing houses isn’t getting caught—it’s the fact that the owner 
might have a gun, and he’ll blow you away. No problem.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he conceded.

It is hard to know whether this tutor’s reaction was the best one or if 
what she said would dissuade the student from committing his crime 
again. Perhaps she should have been stronger or more insistent. Th e 
point is that she did not walk away, indignant. She did not lecture or 
moralize. She tried to think about the crime from his point of view and 
to suggest reasons why he might choose to avoid the activity (an out-
come that would aff ect him). We do not know whether the tutee under-
stood, but his tutor expressed her concern for the consequences of his 
actions in a way that showed her concern for him, not for her values and 
beliefs, which left  room for further discussion—on this or other subjects 
the tutee might have hesitated to bring up.

Th is tutor continued to teach Byron, even though she disapproved 
of his behavior. Rather than preaching to him, she wanted to try to be a 
role model and to show him, rather than tell him, that he could choose 
a better way to live. Th is tutor did not need to like her student, but she 
needed to see where he was coming from and to try to understand him. 
Th en she could continue to interact with him and to leave open the pos-
sibility of infl uencing him positively in the future.

Practices

Th ese attitudes—giving up expectations, displaying enthusiasm and 
interest, and feeling empathy—form the foundation for several success-
ful general practices. Th ese practices are being patient, being observant 
and asking questions, and interacting with your student on as equal a 
level as possible. For instance, being patient becomes a necessity once 
you give up your expectations. Because each tutoring partnership is 
unique, you must wait to learn about your student and yourself. What 
sometimes seems to require an infi nite amount of patience is worth it in 
the end. Being observant and asking questions are inherent in display-
ing interest and enthusiasm, the basic tools that show children that you 
are interested in and excited about working with them. Finally, you need 
to have empathy to understand students and to work with them on an 
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equal level. Each of these practices builds upon the other: Being patient 
gives you the time to observe and to ask relevant questions that bring 
you into the tutee’s world.

Practicing Patience
Patience can mean being willing to wait, being understanding or 

tolerant or enduring problems without complaint, or persevering in the 
face of adversity. In tutoring, patience means all these things. It is the 
ability (or the state of mind) to cope with discouraging situations and 
distracting environmental factors while focusing all of your eff orts on 
your tutee. It means being willing to let the student set the pace for the 
growth of the relationship and not being too pushy. It requires being 
steadfast and trying one method aft er another until something clicks.

In the hospital case, the tutor showed patience by not allowing 
Brandon’s refusal to talk to discourage him. Th e tutor took his time and 
eventually came up with an eff ective way of interacting with Brandon, 

j Introductions

Take a minute to get to know your student. Don’t start on schoolwork 
immediately. Instead, start off  with a few personal questions and an ice-
breaker or two to set an enthusiastic tone for the day.

◆ Ask your students about their days, about what they like to do, what 
subjects they enjoy, whether they have been to tutoring before, or 
what they think of the environment in which you’re tutoring.

◆ Tell your tutees some things about yourself. Don’t dwell on yourself 
too much, but try to fi nd a way to establish some things you may 
have in common.

◆ Comment on the students. You can remark on the books that the 
students are carrying, their shoes or hairstyles, or even the games you 
saw them playing before you began tutoring. Compliments go a long 
way. And sometimes simple comments get the conversation going. 
Pay attention to clothes, doodles on notebooks, conversations you 
overhear them having with other kids, and other clues. Try to fi gure 
out what they like. And pay attention when they drop little clues, 
such as wanting to tell you what happened on their favorite cartoons 
or about the baseball game they saw over the weekend: Th ese details 
could be your entrée into relationships with these students.
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through his observation of environmental cues. Furthermore, he did 
not take the situation personally, realizing that Brandon’s behavior had 
many possible causes.

In the same way, you do not know what is going on in your tutees’ 
lives, and you should not assume anything. Children are oft en more 
sincere and expressive than adults. Th ey lack the adult ability to mask 
their problems and to pretend that nothing is wrong. Remember, as dis-
couraging as the situation may seem, your patience will allow your 
tutees to enjoy your company and to see your sincere interest in them.

As the hospital volunteer refl ected, “Although Brandon seemed not 
to care much about my presence, his actions talked a diff erent language 
as he sacrifi ced two of his monkeys to guide me in the game. He also 
played Dynamite with me, which was indicative of a connection or a 
bond.” Th e volunteer was patient, not presumptuous, and let Brandon 
lead him.

Sometimes getting to know a student requires gentle probing, espe-
cially if you are thrown into a situation in which you know nothing 
about the tutee. Gentle probing is not always as easy as it sounds, so 
patience is necessary. A student who is unhappy about being tutored or 
apathetic about schoolwork can shut down a shy tutor easily. You will 
not always get, nor should you expect, immediate results. Sometimes 
an entire session or two may feel awkward, but every bit of information 
that you gather is a potential window into the student’s life; store it all 
away, for it will eventually prove useful.

In the following case, a female tutor felt somewhat lost when her 
tutee arrived with no homework to work on and gave only terse answers 
to her questions. But in persevering, the tutor made some small connec-
tions, learned a little about her tutee, and was more prepared to get 
through to this student the next week:

My next student was nine-year-old Kim. Th ere was no formal 
introduction except for names, so I fi shed for information. I 
asked, “Do you like school?”

Kim replied, “Some parts.”
I went on, “What is your favorite subject?”
She replied, “Math.”
Kim’s answers made it really diffi  cult to continue a conver-

sation, but I forged on. “Do you like art?”
“No.”
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“Do you play sports?”
“No.”
“Do you like music?”
“Oh yeah, I like music.”
Finally something I could talk about. I mentioned to her 

that music and math are more alike than she probably thinks. 
For a moment she looked amused but then took on the bore-
dom face again. I asked her, “Do you like any particular 
instrument?”

“No.”
I thought, somewhere, she’s got to give. “Okay, so who do 

you listen to?”
“I like Mariah Carey.”

Th is tutor was not very familiar with Mariah Carey, so the student’s 
comment did not lead to a serious connection. But the two kept talking, 
and the tutor fi nally found out that Kim had a boyfriend that she liked 
to talk about and that she liked to go to the mall and would talk a little 
about those trips. Th rough a lot of eff ort on the tutor’s part, the sessions 
eventually became more comfortable. Th e tutor only needed to gather 
up enough parts of her student’s life to try to understand her and to 
make her feel comfortable. Exercising patience and observing details 
about your tutees may likewise help you forge connections.

Being Observant and Asking Questions
Once you have given up expectations and developed the practice 

of patience, you are in the best possible mindset for making observa-
tions. You can learn a lot about your tutees by noticing their body lan-
guage, clothing, stickers on their binders, or the songs in their iPods. By 
being observant, you can pick up details about tutees that can help you 
connect with them. In the hospital case, for example, the tutor’s obser-
vation of the dinosaurs on Brandon’s shelf helped him choose an eff ec-
tive activity. Being observant is not limited to what you can see, how-
ever; it includes what you can learn through interaction. For instance, in 
Kim’s case, the tutor learned of Kim’s interest in music through their 
conversation.

In the following example, careful observations, questioning, and 
building on the tutee’s expressed interests allowed the tutor to turn 
fatigue and fi dgetiness into interest and excitement:



j A Worksheet for Introducing Yourselves

If you feel uncomfortable having a conversation upon fi rst meeting, try a 
worksheet like the one below (adjust it for the age of your tutee). It can 
be hard for a shy student to talk openly with a new person, but writing 
things down can help break the ice. Be as corny or as serious as you like—
just make sure that your worksheet fi ts your personality. Notice that this 
worksheet is designed for you both to fi ll out. Each of you gets to fi ll out 
a form for the other. Do not worry if the worksheet is silly; it is precisely 
the silliness that can get your conversation started (and let the student 
see that you are not too cool, too old, or too boring to be silly).

Draw yourself! Name:

My tutor/My tutee:

Age:

Grade:

Hometown:

If you were any animal, what would you be and why?

Favorite subject in school:

Favorite sport:

Hobbies:

Brothers and sisters:

What do you want to be when you grow up?

What do you want to work on most with your tutor/tutee?
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Near the beginning of our tutoring session, Rizzo told me he 
likes rocks. He likes that there are so many diff erent shapes, 
colors, and sizes. Although it was just a brief comment in 
our introduction, I took this to note, among other things he 
revealed to me, and continued on with his English homework. 
A while later, I noticed he was getting a bit antsy around me 
and looked a bit uncomfortable. First thing I thought to ask was 
whether he needed to go to the bathroom, and oh yes, he did. 
Anyway, we got to the bathroom I think is closest, one which 
Rizzo had never visited, and it happened to be in the Geology 
building next door. . . . Th e walls contain a gallery of rock sam-

j Pay Attention, Ask, and Observe

After you get to know your tutees a little, it’s a good idea to jump into 
work. It’s actually helpful to have something to focus on. As you look at 
students’ work, get a sense of what they like and don’t like, what they 
want help on and what they don’t need help on, what their academic 
goals are, and what they want to learn from you.

◆ Figure out what you want to get done during that tutoring session 
(fi nd the work that the students need help with, not just the work 
that they want to get done—there’s no point to your sitting there 
watching students do work that is easy for them).

◆ Ask about everything that is due tomorrow. Students notoriously 
like to do easy work fi rst, and by the time you realize that they need 
help with something, your time could be up. Get a sense of the 
entire day’s work before you begin. A great way to start is to have a 
look at the students’ agendas (many schools provide agendas, calen-
dars, or homework books for students). If the students do not have 
agendas (or did not write the assignments in it), write down the 
day’s assignments together. Talk with the students, subject by sub-
ject, and try to write down each task and assignment the students 
are supposed to complete.

◆ Ask about everything that students are supposed to do, not just 
“homework.” Students often disregard assignments that do not 
include tangible products to be turned in. But when students are 
supposed to read (either a novel or a textbook) for homework, it 
often presents a great opportunity for a tutor to help them read 
and understand the content while they read. Reading together 
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ples ranging from pyrite, fossils, obsidian, and so on. Rizzo got 
very excited about this, and something clicked. Th e next week, I 
came back with a PowerPoint slideshow on how the three types 
of rocks are formed (sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic), 
which he greatly enjoyed. He memorized the three processes, 
and I took him to the [Geology] hallway again, where I quizzed 
him on which of the three types each rock belonged to. We did 
this until all the rocks in the hall had been covered. He said this 
was the most fun thing he had done the entire day, which made 
me very happy. Just a little bit of eff ort on my end and a little bit 
of listening went a long way. Toward the end of the tutoring 

(out loud, no matter how old the students are) is often an extremely 
eff ective tutoring technique. And the reading assignments that 
students skip can be the most consequential assignments of the 
evening.

◆ Talk about long-term projects or work that you should be thinking 
about a little each session. Th ese could include book reports, 
research reports, science projects, or any long-term projects. When 
you talk about these projects, be specifi c and ask a lot of questions. 
Students often don’t think about assignments until the day before 
they’re due—even when they require a lot of work. For instance, if 
the students have book reports due at any time in the future, start 
choosing books and reading.

◆ Ask whether any subjects require review (even if no homework is 
assigned at that moment). If you know what skills the children should 
be able to execute (from a teacher, a textbook, or even from a list of 
state standards), you can compile a short pretest.

◆ Ask whether any tests are coming up that you can help the students 
start to study for.

◆ Decide whether you would like the students to bring certain mate-
rials to the next session (old tests, textbooks, homework, notes, and 
so forth).

◆ Find out whether you should bring specifi c materials to the next 
tutoring session (for example, some schools don’t use textbooks, but 
you might have a reference book or old textbook that you want to 
bring so you can look things up).

◆ Ask whether the students want to focus on particular subjects or 
types of learning with you.
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session, I asked him what else I could teach him about, any 
other sciences he was interested in, and so on. He responded 
that he’d just like to go back to the hallway and get quizzed 
more. I guess he’s found a niche.

Being observant takes eff ort, practice, and concentration. Yet it pays 
off , for every cue serves as a brick that builds a successful tutoring 
experience. Observation helps in fi rst-day situations especially, when it 
can alleviate much of the tension and awkwardness associated with 
stilted interaction. Th ese crucial initial stages lead to a more eff ective 
learning environment, especially when tutees feel that you are involved 
in their lives. Th e cues you gather will enhance your understanding of 
your students so you can fi ne-tune an individual, appropriate approach 
for each tutee.

Interacting as Equals
Interacting with your tutees as equals requires pulling all the atti-

tudes and practices we have talked about together. It means patiently 
observing your tutees and trying to understand what motivates and 
excites them. It means accepting them and giving up your expectations 
of how they should be or how your interaction should proceed. Although 
this equal interaction is not easy to achieve, it marks the beginning of the 
success of your tutoring relationship. It proves to your students that you 
are really interested in them, not in disciplining, harassing, or changing 
them.

Tutoring is not an easy experience; as a tutoring relationship pro-
gresses, tutors are forced to face their own shortcomings and insecuri-
ties. But they also learn to work through them. In other words, tutor and 
tutee learn and grow together. As one tutor refl ected, “It is the best feel-
ing in the world. I am a part of him, and he is a part of me.”

Setting Boundaries and Goals

Every tutoring relationship is diff erent, but by giving up expectations 
and accepting your students as they are, you set the stage for a relation-
ship that is optimal for your students’ learning. However, as the adult, 
you are responsible for making sure that tutoring is positive and pro-
ductive. Many students, especially those facing work that they do not 
want to do, would rather hang out. And, many students (and tutors!) 
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have trouble tuning out distractions. So, when you fi rst start tutoring, 
take responsibility for one of the most diffi  cult parts of the tutoring rela-
tionship: keeping the tutoring relationship focused.

Setting Boundaries
Setting up the notion that your sessions will be more than hanging 

out and that you plan to get schoolwork done is just as important as 
making a connection with a student. You do not want to make a false 

j Get Started Tutoring

Remember the reason you’re there: to be a catalyst for your students’ 
academic success. Get some work done (ten minutes per hour is prob-
ably plenty of time for chatting).

◆ Feel free to help, but don’t do the students’ homework for them. 
You’re there to help, but the homework is still the responsibility of 
the students.

◆ Watch to see whether the students might have academic gaps or be 
working below grade level. If it looks as though the students might 
need some remedial help, ask a supervisor or teacher for materials to 
help fi ll those gaps and get the students up to speed. Most teachers 
don’t have time for one-on-one intervention, so you have a unique 
opportunity.

◆ No homework? Look for an interesting book or newspaper that you 
can read. Most students can use help with reading. Have the stu-
dents read to you (or take turns), and talk about what you’re read-
ing. You can also give the students a writing prompt or look for an 
academically focused computer program to engage them (although, 
be careful—often the fastest way to lose students’ attention is to put 
them in front of the computer).

◆ Too much homework? If your students have a lot of work to get 
done, focus on the most essential problems. Try to teach the stu-
dents how to do a problem or two of each type, and work carefully 
so they can use their work as examples for future work. Also, work 
on teaching not just the material but the ways to study so the stu-
dents can continue to work without you. Even if you run out of time 
during the session, encourage students to bring calendars or plan-
ners the next time you meet so you can plan for important assign-
ments in the future.
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connection, leading the student to believe that tutoring will be all fun 
and games. Your goal is to help the student academically, so it is honest 
to build your relationship within that context.

In the following example, a tutor felt confl icted over how much time 
she should spend getting to know her tutee and how much time she 
needed to dedicate to doing the work:

When we fi nally fi nished her homework, I really tried to get her 
to open up and talk, and I wanted her to like me. Of course, at 
fi rst she was a little shy, but when I was asking her questions 
about herself, you could tell that she wanted to talk. I only had a 
chance to ask her a few questions, but she told me how she loves 
to hang out with her friends and how she wants to be a veteri-
narian when she grows up. I’m hoping that as the weeks pass, 
she will start opening up more. But at the same time, I feel like 
do I/we even have time to just sit and talk, or am I just supposed 
to help her with her homework? I mean, isn’t that the tutor’s 
job? I’m pretty sure she doesn’t come to the community center 
to become friends with her tutor; she probably just comes to get 
help with homework. But then, is that the problem? Is it my job 
as the tutor to not only be someone who helps with homework 
but to also be a mentor and somebody that the tutee can go to 
to talk? I feel like I really need to sit down and fi gure out how I 
can connect with Edith or make learning more fun.

Setting Goals
Giving up expectations of how your tutees will behave, what their 

achievement levels may be, and whether they will like you is the best 
way to begin a tutoring relationship. However, tutors should set some 
realistic goals and boundaries with the students early in the relationship. 
Sometimes you and your tutee will set these goals informally in the 
course of getting to know each other and working through your tutoring 
sessions. Other times, you will set these goals more formally. In the fol-
lowing example, a tutor set up contracts and communicated her realistic 
expectations on fi rst meeting her tutees. Most tutors do not begin with 
a contract, but it worked well for this tutor:

I spent all night wondering how I was going to establish rela-
tionships and trust with my students. So on the fi rst day with 
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my tutees, I brought a letter, a contract, and a fact sheet for the 
kids to fi ll out. Th e letter that I gave them was for their parents, 
and I introduced myself and explained that I was excited to 
begin working with their children. Th e next thing I did was the 
contract. It basically gave the children the opportunity to tell 
me what they needed help on and how together we were going 
to try our best. Th e tutees were taken back and amazed at the 
fact that they didn’t need their parents to sign it. I told them 
that together we are responsible for what we want to accom-
plish. Aft er this was completed, we did a sheet that asked the 
kids for their “4-1-1” (information). Th is was a fun activity, 
because it allowed the children to get to know me and the other 
children in the tutoring group. Th ey got really into the assign-
ment, and they opened up to me and shared some personal 
information about their lives.

Th e tutor set up parameters of mutual responsibility and made it clear 
to the tutees just how important they would be in making the tutoring 
relationship work. With the separate contracts and letters, the tutor 
made clear that although the students’ parents were important parts of 
the students’ academic lives, they were not the ones signing their con-
tracts. Not every tutee will agree to sign a contract, and you may not 
feel comfortable starting your fi rst day with this technique; nonetheless, 
it is helpful to communicate realistic expectations early in the tutoring 

j Looking Ahead

Ideally, you and the student will get to work together for a while. Leave 
your students with the following:

◆ Clear instructions about what tasks they need to complete after you 
part (fi nishing up an assignment, reading another chapter, studying 
the words that they struggled with in spelling practice).

◆ Clear instructions about what materials they should bring next time 
(especially if they forgot to bring something important, such as a 
textbook or worksheets from school).

◆ A confi rmation about when and where you will see them next.
◆ A smile—and confi dence that you enjoyed working with them today.
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relationship to indicate the purpose of your meetings and the goals of 
your relationship.

Th e possibilities for realistic goals to set on the fi rst day are numer-
ous. Introducing a good system for you and the tutee to inform each 
other in case of an absence or tardiness can help in establishing a sense 
of trust and reliability. Asking what your tutee expects from you is also 
a good way to set up realistic expectations. Nevertheless, remember that 
keeping an open mind and a clean slate for tutees and their personali-
ties, learning abilities, and commitment levels is essential for building 
an eff ective relationship with your tutees.

RECOMMENDED READING

A number of excellent books describe teachers’ eff orts to work one-on-
one or with small groups of students, and many tutors will fi nd the 
experiences of these gift ed tutors and teachers rewarding and inspiring. 
In 36 Children (1967), Herbert Kohl, a white male teacher, succeeds in 
an all-black classroom in Harlem. In Teacher (1963), Sylvia Ashton-
Warner, a white British teacher, fi nds eff ective ways to teach Maori chil-
dren in New Zealand. A Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, develops an 
active model for teaching adults in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1989). 
For a model of how Japanese teachers approach and impact children, 
read Educating Hearts and Minds (1995), by Catherine Lewis.

Torey Hayden, a white female teacher, has written extensively on 
her experience teaching special-education students (see, e.g., One Child 
[1980], Somebody Else’s Kids [1981], Just Another Kid [1988], and Beau-
tiful Child [2002]). Each book reads like a novel but chronicles Hayden’s 
experience with a classroom of special-needs students. Even when tutors 
do not work specifi cally with special-education students (or elective 
mutes, Hayden’s specialty), they can benefi t from hearing about her 
experiences, her patience, her teaching techniques, and the spirit with 
which she fails and tries again.

Educating Esmé: Diary of a Teacher’s First Year (2001), by Esmé Raji 
Codell, is a fun read by a twenty-four-year-old new teacher. Th e book is 
funny (from the teacher’s standpoint and due to quotes from the kids) 
and realistic at the same time. It is a great read for anyone who thinks 
that he or she is going to change the world and wants to be prepared for 
the life of a teacher as it really is. Th e Essential 55: An Award-Winning 
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Educator’s Rules for Discovering the Successful Student in Every Child 
(2004), by Ron Clark, delivers fi ft y-fi ve quick tips for teachers (and any-
one who works with students). Not every tip will be useful for everyone 
(and some seem a little silly), but it is a quick read, and the stories about 
his teaching experience make it an educational book for anyone who 
wants to work with kids.

In Teach Like Your Hair’s on Fire: Th e Methods and Madness inside 
Room 56, by Rafe Esquith (2007), the author seems to teach his Los 
Angeles fi ft h graders as if his hair were on fi re. He provides specifi c tips, 
examples, and lessons that he teaches, and, although no teacher or tutor 
will fi nd all the tips or strategies useful, his enthusiasm and inclusive 
approach to teaching should be inspiring to anyone who works with 
children and hopes to make them love to learn.

Vivian Paley’s book You Can’t Say You Can’t Play (1993) describes a 
creative way of teaching children through storytelling. In recognizing 
that children in kindergarten are already prepared to exclude other chil-
dren on the basis of race, gender, class, and weight, Paley develops a 
storyline to use as a proxy for her students to discuss their own feelings 
of inclusion, exclusion, rejection, and dominance. Aft er six months of 
deliberation and discussion with her students, Paley and the children 
implement the rule “You can’t say, ‘You can’t play.’” Th e book describes 
how the children struggle to practice and to internalize this rule. Tutors 
can learn from Paley’s emphasis on inclusion and the evidence that 
exclusion can inhibit learning.

RESOURCES

We recommend three videos that may be diffi  cult to obtain but would be 
well worth the eff ort. Th ey inspire tutors and teachers, who are amazed 
at what can be accomplished with students who had been failing.

A 60 Minutes description of Marva Collins’s work in an inner-city 
school in Chicago shows that having high expectations for children—
even those considered to be hopeless or discipline problems—can lead 
to student success. Collins’s eight- and ten-year-old students read clas-
sics in Western literature, including Dante, Shakespeare, and Charlotte 
Brontë. A follow-up video, Too Good to Be True (1996), shows that many 
of Marva Collins’s students have gone on to college and graduate school, 
and all are employed: www.youtube.com/watch?v=H7LPpsp_Qh0.
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In another video produced at PBS, teachers, students, and parents 
all become involved in ensuring that their children learn and work 
extremely hard. KIPP teachers, parents, and students all strive to create 
a learning environment that demands high commitment to reading, 
studying, doing homework, and testing. See KIPP on Making Schools 
Work: www.youtube.com/watch?v=VAKBnR-QSls.



 2 Building Relationships

ONE OF THE MOST VITAL STEPS in the development of the 
tutor-tutee relationship concerns exactly that—creating a rela-
tionship. Tutoring looks easy, particularly if the students are 

young and the material is simple. But answering tutees’ academic ques-
tions may be the easiest aspect of tutoring; the more diffi  cult part is 
providing moral and emotional support and discovering exactly what 
areas the student needs help in. What would be an extremely diffi  cult 
process between strangers occurs more easily between two people who 
have come to know and to care about each other.

Creating a strong personal relationship with your tutee is vital. 
Without it, a tutor can, at best, scratch the surface of a student’s needs. 
Helping tutees with assignments may improve homework grades or 
even raise test scores, but fi lling in long-standing gaps in knowledge or 
helping students grasp more complex concepts requires the tutor to 
understand what the students do not know so they can devise teaching 
methods that are appropriate for those particular students. Th e best 
tutor will fi nd ways to use students’ natural curiosity and interest to 
motivate them to want to master challenges and to learn.

Although some tutoring relationships are long and enduring, many 
are relatively brief encounters: a semester, a few weeks, or a few months. 
Oft en, the biggest impact that tutors can make reveals itself not in higher 
test scores or better spelling papers but in the learning techniques and 
confi dence that one-on-one work can instill in a tutee. Built on a per-
sonal connection, the tutoring experience can leave a lifelong impression 
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on tutor and student, but making this connection and achieving this level 
of intimacy requires forging a strong relationship with the student.

Not all tutor-tutee relationships are easy to build. Myriad potential 
barriers stand between any particular tutoring pair and a strong tutor-
ing relationship. Many tutors work with students of diff erent genders, 
races, ages, or socioeconomic backgrounds than their own. Tutors oft en 
fi nd themselves working with tutees with emotional and family prob-
lems that the tutors do not feel fully equipped to handle. Other tutors 
fi nd that they struggle with the educational system, either in confl icts 
with teachers or in dealing with tutees whose confi dence suff ers or who 
have been incorrectly placed in an academic program that is either too 
advanced or too easy. (We explore these potential problems, and the 
ways many tutors have chosen to handle them, in later chapters.) Our 
experiences show that most of these barriers can be overcome; to create 
a successful tutoring situation, they must be overcome.

In the following example, a tutor was confronted with a seemingly 
insurmountable situation. She was frightened about her tutee’s illness 
and whether she would be able to teach and to connect with her tutee:

I worked with Jonnie, a ten-year-old leukemia patient. During 
our time together, we learned that his condition was terminal. 
At fi rst, I wasn’t sure whether or not I could continue to work 
with him, as I didn’t feel qualifi ed to deal his illness. However, 
I realized that I had established a relationship with Jonnie and 
to walk away was not an option. Jonnie had the right to have as 
normal a life as possible, despite his disease, and learning was 
an integral part of his life. I had to honor my relationship with 
Jonnie and to walk through my personal fears and inadequacies 
in order to be there for him.

My tutoring with Jonnie revealed his interest and fascina-
tion with life during the colonial period. Whenever we had free 
time, Jonnie wanted to research and read about this historical 
period. He was particularly interested in their brick-making 
process. On my next visit, Jonnie was excited to see me. He and 
his uncle had done more research about making bricks, and 
they had dug a pit in the backyard. Th ey had made molds for 
the bricks out of wood, involving measuring and mathematical 
calculations. Jonnie was set to go, but I suggested that we go 
back onto the Colonial Williamsburg Web page to review all 
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about brick making so that we would be prepared. I asked him 
to read the information to me, and he did! We then set out for 
the backyard and made a huge mess in the pit. We dumped the 
dirt mixture and water into the pit. We rolled up our pants, 
took off  our shoes and socks, and took turns mixing the dirt 
and water with our feet. We then took the mixture out of the 
pit and packed it into the twenty-four molds. Th ey had to dry 
for days, so we cleaned up and went back into the house for a 
snack. Although there wasn’t much reading that was done this 
day, the “experiment” that we did was sparked by Jonnie’s inter-
est in the colonial period. He read, researched, and used his 
math skills in order to get to this point. I had a wonderful time 
with Jonnie, gratifi ed by his enthusiasm. My fears about how I 
would deal with Jonnie were unrealized. I learned that I need to 
trust my instincts and to have faith in myself and in my ability 
to give what is needed to Jonnie, when he needs it.

Despite the limited time she had with Jonnie and her fears that she could 
not help him through his illness, this tutor built a strong tutoring rela-
tionship. Her example raises the issues addressed in this chapter regard-
ing making connections, building trust, motivating students to work, 
and going beyond the academic work.

Like other relationships, each tutoring combination off ers a unique 
experience, but having followed the experiences of hundreds of tutors, 
we have a great deal of confi dence in tutors’ abilities to bond with their 
students and not only to help them improve their schoolwork but to 
shape and to inform their lives.

MAKING CONNECTIONS

Th e fi rst thing that a tutor must do with a new tutee is make some kind 
of connection. How tutors make connections diff ers according to the 
personal interaction styles of student and tutor. But, as with any rela-
tionship, some common ground must be established to create the space 
for the tutoring relationship to grow. Sometimes these connections are 
purely academic: A student needs help with math or some kind of 
homework assignment, and the tutor provides it. Other times con-
nections are more personal—a favorite food, sports team, music group, 
or an ethnic background that the tutor and tutee share. To establish a 
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connection, a tutor must be a careful observer, particularly at the outset 
of tutoring. An astute tutor can usually fi nd some way to achieve that 
magical moment in an early session when things seem to click with a 
student. However, some tutor-tutee relationships require a great deal of 
eff ort.

Responding to a Request for Help

A tutee’s request for help is oft en the fi rst step in building a relationship 
with a tutee, especially with an older or adult student. But neither the 
relationship nor the academic help stops once the question has been 
answered. Talk to your students; if they do not understand a concept, 
move back a step—they likely do not understand the preceding con-
cepts either. Students, especially when they fi rst meet tutors, are reluc-
tant to ask for clarifi cation. Th ey may tell you that they understand even 
when they are still confused. Encourage them to keep talking and to 
explain processes back to you. Ask them to talk through their work or 
to show you the steps that they take in solving problems. Make it clear 
that you will explain as many times and in as many diff erent ways as it 
takes to help them understand.

Many tutors fi nd that this process of simply providing help, and 
being willing to provide more help if necessary, serves as an icebreaker. 
Even if the student does not open up immediately, your kindness and 
questions open the door for future contact, making it easier for the stu-
dent to interact more in later sessions. Sometimes a student who leaves 
the fi rst tutoring session still shy and reserved will ask for help right 
away the next week. Tutees may wait to see if you appear again before 
they begin to trust you. Just showing up again can prove that you are 
there for them.

Picking Up on an Interest

Picking up on a tutee’s interests is not always easy but is a very useful 
practice in making a connection. Many tutors try to make an immediate 
connection to get tutees smiling and ready to let down their walls a little. 
Comment on a baseball cap with a team name on it or a T-shirt with a 
Disney character. Show the tutees that you are interested in who they are 
and what they like. In the process, you demonstrate a great deal: that the 
tutoring session does not follow the same rigid structure as school, that 
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you are interested in more than just the tutees’ academic progress, and 
that they can relax and be themselves around you.

Th e next tutor found that, although commonalties established a thin 
connection, she needed to work harder to build a strong bond with her 
tutee, a fourteen-year-old ninth-grade Latino student:

Among Marco’s books, I noticed he had a sketchpad containing 
some amazing works of art. One in particular, an intricate 
drawing of a joker, contained the words, “Breathe in, breathe 
out.” It comes from a song by the band Bush, so I immediately 
asked Marco if he listened to that type of music (alternative), 
and he said yes. We smiled at each other approvingly, making 
our fi rst connection. At fi rst, he did not look me in the eyes 
either, but as soon as I asked him about his work, everything 
changed.

j Where to Find Hints about Your Student

Building relationships is all about making connections, but where do 
you start? Hints are everywhere!

◆ Clothing. Characters, sports fi gures, brand names, styles, even colors 
give you starting points in conversation. Sometimes just saying some-
thing like, “I love your hairbands,” can jumpstart a relationship.

◆ Notebooks and backpacks. Students often write and draw on their 
notebooks and backpacks. See-through notebooks that can hold 
pin-ups and pictures are even better. Take a look at your students’ 
notes and doodles, and you’ll probably learn a lot.

◆ Books, magazines, iPods. Your students’ free reading materials and 
musical choices may give you a launching point.

◆ Friends. Pay attention to the other students with whom your student 
talks. You can ask questions about them that will help you learn 
about your student.

◆ Ask about the most recent weekend or vacation. Asking, “What did 
you do this weekend?” gives you lots of openings, and it’s an easy 
conversational question.

◆ Tell a story. Kids love to tell stories. If you tell one of your own, you’ll 
probably elicits lots of interesting stories (it may be hard to get the 
student to be quiet!).
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“What is that?” I asked, referring to a leather-bound black 
notebook.

“Oh, I draw sometimes, you know.”
“Can I see one?” I dared, hoping I wouldn’t be rejected.
“If you want.” I breathed a sigh of relief as he handed the 

book over.
“It’s a joker,” he said pointing to it.
“Th at’s really good, Marco!” I said with sincerity.
His eyes met mine for the fi rst time. He even smiled, 

“Th anks.”

One tutor who was having a particularly hard time getting through 
to a shy ten-year-old girl in the fi ft h- and sixth-grade class she was 
working with had a breakthrough when she complimented the child:

I complimented Brianne on the white shoes she was wearing 
and told her I liked how her name was painted in diff erent col-
ors on the outside. I asked her who made those for her, and she 
replied her aunt. She then began to say how her aunt does her 
hair and braids it for her. I told her that her hair was so beauti-
ful and long. She told me she would braid mine like hers if I 
wanted her to. I said, “okay,” not thinking she wanted to braid 
right there and then.

Brianne was very talented, and she braided my hair in two 
minutes. I praised her over and over again on how good my 
braid looked. She then said, smiling, “We look like sisters and 
twins, too.”

Brianne’s statement, “We look like sisters and twins, too,” demonstrates 
the strong sense of identifi cation that a child can have, oft en over com-
monalities that adults might dismiss as silly or simple. Remember that 
making a connection can be much easier than it looks at a fi rst glance.

If nothing triggers a connection immediately, talk to your students. 
See what they like and dislike. Ask them what they do for fun, who 
their friends are, and what they like to do outside school. Take mental 
notes (and jot down the notes aft er the session ends, if that will help 
you remember details). Remembering a topic from one session to the 
next can serve as proof that you care and are truly interested. Even if 
your tutee is not willing to discuss something immediately, you may 
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be able to bring it up or to work it into an activity later and make a 
connection.

Other times, as you work toward making a connection, some-
thing will fall into place. Because these two female tutors not only per-
sisted but remained relaxed with their fi rst-grade African American 
student, they found a commonality with her that they never could have 
imagined:

Aft er school, I tutored a fi rst-grade African American girl 
named Tumaini. She was very quiet at fi rst. She sat down and 
kept her head down even when she talked. When I began talk-
ing to her, she answered almost in a whisper, with her face 
down and her hands in her face.

She was the only tutee to come aft er school, so Sara and I 
decided to tutor her together. We introduced ourselves and then 
asked her questions, such as, what was her favorite color and 
how many siblings did she have. She answered, “Pink, and my 
sister who goes to another school and takes the bus will pick me 
up at 3:30 P.M.”

When we asked her, “Do you have homework?” she brought 
out two handouts. One was a picture of a fl ower with four blank 
squares at the bottom. Th e assignment was to draw the steps 
showing how the fl ower grew. We began by asking her what was 
needed fi rst to make a fl ower, and she responded, “Seeds.” She 
then drew them and continued by drawing a person planting 
them and watering them. During this assignment she was still 
very quiet. She did answer our questions, but only in a whisper 
with her head down and her hands in her face.

Her second assignment was to write the months on a long 
gray paper with wide lines. As soon as we saw the paper, Sara 
and I began reminiscing about our school days when we used 
that paper. We told Tumaini that the paper always tore when 
you erased. She laughed and said that that happened to her, too. 
It was this discussion that helped her feel comfortable with us, 
because she began to speak louder. She removed her hands from 
her face when she spoke to us and even made eye contact.

As in this example, patience usually leads to a breakthrough or a 
connection. Sometimes this “getting-to-know-you” period can also act 
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as a gateway to a more enjoyable school activity that the student would 
be reluctant to do otherwise. In the next exchange, a male Filipino tutor 
remembered an interest of his nine-year-old Latino student and used it 
to get him interested in reading in the extra time that they had together:

I thought maybe we could read a book like Goosebumps or 
something like that. He had mentioned reading one of R. L. 
Stine’s Goosebumps books in a previous session. I recalled the 
story he was explaining to me called “Be Careful What You 
Wish For” and got him talking about it again. Like many of 
the other stories he had told me up to that point, he was really 
excited and tended to stutter over words.

Later, drawing on his student’s interest in myths and science fi ction, the 
same tutor brought in Filipino fables and myths, because he found them 
to be interesting reading material and because he wanted to share some 
of his culture with his tutee.

In some situations, creating a connection proves diffi  cult, and the 
tutors have to exert greater eff ort, sometimes for fewer rewards. But even 
without speaking, it is possible to create a link between yourself and a 
tutee. For instance, in the case of the hospitalized child discussed in 
Chapter 1, the tutor tried everything he could think of to get the boy to 
open up—to no avail. He fi nally took some visual cues from the child’s 
personal eff ects and went to work trying to fi nd some game or activity 
to break the child out of his shell. Although the experience ended with-
out any words exchanged, the tutor left  with some feeling of accomplish-
ment. He had managed to show the child that he understood where his 
interests lay and that he respected the child’s decision not to talk at that 
moment. Without words, he had made a connection.

Avoiding Gifts and Bribes

Many tutors try to establish tutoring relationships by giving their stu-
dents gift s or incentives. Although most children respond well to gift s, 
gift s can be counterproductive in establishing an eff ective, long-term 
tutoring relationship. Using little gift s and treats to gain the friendship 
of your student is an easy trap to fall into: Tutors fi nd that even the most 
stubborn child will crack when presented with a candy bar or stickers. 
Many tutors consider a little sack of candies or pretty pencils part of 
their standard “tutoring kit.”
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But gift s create a superfi cial bond between tutor and tutee, and 
returning the following week without candy or gift s will endanger the 
relationship. Gift s or rewards presented regularly can undermine the 
tutoring, because the tutee begins to focus on the goodies rather than 
learning. Constant gift s can also hurt the relationship; they tend to pre-
clude a deeper partnership built on trust and common interests. At its 
core, tutoring works because tutors teach children academic material 
that they want to learn (even if they are not always excited to learn it!). 
But most tutors also fi nd that, because their tutees like them and value 
their relationship, they can set high expectations for students and 
encourage them, even cajole them, to work hard. Many tutors use the 
trust that they build to push their students to challenge themselves and 
to excel. You hurt that trust when you build a relationship on bribes.

Th e following example shows how fragile a relationship built on 
bribes can be. Th is tutor found that she had no emotional or personal 
leverage with the ten-year-old African American girl she had been 
working with. Her requests meant nothing. Summer only wanted the 
candy that she had come to expect:

I said, “Summer, come here and sit down. Th e teacher wants you 
to read this short story and answer the questions on the back. 
We only have twenty minutes left , so you better start reading it.”

Summer placed her hands on her hips and stated, “I don’t 
want to read that stupid story.”

While she walked away, I replied, “Fine, then, I won’t give 
you the candy I brought you.”

“You better give it to me!”
“Nope, not until you read.”
With an angry look, Summer left  and went to sit at her desk.

Although students usually respond to bribes, the loyalty that results is 
oft en short-lived and not based on the tutee’s involvement with the tutor 
or learning.

BUILDING TRUST

Making a connection is key to establishing a good tutoring relationship, 
but it is only one small step. Th e process of creating a relationship builds 
from that connection. One of the main foundations of this relationship 
must be trust, which a tutor can build in many ways. Sometimes it is just 



j How to Be a Trusted Adult

It’s not easy to build trust with a student, but some simple dos and 
don’ts exist.

Do:

◆ Be consistent. Show up and show up on time. If you say that you’ll 
bring something (or do something), do it.

◆ Remember details. Everyone appreciates it when people listen to them 
and remember what they say. Remember who your students’ friends 
are, what they like to do, and how they like to learn. Keep a folder or 
notebook and take notes if you need to, but prove to your students 
that you care by remembering important details about them.

◆ Prove that you think about them when you aren’t together. Little 
things like bringing in magazine articles that you thought that they 
would like or looking up something on the Internet that they were 
wondering about prove that you think about students even after you 
go home. Th ose little gestures go a long way in building a relationship.

◆ Be honest. You don’t have to keep all your students’ secrets. Some-
times you have to tell. Sometimes you have to “rat” on your students 
and tell parents or teachers that the students misbehaved or struggled. 
But when you have to tell a secret or “tell on” students, give them 
warning. Let them know that you’re going to tell and, ideally, “tell” 
in front of them so they know you aren’t going behind their backs.

◆ Admit when you make mistakes. No one is perfect. When you make 
errors, admit them to your students. Th ey’ll respect you for it.

◆ Apologize. If you do something wrong, say you’re sorry. You will have 
moments when you’ll get frustrated. You may snap or raise your 
voice. It’s okay to be human, but don’t forget to apologize when you 
do something wrong.

◆ Be the grown-up. Don’t get into battles, especially attitude battles, 
with your students. You are the grown-up (or at least the authority 
fi gure), so act like it. Take the high ground. If a student gets insulting, 
remain calm. If a student puts you down, accept the opinion and 
respond calmly. Try to keep your voice even and calm. Be the adult.

◆ Use a clean slate. If students misbehave or let you down, don’t hold it 
against them. Start tutoring sessions with a clean slate. Give students 
a new chance each time you see them. Most students are embar-
rassed when they do something wrong but can get defensive if you 
keep bringing it up. So be the adult and let it go.
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a matter of proving that you, as the tutor, want to help and that you care. 
Other times, tutees demand some kind of reciprocity before they will 
open up. In still other cases, the tutor must “prove,” by remembering 
facts about a tutee’s life and showing genuine interest, that the tutee is an 
important part of the tutor’s life.

In the next example, a tutor realized what her absence might mean 
to her tutee. She was able to change her plans to prevent undermining 
the trust that she had already established. She was rewarded by her tutee’s 
response to her arrival:

Don’t:

◆ Make false promises. Some students will come right out and ask if 
you’ll take them on fi eld trips or come to their house to play. Explain 
that you can’t by explaining your role. Don’t promise things you can’t 
deliver.

◆ Give false assurances. If your students study hard for a test, tell them 
that you are proud of how hard they worked. But don’t promise 
them an A grade. You can’t control the grades. If test grades aren’t 
what you hoped, promise to help the students study harder, but 
don’t promise an A on the next test either.

◆ Put down your students’ choices. “In my opinion” is an important 
preface. If your student chooses not to do a homework assignment, 
you can say, “In my opinion, that’s a bad choice—why not just do 
the work, get it over with, and not ruin your grade?” But show that 
you understand that your student will not always make the same 
choices you do. You can disagree and disapprove, but you still have 
to respect that the student ultimately gets to make choices about 
his or her life.

◆ Sulk. When a student lets you down, act like the grown-up. Don’t be 
passive aggressive and punish a student for letting you down. Th e 
student probably feels bad as it is. Acknowledge the issue and then 
move on.

◆ Pretend you understand something that you don’t understand. 
Ask questions if you have to. Be sympathetic if you can. But don’t 
pretend to understand a life that you can’t understand. Your stu-
dent can accept the fact that you don’t fully get it (but want to). 
However, the student will distrust you if you pretend to be someone 
you are not.
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A few hours before my tutoring session, I found out I had to 
attend a meeting and miss my session with my tutee. It was about 
5:15 P.M., and a fellow tutor text messaged me to make sure that 
I wasn’t going to tutoring, and she asked me whether or not she 
should tell my tutee, Kalifa, to fi nd another tutor. I became over-
whelmed with disappointment with myself; I could not believe 
that I had even considered leaving Kalifa on her own or with 
another tutor who did not know a thing about what she needed 
help with or how to help her. I immediately got up and began 
walking toward the tutoring site. What was even more surprising 
to me was that aft er I left  my meeting and was walking toward 
Kalifa, I was so happy! I knew that at that point Kalifa needed 
me much more than any meeting did, and I was not going to be 
the one to disappoint her. As I was walking to the building, Ka-
lifa saw me and ran up to me, almost knocking me over.

As you go about the process of building trust, you are trying not 
only to get your tutee to depend on you but to be worthy of the depen-
dence. Of course, you will make a conscientious eff ort not to disappoint 
your student (as in arriving late or not at all), but you also have the obli-
gation to make sure that the new ideas you pass on contribute to the 
ultimate goal of tutoring: a student with an increased sense of strength, 
independence, and love for learning.

Overcoming Past Experiences

Trust is the most precarious aspect of a tutoring relationship. Although 
some students give it easily, many are suspicious. Establishing trust can 
be especially hard when students in tutoring programs have seen several 
tutors come and go, some without saying good-bye. Other students have 
experienced apathetic tutors and do not know how to even go about 
establishing a real relationship with a tutor. Th e following is a conversa-
tion that one tutor had with a staff  member as she was introduced to her 
site, a private school for emotionally disturbed adolescents:

As Torey continued to tell me about the school, there must have 
been some sort of excitement in my eyes, because he asked if I 
was nervous. I said no, but that I was excited to begin working 
with the school. I asked why he thought I was nervous. He indi-
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cated that previous tutors were never this excited to work with 
the students. I said, “What do you mean?” He said that a lot of 
tutors signed in and went to their corners to read their books or 
magazines.

Th e same tutor experienced a rude awakening on her fi rst day of 
tutoring at this school:

Ms. Smith’s [the teacher] students seemed well behaved: Th ey 
quietly attended to their work. When I mentioned this to Ms. 
Smith, she laughed and said, “You haven’t seen nothing yet.” I 
continued monitoring the surroundings. A young lady raised 
her hand, her eyes directed toward me. Ms. Smith asked her 
what she needed. Th e young lady asked Ms. Smith who I was. 
Ms. Smith told her that I was from UCLA and that I would be 
helping her out in the classroom. I said hello. She said hi and 
asked me what my major was. I responded, “Sociology and 
psychology.” She responded with, “Oh, I get it, another lab 
experiment.”

Young people oft en express their opinions directly and without 
embarrassment. And this student’s reaction to her new tutor demon-
strates that every tutor who works with a student leaves a legacy. When 
students have bad experiences with a tutor, they remember. Th is mem-
ory can aff ect their progress not only with that tutor but with every tutor 
they come in contact with. Th at is why, as you move through your tutor-
ing experience, it is important to bear in mind that you are creating a 
long-lasting impact on your tutee.

Tutors can leave a good or bad tutoring legacy. Many students 
remember good experiences with tutors, and their memories show that 
these relationships are oft en important to them. A Latino sixth grader 
who opened up fairly easily to his new tutor. Th e tutor reported that, as 
they discussed the student’s former tutor, “[My student] shared with me 
that his old tutor had gone to Switzerland and that he had sent him a 
postcard. He seemed really touched by that.”

Some of the best ways to gain the respect and trust of your tutees 
(even leery ones) are to be straightforward and honest with them, to 
respect their individuality, and to lay out the parameters of the relation-
ship from the start.
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Showing Respect

Demonstrating respect for the tutee starts off  with interest, curiosity, 
and attention as well as communicating the importance of doing the 
work. In doing these things, you are saying two things: “You are impor-
tant to me” and “I expect you to do your work.” Tutors need to generate 
an atmosphere of mutual respect. Th ey serve as role models for tutees, 
so it is important for the tutor to be someone whom the tutee can look 
up to and admire. Th e tutees’ respect for their tutors also plays an impor-
tant role in how well they listen to and follow their suggestions regard-
ing academic work.

It is just as vital for tutors to respect their tutees. Student capabilities 
vary widely, but it is not for the tutor to judge whether students are up 
to par. Th e tutor is there to help and to encourage the students while still 
giving them the respect and autonomy that all people, including chil-
dren, deserve.

One of the hardest things for tutors to understand is how diffi  cult it 
is for many students to ask for help or to receive criticism. Oft en their 
reluctance stems from pride, and the same inhibition that prevents stu-
dents from raising their hands in class to ask questions can cause them 
to be shy with a tutor. Why should students make themselves vulnerable 
to a stranger? Tutors must be patient and not push too hard but make 
sure that students know that they are open to and available for ques-
tions. Tutors should explicitly tell tutees that they will not think any less 
of them for asking for help—that, in fact, they welcome questions from 
their tutees.

One tutor working at a community center geared toward teaching 
leadership to mostly minority high school students found that she had 
to be very tactful about off ering her help so she did not off end the stu-
dents she was working with:

Th e black male, whose name is Jesse, said that he was doing fi ne 
and that he did not need a tutor. “Tutors make you feel stupid,” 
said Jesse. I looked quickly at him and asked him what he meant 
by that. He just said that some tutors can make you feel stupid 
by the way they talk to you. I asked him if I had made him feel 
stupid by asking him if he needed help. “Nah,” he said.

“Okay, well, if you need help, then I’ll help you; if not, that’s 
okay too,” I told him. He smiled and then went about his work. 
I just sat there and laughed—hoping to ease the tension.
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It was a rocky start, but because this tutor backed off  and respected the 
pride involved in this young man’s asking for help, he did ask her a ques-
tion a few minutes later. Th e following week, Jesse asked for help again 
as soon as his tutor walked in. Showing mutual respect allowed this 
tutor to form a respectful relationship with a student who was not sure 
he wanted help.

Th is tutor’s willingness to allow a student to determine his own 
needs created the basis of their relationship. Respect is a major part of 
the tutoring relationship. Unlike teachers who have to manage a class-
room full of students, tutors get to individualize their attention. Th is 
means that they can negotiate teaching styles and subjects with their 
students, giving the students a sense of autonomy and making the aca-
demic help much more valuable.

In the following example, a tutor went too far in determining her 
tutee’s needs by automatically correcting her mistakes. Even though the 
tutor thought she was helping her tutee, she did not realize how a six-year-
old child would interpret her constant interruptions and corrections:

My tutee began reading in a soft  voice. She was able to pro-
nounce the majority of the words; however, there were also a 
good number of words she did not know how to say. I found 
myself being didactic and trying to explain the meaning of 
every word she didn’t know how to pronounce. I would spend 
a good thirty to forty-fi ve seconds on each of these words. For 
example, she didn’t know how to pronounce the word “hissing.” 
So fi rst, I sounded the word out for her. Th en I asked her if she 
knew what that word meant. She shook her head. I explained, 
“‘Hissing’ is a word to describe this sort of sound: ‘Sssssss.’ For 
example, snakes sometimes hiss. (I clasped my two hands 
together and waved them in the air.) ‘Ssssssss.’”

I did this for many other words. I always tried to stay ani-
mated and used my hands as much as I could to keep her atten-
tion. Initially, she loved it when I explained the meaning of the 
words to her, as she would giggle and smile at me. Towards the 
end of the story, though, aft er I had been explaining many words, 
she started to just give me blank stares. I interpreted her new 
lack of interest in my defi nitions as typical of children, as they 
oft en get bored easily. Plus, we were almost done with the story, 
so I continued to explain the meaning of words for the remain-
der of our reading.
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When we were done, she got up and went over to get a 
sheet of paper. I didn’t know what she was doing at fi rst, but 
once she returned, I realized she had gone to get a “Summary” 
sheet to fi ll out. Th e fi rst question asked what the title of the 
book was. Th e book that we were reading was a compilation of 
stories, and we had only read one story. She wrote down the 
title of the book. I commended her on that but was eager to 
teach her the diff erence between a story and a book. I had 
wanted her to write down the name of the story, too. So I pro-
ceeded to try to explain that we were reading a story, and there 
were many stories in the book. I told her that she could under-
line the title of the book and put the title of the story in quota-
tion marks. At fi rst, she thought I was trying to tell her that she 
got the title wrong. So she crossed out the title she had written, 
put a huge “X” over it, and drew a girl stick fi gure saying “No!” 
next to it. I tried to explain that she was right; I was just trying 
to say that she could also add something to her answer. I must 
have spent about fi ve minutes trying to explain this to her, but 
she didn’t understand. Both of us ended up frustrated, and 
fi nally, I gave up and let it be.

When she crossed out the title, drew that fi gure, and wrote 
those words next to her “incorrect” answer, I was really 
shocked. I couldn’t believe that she had reacted so rashly.

Th is tutor was faced with a diffi  cult situation: She had a student who 
needed a lot of help, and she desperately wanted to be a good tutor. She 
did everything she thought she should: explaining, correcting, helping, 
and staying upbeat. But how do you provide all that help without com-
pletely undermining the child’s sense of competence? Tutoring is all 
about balance. Obviously, you need to correct a student who is struggling 
with academic material: Th at is why you are there. And, if a student does 
not know what words mean, he or she is going to struggle to understand 
a story. But tutors must juggle the necessity of providing academic 
instruction, the child’s (oft en fragile) ego, and the need to complete an 
assignment (as completing an assignment well is oft en what makes a 
tutee come back for more help!). In this case, the tutor was right to make 
vocabulary work fun. But she also needed to listen to the student’s cues 
and to pick up the pace (either let a few words go, or quickly give an easy 
defi nition) when she realized that the student was getting bored. Chil-
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dren, especially young children, are apt to give up on a task if they feel 
like it is impossible. So, it is important for tutors to “pick their battles.” In 
this case, an experienced tutor, already sensing the student’s frustration, 
would have let her write the book title rather than the story title, per-
haps just mentioning that next time, they might write both. If the tutor 
had planned ahead and asked the student what she needed to accom-
plish in the course of the tutoring session, she would have also been 
better prepared to budget her time and energy across the reading and 
the summary. In the end, the tutoring session was a good learning expe-
rience for the tutor. She did everything right as a tutor, but she needed 
more balance to make the tutoring work for this particular student.

Another problematic area that tutors may run into is a tendency, 
perhaps because of their own discomfort, to treat their students as “less.” 
Sometimes tutors forget that students are capable in their own rights, 
and they treat them like babies or like students who are less intelligent 
or less motivated than they actually are. When we provide assistance, we 
oft en start to talk down to people, which is the opposite of giving stu-
dents respect and autonomy and allowing them to determine their own 
needs. Sometimes tutors resort to using baby talk with their students, or 
they hover over them, giving the impression that they consider them 
incapable of working on their own. Such behavior not only strips stu-
dents of their independence but demeans them and deprives them of 
the notion that they even deserve respect.

Although tutors oft en enter the tutoring site expecting to sit right 
down to work with students, it may take students a while to get used to 
the presence of other “teachers.” Tutors should not appear standoffi  sh, 
but by giving students the space they need, tutors can help establish 
themselves as people with whom the students will want to form 
relationships.

Tutors can also actively foster mutual respect in their relationships 
with their tutees by showing that they value them—their feelings, their 
progress, and their friendship. In the following example, a white female 
tutor was able to show respect for Estella, her seven-year-old Latina tutee, 
in two ways: by respecting the possibility that Estella might be jealous of 
her tutor’s other tutee and by asking for a piece of her artwork:

Th e time went by very quickly, and before I knew it, it was 5:00 
and almost time for Jake to arrive. I politely told Estella that we 
had to fi nish up, because it was almost time for her to go home 
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and my next kid to come. She did not know that I tutored some-
one else. Th e last thing I wanted was for her to think that I was 
trying to get rid of her.

“You tutor someone else?” she asked.
“Yeah, aft er you go home, a boy named Jake comes and I help 

him out with his homework and talk like we do. But you know 
what? He doesn’t like to draw beautiful rainbows like you do.”

She smiled and then asked, “Can I take that picture [that 
her tutor had drawn] home?”

“If you get to take one of mine, then I get to take one of 
yours.” I asked her what pictures I could keep, and we 
exchanged pictures and she went inside to pack up.

In allowing her tutee to keep her drawing, the tutor gave Estella some-
thing of herself to hold onto until the next week. By the same token, by 
asking for Estella’s drawing, the tutor demonstrated that she valued her 
time with Estella and wanted to keep part of that interaction with her.

Establishing Reciprocity

Another way a tutor can create trust in the tutoring relationship is by 
sharing personal stories and experiences with students. As a tutor, you 
are in a position of authority. But as the personal helper of a student, you 
stand to be much more than just a smaller-scale teacher. Good tutors 
can hope to have students open up to them and expose their passions 
and interests. Th ese insights form the basis for a relationship, and they 
are also what makes individual tutoring so rewarding. But before stu-
dents open up, they oft en need to see that sharing is a two-way street 
and that the tutor is not just another authority fi gure there to exploit 
them or to make them vulnerable.

Many tutors fi nd that students respond well to shared personal 
information or anecdotes if they are relevant and if the tutee is inter-
ested. Sharing personal information can be a delicate part of the tutor-
ing relationship; students like to get personal. And when you have a 
successful tutoring relationship, in which you are a mentor as well as a 
role model and friend, this is natural. Some students are just curious. 
Others may be testing you to see whether you are who you say you are 
and you are willing to play an equal role in the relationship. It is a fi ne 
line for a tutor to walk. How much do you want to tell your students? 
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You do not want to bore your students by talking about yourself too 
much. And, even if they are interested, you have to be careful how much 
you can share without undermining the tutoring relationship or the 
tutoring process by wasting too much time or by making yourself look 
too silly. Nonetheless, sharing can create a more personal connection 
with the students, particularly if you fi nd that you have something 
important in common or if you have some expertise in an area they are 
interested in.

Th is tutor, for example, drew on resources from her personal experi-
ence to advise her tutee, a student at an alternative high school:

We talked about where he wanted to go, and he said he is fi rst 
going to a local community college and then wants to transfer 
to UCLA. I told him that’s the best way to save money and get 
all your G.E.s [general education requirements] done before 
transferring, but I told him not to be one that gets caught in the 
community college forever. I continued to say that it is easy to 
slack off , because no one is there to motivate you but you. I 
shared that I went to community college and then transferred to 
UCLA as a junior. I told him that he should follow the IGETC 
[a form that tells junior college students what classes are trans-
ferable and count toward a major at a four-year university].

We fi gured out that he will be able to transfer aft er a year 
and a half if he continues to take the right amount of units. He 
got excited, and I recommended that he can even take summer 
school to lessen his load during the year. He started laughing 
because I was so into it. I think that Bob was willing to hear my 
advice, because I think he realized that I went through the sys-
tem and was able to transfer.

Other times a tutor can off er personal information as a reward or a 
validation that the friendship is in fact a two-way street. Little intimacies 
that prove a true relationship exists can be the most rewarding parts of 
tutoring. In the following episode, Juliette, the tutor whose tutee, Jesse, 
told her that some tutors can make you feel stupid, established a bond 
through the validation of their friendship:

When I approached his table, he [Jesse] moved over so I could 
sit next to him. He continued to work on his algebra problem 
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but stopped halfway when he realized he didn’t know what to 
do. “Hey, Jul, can you help me here?”

“Sure, what’s the problem, Jes?” I responded with a laugh.
He looked at me strangely and said, “Huh?”
“Well, you did call me ‘Jul,’ so I fi gured I could call you 

‘Jes,’” I said to him. He responded with a smile.

Even though Jesse was a little taken aback when Juliette called him by a 
nickname, she remained calm, explained herself, and took one more 
step in proving that she was trustworthy.

As you work to build relationships with your students, remember 
that they do not always show their trust in the same ways. Sometimes a 
student who is shy in tutoring will reveal that he likes you in an unex-
pected way, as did a six-year-old tutee who acted like a gentleman and a 

j What’s Okay to Share?

How do you decide what information to give your students and what to 
keep to yourself? Every tutoring relationship is diff erent but here are 
some guidelines:

◆ Share preferences. Talking about music, movies, and television stars is 
a great way to open up conversation.

◆ Share stories about friends and family. Everyone has stories of friends 
and family. Th ey are universal and good ways to start conversations.

◆ Share stories about when you were a kid. Stories about what you 
liked, problems you had, and struggles you had can help you explain 
to students why you understand what they are going through. Th ese 
stories can be priceless in building relationships.

◆ Be careful with politics. You never know the political persuasions of 
a student’s family. Even simple comments can be off ensive. Avoid 
these conversations. Or, give nondetailed answers and move on.

◆ Be careful with religion. Even such simple questions as, “Do you go to 
church?” can be diffi  cult. If you don’t attend, it can seem very strange 
to a student who goes to church every week. Sometimes the best 
way to handle these questions is quickly and nonchalantly: “I don’t 
go to church much. So, what do you have for math today?”

◆ Be careful talking about relationships. It’s fi ne to mention a boyfriend 
or girlfriend, but know that students often fi nd these relationships 
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friend: “Soon we went back inside the center, because it was getting dark 
and cold. Jose had taken off  his large sweatshirt earlier and off ered to let 
me wear it, because I was cold. It covered my arms, and for that I was 
grateful.” Jose’s off ering of the sweatshirt and his tutor’s gracious accep-
tance, although not a practice customary in a teaching relationship, 
refl ect the types of mutual respect and personal regard that tutors and 
tutees can create.

Sometimes students’ questions cross a line, and tutors feel uncom-
fortable. It is up to tutors to draw the line wherever they feel it is appro-
priate. Some students will push their tutors as far as they can, as did this 
eleven-year-old male student:

Juan asked me a lot of personal questions, although not all at 
once or right off  the bat. One of the fi rst questions he asked was 

very interesting. And they may have lots of questions. It can be awk-
ward to explain to a third grader that you live with a partner to 
whom you’re not married. Sometimes, if you want to talk about 
a partner, it’s easier to talk about that person as a friend.

◆ Try to defl ect comments about drugs, alcohol, parties and other 
things that parents might disapprove of. Sometimes you’ll talk 
frankly about these topics with older students, especially when you 
feel like they need some guidance. Sometimes, if you know a student 
is drinking, you have to share your own experiences to have credibil-
ity. But most students who ask these questions are just asking out of 
curiosity. And your answers will probably bring up more questions. 
Th e answers also run the risk of being repeated to parents. When 
possible, a general answer works best: “Most people drink at least 
some in college.” Smile and change the subject.

◆ Be careful with any subject you’re sharing just because you want to 
show how cool you are. If you’re trying to impress your student, 
think again. Th at story could very well be inappropriate.

◆ Clean up your stories when appropriate. Sometimes you’ll want to 
tell a story or example that is not entirely appropriate to the stu-
dent’s age. It’s okay to sanitize a story to prove a point (yet keep 
things G-rated). Just don’t go overboard. Th e student might remem-
ber the story and ask you questions later. Stick as close to the truth 
as possible so your story is consistent.
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if I lived with a roommate. I answered that I lived with my boy-
friend and found myself feeling a little embarrassed. He didn’t 
ask anything further about that; he went back to his work. He 
asked if I was “a volunteer or doing tutoring through school.” 
I told him through school, and he asked, “How old are you?” 
And when I told him thirty, he said, “Shouldn’t you be done 
with school?” I explained that I decided to go back to college 
because I hadn’t fi nished my degree.

Putting the tutee at ease by sharing personal information does little 
good if you feel uncomfortable. In the case of Juan and his tutor, even 
though the tutor did not feel completely comfortable sharing all this 
information, the exchange formed the basis of what became a close 
tutoring relationship.

Deciding what is comfortable or appropriate for tutors to share is 
not always easy. A Persian male tutor was enjoying his interaction with 
his eight-year-old Persian tutee because of their similar ethnic back-
grounds and her natural curiosity about college life. In the course of the 
conversation, Mary said that her mother would punish her if she men-
tioned even the mildest bad word. Th e tutor, feeling confi dent about 
being able to further their camaraderie, off ered the following story:

“My father never physically beat me except once in my entire 
life.”

“What did you do?” Mary asked.
“I called him a very bad name.”
“What did you call him?”
Soon I realized the hole I had dug for myself. Had I not told 

her, she would be disappointed in me and not share anything 
with me. Had I told her, I would run the risk of teaching her a 
bad word. Th is created a serious dilemma, so I explained to her 
why I couldn’t tell her the word, but she insisted and threatened 
to not tell me anything. So my only way out was to choose one 
of the words that she was throwing out there (which she obvi-
ously already knew) in guessing what I called my father.

In this case, the release of too much information created an awkward 
situation for the tutor that only a white lie could alleviate. In sharing 
personal information, you must use discretion and, sometimes, careful 
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maneuvering. In the end, tutors have to make their own choices about 
how much to share—but tutors who expect children to open up to them 
will probably have to trust them with some of their own personal expe-
riences. At the same time, tutees—like friends and other acquaintances—
are not entitled to know everything about you. So do not be afraid to say 
that a question is too personal. Most students, even children, will respect 
boundaries if you set them (in fact, they may be more shocked if you tell 
them everything!). So be straightforward and maintain the lines that you 
feel are appropriate and necessary.

How quickly students open up to their tutors varies considerably, 
sometimes along age and gender lines, and sometimes according to stu-
dents’ personalities. Th ese fi ft h-grade girls were eager to let their new 
female tutor into their circle: “When I was leaving, the four girls from 
my group ran up to me and gave me a hug and asked if I will be here 
tomorrow. I told them not ’til next week, and they said they can’t wait. 
I was really excited when I was leaving, because I felt like the children 
really enjoyed me being there, and I felt a close friendship forming with 
them.”

A Few Practical Concerns

With the myriad complex and personal issues that aff ect building and 
sustaining trust in a tutoring relationship, a few practical concerns must 
be kept in mind. Th e building of trust is a long and careful process that 
can be destroyed easily. When you create a relationship, you ask your 
student to trust you, which carries some obligations on your part, 
including (1) showing up for tutoring sessions, and showing up on time; 
(2) calling ahead and rescheduling if for some reason you must miss a 
session; and (3) keeping your promises—if you promise to bring some-
thing to a session, such as a book or some information, do it.

Th e following tutor found that her failure to follow up compromised 
some of the progress she had made in their previous session with her 
tutee, a fourteen-year-old Latina:

Laura was more pleasant with me this second time around, 
touching me on the arm when she arrived. As I was already on 
the computer, she went ahead and sat down with me. She said 
she wanted to compose something again. I was a fl ake. I had 
promised Laura that I would type up the letter about her late 
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friend Joaquin but had not delivered on that promise. I told her 
that I would get it to her defi nitely by next week. She just kind 
of smiled and nodded, not upset and not necessarily disbeliev-
ing. I don’t know, I couldn’t read her reaction. I was so upset 
with myself though, that I had already broken that promise.

As intuitive and personal as tutoring relationships are, sometimes it is 
the concrete stuff  that proves their solidity. Keeping promises can mean 
a lot to your students. It proves that they can count on you.

MOTIVATING STUDENTS TO WORK

For a tutor, forming a relationship can sometimes feel like a waste of 
time. Shouldn’t a tutor use every second to help with the child’s school-
work? Not necessarily. Oft en, time invested in getting to know a tutee 
can make the time spent learning even more valuable. Once relation-
ships are formed, tutors can work within them to help their tutees over-
come their academic problems.

Most students want to learn, and they like doing well in school. 
However, many students dislike school work. Th ey hate to fail, and they 
resist doing work with which they struggle. As a tutor, your job is oft en 
to help students with work that is hard for them or work that they fi nd 
diffi  cult or tedious. No matter how much children want to learn and to 
be smart, they may fi ght you when confronted with work that they do 
not like or know that they are “bad at.” And, to be honest, when students 
come to tutoring, they oft en come to specifi cally work on skills and sub-
jects that they have been “bad at.”

Having a strong relationship with your tutees helps mitigate those 
problems. You can use your personal knowledge of them to gear school-
work toward particular interests and learning patterns. You can provide 
moral support just by being there as they work. You can bargain with 
students and use the relationship as leverage. And you can use your 
educated expectations of your tutee to set goals for learning. All these 
techniques contribute to the tutoring experience, because tutoring is 
much more than sharing academic knowledge. Tutoring includes moti-
vating students to enjoy learning and to feel good about themselves 
while they do it. One woman who has been a tutor for almost ten years 
stated it this way: “Th e most important aspect of my job is to be a good 
cheerleader.”
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Applying Tutee Interests

Drawing your tutees out and getting them interested in learning can 
prove to be one of the most diffi  cult parts of tutoring. It is very diffi  cult 
to orient people to tasks that they fear or are not interested in. And yet 
most people do not receive tutoring in things that they are good at. Th ey 
get tutoring in subjects that they struggle with—and oft en dislike. You, 
as the tutor, have to help them get over their discomfort, fear, and, some-
times, hatred, of a subject, just to begin to approach the academic mate-
rial. One of the best ways to overcome students’ negative feelings toward 
a subject is to apply the task to something that they are interested in or 
that they feel confi dent about. Th is tutor, a white female who aspired to 
be a special-education teacher, fi nally got her fourth-grade African 
American student, Brad, to open up to her by indulging him and letting 
him tell stories. Terrifi ed at the thought of reading or writing, Brad was 
an eager and competent storyteller and quickly lost his inhibitions when 
he got into a narrative mode:

Brad started to turn away from the table, but I wanted to get the 
tutoring session under control, so I immediately asked him if he 
would like to read one of the books on outer space. Brad, how-
ever, had something else in mind: “I would like to tell some 
stories.”

Th e teacher suggested that he wanted the students to direct 
their own sessions whenever possible. So, since today was our 
session, I thought it would be good to let Brad lead. I also was 
curious about this virus he had mentioned, and so I thought 
that if I were to listen to his stories, I might have a better idea of 
where Brad is coming from and where his interests lie. So I said, 
“Brad, why don’t you tell me a story?” Brad responded by saying 
he had a really good story to tell me.

He walked away from the desk, stood about ten feet away 
from me, and then started to tell a story about UFOs that were 
coming down to Earth to fi ght the bad people. I faced my chair 
toward him and leaned forward so that he knew I was taking 
interest in what he was telling me. Brad began to pace back and 
forth on the carpet and showed no signs of nervousness as he 
told his UFO story. Sometimes Brad would look down at the 
fl oor and other times he would look up at the wall, and he would 
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always look over at me to make sure I was listening. I couldn’t 
even pick up on everything he was saying since he was talking 
so fast.

Brad would tell his story in third person, and then he would 
have his characters talk in dialogue form. When Brad liked a 
certain part of the story he was talking about, his eyes would 
get big, and his voice would change to higher tones; even spit 
would start coming out of his mouth. Brad stopped pacing on 
the carpet and began walking around the room as he continued 
to tell his story. I got the impression that he was gathering ideas 
from the props, books, posters in the room to help him add to 
his story. I kept saying to myself, “Is this the quiet, underconfi -
dent boy that I was helping last week in math?” I couldn’t get 
over Brad’s imagination, which brought him to life and gave 
him confi dence and an automatic smile across his face.

Aft er about twenty minutes of storytelling, the tutor began to feel 
guilty, because she had been working with Brad all morning without 
getting him to do any reading or writing; she had been letting him tell 
her monster stories. She came up with the idea of having Brad tell his 
story into a tape recorder and then write and illustrate his own book. 
Brad, who had said only a few words to his tutor before he got into sto-
rytelling mode, was thrilled the next week when she arrived with a tape 
recorder and book-making materials:

I told him that not only was he going to tell another story but 
that I would record him telling his story. At this point, he was 
sitting down at the desk, and a wide smile came across his face 
and his eyes got really big. Brad seemed very excited about the 
idea, and I asked him if he had ever heard his voice recorded. 
He said that he hadn’t and gave a chuckle as he put his hands 
on top of his head.

Brad asked me why we had these school supplies with us. 
Now I could explain to him that not only were we going to 
record his story but that we were also going to make a book 
about his story. Once I told him the plan, he couldn’t stop talk-
ing about what we could do with the book aft er it was complete. 
He made some suggestions like, “Yeah, let’s make it really good 
so I can sell it to people.”
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Th is project turned into one in which Brad drew his own illustra-
tions, put together the book, and sounded out the words of his story to 
write it down. Brad was reading, writing, and drawing, and he was 
excited about it, something that never would have happened if Brad’s 
tutor had not listened to his stories and found out what got him excited—
what would make him eager to learn. Taking the time to form a relation-
ship allowed this tutor to peer into the mind of her tutee and to focus on 
the best ways to motivate him into doing activities that intimidated him. 
Th is is another example of how respecting the wishes of tutees and giv-
ing them some autonomy in their learning processes can open doors to 
fruitful relationships.

Paying attention to what your tutees enjoy can also lead you to how 
they like to learn and what methods will be the most eff ective. Th e fol-
lowing tutor was frustrated at the lack of motivation his seventh-grade 
African American student displayed. Th ey struggled so much to do 
weekly fractions assignments that the tutor feared that the student just 
did not care about learning at all—and that perhaps the tedious work of 
fractions was something that the student would never consent to learn 
(he could do it—he just did not seem to want to!). In some of their free 
time, as he watched his student draw and teach some other students to 
draw, he gained insight into his tutee:

He reached once again down into his oversized pockets and 
pulled out a folded-up piece of paper. He opened it and showed 
me a drawing that he made with a friend’s instruction that 
morning in school. Th is was a really good drawing. I don’t 
mean good as in “a nice attempt”—I mean good as in it had 
objective quality. So we talked about this art friend of his and 
how he was teaching Jonathon to draw all sorts of cool monsters, 
three-dimensional shapes, and fancy lettering of all kinds. It was 
something he talked fondly of and looked forward to every day 
in school—the fi ft een minutes in homeroom when he was learn-
ing to draw. I asked him to draw me other things, and without 
much hesitation he proceeded to draw his name in creative 
bubble lettering. Th en he drew a dog and some other animals.

It was clear that each fi gure he drew was not just a natural 
inclination he had to draw but a deliberate form taken on 
through learning. Let me explain: Th e puppy dog that he drew 
started with two round circles, and I was stumped as to which 
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part of the dog they would end up being. Th en with a few more 
strokes of his favorite three-dollar mechanical pencil, the ani-
mal started taking on recognizable shape. He had learned pat-
terns and could incorporate them into diff erent fi gures and 
characters. While at fi rst I thought this was a diversion, it later 
appeared to me to be the very thing that weekly fractions were 
not, an activity by which Jonathon could be motivated to learn.

By watching how meticulously Jonathon drew and by realizing that Jon-
athon was following careful, learned steps, the tutor knew that his tutee 
was not opposed to learning. He realized that Jonathon could learn, 
master, and implement a complex set of steps (similar to the ones he 
needed to compute with fractions). He found out that Jonathon could be 
eager to learn, as long as he was interested in what was being taught. 
Armed with this information, the tutor was ready to move to the next, 
even more diffi  cult step: turning fractions into something that Jonathon 
would be willing to learn.

Tutors who can personalize material have a great advantage over 
teachers, who must teach to a classroom full of students. Tutors can 
tweak work in a million diff erent ways to try to engage students who 
“don’t care” about their work. Th e following problems were written for 
Amber, a ninth grader who, having already failed Algebra I once, reso-
lutely refused to turn word problems into equations. Nearly in tears, the 
student argued that she absolutely could not do the work and that she 
would not graduate from high school because of it. Her tutor resorted to 
American Idol, the student’s obsession, to try to draw her into the work. 
Some problems from her new, tutor-created worksheet read:

Turn the following word problems into variable equations. Th en 
solve.

1. Th is season Paula rejected 7 more people than Randy. 
Simon rejected 80 people this year. Th ey rejected 120 
people all together. How many people did Paula and 
Randy reject?

2. Simon got mad at Paula for wearing too much hairspray. 
Paula used 3 times as much hairspray this season as last 
season. Th is season she used 46 bottles of hairspray. How 
much hairspray did she use last season?
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3. Simon got Paula 1 puppy for each person she rejected 
and 2 puppies for each time she made someone cry on 
TV. At the end of the season, she had 42 puppies. She 
rejected 14 people. How many people did she make cry?

To even the tutor’s surprise, Amber was able to write and to solve equa-
tions for her American Idol word problems. Th e transition to regular 
word problems was still not easy for her, but at least aft er completing a 
page of American Idol problems, she could no longer claim that the work 
was impossible for her.

Providing Companionship

Doing schoolwork with a “friend” sometimes makes the work more 
fun—even if it is just a math worksheet or something that would oth-
erwise be boring and rote. As the tutor quoted earlier suggested, the 
most important part of her job as a tutor is being a cheerleader. She 
said that she knew that she could not make much of an academic dif-
ference with children in just a few weeks or months but that improv-
ing their confi dence and pumping up their self-image mattered a lot. 
Simply getting students excited about learning has proved useful for 
many tutors:

Julia was not very fond of math, especially for a lesson that 
asked you to subtract using the concept of borrowing.

“You and I, my friend, are going to work on subtraction! 
Just you and I, okay? Are you ready?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she responded.
“Okay then, let’s have a high fi ve to get started.” At which 

point she gave me a high fi ve and smiled.

Tutors can also provide important support and encouragement as 
they help their students learn concepts they struggle with. Sometimes a 
little advice and some positive feedback is enough. Th e following white 
female tutor found that her fourth-grade Mexican American student 
tended to give up, because she was afraid of what she did not know. Th e 
tutor gave her not only a tip on how to get around those kinds of prob-
lems but some confi dence along with it:



68 Î Chapter 2

Inside the gym, I sit in between two girls and have them work 
on independent problems. Th ey both get to the same question 
about ears of corn that I have to admit is a little tricky. I have to 
read the question several times over to understand what it is ask-
ing. (I wonder if the girls notice I’m struggling and tell them I 
think the problem is tough also.) I go through the problem step-
by-step, learning as I go along. We get to a part that requires 
them to multiply twelve times eight. Jennifer turns to her own 
booklet and works away at the problem. I’m watching her carry 
the one, when I notice that Gina is not looking at her book.

“Do you need some help?”
Silence.
“Do you know how to multiply twelve times eight?”
Small tears roll down her cheeks as she looks at her lap and 

puts her hand to her face. I am totally confused. Did I do some-
thing? Did I not do something? What do I do? Jennifer is still 
working when I have Gina take a walk with me to the gym’s 
stairs. I didn’t want to ask her why she is upset in front of Jen-
nifer. I don’t think she will tell me the truth.

“I don’t know my twelve times tables,” she ekes out with a 
silent sob.

“Do you know how to multiply eight times two?”
“Yeah, sixteen.”
“What is eight times one, plus one?” Th ere is a long pause. 

“Nine.”
“Well, you’ve done most of the work. You can multiply 

twelve times eight.”
By this time, Jennifer is around us showing me her com-

pleted problem, and Gina has stopped crying. I remind her that 
she can do anything and then remind both of the girls that they 
are smart.

In this case, the tutor simply broke down the multiplication problem for 
her tutee. But this act of understanding and the fact that she was there to 
help made all the diff erence to Gina. Rather than simply reassuring her 
and responding to the tears, the tutor helped Gina tackle the problem.
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Bargaining on the Relationship

Forming a friendship with your tutees allows you some infl uence over 
them. For instance, many tutors report how eager their tutees are to 
share good grades with them. Students want to impress their tutors and 
to show that they are working hard in school. Once you have formed a 
relationship with tutees, you can take advantage of these desires and 
make some demands upon them. Tutors are oft en surprised at how well 
this can work.

Aft er three sessions in which this female Vietnamese tutor’s Latino 
student forgot to bring his homework, she tried implementing a tech-
nique she had learned in an education class:

I turned to Gilbert and said, “You know, it’s been three weeks, 
and I have not been able to help you with your homework. Will 
you promise me that you’ll bring your homework next week?” 
He quickly responded with “Yes.”

Somehow I was unconvinced. I continued, “And what if you 
forget to bring your homework? Do you know what’s going to 
happen?” He was curious. I said, “I’m going to be really disap-
pointed that you didn’t keep your promise to me.” He didn’t say 
anything and returned to gluing tissue paper on his piñata.

Aft er several minutes, Gilbert asked, “What if I forget next 
week?”

I answered, “Th en I’m going to be very disappointed.”

Th is tutor did not scold Gilbert. She did not reprimand him or punish 
him. She used the trust that they had developed in their relationship; 
this technique would not work between two strangers. But the tutor was 
pleasantly surprised when, one week later, Gilbert proudly pulled his 
homework from his backpack. Obviously, Gilbert cared enough not to 
let her down.

Educated Expectations

We have stressed that tutors should avoid entering tutoring situations 
with preexisting and unfounded expectations that can cause disappoint-
ment and erect a barrier between tutor and tutee. Once tutors have 
formed relationships with their students and have some insight into 
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their capabilities and how they are best motivated, they can begin to 
form educated expectations. Educated expectations are goals that tutors 
can set with their students. Th ey are expectations that are ambitious yet 
realistic for the students, in the judgment of informed mentors.

When tutees learn to trust their tutor, they can also learn to value 
their tutor’s opinion. As that tutor, your opinions can have an important 
eff ect on a student’s ambitions and motivations. Th e following example 
is from a tutor’s experience with Ben, a sixteen-year-old high school 
student, who was passing but not excelling in any of his classes. When 
his tutor asked Ben about his grades, he replied that they were “good, 
I’m passing.” The tutor encouraged him to work harder, citing his 
strength in math and suggesting he could probably get really good 
grades if he tried. Ben replied that his teacher had told him that if he 
did his homework, he could probably get an A in the class, but he still 
resisted doing more work than was necessary:

It was obvious that he did not understand the benefi t of getting 
good grades, because he commented, “I don’t see why I should 
do the homework if I know how to do the problems, and I am 
passing.”

I found myself in unfamiliar territory. When I was younger, 
I did not understand the importance of homework either. I was 
the one who was always asking why I had to do my work, not 
the one explaining the importance of it. Luckily my parents 
were there to insist that I did it and to explain why.

Th ey told me, as I in turn told Ben, “Homework is not the 
hardest thing to do in the world. But to master something, you 
need practice. Homework is like a way of practicing in order to 
master a subject. While the subject may have no real bearing 
on your life, an A in a class shows not only intellect but self-
discipline as well. Colleges are inundated with applications every 
year, and an important way to distinguish people is their grade 
point average, which is directly aff ected by doing homework.”

Ben thought for a moment and then said, “Yeah, I never 
thought of it that way. I don’t really like to do homework, but 
I guess I have to in order to be a [UCLA] Bruin.”

His tutor’s advice made an impact on Ben not only for that day but 
for the rest of the time the two spent tutoring together. Ben continued 
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to cite becoming a Bruin and going to UCLA as the reason he needed to 
work hard and to fi nish his assignments. His tutor had become a guid-
ance fi gure, someone whom Ben could look up to and respect, and 
because of that relationship, the tutor was able to place these demands 
on his tutee.

A tutor can also use educated expectations to push students further 
than they are at fi rst willing to go. As we mentioned earlier, tutoring is a 
balancing act. Once tutors know their students, they learn when to push 
and correct and when to pull back. In the following example, a white 
female tutor knew that her Latina fi rst grader was capable of sounding 
out words that she did not know, but she refused to exert the eff ort. 
Because they had been working together for several weeks and the tutor 
knew her capabilities, she made it clear to her tutee that they would 
learn the trouble words, even if they had to dedicate extra time to it in 
future sessions. In this way, she was able to motivate her student to try a 
little harder on the task at hand:

Estella was reading, pronouncing each word at a time, but 
whenever she got to the words “things,” “was,” “where,” “were,” 
“there,” and “saw,” she had problems. “Sound the letters out,” I 
told her. But rather than even trying, she would look up at me 
and wait for me to start. I tried to explain about “th” and “wh” 
words, saying the sounds that they make, but it wasn’t helping. 
Every time she got to one of those words, she would immedi-
ately look at me, as if to tell her what it was. “Remember, sound 
it out, that’s the best way,” I said.

“Sssss . . . aaaa . . . wwww,” I tried to get her to sound it out 
with me, but either she was tired or she just didn’t know, and I 
knew she knew.

She grabbed a piece of paper and wrote out each letter of 
the word so she would be able to sound it out. “W+h+a+t = 
what; w+i+t+h = with. . . .” She did this with all of the words she 
was stuck on. But rather than having it help her, she began to 
get very distracted and anxious and was writing them very big 
on the paper and still asking me how to say it.

Th en I noticed that some of the times she was looking at the 
picture to see if that helped her fi gure out what the word was. For 
instance, things became all the objects she could fi nd in the pic-
ture on the same page, words that had none of the same letters.
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“Where is the ‘d’ in this word? Where is the ‘p’?” I felt bad, 
but I knew that she knew how to fi gure out what the words 
were. I told her to stop and take a break, because it was getting 
too diffi  cult, and maybe she needed to rest her eyes.

I began to write down words she did not understand, and 
she became very interested in them: “What are you writing?”

“I am writing down the words that you are having trouble 
with so next week I can bring them back and we can study 
them again; maybe you can make some fl ash cards.” I could tell 
by the unhappy look on her face that this did not sound very 
appealing. And it was just then when she opened up her book 
and began reading again. Th is time, she sounded out the words 
she did not recognize and got them, her speed and confi dence 
level increased, and she raced through the sections. I had to 
stop her to tell her that she was reading the part she was sup-
posed to read with her parents.

Th is tutor called her tutee’s bluff . She knew Estella was not trying, so 
she explained to her that if she was having so much trouble reading, she 
would have to do some extra studying and maybe make fl ash cards for 
the words she did not know. Faced with extra work, Estella was moti-
vated to work harder at sounding out words. By learning what her stu-
dent was capable of, this tutor was able to push Estella to work up to the 
educated expectations she had formed throughout their time together.

GOING BEYOND ACADEMICS

Not only are tutors more eff ective academic helpers if they form rela-
tionships with their tutees; the relationships may also give them a chance 
to help students with other problems. Teachers in a classroom of thirty 
rarely have time to deal with a student who appears troubled on any 
particular day. As a tutor with only a few students, you have the oppor-
tunity to lend some valuable support:

Ms. Lerder stood in front of the class and told them they only 
had a few more minutes to get their ideas together and fi nish 
everything up, so we began to focus back on the subject. It was 
good, because Christine did not get a chance to speak yet. She 
was very quiet the whole time, and I asked her if anything was 
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wrong. She said she was just having a bad day. Joanne responded 
by saying she always had a bad day. I quickly replied, “Maybe 
there is something really bothering her, Joanne.”

I told Christine if she wanted to talk to me aft er class, I 
would stick around. She said she didn’t feel like talking about 
her legend and that she would do it on her own for homework. 
I asked if she had any ideas for homework, and she said she just 
wanted to explain why it thunders. She did not sound happy. 
When we were walking out to lunch, I talked to Christine and 
asked if there was anything I could do to help and just let her 
know someone cared.

Here, the tutor was able to venture outside her regular duties to pro-
vide some moral support for a problem that the teacher hadn’t noticed 
and that Christine’s peers dismissed.

For many students, tutors are mentors and role models. For others, 
they may be the only grown-ups whom the students can rely on or trust. 
Sometimes students merely need to know that someone is genuinely 
interested in being involved in the activities of their lives. For this fi ft h-
grade Latino student, having his tutor participate in his soccer game was 
important to him:

Desiring to have a good time and win the respect of Jason’s 
peers on the fi eld, I played hard while simultaneously trying to 
keep an eye on Jason. He was one of the least aggressive players 
on the team and rarely kicked the ball. He seemed almost to 
disappear out there among close to fi ft een others his age. He 
never made a sound and didn’t seem to be one of the more out-
going and well-known kids on his team. In fact, a couple of 
times when I passed by his area closely, he looked at me with 
delight that I was noticing him and tapping him. It seemed as 
though he felt special to have me out there with him even 
though I was playing against his team.

Tutors can also use their unique positions in their tutees’ lives to 
help fi ll them with confi dence and new experiences. Th e following 
female Persian tutor was able to teach her male tutee, a new Persian 
immigrant, not only how to play basketball but how to interact with his 
peers and to believe in himself:
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Ahmed was standing in a corner of the playground all by him-
self. I called him over and asked him if he would like to play 
basketball with me. For a moment, he was hesitant. Th en he ran 
back to the classroom, grabbed a ball, and was ready to play. He 
dribbled down the court, went up and down the basketball 
court until he got tired, and stood next to the basket and said 
that he does not know how. I asked him if he knew how to play; 
in response, he shook his head.

I explained the game to him. Th en, we decided to play 
again. Th is time around, he actually knew what to do, but the 
game was a little boring with just the two of us. I could not 
help but notice Dylan and Joshua walking toward us. Th ey 
approached us and asked if they could play. I said, “I don’t 
know, Ahmed is in charge.” Th ey went up to him and asked 
him if they could play, and since Ahmed did not understand 
them, I translated for him. He smiled at them and said yes.

Once again, Dylan teamed up with Joshua and Ahmed with 
me. Dylan named their team the Chicago Bulls and our team 
the Los Angeles Lakers. We began the game. Joshua passed the 
ball to Dylan, and Dylan made a basket. Ahmed grabbed the 
ball, threw it at me, and asked me to make a basket. Obviously, 
since I was taller than them, I was able to make a basket. Ahmed 
was fi lled with joy; he had a huge smile on his face.

Ahmed grabbed the ball again, threw it at me, and asked me 
to make a basket. However, this time I passed the ball back to him 
and asked him to make a basket. He stood there motionless for a 
while. He dribbled down the court and just stood right there. I 
was jumping up and down and telling him to shoot, but he would 
not. He yelled back at me, “I cannot do this! I don’t know how.”

From the look on his face, he was obviously frustrated. I 
really wanted him to make a basket. Th e only thing that seemed 
appropriate was to give him some words of encouragement. 
I yelled out, “You can do this. Just remember what I taught 
you!” Ahmed looked at the basket and then he looked at me. 
Dylan yelled out, “Shoot already!” Well, what do you know, he 
made the basket.

Beyond this kind of moral support, a tutor can serve as a grown-up 
who cares, sometimes in stark contrast to the other adults whom the 
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student may meet in an overworked school system. One tutor was 
shocked when her tutee said that her teacher had told her she was not 
good enough to apply to the University of California (UC) system:

“So, did you get your UC application fi nished?”
Jessica said hesitantly, “Uh, no. I decided just to apply to 

private schools and Cal States. I just got lazy.”
All at once I was upset, shocked, and saddened. She had 

worked hard on her essay, and I had invested time in helping 
her improve it. “What do you mean, ‘you got lazy’? You had an 
essay all ready to go.”

“Yeah, but I talked to a teacher who told me that my SAT 
scores aren’t good enough to go to a UC, and she said that 
maybe I should go to Cal State L.A.”

“No, Veronica. You can go to a UC. You have to at least 
apply. You know you can do this. Do you have the application? 
We can fi ll it out right now.”

“No, I got mad and tore it up.”
“Okay, when is it due, Friday?”
“No, Th ursday.”
“Well, can you get an application by tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“I’m going to come back tomorrow at four o’clock, and we 

will fi ll out a new application and send it off , okay?”
“Okay, Rebecca, I will do that.”

In this case, Jessica’s tutor knew that Jessica had a chance at the UC 
system because of some of the intense one-on-one work they had done 
together. She was able to apply this unique knowledge and encourage 
Jessica in directions she would otherwise have been forced to abandon. 
Th e votes of confi dence and subtle pushes tutors can provide oft en make 
the biggest diff erence to the students.

ESTABLISHING BOUNDARIES

With strong tutor-tutee relationships, as with any relationships, come 
some problems. Tutors have to find their places on the relationship 
spectrum—somewhere short of an authority fi gure on one end and short 
of total and equal friendship on the other. It is a delicate balance that 
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each student and tutor must negotiate. Personal issues sometimes 
threaten that balance, such as a student’s jealousy of other students, 
tutees’ overdependence on their tutor, and the ever-present possibility of 
separation.

Dealing with Jealousy

Once they have formed particularly strong bonds with their students, 
many tutors fi nd that they have to deal with students’ jealousy. Such 
jealousy might focus on other students that the tutor works with, other 
aspects of the tutor’s life, or other people or distractions at the tutoring 
site. As a tutor, you need to be aware and honest with yourself about 
insecurity issues and how your behavior aff ects your students.

If you are working with several children in one classroom or station, 
it is your responsibility to make sure that all the children know you are 
there for all of them, but they have to respect each other’s time. Care-
fully but fi rmly, you can let them know that your working with other 
students in no way diminishes your friendship with each of them, but 
they will have to wait their turns. Here is how one female tutor handled 
the jealous attachment of a nine-year-old Mexican American student:

Th e other kids had already begun working on the second page 
of the worksheet [on why immigrants come into the United 
States], but Jade was stuck and asked me a question. “Why are 
new jobs a pull?” As I began explaining the reason, Kathy kept 
yelling, “Help! I need help! Help me.” She was being really 
demanding and was just trying to be the center of the table’s 
attention. “Why are you helping Jade? I want you to help me.”

I was sort of ignoring her, because I thought that Jade 
needed my help. Kathy didn’t like this at all and began to pout 
with her chin on the table between her clenched fi sts. She 
wouldn’t answer any of my questions. I asked her, “Kathy, what’s 
the matter? Is everything okay?” She wouldn’t even look at me. 
I tried to explain to her that when we work in groups, I need to 
be able to help everyone equally; I can’t just concentrate on her. 
Th e period was over, and it was time for me to leave. I said 
good-bye to the students, and as I was leaving, I looked at 
Kathy’s desk; she didn’t even turn around to wave a good-bye 
like she usually does.
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Even though Kathy did not seem to accept having to share her tutor, by 
the next week she was eager and excited to see her. She was also much 
more gracious when her tutor explained that she would be spending 
some time with some other students.

Preventing Overdependence

Overdependence is another challenge that many tutors struggle with, 
especially tutors who get heavily involved in the lives of their students. 
Th ere is a big diff erence between a healthy, temporary dependence and 
overdependence. Tutees need to depend on their tutor to gain the skills 
to make their own transition to independence. However, tutors oft en 
fi nd it easy to fall into the “Super Tutor” trap, in which they feel they can 
help students in every aspect of their lives and believe it is their duty to 
do so. And, because tutors oft en act as role models for their students, 
students sometimes idolize them and expect them to be perfect. Th is 
position creates a double bind for you as a tutor: A tutee may ask for 
help with a family or school problem, and it will be hard to deny this 
student whom you feel has no other recourse. Remind yourself that no 
better way exists for a tutor to create an overdependent tutee than by 
stepping in and taking care of problems.

Solving students’ problems for them can raise false expectations. 
Th is practice also increases their disappointment when they realize that 
their tutor is not infallible or that they are not the main focus of the 
tutor’s life. Th e following tutee, Justin, was a fi rst grader who needed 
special help because he was being treated for cancer. Because he had 
been in and out of the hospital a lot, he was behind academically and in 
learning to socialize with other children. Justin invited his tutor to his 
home many times, and she did visit once, even though the psychologist 
at Justin’s elementary school had recommended against it. Th e tutor 
could tell that Justin came from a troubled family and that he felt 
neglected. Wanting only to make a positive impact on him in as many 
ways as possible, she may have created an unhealthy relationship:

At 4:25 P.M., Justin called and asked if I could come over and 
play. I was fl attered but a bit uneasy, since the psychologist had 
asked me not to. I asked if his mom was there, and I told her I 
am a tutor in Justin’s class and that I live four doors down from 
them. I also informed her that Justin had asked me to come 
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over several times, but when speaking to the school psycholo-
gist, we agreed that I talk with his parents fi rst. She seemed 
delighted and told me that I was welcome to come over anytime 
this weekend. I told her I would come over tomorrow, because 
I was on my way to work.

[Th e next day] I came home, and there was a message from 
Justin reminding me not to forget to come over. [I went over, met 
Justin’s parents and played tetherball with Justin and his sister.] 
I hope Justin will not call too much and that he does not expect 
me to go over to his house too oft en. He is a nice kid and I want 
to help him, but I have many obligations, and it will benefi t 
both Justin and me when he makes more friends his own age.

j How to Handle Extracurricular Invitations/Requests

When you work with children, they will often invite you to be part 
of the rest of their lives. For kids, a “friendship” means certain things, 
including birthday parties, recitals, soccer games, and other events. 
What do you do if you receive an invitation to an extracurricular activ-
ity? Or what if you’re asked to buy fundraiser items or to donate to a 
team or school project?

◆ Don’t say you’ll go unless you will. If you can’t attend or don’t want 
to attend, say so. Don’t get students’ hopes up and then disappoint 
them.

◆ Don’t allow yourself to be guilted into going or giving. Going to a 
baseball game or a recital is above and beyond tutoring responsibili-
ties. So is buying the overpriced gift wrap that every school tries to 
sell. Don’t commit if you feel that you don’t have the time or money 
or if you’ll feel uncomfortable. And do not give in just to make the 
situation go away. A tutor who buys one order of overpriced gift 
wrap will soon be approached with a plethora of other fund-raising 
items.

◆ Give a reason. True reasons are best, if you have one. Feel free to say 
that you’re busy or that you don’t have any extra money to donate. 
Also feel free to say that you have a lot of students, so it just wouldn’t 
be fair for you to go to some students’ games and not others. Or, if 
you can say it with a smile, say that you think your student would 
have a lot more fun in the bounce house without you (you might 



Building Relationships D 79

[A week later] Let’s see, Justin has called twice today asking 
me to help with his homework or to play.

[Th e next day] Justin called and asked me to come over to 
help him with his homework: “My mom and dad are not here, 
only the babysitter is here, and she only does the dishes and 
cleans.” I got the babysitter on the phone to ask her to help Jus-
tin. She handed the telephone back to him. “Oh, I forgot to tell 
you,” he said. “Th e babysitter only speaks Spanish.”

[A few days later, at the tutoring site] As I was leaving, Justin 
grabbed my leg so I would not leave—it was like he dove to the 
fl oor and pulled it. Luckily I did not fall. I told him to get off , 
but then Ms. Bowling, his teacher, intervened by raising her 

bust it!) and then change the subject. A white lie (for example, that 
you have another event) isn’t awful, but you really don’t want to 
encourage them to keep inviting you. Don’t give the impression that 
you would defi nitely go “except I have to go to my brother’s game.” 
Be as absolutely honest as you can without being cruel.

◆ If you do want to attend, make sure that you’re allowed to. Some 
tutoring centers and schools don’t allow teachers and tutors to par-
ticipate in students’ extracurricular activities. Check with your super-
visor before you commit.

◆ If you want to go, give a very honest assessment of how much you’ll 
participate. If you plan on just “stopping by” a party or recital, make 
that clear. You don’t want to ruin a child’s party by leaving early after 
he or she told everyone that you were going to stay, do magic for 
them, play football with them, or whatever.

◆ If you go, say hello to the parents if you can. Many parents are very 
grateful when a tutor takes extra time for their child. But some can 
be suspicious. Th ey might wonder who you are and why you are 
spending time with their child. So, introduce yourself, explain why 
you are there, and you should not have any problems.

◆ Remember that invitations are ways that children show that they like 
you and think that you are part of their lives. Th ey invite you to 
show you that they care. Be respectful of that. But don’t think that 
it will be the end of the world if you can’t accept. Be thankful and 
respectful, and remember to ask about the event afterward. You 
probably will not harm your relationship by refusing.
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voice. He listened to her. I felt strange trying to discipline him, 
so I let her do it.

Th is tutor had only Justin’s best interests at heart, but in thinking 
that she could make up for the attention Justin craved at home and at 
school, she created not only an inconvenient situation for herself but a 
relationship in which a line had been crossed, and the process of defi n-
ing boundaries with a demanding fi rst grader became ambiguous. Th e 
tutor’s other obligations made it impossible for Justin to be her fi rst pri-
ority, but how was she to explain that to a child with whom she had 
worked so hard to build a strong, trusting relationship?

Justin also referred to his tutor as his “best friend” and preferred to 
play with her rather than with the other children at school. By allowing 
this, Justin’s tutor reinforced his reluctance to form peer friendships. 
Rather than helping him, she inhibited the socialization process that 
he needed to learn, and his overdependence on her caused his further 
alienation on the playground.

Students in need, particularly children, will oft en want more from 
their tutors than just tutoring. Tutors need to be clear about what they 
are able and willing to give and to do and what they cannot. Even though 
it is tempting to play hero to people you are helping, especially younger, 
troubled, or disadvantaged students, the greater gift  is to allow them or 
to help them learn to work out their problems on their own. We cannot 
repeat this too oft en; tutoring is for your tutees, not for you. Th e greatest 
gift  you can give them is to provide them with a relationship they can 
learn from. Teach them that they can do more than they imagined pos-
sible. Show them that, with the skills and confi dence they built with you, 
they can accomplish more than they could just a few months ago. Most 
importantly, help them develop the strength that they have within them-
selves. For a temporary tutor to step in and to solve things for them not 
only raises unrealistic expectations but robs them of learning this life 
skill. An overly dependent relationship also sets students up for severe 
disappointment when the tutor must bow out.

Th e relationship you form with your student will be the basis of 
your tutoring, and the trust you build is exactly what makes the process 
more than just a passing on of knowledge or of techniques for passing 
tests. A tutoring experience can impact two or more lives for a lifetime—
and that impact starts right there, in the relationship.
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RECOMMENDED READING

Tutors usually have a diffi  cult time understanding that rewards and gift s, 
no matter how small, can undermine the tutoring relationship. Th is 
struggle probably results from that fact that the tutors grew up in class-
rooms where rewards (stickers, stars, candy, treats) were used constantly. 
When people have spent their lives striving to get on the honor roll or 
to receive “incentives” from their parents for good grades, it is oft en 
hard for them to realize that rewards can be destructive. But oft en, these 
same people can refl ect upon the fact that they do not oft en read books 
that are not “required” or pursue learning without someone else (a 
teacher, a parent) pushing them. Could those incentives have under-
mined their intrinsic motivation to learn? In the article “Stars and Bribes 
Forever” (1992), Joan Roemer argues that all rewards have the same 
eff ect: Th ey dilute the pure joy that comes from success itself.

No one, including children, needs a reward for learning, because the 
desire to learn is natural. Just as adults who love their work invariably 
do a better job than adults who work for rewards, children are more 
likely to be optimal learners when they are interested in and fascinated 
by what they are learning than when they are merely striving for gold 
stars. Alfi e Kohn, in Punished by Rewards (1993), explores why behav-
iorism based on rewards is ineff ective in the workplace and at school.

Alice Miller describes the most destructive consequence of child 
rearing that links a child’s performance to parental aff ection and love 
(rewards) in Th e Drama of the Gift ed Child (1997). Miller calls “gift ed” 
those children who are totally oriented toward fi guring out what their 
parents, and later on their bosses and their friends, want. Once they 
have fi gured this out (because of their special ability to do this—their 
gift ), they proceed to give the others what they want. Th is skill and 
ability is achieved at the expense of their developing genuine selves 
that can determine and respond to their own wishes, desires, values, 
and goals.

In Th e Power of Mindful Learning (1998), Ellen Langer argues that 
all-nighters and rote memorization are not enduring ways to learn and 
that what is central to deeper and enduring learning occurs when the 
learner is allowed or encouraged to bring something of him- or herself 
into the process. Allowing the tutees to bring themselves into the pro-
cess of tutoring should be balanced by an awareness of what the tutor 
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brings. Of special concern is the possible sense of privilege that a tutor 
brings, whether it is class, race, gender, sexual orientation, or education. 
In “But You Aren’t White: Racial Perceptions and Service-Learning” 
(2001), Ann E. Green argues that preparing tutors to understand their 
race and class privilege—prior to their encounter with students who 
may be of diff erent races or classes—is critical for their success.



 3 Teaching Techniques

ONE OF THE MOST remarkable things about tutoring is that 
in working with students one-on-one or even in small groups, 
tutors get to experiment in ways that few teachers have the 

time to. As a tutor, you have the opportunity to see how your students 
learn best and to adapt your teaching to their individual learning styles. 
You have the chance to tailor your sessions to the exact needs of your 
students.

Although many tutors enter their tutoring situations somewhat 
bewildered and insecure about their teaching abilities, aft er only a few 
sessions, many tutors come up with creative ways to teach and to moti-
vate their students. Methods vary from using puzzles and games to 
slowing down and reteaching concepts. No matter how or why teaching 
techniques are developed, their uniqueness is one of the best arguments 
for forming a strong relationship with your tutee. Teaching strategies 
developed specifi cally for particular children demonstrate how impor-
tant personal attention and understanding can be to the learning pro-
cess. Tutors sometimes fi nd that, with a little ingenuity, they can accom-
plish a great deal in only a one-hour session.

Most tutors discover particular teaching techniques that work with 
their specifi c tutees as they work together. Just as every student and 
tutor is diff erent, so are solutions—no problem has one, sure-fi re solu-
tion. A suggestion from a friend or fellow tutor may work perfectly for 
you and your tutee, or it may fall fl at. Something that you read in this 
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book may seem like pure genius the night before a tutoring session but 
provoke no reaction from your student.

Th e examples we present are not intended to be templates for your 
tutoring sessions. Th ere are no guarantees. But we have found a few 
guiding concepts that underlie most successful teaching techniques. Th e 
most eff ective tutoring techniques: Get students involved and interested, 
ease students’ fears, let students lead, challenge students, and recognize 
students’ ploys to get tutors to help “too much.” We present each of these 
guidelines with a variety of examples that demonstrate another impor-
tant aspect of tutoring: the creative process of basing your teaching 
methods on your unique insights into your tutees’ personalities, motiva-
tions, and interests. In a strong tutoring relationship, recognizing eff ec-
tive teaching techniques is oft en easy, because you have become familiar 
with your tutee’s personality and learning style. It may take a great deal 
of creativity to develop eff ective techniques, but you can almost always 
fi nd activities that will motivate your students and challenge them to 
work as hard as they can.

GETTING STUDENTS INTERESTED AND INVOLVED

Th e best way to get students to work is to get them involved and inter-
ested in the assignment—a simple goal that is not always easily accom-
plished. If the subject is a play, a novel, or a history project on a subject 
the student is already moderately interested in, the tutor’s excitement and 
enthusiasm can motivate the student to get more involved. When tutors 
have to help with subjects or assignments that are diffi  cult for children, 
however, it is oft en hard to get kids to pay attention and really want to 
understand concepts that are giving them trouble. In these situations, 
students will oft en push for the tutors to just give them the answers (or 
show them shortcuts). It is the tutors’ job to make anything and every-
thing as interesting as possible and to do everything they can to make 
students want to master and to fully understand the material at hand.

A multitude of possibilities for making schoolwork more interesting 
and exciting exists. Sometimes it is merely a matter of incorporating 
something that the student enjoys or is interested in into the lesson, 
such as art, animals, or sports. Other times, making the lesson a more 
hands-on or visual experience can grab a student’s attention. Tutors 
have found that many students respond well to friendly competition, 
either with the tutor or with other students in the classroom or tutoring 
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site. Such possibilities are endless, but they all mean getting the student 
(and yourself) involved in learning in ways that go beyond looking at a 
page in a book. Students respond best to dynamic learning, where they 
get to think and be creative.

Drawing on Student Interests

One of the best ways to motivate students is to incorporate their inter-
ests into the learning experience. (We have said this before, and we will 
probably say it again.) A tutor needs to demonstrate how learning can 
help students do the things that they want to do and how using their 
special talents and interests can help them learn. Many tutors have suc-
cessfully used sports statistics and counting money to teach math or 
an interest in clothes shopping and sales to get students interested in 

j Th e Fun/Work Balance

Although many of the examples in this chapter show ways to make 
homework more fun, you’ve probably noticed that they also make 
homework slower and take away from learning time. Not every student 
needs to draw during homework or take a lot of breaks. Techniques 
that dramatically cut down on your work time should only be used in 
extreme situations. To make sure that fun time doesn’t take over work 
time:

◆ Introduce fun activities slowly and only when needed. If students are 
working on assignments without complaint (or without too much 
complaint), let them work.

◆ Set limits on fun activities when you introduce them (such as, “We’ll 
draw the outlines for the comic that will go with your story, but 
you’ll have to do the details and coloring at home”).

◆ Try to make fun activities a reward for completing work rather than 
breaks in the middle of work.

◆ Keep breaks short.
◆ Pay attention to when your student may be manipulating you (for 

example, pretending to be really interested in something to distract 
you from homework).

◆ Remember, you’re the adult. You have to set the limits and to make 
sure that your time together is productive.
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percentages. Tapping into a tutee’s interest in art or music is another 
popular way to make learning more fun.

Th e tutor below found that his student, Peter, an African American 
seventh grader, was oft en drawing when he was supposed to be doing 
his work. Th e tutor decided that Peter’s interest in drawing might be the 
key to pulling him into other school activities and getting him person-
ally involved in his math lessons:

I brought in an assignment to help Peter learn about fractions 
that incorporated his desire to practice drawing. I presented him 
with a list of objects found in a large broom closet (represented 
by a blank piece of paper). I told him that there were twenty-
four items in all and that he had to fi gure out how many of the 

j Tutoring Materials

One of the hardest aspects of tutoring is fi nding materials to use when a 
student does not have homework, needs extra practice, or just needs to 
be able to continue practicing a skill in between your tutoring sessions. 
What do you do when you feel like a student is “just about” to master 
a skill and then you reach the end of the assignment (and the student 
hasn’t really had a chance to do any problems completely independently)? 
Ideally, you would work on a few more problems. But where do those 
problems (or writing prompts, or reading comprehension questions, or 
whatever you need) come from? You can call on a variety of sources:

◆ Use the students’ textbooks. Often, teachers only assign odd prob-
lems, but you can assign evens. Or, if you’re doing review work, assign 
from problems from prior chapters. Math textbooks often have extra 
practice problems at the end of each chapter and at the end of the 
book, in cumulative reviews, or in tests. If you’re tutoring at a tutor-
ing or community center, look around to see if other students have 
textbooks that you can borrow to provide new practice work to 
your students.

◆ Talk to the teacher. Most teachers have old textbooks stashed away 
in cabinets somewhere. Th ey might lend you the materials that you 
need.

◆ Visit libraries. Tap your public library, the school library, the teachers’ 
libraries, and even your own personal library to fi nd interesting reading 
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appropriate items to draw according to the clues. For example, 
one of the [problems said], “One-twelft h of the items are mini-
monster guys.” He fi gured out how much one-twelft h of twenty-
four was and then proceeded to draw two of them on the sheet 
of paper. Even though he gave me a funny look when I was 
explaining the assignment to him, I could see that he enjoyed 
it and that it tested his knowledge of math while giving him 
the pleasure of showing off  his drawing skills.

In the next example, the male Filipino tutor had a rough time inter-
esting his student, a nine-year-old Latino, in reading. He found a solu-
tion by using his own and his tutee’s interests. During a session, the tutor 
happened to pick up on his student’s love of monsters and fantasies, 

material for children. Sometimes children don’t like to read because 
they rarely fi nd anything to read that they enjoy. Get creative and 
look for good books (or magazines, or graphic novels—whatever you 
think might encourage the student to read).

◆ Buy workbooks. Even regular bookstores contain practice workbooks. 
If you always work with the same students (and often struggle for 
material), it might be worth investing in a workbook to use during 
tutoring.

◆ Research options online. Many teacher resources are available online. 
Use a search engine (just type in what you need, such as “times tables 
practice printable”) to fi nd practice materials.

◆ Make up your own problems. Often, tutors will just take a few min-
utes to write out some more problems or questions of the sort that 
the student is working on. You know precisely what kind of practice 
the student needs (e.g., subtraction with borrowing, with lots of 
zeros in the top row), so you can make the perfect problems. A great 
technique is to write students a mini “test” to see whether they’ve 
really mastered the skills that you’ve worked on together (if they 
don’t ace the test, keep practicing).

◆ Check out www.edboost.org/worksheets. EdBoost has compiled 
standards-based, skill-specifi c practice packets (such as math pack-
ets, grammar packets, reading-comprehension packets for novels, 
writing prompts, and more) specifi cally for tutors who need focused 
practice work for a wide range of students.
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which reminded him of the Filipino myths and folklore he had loved as 
a child. At the next session, he brought some related books for them to 
practice reading. Th is led to more reading and even enough interest to 
venture into the dictionary:

Cristobal was fascinated at this world of giants and dwarves. He 
wanted to learn more, and I felt successful in tapping some of 
the creative potential that I had seen earlier. He pointed to vari-
ous legendary creatures, such as mermaids, the aswang or fl ying 
vampire, the witches, and each time I would explain it to him in 
the most provocative way I could. He liked the werewolf stories, so 
he asked me to fi nd something about it. I looked it up in a book, 
and I helped him read about it. Th e reading was a little complex 
for his level, but I helped him along. Any words he did not know 
the meaning of, I asked him to look up in the dictionary.

Here, the tutor got Cristobal interested enough to do a little extra research, 
reading, and work. By sharing an important part of his culture, the tutor 
also made the tutoring session more fun, which is one of the main aims 
in tutoring.

Besides tapping into your students’ interests, you can also get them 
involved in their assignments by drawing on their life experiences. As 
the next example demonstrates, teaching immigration terms to a fourth 
grader can be diffi  cult, but they make a lot more sense when the student 
can apply the labels to his own family. Th is tutor made baffl  ing socio-
logical terms familiar to her fourth-grade Japanese American tutee when 
she demonstrated how they related to him and his parents:

I went outside with Hiseo to work on the worksheet. I asked, 
“Are you an immigrant to the United States?”

He answered, “Yes. I mean, I think so. My parents came 
here from Japan.”

I corrected, “Well, actually, your parents are immigrants, 
but you are not a fi rst-generation immigrant like what we have 
been talking about. You were born in the United States, right?” 
He nodded in agreement. “Th en you personally did not move 
here from another country, which constitutes the defi nition of 
an immigrant, but you can be called a second-generation immi-
grant. Have you ever heard that before?”



Teaching Techniques D 89

Hiseo responded, “Yeah, I’ve heard the word, but I didn’t 
understand exactly what it meant ’til now. So I’m a second-
generation immigrant. Cool.”

Hiseo not only learned what the immigration terms that he was sup-
posed to know meant; he understood them in the context of his own 
life, which means that he will probably remember them.

Relating learning to life experience also works with older students 
and much more complex topics and issues. In the following example, 
the tutor, a Filipina, found that her eleventh-grade African American 
female student worked on an assignment on affi  rmative action with a 
great deal of apathy. Although debates over affi  rmative action were 
widely disputed and publicized at the time, the tutor found that the stu-
dent did not really understand the topic and was having a hard time 
putting the article in context and coming up with an informed response. 
Th e tutor framed her explanation in terms that directly related to herself 
and the student:

I tried to explain the idea in terms of something she could relate 
to. I said, “As a woman and a minority, you and I have been his-
torically denied access to certain things.” I told her that in jobs 
and in school, I would have never been given an opportunity to 
apply for certain positions based on my gender and race, like 
working at a fi re station. I explained that I was not encouraged 
to apply, because I probably would not get the job. With affi  r-
mative action, I was no longer denied but actually given the 
opportunity to apply for the job. I told her that minority women 
need to work harder in order to be at the same level playing 
fi elds as white males. Aft er we discussed the history of affi  rma-
tive action, we read over the article again, and she was able to 
respond to the article more thoroughly. Her response was much 
more thought out and coherent.

Other tutors have found it useful to incorporate current events or 
television shows that the students know a lot about. For instance, the 
O. J. Simpson trial, which was televised and the subject of much conver-
sation at the time, was ideal for many comparisons, from defi ning 
vocabulary words, such as perjury, to explaining more detailed concepts, 
such as the amendments to the U.S. Constitution, as this tutor did with 
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her twelft h-grade student: “Aft er fi nishing the reading, he told me that 
he did not understand it. I tried to explain everything by relating it to 
the O. J. Simpson trial and other things. Th is seemed to motivate him, 
and I could tell he was beginning to comprehend the work. He noted, 
‘Hey, that is why Mark Fuhrman said he wanted to take the Fift h.’” 
Clearly, the O. J. Simpson trial would no longer be a touchstone for most 
young people, but any celebrity trial or scandal that your student knows 
about and that relates to the topic at hand can be used.

Switching roles with students to allow them to explore an unfamil-
iar job or position of power can also tap into enthusiasm. Th is female 
Mexican American tutor hit on a great technique with her sometimes-
troublesome African American fourth grader:

Today we worked on long division. I had tutored before, and the 
teacher had previously told me that the best way to tutor was to 
ask the student to explain the material to you. Th is way, you can 
fi nd out what they know and what they do not. I did just that. 
I asked Terrence to explain the steps involved in dividing. I do 
not think he expected it, but he was excited about it. He looked 
at me with eyes wide open and asked, “So I’m the teacher?”

I said, “Yes.”
He reacted by swinging his arm and yelling out, “Cool!” He 

seemed to enjoy this method, because he smiled as we worked on 
the problems. He was very polite and conscientious about oth-
ers. As he began his explanation, he talked very slowly so I could 
understand. He also made eye contact, especially aft er every step.

Th e possibilities for getting students involved in their work are end-
less as well as personal for each tutoring pair. Th e key is listening to stu-
dents and remembering what they like and want to learn about. A big 
part of tutoring is making the relationship pay off  for the students in 
greater understanding of their academic work and greater love for learn-
ing in general.

Making Work Visual and Hands-On

Drawings, props, and manipulatives can oft en invigorate boring work or 
bring highly abstract concepts back down to earth. Children respond to 
things that they can see and manipulate, so drawing and involving other 
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physical objects in your tutoring sessions oft en works well. Although 
props are particularly useful with young children, for whom they also 
help maintain attention, visuals can also help older students understand 
complex or hard-to-grasp concepts.

Eff ective drawings or diagrams range from simple charts or stick 
drawings to complex illustrations. Sometimes incorporating drawing 
turns work into play in the student’s eyes, as this white female tutor 
found with her stubborn seven-year-old Latina tutee, Elsa:

I tried to redirect her back to her schoolwork several times, but 
her attention span was fl eeting, and she continued to color. Th at 
was when I fi gured out how to get her to work without her 
knowing she was working. I took out a piece of construction 
paper and a marker, and then wrote the word “perro” at the top 
of the page and “dog” underneath it. I then drew a picture of a 
dog beside these two words. “What does this say?” I asked her.

“D . . . aaawwwgg.” We painfully sounded out each syllable, 
but this time she had more fun, because there was an illustra-
tion of the work there, too. She giggled and laughed at my awk-
ward stick fi gures and sketches. For every word or sentence I 
wrote in Spanish, I translated it in English underneath. Th is 
way, she had to practice sounding it out in both languages. 
I wanted her to see the relation between words and meaning, 
so I made the sentences fairly self-explanatory—with a rather 
obvious picture below each one. Th is made the whole reading 
process less tedious for her.

In the next example, a Latina tutor found that if she turned the story 
she and her eleven-year-old Latina student were reading into a more 
visual experience through drawings, the student became more involved 
in the work:

I asked, “Do you want to take turns reading to each other?” She 
just sat there with a sad, blank face. So I decided to read the 
fi rst paragraph. Once I realized she was not listening and was 
not going to read, I began to draw out the paragraph on a white 
sheet of paper. When the history chapter talked about Magellan 
sailing on a ship across the Atlantic with all his men working 
hard to guide the ship through bad weather, I proceeded to 



92 Î Chapter 3

draw a large ship, a strong man with a beard (who was Magel-
lan), and all his crewmen on the ship. I made the waves of the 
Atlantic incredibly huge and drew rain coming down that 
looked like stormy weather. As I kept reading and drawing 
more pictures, Carly began to get excited, and she wanted to 
start reading and draw one of the paragraphs herself.

Th e tutor in the following example found that giving her non-English-
speaking Persian tutee something concrete to base his new knowledge on 
helped him remember a letter that he was having a lot of trouble with:

Today was a great day, I fi nally did it. I helped Ahmed to remem-
ber the letter “M.” A classmate told me that it would be benefi -
cial to relate the curriculum to things that he can relate to. For 
example, she mentioned that I should sing to Ahmed or bring 
toys or things I might think he’s interested in. With that in mind, 
before I went to tutoring, I stopped by Pavilions [a supermarket]. 
I went there to pick up a bag of M&Ms.

j Desperate Times Call for Desperate Measures

Th ere are times when you’ll sacrifi ce work time just to get a student 
working. When should you forget about trying to maximize work time 
and do whatever you can to get the student to do any work at all?

◆ When the student absolutely refuses to do anything (for example, 
won’t even pick up a pencil or look at the papers or textbook).

◆ After you have already talked with a supervisor and/or the child’s 
parent (or told the child that you will talk with his or her parent).

◆ When the child is just having a horrible day (and is able to express 
to you why this day is particularly diffi  cult). If you have some history 
with the student, you will be able to judge if this is just “one of 
those days.”

◆ When all the techniques that you have tried have failed to either 
(a) engage the student or (b) teach the student.

On those days when you feel hopeless and that you need to do more 
research, talk with more people, and come more prepared next time, 
just see if you can get the child to do some tiny bit of work. You can 
also try a fun activity so that you don’t lose the child entirely.



Teaching Techniques D 93

When I got to school, I asked Ahmed to write the letter 
“M.” Just as I expected, he had no clue. I reached for my bag, 
grabbed the box of M&Ms, and laid them on the table. I asked 
him what he called these colorful circles. He looked at me and 
thought I was crazy. He said, “M&M.” I asked him, what did 
M&M start with? He opened up his eyes, put a smile on his 
face, and with a lot of confi dence responded, “It starts with ‘M.’” 
He asked me if he could have some, and I told him only if he 
promised not to ever forget that letter. He looked at me rather 
uncertainly and said, “Okay.”

Another tutor was frustrated even in his attempts to use drawings to 
explain how the solar system works. He fi nally got the idea to use three-
dimensional objects, which he used to clarify the homework assignment 
and to motivate his student, a Latino fi ft h grader, to memorize almost 
all the material from his work that aft ernoon:

He whipped out his ditto on the solar system. Th e student had 
to place the solar system in order, from Mercury to Pluto. Sur-
prisingly, Guillermo didn’t know anything about planets. We 
tried to memorize the order of the planets together, but it went 
slowly, and I felt that he was not getting it. I attempted to draw 
them, but that, too, was futile. At that point, both of us were hot 
and tired, and I suggested that we step out for a bit.

With the ditto in his hand, Guillermo and I trudged outside 
for some fresh air. As we were about to go back in, I spotted a 
little girl playing with pebbles by the park. I suddenly got an idea 
to show Guillermo the solar system visually. “Hey, Guillermo, 
let’s try to fi nd stones that look like the planets.”

For the next ten minutes we were bent over, searching for 
rocks. I found a large rock to represent our “sun” and a few 
stones related to the planets’ respective sizes. Guillermo, too, 
came to me with several stones. I was delighted to see a piece 
of brick I suspected Guillermo found to represent Mars.

“All right! You knew that Mars was red!” I exclaimed.
He replied, “Well, it says so on the ditto.”
I could tell Guillermo was having fun. It was then time for 

us to arrange the rocks in order. I placed my “sun” stone in the 
middle, and Guillermo proceeded to place the rocks using the 
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ditto as our guide. We were missing a replacement for “Jupiter” 
though. Guillermo had brought a rock that was twice the size of 
the “sun.” I placed a string around the “Saturn” stone, represent-
ing the rings.

We took a step back to admire our own solar system and 
nodded to each other. Aft er our activity, Guillermo still strug-
gled with Neptune and Uranus, but other than that, this little 
dude defi nitely learned the solar system and also the relative 
sizes of the planets.

j Competition for Speed and Accuracy

Sometimes students procrastinate their homework, refuse to keep work-
ing, or just work ridiculously slowly. Other times, students do work so 
sloppily and quickly that many of their answers come out wrong. At still 
other times, they just won’t put any eff ort into doing the work well. 
Sometimes a little friendly competition can get them going. Just show-
ing students that you are willing to do the same work that they’re doing 
may also be enough to get them going.

◆ Tell your students that you will do the same work that they are doing. 
To give them a head start, tell them that you will copy down all the 
math problems fi rst and then do them. See who can fi nish fi rst.

◆ Compare answers. Don’t be afraid to tell your students if they’re cor-
rect and you’re incorrect. For those instances, put a big “X” on your 
paper and a happy face or something similar on their papers. Adults 
make mistakes, and it’s important to show students that.

◆ Compete to see who can fi nish more problems with greater accuracy.
◆ Compete to see who can write a whole page (or a whole paragraph) 

fi rst. Afterward, you can read your assignments to each other.
◆ Compete to see who can look up words in the dictionary faster.
◆ If the student has to write spelling or vocabulary sentences, compete 

to see who can write funnier or more interesting sentences.
◆ Make up games that have students compete against you or against 

other students (try to make sure games maximize the use and prac-
tice of academic material).
◆ For instance, if a student needs to learn addition or multiplication 

facts, you can play a modifi ed version of the card game “War.” 
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Tutor and tutee each get half a deck of cards and turn over a card 
simultaneously. Th e object is to add (or multiply) the numbers 
shown on the two cards. Th e fi rst one to get the answer right 
wins the cards.

◆ If you are working with several students who are studying for 
the same test, line the students up. Ask the fi rst student a ques-
tion (the defi nition of a word, the symbol for a chemical ele-
ment, the date of a historical event, and so forth). If the student 
gets the answer correct, he or she moves to the end of the line 
(and stays in the game). If the answer is wrong, the student is 
“out” for that round. When a student gets an answer wrong, 
explain the correct answer for everyone to hear. Th is way, stu-
dents will keep hearing correct answers as they play. Repeat 
questions to reward students for paying attention. Th e last stu-
dent standing wins each round. (For a twist on this game, kids 
who have been eliminated can get back into the game when 
they can provide the correct answer after the student at the 
front of the line gets “out.”) Students love this game, because 
they get to move around and see what other kids know. It’s 
great for teaching, because it provides an incentive to listen 
and to remember each fact.

When competing against your students, you will often win (that’s okay—
they expect you to), so you should try to give them some kind of head 
start so the competition is somewhat fair. But you’ll be amazed to see 
how much the fact that you are working helps keep them moving 
through their assignments.

Encouraging Friendly Competition

Many tutors have found that a little friendly competition can help get 
students involved and interested in their homework. Even “boring” 
tasks, such as memorizing multiplication tables, can become a game 
your students can enjoy and get excited about, when they involve com-
petition. Tutors might make a Jeopardy! game out of math problems or 
facts from a history chapter. Scrabble and other learning games are also 
fun and eff ective for some students.
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Th e Asian female tutor in the next example found that a game pit-
ting her against her nine-year-old Latino student (putting them on equal 
ground in the student’s perspective) was the best way to help her student 
get his word search done:

Aft er a while, I didn’t know what to do to help Esteban. So I 
decided to put a twist into his homework. I suggested that we 
have a race to see who could fi nd the word fi rst. He agreed and 
told me that he would fi nd it fi rst. We chose the word “America” 
and said, “Ready, set, go!” I started from the top of the page, 
and Esteban started from the bottom. I used my strategy and 
found it going across diagonally. “I found it,” I said, kind of 
loudly. Esteban asked me where it was, but I told him to look 
for it and I wasn’t going to tell him right away. We kept racing, 
and he found a lot of them fi rst.

Competing with peers oft en motivates students as well, and many 
tutors have a great deal of success using games to quiz kids for tests or 
on material they are supposed to memorize. Th is method can be espe-
cially useful when a group of tutees are all working on the same mate-
rial, either in a classroom or at another common site. Again, something 
as simple as practicing for a spelling or vocabulary test can become fun, 
exciting, and encouraging. In the following example, the tutor found the 
method particularly successful in the fi ft h-grade classroom in which she 
was working:

I looked around the room and noticed a sense of curiosity from 
other children about what I was doing with Kevin and Mark. 
Soon a few students approached our table to see what we were 
doing. I explained to them that we were playing a game, a review 
game for the much-anticipated vocabulary test. Th e students’ eyes 
lit up immediately when I said the word “game.” I incorporated 
the rest of the children into our intimate study group, and, like 
the master of ceremonies at an awards banquet, I began the game.

I had Mark start, so he gave the group the fi rst defi nition: 
“Th e bone that connects from the scapula to the ulna and 
radius.” All the children thought about it as quickly as they 
could, feeling their bones, some at the scapula and some were 
feeling their ankles. I knew the results would be interesting 
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when children were guessing bones all over their bodies. But in 
the end, some students came up with the correct answers.

EASING STUDENT FEARS

Although getting students involved in their studies is a great way to mo-
tivate them to work, some need more than motivation. Many students 
are reluctant to work, because they are afraid of the material or intimi-
dated by diffi  cult concepts they have not encountered before. Even stu-
dents who are generally motivated to learn can appear lazy or disinter-
ested when, in fact, they are hesitant to try an assignment at which they 
do not think they can succeed. For these students, a tutor can provide 
support that will oft en keep them encouraged enough to work on an 
assignment that intimidates them. Other times, breaking the assign-
ment down into small steps that they are familiar with can be useful. 
Tutors also fi nd success in relating lessons to things that are familiar—
for example, families or a native language—to make strange concepts 
more comfortable.

Showing Support

Tutors may only need to off er a little encouragement and personal 
involvement to keep students going through diffi  cult assignments. 
Sometimes just having someone to commiserate with and to look to for 
occasional help makes a hard assignment easier to bear: Tutors are ideal 
hard-work companions and cheerleaders. As with the following student, 
an assignment or task that seems diffi  cult becomes possible if students 
know that someone is there to help if they need it. Not a strong reader, 
Jonah was hesitant to try to read aloud until the tutor provided moral 
support and the assurance that if he got stuck on a word, she would help 
him out:

I asked Jonah to read. I got out of my chair and knelt down next 
to him and listened intently when he read. I helped him sound 
out almost every other word, and little by little he was sounding 
out the words alone. He was really struggling with pronuncia-
tion, and his reading skills were that of a second or third grader. 
I proceeded to pat him on the back every time he made it 
through a sentence.



j How to Make Reading Faster and More Productive

Although reading seems like one of the easier tasks that we ask children 
to do, many children struggle with it. When you fi rst work with a stu-
dent on any assignment that requires reading (even if it’s just reading 
the directions on a worksheet), have the student read aloud to you. 
Assessing how well the student reads will give you immediate insights 
into any other academic problems he or she may be having. (And if a 
child says, “I need help with number 4,” the fi rst thing you should have 
the child do is read the question and any directions out loud to you—
often, that reading answers the question before you say a word.)

If a student reads really slowly, helping with homework can be a very 
frustrating experience, for you and the student. Don’t give in and just 
point out where answers are in the story or passage. However, some 
techniques do make reading faster:

◆ Read with the student. Take turns. You read a page or a paragraph, 
and then the student reads a page or a paragraph. Th e ratio of what 
you read to what the student reads should be reasonable given how 
slowly the student reads and how hard it is for the student to under-
stand when he or she reads. When students need to read for home-
work, the assignment has two goals: improving reading skills and 
learning the content of the reading material. By reading together, you 
can correct the student’s reading and model good reading. You also 
learn the material together. So, even if you do a lot of the reading 
yourself, you’re still accomplishing both goals.

◆ Tell the student what unfamiliar words mean. Although the diction-
ary is a great tool, when you want to streamline the reading process, 
help out with vocabulary as much as you can.

◆ Choose an easier book. If you have fl exibility in terms of what you 
read, reading is always most productive when students struggle with 
less than 10 percent of the words (so the student should be able to 
read and to understand nine out of ten words that he or she reads). 
If you can choose any book, choose one that is at the right level. Even 
though reading harder books may be more challenging, they do not 
provide good, leveled skill practice for struggling readers.

To help children better understand what they read:

◆ Ask tons of questions. Ask what individual words mean. Ask the stu-
dent to summarize what he or she just read. Ask the student to pre-
dict what will happen next and to guess at why characters act the 
way that they do. Many students read quickly and without under-
standing. Any reading that a child does with you should focus on 
comprehension.
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Reading out loud can be an especially diffi  cult task when tutees lack 
confi dence in their abilities to read adequately. Some students refuse to 
read. Others read only in a whisper; still others guess half the words and 
pretend that they know what they are doing. Many will tell you that they 
“read better to themselves” just to avoid having to read to you. In the 
next example, a student masked his anxiety by reading too quickly. By 
having the tutee become the tutor, this Latina tutor helped her student 
face his anxiety and had him focus on his reading rather than showing 
off  how fast he could read:

Once he fi nished his math sheet, we moved on to his reading 
exercise. At fi rst, I could see that he was nervous and reading 
very fast to impress me, but because of that he was stumbling 
and not taking the time to actually read the words on the paper. 
For example, instead of saying “singing,” he would say “singer.” 
When I noticed that, I calmly told him that I wanted him to 
point to the words and read a little bit slower, because he was 
going so fast that I couldn’t keep up with what he was saying. 
Basically, I made it seem as if it was my inability to keep up 
with him that brought me to ask him to read a bit slower. Car-
los simply smiled and willingly started again. I could see he was 
so impressed with himself, because he felt like he was reading 
the story to me now rather simply reading the story for me to 
criticize as a disciplinary fi gure would. Th is time, as I expected, 
Carlos read more easily. He struggled with the pronunciation of 
words, such as “amiable” and “country,” but when he did get 
stuck, I would help him sound it out.

Breaking Assignments into Manageable Steps

Students oft en get overwhelmed by large quantities of work. Th e thought 
of writing a two-page paper prevents them from even starting the task. 
Th e idea of having to read an entire book makes them procrastinate 
even starting chapter one. Even a relatively simple task, such as writing 
a sentence in cursive, can seem impossible to a third grader just learning 
handwriting. In the next scenario, the tutor found that breaking the 
assignment down into individual letters helped a lot. She then tried to 
animate the activity for her student to make it seem more interesting. 
Th is tutor found that adding a little fantasy to cursive writing made it 
easier for her student to overcome her fear of it:
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Jenna was struggling to write a cursive “D.” “I can’t do this let-
ter. It’s hard for me,” she said.

I told her that I knew she could do it and off ered to show 
her how to do it. I took the pencil from her and said, “Okay, let’s 
pretend the tip of the pencil is you sitting on a roller coaster. 
Okay, the roller coaster is going down the hill. All of a sudden, 
we come to a loop. Let’s follow the loop all the way up and we 
hit another loop. What does that look like?” I asked.

“A ‘D,’” Jenna responded. She took her pencil and repeated 
the exercise again.

j How to Deal with “I Don’t Get It”

When working with students, you will probably fi nd that one of the 
most common statements they make is, “I don’t get it.” As adults, we 
often take this to mean that students are confused, and we jump in and 
start explaining. In fact, when you work with students for a while, you 
will realize that “I don’t get it” has several meanings:

◆ I don’t know what to do.
◆ I don’t know how to start.
◆ I’m confused by this task or skill.
◆ I don’t know where to look in the book for this answer (and I don’t 

want to read the whole chapter).
◆ Th is looks like it will take too long.
◆ I don’t feel like doing this right now.
◆ I don’t like this kind of work.

Each diff erent “I don’t get it” requires a diff erent type of help from 
the tutor. When a tutee says, “I don’t get it,” follow a few key steps to try 
to fi gure out the best way to help:

◆ Ask the student to show you exactly what he or she “doesn’t get.”
◆ Ask the student to read that specifi c question or problem to you. If 

there are directions on the worksheet or page, have the student read 
those as well. Half the time, students “get it” as soon as they actually 
read the problem.

◆ Ask, “What don’t you get?” If they say “all of it,” start breaking it 
down. See what skills the problem involves. Have you worked on 
some of those skills with the student? Have you seen the student 
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In the following case, the concept of syllables seemed like nuclear 
physics to the nine-year-old, third-grade Latino tutee. His tutor, an 
Asian female, found that all she had to do to make the concept manage-
able was introduce something familiar to the foreign concept. She found 
that syllables were a diffi  cult concept to grasp for her tutee but that it 
became easier with names that were close to home:

Aft er fi nishing the fi rst worksheet, we moved on to the second 
worksheet, “Syllables.” I asked him if he knew what a syllable was. 
He told me no. I said his name, Tomas, while clapping, To-mas. 
“How many diff erent sounds do you hear?”

using some of those concepts (perhaps earlier in the session)? Point 
out the parts of the problem that the student should get (based on 
your experience with the student). Try to walk the student through 
the problem, step by step, pointing out, as you go, how much he or 
she does “get.”

◆ Ask if the student has read the necessary material to answer the 
question. If not, off er to do the reading together.

◆ Ask the student to start trying to answer the question, either by 
writing down a start to solving the problem (for math) or by telling 
you everything that he or she does know. Sometimes trying is half 
the battle.

◆ Be kind and encouraging but persistent about pushing the student 
to do whatever part of the problem is possible.

By going through all the steps above, you may fi gure out that the 
student is simply not paying attention to the problem or directions, 
needs to go back and read, or just needs a push to get started. If the 
student is genuinely confused, the questions above will help you fi nd 
the source of the confusion and give you a place to begin tutoring. At 
the end of the steps above, if your student still won’t work and you still 
don’t know what is wrong, the student probably just does not want to 
do the work. Th ose are the moments when you talk with the student 
about how it is important to do work, even if the work is boring—and 
how you are there to help make it more interesting.

Sometimes “I don’t get it” is a ploy to get a tutor to do the work: 
Don’t fall for it. But, most of the time, it just indicates that the student 
needs a little guidance, some support, and a push to do the necessary 
work.
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He said, “Five.”
“Five? Why do you hear fi ve?” I asked.
He said, “Because there are fi ve letters.”
I told him to try not to think about how many letters were 

in a word. Th en I asked him how many brothers and sisters he 
has. He told me three, two brothers and one sister. His sister is 
ten, and his brothers are three and nine months. Th en I asked 
him what their names were. We went through all his siblings’ 
names and talked about how many syllables each one has.

In the following example, an Asian tutor realized that her six-year-
old Latina tutee continually made mistakes on her addition problems 
because she did not have basic counting skills. With a great deal of 
patience and persistence, the tutor was able to help her tutee slow down 
and learn what she needed to better complete her assignment and to be 
prepared for new problems in addition:

Th e most concrete example of where I used such an approach 
was mentioned in last week’s written assignment. Jocelyn and I 
were working on a math worksheet that the Mar Vista Center 
provides for each grade level. As we started to do the problems, 
she was having diffi  culty adding single-digit numbers. She kept 
missing them, so I decided to write out a few problems for her 
to do on the back of the worksheet. Jocelyn missed the majority 
of the problems. I knew there must be something she was miss-
ing. So I then went even further back to the basics—I had her 
write out the numbers from one to twenty. I realized that she 
could not count. By not knowing the sequence of numbers, she 
didn’t know how to approach adding or subtracting those num-
bers she could not yet get in order. Aft er writing out one to 
twenty several times, I had her move forward and write out one 
to thirty. She mixed a couple up again. I had her write them out 
again until she could do so without making any mistakes. Once 
we moved back to adding single-digit numbers, it became much 
easier for her to do the problems, as she had a much stronger 
grasp of the numbers, or the basics.

Obviously, Jocelyn’s skill gaps go back further than just the assignment 
she brought to tutoring. Once her tutor identifi ed her basic problem 
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(a problem that Jocelyn’s classroom teacher may not be aware of), she 
had a unique opportunity and obligation. Each time the tutor met with 
Jocelyn, they could work on counting and basic math to try to improve 
Jocelyn’s skills and her ability to learn more advanced math. In situa-
tions like these, if the tutor sees the student’s parents or teacher, she 
should also mention her discovery to them. Although parents cannot 
always fi gure out what is hampering their children’s academic skills, 
they can oft en help practice skills once the gaps are identifi ed.

Tying in Familiar Concepts

Oft en just a little simplifi cation or familiarization can help students get 
over their fear of assignments and get started; then they can see for 

j Talking with Parents

Just as students’ personalities vary, there are many types of parents. 
Some don’t have the skills to help their children with schoolwork. Some 
can help but aren’t sure how. Others don’t have time to help. A few are 
not inclined to help. However, most parents want their children to do 
well, and a good tutor will try to get parents on board when trying to 
work with a student. If you have the opportunity to talk with your stu-
dents’ parents:

◆ Be honest. If a student did great work, say so. If the child needed to 
focus more, say that, too. It’s important for parents to get honest 
reactions from you about their children.

◆ Give updates. Let parents know if the student completed all the 
homework or if work still needs to get done. Sometimes children will 
lead parents to believe that the tutor helped them with everything 
or that their tutor said that the parents should not help. Don’t let 
parents learn about you from the child. Give information to parents 
yourself.

◆ Explain to parents how they can help. Even parents who are not very 
confi dent in their academic skills can help with many basic tasks. If a 
child needs help with counting, tell the parents and ask if they can 
try to practice at home (counting in any language helps build count-
ing skills). If a child needs to read more, tell the parents and, if you 
can, suggest some books or materials that they might read together.
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themselves just how capable they are. Th is technique can also be useful 
when dealing with students for whom English is a second language. 
Tutors who speak their students’ native languages, however poorly, oft en 
fi nd the ability helpful. Some tutors, like the one in the following exam-
ple, draw on a relatively limited knowledge of the students’ native lan-
guages to help make some connections. Here, a Latina tutor was able to 
help her nine-year-old tutee, who was also Latino:

Again, he used the glossary in the back of the book, but I could 
tell that he did not know the diff erence between a verb and a 
noun. I defi ned noun as “a person, place, or thing” and a verb as 
an “action word.” I thought that this defi nition was inadequate 
and unclear, so I thought that I would relate it in his fi rst lan-
guage of Spanish. I told him that a verb “was like ‘leer’ in Span-
ish, which means ‘to read.’” I asked him if he understood a little 
bit better and if he could tell me another example. He cited the 
word “correr,” which means “to run” in Spanish.

By using examples of Spanish terms with which the student was readily 
familiar, this tutor found that explanations about English equivalents 
became much more solid and understandable. And, although this tutor 
was a native Spanish speaker, any tutor with a rudimentary knowledge 
of Spanish could have made a similar connection.

Sometimes students hesitate to get involved in assignments or learn-
ing activities, because they get frustrated or are afraid that they will not 
do well. In the next example, the tutor found that bilingual Scrabble was 
a good way to get her fi ft h-grade Latino students involved in vocabulary 
and spelling, but one of the students, an English Language Learner 
(ELL) student named Jimmy, got embarrassed while playing. Afraid that 
Jimmy would not want to continue playing, the tutor instituted a rule 
that involved something that Jimmy excelled at. She found that this new 
rule kept Jimmy’s morale up and encouraged him to keep trying:

When Pedro was done, he put the paper away and went to get 
Scrabble. As we got out the game, Jimmy came in early. I asked 
him to join us, and he shrugged and sat down. We were all on 
separate teams.

During the course of the game, Jimmy really struggled with 
the concept. He would make a word with his letters without 
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incorporating any of the letters on the board. He made the word 
“dog” and put it on the board without connecting it with any 
other letters. I asked him to try and fi nd a spot for the word. He 
found an “o” on the board and placed it with those letters. I was 
really happy when he got the concept, but the word “dog” had 
another word directly underneath it vertically, and the letters 
going vertically didn’t make a word. I didn’t know how to break 
it to Jimmy, because he looked so happy. Pedro told him in 
Spanish, and Jimmy took his word off  the board.

It was clear that Pedro understood the game much more 
than Jimmy, and I didn’t want to off er my help to Jimmy, because 
he might feel stupid when Pedro didn’t need any help. Jimmy is 
very good in Spanish, so I invented a new rule. I told them that 
when a word in English was put down on the board, the fi rst 
one to say what the word was in Spanish would earn an extra 
point. Jimmy really got into this new rule. Although he was still 
having a tough time coming up with his own words, every time 
a word was put down, he would shout out the word in Spanish. 
He earned a lot of points this way. His interest in the game also 
increased.

Tutors who are tuned in to their students usually know when the 
students are scared of the material. Such fear can be crippling for the 
student and frustrating for the tutor. But sometimes all it takes to allay 
fears is bringing the activity closer to home or incorporating something 
that the student already excels at. Students can oft en break down and 
understand concepts that at fi rst seem complex and intimidating—with 
a little help.

LETTING THE STUDENT LEAD

Some tutors go into sessions with lessons in mind and plan far enough 
ahead to bring along props and materials, but lessons are oft en ad hoc, 
and tutors make do with the materials at hand. Oft en tutors are not even 
sure what students or subjects they will be working on in a particular 
day, so they cannot bring materials with them. Although arriving at a 
session without prepared materials may seem hard, it is not always a 
handicap. Tutoring sessions oft en happen in libraries, a rich resource 
for research on any subject that may interest a student. Classrooms and 
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tutoring centers will oft en off er up something to use for an activity or 
interesting reading for a student. One of the greatest advantages of a lit-
tle ad-libbing in a tutoring session is that it allows the students the 
chance to tell the tutor where they want the session to go and how they 
want to work.

When you tutor, both you and the students need to know that you 
are in charge and that your goal is to get work done. Yet children oft en 
work best when they have some autonomy over their tutoring sessions. 
Students can oft en give you some idea of how they learn best or at least 
how they will learn best at any particular moment. A way to let students 
lead is to give them some choice about how they will learn and how long 
their learning periods will last. As you listen to your students, you can 
learn a great deal about their interests and their attention spans. You can 
also be sensitive to how students are not learning. When techniques that 
you think ought to work do not, be alert and willing to change tactics.

In the following excerpt, a student organized a tutoring program for 
immigrant, Spanish-speaking women and made the mistake of not lis-
tening to her students or allowing them to guide her in what they needed 
from the tutoring sessions:

To fulfi ll a class requirement, several classmates and I volun-
teered for a tutoring program wherein we tutored adult women 
in English-language skills. Upon entering the classroom, we 
were met by a program coordinator, Carmen, who introduced 
herself and thanked us for coming to class. I looked around the 
classroom and noticed that there was no instructor—there were 
only over twenty eager women and Michael, Diana, and myself. 
At this moment Michael and I looked at one another and said, 
“What do we do?”

We asked Carmen about the women’s prior experience in 
English classes, and she said that they were all at diff erent levels, 
from women who could not hold a conversation to women who 
desired to practice their pronunciation and writing skills. We 
were stuck.

Immediately we introduced ourselves and asked the women 
to write down what they wanted to learn in the class in English, 
if they could, or in Spanish, if they did not yet feel comfortable 
enough to write in English. Flash cards were passed around, 
and a light murmur of whispering followed while the women 
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scribbled their thoughts on the cards given to them. Th e fl ash 
cards were collected, put away, and not looked at seriously to 
determine what we would be learning in the next session. I have 
never felt more overwhelmed in any other educational or tutor-
ing situation in my life.

We had no idea what do to. Several women could under-
stand English, but as a whole the class needed to be initiated in 
Spanish. Being the only Spanish speaker in the group, I began 
to do what I could: Remember my experience in my own lan-
guage classes and attempt to build from there. From the fi rst 
day until several weeks ago, we started off  with reciting the 
alphabet, collecting words for each letter and writing out their 
meaning(s), and discussing how these words were used in sen-
tences. We did not look at the fl ash cards to guide our sessions; 
instead [Michael and I] met several days before the tutoring 
session and decided what we thought would be best for them 
to learn. Th e program continued showing very little progress. 
We worked on verbs, conjugation, making sentences—all topics 
completely unrelated to their learning everyday communication 
skills.

Later in the quarter, aft er many tutors came and went, we 
fi nally sat down and had a discussion about our progress in 
helping the women. Finally, one of the tutors involved noticed 
we had not really asked them what they wanted to learn and 
focused on that. For the next session, we were committed to 
asking and going from there. Th e fi rst thing that came up (and 
all of the women agreed with) was writing out numbers cor-
rectly so that they could write checks when in stores or at the 
bank. Th ey wanted to use English for street directions, basic 
foods, and how to interpret customer orders (for those that 
worked at fast-food restaurants)—all things I couldn’t have 
known, because I was not one of them.

Although the tutor had the right instinct when she asked the women 
what they wanted to learn, she did not follow up on that instinct. She 
focused more on what she thought they should learn than on what they 
wanted to learn. Until she learned to take their interests seriously, she 
stalled their progress and her ability to help the women learn what they 
needed for everyday interactions.
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Deciding when to lead students, when to follow them, and when to 
get out of their way will be an ongoing challenge. But you will fi nd that 
as time passes, you will understand what makes your tutees work. As 
you do, your relationship will begin to lead the tutoring sessions natu-
rally. Because you will get to know your students personally and aca-
demically, your teaching techniques will develop as you tutor. Th e more 
time you spend with students, the better you will be able to adapt your 
style and add new and personalized teaching techniques.

Listening to Students

Many students, especially those who have worked with tutors before, 
have some idea of how they like to learn. As great as it is to introduce 
them to new techniques and to be creative, it is just as important to lis-
ten. Th e tutor in the following case not only used the suggestion of her 
fi ve-year-old Latina tutee but also creatively incorporated her surround-
ings to create an active learning experience:

Th e director told us we could work on letters and numbers or 
some coloring, so I led Elsa to the area where the crayons and 
games were. I searched through the container for some crayons, 
but I couldn’t fi nd any that we could use. But Elsa picked out 
some fl ash cards with letters and a picture that began with a 
specifi c letter on each card. I then led her off  to the side, where 
there are blocks and other toys. Meanwhile, I was trying to think 
of how to use the cards she chose. I then noticed that the carpet 
had the alphabet written around its edges, so I decided that I 
could have Elsa place each card on top of the correct letter.

An important part of being a successful tutor is taking advantage of the 
materials and opportunities around you to make learning fun and inter-
esting for you and for the student.

Another tutor who worked with Elsa found that she had to be cre-
ative to work around her tutee’s relatively short attention span:

In her backpack, there was a book, Mi Sonrisa y Yo. We started 
going through the easy reader together. Elsa must have read this 
book several times before, because she clearly knew a couple of 
the lines by heart. I originally wanted her to attempt every word 
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before I helped her, but this method was much too frustrating 
for her. She was up and about, switching chairs and dancing 
around mine. It was impossible to keep her focused.

When I realized how short her attention span was and 
how quickly she gave up when frustrated, I began doing more 
of the initial reading myself and allowing her to repeat aft er me. 
Although I think that the learning environment would have 
been more ideal if she did all of the reading on her own, I do 
not realistically think we would have been able to make it past 
the fi rst page that way. When I read the words aloud fi rst, she 
could still practice reading and seeing how the individual letters 
made sounds, but she could also grasp the meaning of the story 
as a whole.

Th is tutor had to be fl exible. Being able to adjust to her student’s learn-
ing habits made it possible for them to accomplish some reading instead 
of frustrating each other.

Th e following tutor also dealt with her tutee’s short attention span 
by introducing a game unrelated to the work. Although she was hesitant 
to stray away from their task, she learned that allowing her tutee to have 
small breaks in between the work helped him in the rest of the tutoring 
session:

Our fi rst couple of sessions together were fi lled with Dillon’s 
favorite question of, “How many more minutes?” Honestly, it 
broke my heart to hear him ask me this, but I knew it was up to 
me to change his view of tutoring. I was determined to make 
our sessions fun and enjoyable for the both of us. Although I 
wanted to make sure he was enjoying our sessions, I didn’t want 
to take too much time from actually doing the work. I fi nally 
decided to introduce a picture game. Aft er fi nishing Dillon’s 
homework assignment, I asked Dillon to draw a picture of any-
thing he wanted. I would have to guess what it was, and then we 
would have to spell out what it was together. He loved the idea 
at fi rst, but he soon became uninterested in the spelling aspect 
of the game. He was so adamant in his dislike of spelling that he 
completely shut down. I knew I had to do something to turn 
him back on, so I started drawing a picture of Bart Simpson. 
I knew he liked Th e Simpsons, so I thought I might be able to 
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catch his attention by drawing them. I asked Dillon, “How does 
Bart’s hair look?” He immediately grabbed my pencil and began 
drawing the whole Simpson family. Dillon and I bonded while 
drawing together that day. We didn’t get back to the spelling 
aspect of the game, but I realized not all of our sessions had to 
be about academics. Because Dillon would now enjoy drawing 
with me, the door was open for new learning possibilities.

Letting your students lead may also mean letting them work on 
what they want to work on—what interests them. Doing schoolwork 
with tutees is a big part of tutoring, yet it is also important to encour-
age students to explore their own ideas. In the next example, the female 
Asian tutor found that her two fourth-grade students were more inter-
ested in Shakespeare than in social studies:

Gillian, Toni, and I went to the auditorium, where there were 
several tables and chairs set up. Aft er we sat down, Toni said, 
“Let’s read Romeo and Juliet! I have the book right here.” Toni 
showed me a small, soft -covered copy of the play.

I asked, “Whose book is this? Is it yours?”
Toni replied, “Oh, I brought it from home.” She then 

pleaded, “Please, please, can we read this book?” I promised her 
that we would read some aft er we read some pages in the social 
studies book that their teacher wanted us to read from. Toni 
pleasantly agreed to my plan.

Toni and Gillian took turns reading from the book that 
described the transcontinental railroad. Th ey both read with 
fl uency and ease. Th ey took turns reading a paragraph each, 
and I was pleased by their enthusiasm to read.

Aft er we fi nished reading one of the sections in the social 
studies book, I told the girls that they could read Romeo and 
Juliet. Toni became very enthusiastic then; she gently yelled, 
“Yay!” then immediately began to fl ip through her book, look-
ing for the best parts to act out.

Gillian and Toni had fun acting out their parts, especially 
the sword fi ghting. Whenever one person was reading her line 
(there was only one copy of the book), the other person would 
pretend to jab the reader with a sword. Th e two girls almost 
continually giggled and laughed. Th ey had trouble pronouncing 
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many of the words, and they read much slower then when they 
read the social studies, probably because the sentence structure 
was unfamiliar. I knew that they were having trouble under-
standing what they were saying to each other, but they still 
enjoyed it.

When Toni read a line, “Do you bite your thumb at me?” 
she literally began biting her thumb in front of Gillian. Gillian 
followed and bit her thumb as well. Th ey laughed while doing 
this, and I did too. I explained to Toni that what she read actu-
ally meant, “Are you insulting me?” She then understood and 
both girls stopped biting their thumbs, but they still giggled and 
laughed as they read their parts.

Even though the Shakespearean play and its concepts were diffi  cult, the 
girls were involved in their reading and having fun, one of the best 
aspects of learning that tutoring can introduce students to. Th e students 
challenged themselves and became acquainted with one of the great 
writers of the English language all on their own initiative. All the tutor 
had to do was let them enjoy reading it—and, of course, help them with 
interpretation.

Sometimes the best teaching techniques have more to do with orga-
nizing and arranging the session and motivating the students than with 
actually teaching. Most tutoring sessions come aft er a full day of school 
for the students, when their motivation may be at its lowest. Many tutors 
feel guilty if they do not use every moment of tutoring time to be pro-
ductive, but sometimes a break can do more good than harm.

In the next case, the tutor found that breaking up the session helped 
his student, a fi ft h-grade Latino, concentrate longer: “It took no longer 
than twelve to fi ft een minutes before I could tell that I was losing his 
interest. Th erefore I off ered him a backyard break when he got to a cer-
tain place in the homework. He plugged along as normal until about 
5:20, then we headed outside to get a breather before returning to 
homework.”

By paying attention to what a student likes, you may even be able 
to establish study breaks that are not only fun but constructive: “Gus 
suggested, ‘Let’s read another one of those stories like we did last week 
when we’re done.’ I agreed. I was thrilled, because I had a great time 
reading them, too. I said, ‘Great idea, that was so much fun, let’s hope 
we have time.’”
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Having something fun to do at the end of a session can be a real 
motivator, helping students concentrate harder and work more effi  -
ciently. Th e anticipation also gives the session a tone of fun rather than 
of simply work.

Looking at What Is Not Working

Just how far to push a tutoring session is another issue tutors deal with. 
How much help is too much? How much pushing is too much? At what 
point does the session go from fun to boring to downright tedious? All 
tutors and students have to experiment with these boundaries. In the 
following instance, the tutor found successes and failures in her fi rst 
session with her student, a Latino fi ft h grader, but the entire experience 
helped her establish where to go next:

As we began to read, I realized the extent of his problem with 
pronunciation. Rather than decreasing his motivation by con-
tinually correcting him, I allowed him to break down each syl-
lable to fi gure out the pronunciation on his own. Only when he 
asked, “What’s this word?” did I help him. I also told Sam to ask 
me for explanations if he had trouble understanding the mean-
ing of any word. He quickly nodded.

Whenever he had diffi  culty reading a certain word, I asked 
him whether he understood the meaning. He answered, “No.” I 
wondered why he didn’t ask me. As we read further, I realized 
that he did not understand a lot of the words; therefore, I sug-
gested that he write those words down and look them up in the 
dictionary. He quickly whined, “Naaah, that’s so boring! Why 
do we have to do that? I just want to read.” I tried to explain 
that it’s important to learn the meanings of words, and he reluc-
tantly agreed.

Having pondered it, I regret forcing him to use the diction-
ary. Not only did this process break the fl ow of the story, but I 
created a boring environment that was not conducive to learn-
ing. Sam was bored and probably didn’t care to learn the words 
at that particular time.

Sam’s tutor learned an important lesson: Sometimes the best intentions 
make tutoring and learning dull. When a child is struggling, sometimes 
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it is best to streamline the learning process as much as possible. Although 
it is good to be able to learn how to use a dictionary, in this case, tutors 
should probably just explain what words mean (and look words up 
together if the tutor does not have a good defi nition in his or her head). 
Explaining words is not cheating—it helps students learn new words, 
makes reading more comprehensible, and gives you a chance to person-
alize defi nitions for your students.

Adjusting as You Go

One of the most exciting things about establishing an ongoing relation-
ship with your students is that, as time passes, your techniques usually 
improve, and you adapt them better to each tutee. In the dictionary case 
just quoted, the tutor quickly learned that her student had a short atten-
tion span and that she needed to put in more eff ort toward keeping him 
interested. As this same tutor-student team continued to work together, 
the tutor found other ways to break up the session to make it more fun 
and to encourage Sam to work harder:

Th roughout the session, as he got problems right, I would tell 
him to take a bow as he did. He got a half bow when he com-
pleted every question and full bow when he fi nished every third 
question. He liked this a lot and enjoyed the physical comedy he 
could display with such self-approval. I have to admit, it was fun.

When the bowing wore thin, we tried a little missile-launch 
practice. As we took about a ten-minute diversion from the 
problems themselves to just focus on the multiplication table, 
I would make a hit sound (like a siren) when he got problems 
correct and a miss sound (like the error buzzer on a game 
show) when he didn’t. Th is simple technique went well, as we 
enjoyed ourselves and it gave Sam a greater desire to struggle 
with the material.

As you work with students over a period of time and get to know 
them better, you can employ a variety of techniques to challenge them 
in diff erent ways. In the next example, the female tutor found that her 
third-grade Latina student was willing to work hard but lacked confi -
dence. To address this issue, she changed her techniques even though 
they had been fairly useful in teaching multiplication in the past.
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My fourth week at Mar Vista began with Claudia arriving on 
time and with one assignment for homework. As usual, the 
assignment was a multiplication worksheet. A recurring thing I 
noticed in my time with Claudia in terms of her math work was 
that she always looked to me for the answers or approval of her 
results. I am still trying to help her realize that she must learn to 
trust herself and her abilities. Before today’s tutoring session I 
would watch her do every problem and work with her on each 
one. If she would answer the problem, she would look to me for 
approval or correction. . . .

Today I tried to do something a little diff erent. She pulled 
out the infamous multiplication worksheet, and she started on 
the fi rst problem. I told her, “Claudia, let’s try it this way. Finish 

j Making Math Connections

Many children hate math. But we all use math in our everyday lives. 
When you can, try to connect math with tasks and activities that chil-
dren want to do:

◆ Money. If you need to count, or count by multiples, break out the 
coins (or fake money, if you have some around). Using nickels is a great 
way to prove to children that they need to be able to count by fi ves.

◆ “Even Steven.” Division is probably the hardest math operation to 
master, so why bother? But children love fairness. Make up scenarios 
where students have to distribute items, such as cookies, to children 
evenly, thus requiring that they perform division. Challenge them to 
make situations fair.

◆ Songs. Some children just have a very hard time remembering the 
steps for completing math problems. If you don’t mind singing, try 
making up little songs or rhymes that you can repeat like mantras 
while the student is doing the problems. Th e sillier you make the 
“multiplication song,” the better! You will be amazed at how easily 
students can memorize songs—and how quickly you can get a child 
to laugh about math when you are willing to put yourself out there.

◆ Averages (or any kinds of statistics or data work). Th ink batting aver-
ages or other sports statistics. Many kids like sports, so grab a news-
paper and some real performance statistics and fi gure out some 
averages. You can also make some graphs depicting player perfor-
mance. Or compare modes, medians, and means of points scored. 
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the worksheet—don’t worry about the problems you don’t 
understand or aren’t able to get, because we’ll work on them 
together. But this time, I won’t hover over you and I won’t help 
you . . . yet. You know the answers, and I know you can fi nd 
them.” I ended with, “I know you can do it, Claudia.”

Th e sheet was about forty problems, and she fi nished in 
about ten minutes. She skipped seven of them, and, when I 
looked at it, of those done, only about four or fi ve were wrong. I 
worked on those problems with her, using the “walking” through 
method. We completed the assignment in about half an hour.

With this new technique, Claudia’s tutor not only showed her how to 
multiply but also proved to her that she was learning to do it on her own.

Th e sports section of the newspaper (or stats from your smart 
phone) can provide a huge amount of data that your students might 
actually fi nd interesting.

◆ Fractions. Fractions can be depicted in many ways (such as pizzas, 
cakes, or any size circle), but when do you actually use fractions? 
Cooking is a great example. What if you need ½ cup of sugar, but you 
don’t have a ½ cup measure? What else can you use?

◆ Decimals. Again, use money. Children often have trouble under-
standing decimals and place value lower than one, but most children 
understand money. Work with whole numbers, tenths (dimes), and 
pennies (hundredths) for a while until they start to get the concept.

◆ Percentages. We use percentages all the time: discounts, sales tax, 
tips in restaurants. Set up some “real-life” scenarios and let your stu-
dents calculate percentages.

◆ Integers. Adding and subtracting negative numbers is hard. We 
spend years telling students that they cannot subtract a larger num-
ber from a smaller one, and then, suddenly, we introduce negative 
numbers and they can: It can be genuinely confusing. Some students 
need visual representations. Draw a picture of a thermometer or a 
ladder going into a manhole, and show how the number line moves 
above and below 0. You can also explain that positive numbers are 
the amount of money that the student has in his or her pocket, 
while negative numbers are the amount of money that he or she 
owes. So, 4 + −7 = 4 dollars in the pocket, with 7 dollars owed: 
Where does that leave you? You owe 3, so −3.
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CHALLENGING STUDENTS

Challenging students in a way that boosts their confi dence and is fun for 
them is one of the best things a tutor can do. You are there to engage 
students in learning and to challenge them to learn more. You can chal-
lenge them in small, immediate steps, such as daring them to learn a 
spelling word. Or you can give them longer-range goals, such as improv-
ing a grade in a class or getting a good score on a test that is coming up. 
Other challenges are even more far-reaching, such as being a good, 
motivated student or sticking to a goal, such as applying to college.

A simple challenge can be eff ective. In the following case, a second 
grader had been assigned to use vocabulary words in sentences. Th is 
simple activity turned into something more exciting and personal for 
the child with a few queries from the tutor:

“How can you use ‘grow’ in a sentence?”
He thought about it and quickly came up with, “Th e cow 

grows.”
Although this sentence was grammatically correct, I had 

seen him come up with better examples. Th is simple sentence 
simply refl ected William’s desire to rush through the homework 
and did not demonstrate his ability to think creatively. Th ere-
fore, I challenged him, “Hmmmm, ‘grow’ can be used in so 
many ways! Can’t you expand your sentence?”

He looked at me blankly, and I knew I had to urge him fur-
ther. “Okay, William, think about this. What would you like to 
be when you ‘grow’ up? A soccer player, a baseball player, a fi re-
man?” I encouraged him to think more analytically by off ering 
him several options.

He began slowly, “When I grow up I want to be . . . a coach 
for a baseball team.”

You can also challenge students to take pride in their work. Too 
oft en they turn in homework without rechecking it for correctness; stu-
dents are reluctant to put in extra eff ort to make their work good. But a 
creative tutor can fi nd ways to make extra eff ort worthwhile. In the next 
instance, the tutor found that making accuracy a game compelled his 
student, a ten-year-old Latino, to take pride in his work and to be will-
ing to check his answers:
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I wanted to teach him a skill that he could take with him. 
I taught him how to check the answers of his problems to guar-
antee an A+ on all of his math problems. I showed him how to 
take the answer and plug it into the problem to see if it works. 
I showed him how to do it and then asked him if he would like 
to check all the problems. He replied, “No.” I then decided to 
make a bet with him and try to make math fun. I told him that 
if I checked a problem and it was wrong, then we would have to 
check all the problems, and if he was right, then we could play 
any game he wanted. He won.

Besides challenging their students, tutors have an obligation to allow 
the students to challenge themselves. Th e white female tutor in the next 
scenario had been working with her fi ft h-grade Latino student, Miguel, 
for several weeks when she realized that she might not always be push-
ing him to challenge himself. Miguel was considered a troubled child 
and had been called unmotivated and disruptive, labels that the tutor 
tried to ignore and even to combat. In this instance, however, she found 
that, at times, even she fell into the labeling trap, failing to treat Miguel 
as a student who might want to go above and beyond the assignment:

I allowed Miguel to have a few minutes to work on his own, 
and then I went over to see how he was doing. I noticed that he 
was cutting out portions of articles, and so far only two articles. 
I explained to him that he needed to cut out single words from 
the newspaper. He seemed to immediately understand. He said, 
“Oh!” and threw away what he had already cut out and quickly 
began cutting out single words he could use [in the poetry he 
was supposed to write with them].

I realized that he had not understood his teacher’s directions, 
but now that he did, he was right on task. Miguel had received 
the “Calendar” section of the L.A. Times, so he was fi nding many 
movie titles and entertainment-related words. He began to cut 
out the word “neurosis.”

I told him, “I think that word is going to be diffi  cult to put 
in a poem, maybe you shouldn’t cut it out.”

“It’s okay,” he said.
“Do you know what it means?” I asked.
“No,” he said.
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“Well, your teacher said that you should only cut out words 
that you know the meaning of, because you’re going to have to 
use them in your poetry,” I said.

Miguel looked at me with a “duh” kind of look on his face: 
“I’ll just look it up!”

A little embarrassed that I had not suggested that, I said, 
“Th at’s a really good idea.” And I handed him the dictionary.

RECOGNIZING STUDENT PLOYS

Many students are extremely adept at convincing tutors to do their work 
for them. Th e tutor is there to aid the student. Asking questions that will 
help push a student toward a right answer, for example, falls within that 

j What to Do When Th ere’s Too Much Work to Do

Sometimes children save up all their work for tutoring. Other times, stu-
dents just have a lot of homework to complete in a day. As a tutor, you’ll 
feel pressured to do as much work as possible. Sometimes, with help, a 
tutor really can provide the help and motivation to push a child through 
a lot of homework. Other times, the student works too slowly, won’t try 
hard enough to get the work done, or needs too much help to be able to 
complete the work well. In those cases, you need to prioritize. And, most 
importantly, don’t start doing the homework for the student or allow the 
student to take shortcuts just because he or she has a lot of work to do.

◆ Keep your eye on learning. If you can help in a way that speeds the 
child along but does not compromise learning, do so. (For example, 
talking with a child about vocabulary words is much faster than 
looking words up but still forces the child to think.) Don’t help in 
ways that just get the work done, but do teach the student how to 
do the work (and if you can teach the student how to do work more 
effi  ciently, that’s even better!).

◆ Be practical. Sometimes children with skill gaps need some support 
as they catch up. You can’t teach a child several years worth of work 
in one tutoring session, so if you can provide support that does not 
undermine the learning process, go ahead. For instance, when chil-
dren don’t know their multiplication tables, math homework can 
take forever. You should make it a priority to work with such a stu-
dent on times tables (and give homework if you can). But if the stu-
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defi nition; fi lling in answers or writing a paper for the student does not. 
Tutors sometimes fi nd that their students try to manipulate them. As in 
the following case involving a male fi ft h-grade Italian student and a 
female tutor, this realization did not come until aft er she had been tutor-
ing the child for a while:

He was completely aware of how much work we had ahead 
of us—let me rephrase that, how much work he had ahead of 
him. Sometimes I feel like Terry pretends to not understand an 
assignment when he really is trying to get me to give him the 
answers. He does it subtly, of course. For example, if Terry 
doesn’t know what a word means or how to spell it, he’ll ask 
me instead of looking it up in the dictionary.

dent is facing forty long-division problems, provide a times-tables 
chart that the student can use during the homework. Using the 
chart will help the child get through the division (and learn the divi-
sion process) and will help reinforce times-tables answers.

◆ Prioritize. Help with work that the child needs help with. If the stu-
dent has busywork (such completing a writing standards worksheet 
or writing spelling words over and over again) or work that does not 
require your help (such as coloring a picture or doing a simple word 
search), let the child do that on his or her own, after the session.

◆ Help the child plan for the future. If a long-term assignment or proj-
ect is the bulk of the work, talk with the child about planning better 
in the future. And make sure that the child knows that this project 
will not be perfect: It needed to be started sooner to be really good. 
Let the student know that planning ahead is essential and that rush-
ing or cramming will almost always yield an inferior product. If you 
can, this session or next, help the student plan a schedule to handle 
upcoming tests and projects.

◆ Talk with parents and teachers. If you see a pattern in which a stu-
dent has far too much work to complete, even when working hard 
and without distraction, talk with the parent. Th e parent can talk 
with the child’s teacher, and the teacher may be able to cut down 
on the homework. Cite specifi c reasons for the workload being too 
much, if possible, to help the parent make a good argument. Just be 
careful to avoid making excuses for a student who will not buckle 
down and work effi  ciently.
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Other students will frankly ask a tutor to do work for them. In these 
cases, no matter how unsettling the situation may be, it is important to 
lay down your guidelines right from the start. Set the tone for your 
tutoring sessions from the fi rst session by being positive yet fi rm. Th e 
tutor in the next example found that, with a little friendly pressure, his 
tenth-grade student was willing to work:

Mike pulled out his science book and said, “Will you help me 
make an outline on photosynthesis?”

j How to Help with History and Science

Th e most common history and science homework assignments involve 
reading a chapter and answering the questions at the end of the chap-
ter. Students often claim that this work is “too hard,” but we fi nd that 
most of the time, they do not read the chapter. Instead, they go straight 
to the questions and try to fi nd the answers in the textbook. Often, they 
simply fi nd a keyword in the text and write the sentence down word for 
word as their answer. It is no wonder that many children fi nd history 
and science to be boring and hard. Tutors are ideally situated to help 
with history and science homework, help students understand history 
and science, and even help students learn to enjoy history and science. 
If your student is struggling with science or history homework, try the 
following strategies:

◆ Read the chapter. It will be more fun if you read together. Students 
are often shocked to see how easy it is to answer the questions when 
they have actually read the chapter. Have the student read out loud 
or take turns, with each of you reading a paragraph out loud.

◆ Talk. Sometimes history and science books take for granted that stu-
dents know the context and background of the chapter. Often, chil-
dren do not, so, try to fi ll in the pieces. If you are reading about the 
Civil War, you might have to provide some background on slavery 
or Abraham Lincoln. If you are learning about photosynthesis, you 
might have to take a step back and talk about how people get food 
versus how plants get food.

◆ Explain. Textbooks are not always as clear as we want them to be. 
Children can read an entire chapter about the Constitution and Bill 
of Rights and not see why they are important, because they take 
their freedom entirely for granted. Ask questions while you read and 
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“Sure. Let’s start by writing down some facts about photo-
synthesis. Why don’t you tell me what you know about it?”

He began to laugh again and said, “Th at’s the problem that I 
need help with. I don’t know anything about it.”

I asked, “Mike, in what chapter in your book is photosyn-
thesis discussed?”

He replied, “Chapter four, I think.”
I countered, “Have you read it?”
He said, “No.”

make sure that the student follows what is going on. Give examples 
that pertain to the students’ lives whenever possible.

◆ Help make information visual and tangible. Again, textbooks can be 
dull. Sometimes they do not take advantage of just how interesting 
the subject matter is. For instance, a history chapter about the 
advancements of Constantinople might mention that it was one of 
the fi rst cities to have a sewer system. For most modern students, 
this is a no-brainer and not very interesting. But, when a tutor can 
explain what life is like without a sewage system, students can see 
how big an advance sewers really were.

◆ Model. Sometimes students just need dense textbook material to be 
broken down and simplifi ed. Explain. Make connections. When you 
can, draw pictures and models. Putting things on paper is a great 
way to help children see how things work.

◆ Don’t give in to the temptation to point. Th e most common refrain 
you’ll hear from students doing textbook work is, “Just show me 
what paragraph the answer is in.” Don’t tell them. Teach them to 
read the chapter and understand. Th en, teach them to use subhead-
ings and keywords to review and to fi nd specifi c information. But 
don’t give in to the temptation to show students the three sentences 
they need to read just to answer the three review questions at the 
end of the book.

◆ Allow the process to take some time. When you fi rst start reading 
together, students are going to complain that it’s taking too long and 
that they’ll never get their homework done. Explain that if you read 
and talk and learn as you go, they will not have to study at all for the 
test, so in the end, they are saving time. And make the work as fun 
and interesting as possible, which will help them forget that they’re 
still doing homework.
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I couldn’t believe he was asking me to explain something in 
order to avoid reading the material himself. I said, “I’ll make 
you a deal. Why don’t you read the chapter right now, and aft er-
wards I will answer any questions you have.”

“Oh, man, all right.”

To give a tutee the answer may be tempting. Tutors get tired and 
frustrated, too. But to make students do the work is to make them learn. 
In the next case, the Latina tutor felt frustrated with her nineteen-year-
old Latino student but resisted her student’s pleas and her own inclina-
tion to give up:

Jorge was not familiar with any of these words, so I told him to 
look them up. He referred to the page that contained the defi -
nitions of each of the terms, yet he could not fi gure out which 
word belonged in the context. He didn’t seem to know the dif-
ference between a verb and an adjective. Th ere was a section of 
the worksheet that required fi lling in the blank with the right 
vocabulary word.

I tried to show him a clue that would hint the right answer 
by fi guring out what part of speech was missing. For example, if 
the sentence read, “Th e teacher did not want to _______ his stu-
dents with too much homework,” I showed him that the word 
“to” hinted that the blank must be a verb, so we could narrow 
down the words on the list to verbs only. When I asked if he 
knew what I was talking about, he said, “Yes.” But when I asked 
him to do the next problem on his own, he couldn’t fi gure it out.

He kept saying, “C’mon, just help me out. What’s the answer?”
“Nah, I can’t just tell you the answers. Look it up. I know 

you can fi gure it out.” Despite my encouragement, he did not do 
the work without my help. For each of the next eight sentences, 
I would have to guide him through it, fi gure out the part of 
speech of the missing word, and narrow down the choices on 
the list so he could write the one that fi t the context. We fi nally 
fi nished the worksheet but defi nitely not without my being 
tempted to just tell him the answer.

By not giving her student the answers and walking him through each 
step that she used to fi nd the correct word, this tutor may have still been 
doing some of her student’s work. But in the process, the tutor was pass-



Teaching Techniques D 123

ing on the tools that she herself uses to do her own work to a student 
who had not learned them. He would have been cheated of that learning 
process if she had just handed him the answers.

As we have seen, an activity such as looking up words in the diction-
ary can either encourage or discourage hard work. So no simple rule 
covers what students should be helped with and what they should be left  
to do on their own. But, as Mike’s tutor did, you will realize that even 
good kids sometimes try to get away with doing as little work as possi-
ble. Th e key is staying aware and, no matter how anxious you are to help, 
making sure that your students are doing their own work and learning 
along the way.

Building on the ideas in this chapter, you will discover many ways 
to convince your students that they not only can do their work but also 
enjoy themselves and excel at it. Go into your sessions with an open 

j What to Do When Work Is Too Diffi  cult

Occasionally, teachers assign work that is simply too diffi  cult for a par-
ticular student. Th e student may not have the English-language skills to 
read a passage or the underlying math skills to complete an assignment. 
If students do not understand fractions and are asked to multiply and 
divide mixed numbers, they cannot complete the assignment. In those 
cases, parents and tutors often feel that their only choice is to do the 
assignment themselves or to give the students the answers. Resist this 
temptation.

◆ Do the preliminary work needed to learn the material. Learn from 
the assignment. If the child does not understand fractions, start 
teaching how fractions work, what they mean, and how to add and 
subtract them. Work together at a pace at which you can be sure 
that the student understands some aspect of the lesson (even if he 
or she only understands the very fi rst step).

◆ Send work back. Write a note to the teacher. Explain exactly why the 
student could not do the work. Attach the work that you did instead 
and include an explanation of what the child understands so far. 
Make it clear that you are not trying to get out of work and that you 
do want the child to get to the point where he or she can complete 
the assigned work, but you aren’t there yet. Most teachers will appre-
ciate the eff ort and will not blame a child for not completing work 
that is too diffi  cult.
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mind, plan to be creative, and maintain a keen eye for what your student 
gets excited about. One of the main objectives of tutoring is to encour-
age your students to continue to learn and to succeed in school aft er 
your relationship has ended. To this end, making learning fun becomes 
one of a tutor’s greatest achievements.

MOST OF THE TUTOR BEHAVIORS that we encourage in this 
chapter are very diff erent from typical classroom teaching tech-

niques. Because most tutors work one-on-one, they have much more 
freedom than teachers who must teach to entire classes of students (and 
maintain order among entire classes of students!). Our tutors’ successful 
teaching techniques oft en involve (1) active learning, with all the noise 
and movement of students doing, talking, collaborating, experimenting, 
and experiencing lessons hands-on that go along with it; (2) higher-
order thinking beyond just rote memorization; (3) choices for students 
(in terms of book and activity selection); and (4) more cooperative and 
collaborative activities for students with their tutor and with their peers. 
Teaching techniques that incorporate the above strategies oft en succeed 
in exciting ways, even for children who have failed to thrive in regular 
classrooms. In this sense, tutors can help and reach students in ways that 
classroom teachers cannot. Every new, exciting, and unique technique 
that you develop enriches the education of your students—and may 
infl uence their learning for the rest of their lives.

RECOMMENDED READING

Th e attention you pay to your tutees, their needs, and the teaching style 
that works best for them is oft en an antidote to the contention of many 
critics of contemporary education that children fi nd school boring and 
purposeless. In A Place Called School (1984), John Goodlad documents 
the eff orts of secondary school teachers to keep students under control 
and passive. Th is repression of spirit and curiosity occurs just when ado-
lescents need to be taking control of their educations. Goodlad shows 
that, by taking them through rote exercises and tedious busywork, our 
education system oft en teaches children to give back the “standard” 
answers rather than to learn and to speak on their own.

Th rough his work with adult students, Paulo Freire challenges the 
traditional model of teaching in which the teacher is the source of all 
knowledge and the student merely a passive recipient of this knowledge. 
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In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1989), he develops an active learning 
model in which students learn to take control of their own educations. 
In contrast to the banking approach to education, a metaphor used by 
Freire that considers students as empty bank accounts where deposits 
are made by a teacher, Freire sees his adult students, who can neither 
read nor write, not as illiterate but as incomplete. As peasants, they 
understand such concepts as exploitation, unfair wages, and unsafe 
working conditions. Th ese are words that they use in their everyday 
lives. By acknowledging that they already use these words, Freire fi nds 
that his students can quickly learn how to spell the same words. By 
building on what students know and value, Freire deconstructs the mys-
tery of writing and empowers students to write what they know.

For a wonderful compilation of active learning practices for teaching 
a range of school subjects, from reading and writing to math and science, 
see Best Practices: New Standards for Teaching and Learning in America’s 
Schools (1995), by Steven Zemelman, Harvey Daniels, and Arthur Hyde. 
Not only do the authors put together specifi c techniques to engagingly 
teach specifi c subjects; the book includes a number of general pointers 
that should prove key to any tutoring partnership, such as less memo-
rization of facts and details; less time devoted to dittos, workbooks, and 
“seatwork”; more experiential, hands-on learning; and more emphasis 
on higher-order thinking.

For more specifi c suggestions about how to excite students about 
learning, especially reading, check out Esmé Raji Codell’s How to Get 
Your Child to Love Reading: For Ravenous and Reluctant Readers Alike 
(2003). Th e book off ers recommended reading for all ages and a wide 
range of specifi c topics (fi ction and nonfi ction) as well as games, activi-
ties, and projects that teachers, tutors, and parents can use to engage 
students in reading and to build on the material that they learn when 
they read.





 4 Race, Gender, Class, and 
Background Diff erences

TUTORS MUST FORM close relationships with tutees and be-
come part of their worlds to create successful tutoring partner-
ships. Not only does a close relationship give you, as a tutor, 

access to ways to motivate your student; it provides you with opportuni-
ties to develop your most successful teaching techniques. However, as 
discussed in previous chapters, many factors can inhibit a strong tutor-
tutee relationship.

Expectations and anxieties that tutors and tutees bring into their 
partnerships create the most common obstacles to tutoring relation-
ships. Tutoring is easiest and most benefi cial for both parties when those 
expectations and anxieties can be left  at the door (see Chapter 1). But 
many fears stem from a common and real fact of tutoring: Tutors and 
tutees oft en come from drastically diff erent backgrounds. Many tutors 
fi nd themselves working with students of diff erent genders, races, ages, 
class backgrounds, or sexual orientations. Oft en the everyday world of 
the tutee is one the tutor sees only on the evening news.

Ideally, tutors easily overcome these diff erences. We are all people. 
Tutors, driven by the desire to help, should not be hampered by simple 
diff erences in background, right? But such diff erences are real and some-
times startling. Tutors who work with children and adults who do not 
speak English well oft en feel frustrated and powerless, because they do 
not understand the students’ native languages. Sometimes tutees ap-
proach their tutors to ask for help with gang or crime problems, and the 
tutors have no idea what advice is appropriate. Sometimes the discomfort 
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a thirteen-year-old boy feels about opening up to his female tutor can 
create a substantial barrier to tutoring. In expressing her relief at her 
own tutoring situation, the following Latina tutor summed up the fears 
of many new tutors:

Th ere were three things about Janie that eased my nervousness 
about tutoring. First, she welcomed me warmly, with a gentle 
smile. Her familiarity with the tutoring process made it evident 
that she must have had a couple of tutors before. Secondly, at 
the risk of sounding sexist, she was female. Th e fact that she was 
a girl instead of a boy made me think that tutoring would not 
be as stressful, because I was under the assumption that boys 
were harder to control. Th irdly, Janie was a Spanish speaker. I 
assumed that because we had language and ethnicity in com-
mon, that would facilitate my tutoring.

Just as it seems natural to be relieved that you have a lot in common 
with your student, it is understandable for diff erences to make tutors 
somewhat uncomfortable.

In this chapter, we oft en refer to students and tutors who are diff erent 
from one another. We use the term “diff erent” to refer to tutors or students 
who are of diff erent genders, ages, races, ethnicities, religions, classes, 
social backgrounds, or sexual orientations from the people with whom 
they are working in the tutoring situations. Diff erences can create major 
barriers to the formation of the relationship before tutoring has even be-
gun, at the beginning of the tutoring relationship, and throughout your 
time with your tutee. All tutors can work around and overcome these dif-
ferences to discover common ground between themselves and their stu-
dents and, as the relationships develop, come to accept and to embrace 
the diff erences between them and their students. In the end, diff erences 
in background and culture can themselves contribute to making tutoring 
relationships rewarding learning experiences for tutors and tutees.

ANTICIPATING DIFFERENCES BEFORE 
THE RELATIONSHIP BEGINS

Fears about tutoring can be crippling, even before tutors meet their stu-
dents. Th roughout the United States, tutors—oft en university students or 
people from the upper middle class—volunteer in inner cities, immigrant 
enclaves, and poor rural areas. Th ey work with youth who are consid-
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ered “at risk,” prisoners, immigrants, homeless people, and many others 
with whom they might feel uncomfortable in everyday encounters. 
Tutoring oft en brings tutors into neighborhoods and social situations 
they could not imagine themselves in for any other reason, and tutors 
sometimes erect mental barriers based on their fears regarding particu-
lar tutoring sites before they even meet their students. For many poten-
tial tutors, typical “tutoring fears,” such as those discussed in Chapter 1, 
are compounded by fears about safety, discomfort, or the location of the 
tutoring site. Diff erences between the tutor’s and the tutee’s backgrounds 
may become starkly apparent when the tutor fi rst arrives at the site or 
meets the tutee. It is hard not to form opinions upon these fi rst impres-
sions. In many cases, a spur-of-the-moment impression will leap to 
mind, such as, “Oh my gosh, this child is dirty. His family must not take 
care of him.” Tutors have to work hard not to let these fi rst impressions 
hamper their relationships with their new students.

Organizational factors or pressures at the tutoring sites can some-
times aggravate the diff erences between tutors and tutees. Some site 
directors prefer to match tutors and students by gender, ethnicity, or 
language profi ciency. Th is type of matching can facilitate tutoring, but 
it can also make tutors who do not “fi t” feel terribly out of place. Some 
sites seem designed to serve only particular ethnic groups, which can 
make tutors of other races or ethnicities ill at ease. Regardless of a tutor’s 
ethnic or cultural background, walking into a brand-new tutoring site 
almost always evokes at least a moment of fear and unease.

Quieting Pre-site Fears

When tutors set out on the adventure of tutoring, they usually have very 
little accurate information about the tutoring site or tutees. If they know 
anything, the little information they have is oft en not reassuring. To 
know that the tutoring population is all minority, non-English-speaking, 
poor, or in a “ghetto” neighborhood can be disconcerting for a middle-
class tutor who does not normally interact with a diverse group of peo-
ple. As politically correct as our society has become, it is naive to think 
that stereotypes, prejudices, and fears have disappeared. Many people 
who volunteer to tutor have had little contact with the commu nities 
they want to help. For many volunteers, a desire to see more of the city 
and to get out of their “bubbles” motivates them to tutor, but even a 
strong motivation to learn and to help does not always quell their fear of 
the unknown.
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Th at this ignorance can be unnerving is refl ected in the following 
tutor’s candid notes: “I was scared of ‘retarded’ people. I’m afraid of 
black people. I do not fear them personally, but I fear my inability to 
share and relate as fully [to people who are diff erent] as I can to people 
who have had similar life experiences. In writing this, I feel a great deal 
of discomfort and guilt. I feel like it sounds prejudiced, or as if I think I 
am qualitatively better than black people. I do not believe that I feel this 
way. So here I am.”

Feelings like these are hard to express, and many tutors leave them 
bottled up inside. As much as these emotions are socially unacceptable, 
they are real. Tutors need to be honest with themselves, to know what 
their fears are, and to work to overcome them. Students of all ages can 
sense when a tutor feels uncomfortable (and young students are the 
most likely to call you out on it). Th e tutors who are most successful are 
the ones who can admit that they are not sure how to act. As she began 
tutoring, one tutor wondered, “Would I be rejected as a white poser try-
ing to invade this community, thinking I was the only way to help the 
kids here to get the socially defi ned goal of college? I was suddenly aware 
of my face, my clothing, my posture. I felt like my smile was fake. It is 
one of the worst feelings in the world, and people can read it on you—
fear and insecurity.” Although these fears made this tutor insecure, they 
also made her honest, and as much as students can sense fear, they also 
sense and respect honesty.

Many tutors opt for sites at which they feel they can make the big-
gest impact. Sometimes it is exactly these sites that evoke the most anxi-
ety in the days or hours before the fi rst session. Th e following comments 
come from a white female who had signed up to tutor in a program for 
high school–age students who had qualifi ed for early parole, most of 
whom were still on house arrest and whose crimes ranged from robbery 
to assault and battery to murder:

I met the organizer of the program in their main offi  ce in [a 
middle-class/poor African American neighborhood]. She was 
really positive and really excited about the program, which 
made me feel really good. But the tutoring is actually going to 
take place deep in the heart of south Los Angeles, in an area I’ve 
never even driven through before.

Amy [the director] says that they can’t move the tutoring to 
their own facilities, because many of the tutees are gang members 
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and are afraid to ride the bus across town through other gangs’ 
turfs. I can’t even begin to imagine what these guys are going to 
be like. I talked to my mom on the phone, and she’s convinced 
I’m going to get caught in a drive-by shooting or something.

Fears like this are real. As a tutor, you may have to drive, to take the bus, 
or to walk through an area where you feel less than safe. You may even 
be dealing with students who make you uneasy. Always make sure that 

j Volunteering Safely

Most of the sites at which you’ll tutor will be perfectly safe, but you 
should remain cautious and avoid taking unnecessary risks. Before you 
go to a new tutoring site:

◆ Use your computer to create a map and directions. Make sure that 
you understand the directions. If you’re taking public transportation, 
be certain about the routes, buses, and schedules before you leave 
the house.

◆ Make sure that you have a reliable phone number for the tutoring 
site, in case you get lost.

◆ If you are driving, clean any valuables out of your car. Don’t leave 
anything tempting in your car when you may have to park on a 
street in a strange neighborhood.

◆ Clear valuables out of your purse or backpack. You might keep your 
bag with you while you tutor, or you may be asked to stow your bag 
in a locker or offi  ce. You’ll be much more relaxed if you are not wor-
ried about your stuff  while you tutor.

◆ Th ink about your clothing and jewelry. You may be parking in or 
walking through a poor neighborhood. You may be working with 
students or other tutors from a diff erent socioeconomic class. Make 
sure that you wear clothing and jewelry in which you’ll feel comfort-
able (and not too fl ashy or ostentatious), no matter where you are or 
who you are working with.

◆ Th ink about the impression you give with your clothing. Some 
“funny” T-shirts are context-dependent. Th ink about any writing 
on your clothing before you go to tutor. Likewise, clothing that is 
acceptably revealing on a college campus may be too risqué for a 
community center. Use your common sense and, for a fi rst visit, err 
on the conservative (and covered-up) side if necessary.
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you are safe (any time you are in a tutoring situation that does not feel 
safe, talk to the director) and then try to act as normally as possible. A 
terrifi ed tutor will not inspire a lot of confi dence in a student.

Fear for his or her personal safety is not the only thing about a site 
that can frighten a tutor. Sometimes social diff erences are just as scary. 
Faced with glaring diff erences between themselves and their tutees, 
some tutors even question their motives, as did this tutor who had 
elected to work in a program designed to serve gay and lesbian students. 
As the time to tutor approached, she became more and more nervous: 
“At this point, I was slightly overwhelmed. Would I not fi t in because I 
am not gay and am involved in a heterosexual relationship? Would I not 
be able to relate as well as my classmate, someone who obviously under-
stands and can empathize with the students at this center more than I? 
Did I choose to tutor here for the wrong reasons?”

Such feelings are not only valid but important to acknowledge. It is 
hard to enter a situation in which you know that you will be surrounded 
by people who are diff erent from you, and facing the daunting tasks of 
forming a relationship and helping someone under such conditions can 
throw your confi dence. But acknowledging your doubts and working to 
prevent them from interfering with the relationship is one of the major 
challenges of tutoring.

Even tutors who have ethnicity in common with their future tutees 
can feel pre-site insecurities, as did this Latina tutor: “I’m scared to 
death of being rejected by the children. I’m concerned about the cultural 
barriers; although I am Mexican, I don’t look it. I fear I might be consid-
ered a ‘Pocha,’ or a person who denies his or her heritage. I know this to 
be a very sensitive issue.”

Although she understood Spanish and was able to communicate 
basic ideas, another Latina tutor felt nervous about tutoring Spanish-
speaking Latina women:

Tomorrow will be the fi rst day that I meet the women of the 
Promotora program. I am nervous, because we are implement-
ing this program to teach these women, who primarily speak 
Spanish, how to speak English. Having trouble speaking Span-
ish is one of the things I perceive as a personal weakness when 
it comes to being Latina. Although I grew up interacting with 
my Mexican culture on a daily basis, I spoke English with my 
parents at home. However, as a child, I had been cared for by 



j Don’t Pretend to Be Someone You’re Not!

You may be “diff erent” from the people you tutor. If you are, you won’t 
be able to fool anyone. We all accept diff erences, so don’t pretend that 
they don’t exist. If you want to avoid putting your foot in your mouth, 
try to avoid these common mistakes:

◆ Don’t go out of your way to show students that you “know some-
one” like them or “are friends with people like them.” If you work 
with a gay student and the fi rst words out of your mouth are about 
your second cousin Jason’s boyfriend, your student will know that 
you’re stretching. Likewise, if you spend fi ve minutes trying to fi nd a 
Facebook photo of you and an African American friend, an African 
American student will probably see right through the eff ort.

◆ Don’t pretend to like movies, music, or stars that you don’t really 
like. And, don’t assume that your students will like particular types of 
entertainment just because of their ethnic backgrounds. So, feel free 
to engage in conversation about popular culture with your students, 
but don’t jump in just to “prove” your credibility. Th ink of it this way: 
If you work with a fi rst grader, you wouldn’t pretend to think Bob 
the Builder is a hunk. Th e student would think you were silly. A teen-
ager will likewise think you’re ridiculous if you gush inauthentically 
over her heartthrob.

◆ Try not to pick up accents or speech patterns. Don’t start using slang 
that you don’t usually use to try to fi t in. Don’t start using non-
standard English to sound more like your students. If you do slip up 
and say something that seems uncharacteristic (such as picking up 
their slang accidentally) and they look at you strangely, be willing to 
laugh at yourself.

◆ Don’t lie about your life. Students will like you for who you are and 
will likely appreciate you for the new information you share with 
them. Don’t dismiss parts of your life because you think they are 
inappropriate.

Overall, you want your students to be proud of themselves. You should 
behave in the same way. Have integrity, be honest, and be yourself. In 
the end, they’ll know that you’re diff erent, but you’ll probably have 
respect for each other.
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a woman who spoke Spanish, and I have grown up with one set 
of grandparents who only speak Spanish. Th us, although my 
Spanish is not perfect, I understand it well, and aft er many 
classes at UCLA, I know that I can speak Spanish. However, 
whenever you are interacting with a person who is good at 
something that you are not good at, you always feel a bit intim-
idated. I feel as though tomorrow I might be intimidated by the 
women if I am not able to converse in Spanish properly with 
them, or they may feel intimidated by me if they do not catch 
onto the English I am teaching them quickly.

Th e important thing to remember is that tutoring is a positive thing. 
No matter why you decide to tutor or to take a class that involves tutor-
ing, you are trying to help someone and to form a fulfi lling and positive 
relationship. If you are sincere in your eff orts to relate to people and to 
help, they should be able to sense it and will probably respond positively. 
Try not to question yourself too much; instead, remind yourself that 
tutoring should be an enjoyable experience for everyone involved.

Evaluating First Impressions

We like to think of ourselves as open-minded, yet one of the most com-
mon problems tutors face in forming relationships with their tutees is 
feeling too diff erent from their students to understand and to relate to 
them. Sometimes the diff erences are apparent from the fi rst tutoring 
session, as they were to this white tutor:

I really wasn’t very happy with the school I chose to tutor at, and 
I was even less happy when I arrived at the school. I thought, 
“Is this some kind of joke?” I wondered as I stood outside the 
dilapidated school, “Am I even safe here?” Th e neighborhood 
certainly didn’t look very rich or even middle class. I noticed 
the chain-link fences running around the length of the school, 
and images of drug dealers and kidnappers came to mind. I saw 
their images talking to kids through the fence trying to entice 
them off  school grounds. . . .

I expected to be teaching highly motivated white students 
who were not just college bound but Harvard bound. I never 
even considered teaching students who were minorities who 
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might not even be interested in learning. . . . I had to ask myself, 
“What the hell am I doing here?”

Although this tutor’s response is extreme and obviously not the most 
desirable for a tutoring situation, it captures the thoughts that many 
express (or do not express, but think) when they begin tutoring. Although 
most tutors have only the best of intentions when they go to their sites, 
they oft en develop confl icting feelings, and many doubt that they will be 
able to help students who are very diff erent from them.

Sometimes, as a tutor, you will be faced with prejudices you did not 
even realize you had—even ones that you dislike and do not want to 
have but that taint your impressions and behavior anyway. Upon meet-
ing tutees who are very obviously diff erent from themselves, many tutors 
feel immediately uncomfortable. A tutee of a diff erent race, gender, or 
even standard of appearance can exacerbate feelings of insecurity or 
inadequacy about a tutoring situation. At fi rst glance, the Latina tutee in 
the next scenario did not look like a child that the Latina tutor would 
want to befriend, and she found it diffi  cult to want to work with her:

Th e moment I saw Michelle, I knew that I did not want to tutor 
her. Prejudging her by her unkempt appearance, I doubted that 
we would have a cool tutoring session together. Perhaps I placed 
high expectations on her by hoping she would welcome me with 
a smile, show me her completed homework, and teach me things 
she likes [as her fi rst tutee, Adria, had done]. I had expected her 
to be a “model tutee” like Adria. Nonetheless, I took the chal-
lenge and began tutoring her.

My fi rst impressions of Michelle were disastrous, because I 
could not help but compare her to Adria (they were so similar 
and yet so diff erent!). She was eight and was in the third grade. 
She had long black hair that was pulled back but hung out of 
her ponytail and her bangs were so long that they covered over 
50 percent of her dark brown eyes. Her skin was much darker 
than mine, and though she was Latina, too, she looked almost 
black. She was short, and her tummy was so chubby that some 
of it hung out of her pink shirt. What struck me most about 
Michelle’s unkempt appearance were her fi lthy hands, which, 
aft er noticing my staring, she cleaned on the pockets of her sky-
blue skirt.
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Th is example underlines the necessity of leaving expectations at the 
door. Expecting, or even hoping, that a tutee will look or act a certain 
way makes it hard for your student not to disappoint you. All tutees are 
diff er ent, and tutors must work to accept them. Take your students for 
who they are, hope that they will accept you, and get to work. You will 
probably be surprised at how well you can work with someone you 
might not have chosen to befriend—and at how rewarding that partner-
ship can become.

Adjusting to Organizational Set-Ups

On some occasions, the organizational structure of the tutoring envi-
ronment can highlight race and gender diff erences, creating an awkward 
situation for a tutor, particularly one who is already feeling out of place. 
In the next case, the man who organized the tutoring programs seemed 
to favor male tutors for many students, which left  this female tutor feel-
ing somewhat discriminated against:

“Could you tutor Roberto?” the director asked Daniel, not even 
acknowledging me.

I felt a little off ended that the director asked Daniel instead 
of me to tutor Roberto. I remembered the progress that Roberto 
and I had made last week and believed that the director had 
asked Daniel because he was male. If a male tutor could better 
help Roberto, then I supported the director’s decision com-
pletely. Otherwise, I felt truly discriminated against.

In other cases, the tutoring environment is oriented around a par-
ticular culture or language, which can be alienating for a tutor who is an 
outsider. For instance, this Latina tutor found herself surrounded by 
Afri can American faces at her tutoring site. When she entered her as-
signed classroom, the emphasis on the race of the children made her feel 
somewhat alien: “Th e fi rst fl oor where the offi  ce is located is covered by 
posters of famous African Americans. . . . Th e [classroom] library is com-
posed of an array of books dealing with African Americans. Th e books 
are mostly biographies, such as Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Aretha Franklin, and Jackie Robinson.”

Th is tutor thought it was great that the classroom teacher worked 
so hard to give his students positive African American role models, but 
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she and her friend could not help commenting, “Th ere don’t seem to be 
any Latinos.”

Other tutors fi nd themselves in alien territory when trying to tutor 
children in bilingual schools that assign homework in languages the 
tutors cannot read. A number of our tutors were troubled at having to 
go back and forth between their students and other tutors who could 
translate the instructions on the tutees’ homework before they could get 
down to work.

In instances like these, it can be hard to feel like you belong in a 
tutoring situation. As a tutor, it is important not to let your discomfort 
or frustration get in the way of the relationship that you form with your 
tutee. Organizational problems do not mean that you should change 
sites or classrooms. Most of these diffi  culties fade into the background 
as you begin to work with your tutee. Sometimes, a diff erent cultural 
environment, in which both you and the tutee can learn, can even enrich 
the relationship.

RIDING THE ROLLER-COASTER RELATIONSHIP

Like any relationship, tutoring involves ups and downs, periods of great 
confusion and of great intimacy. In a tutoring relationship with someone 
very diff erent from you, you will likely experience a roller-coaster ride 
with more dips and turns than you experience in your everyday rela-
tionships and interactions. When you and your students have diff erent 
worlds and diff erent perceptions, you may not always see eye to eye or 
understand everything about one another. If you are prepared for these 
diff erences, you are less likely to get discouraged when even an estab-
lished relationship shows signs of strain. Th ese relationships take a lot of 
eff ort to maintain and to coax into growing to their full potential.

In some cases, a student’s attitude toward you will make you aware 
of how diff erent you are. Some tutors are hurt when students are cold 
with them and exuberant with other tutors, perhaps those of the same 
gender or race. Other times, students are disdainful of you for having 
more privileges than they do and will not want your help.

More obvious instances of diff erence will appear when you put your 
foot in your mouth with a student. Because many of your assumptions 
will diff er from those of your students, it is very likely that you will say 
something “wrong” and will feel bad about it. Such faux pas are not only 
natural but to be expected in pairings such as these.
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You may also have students come to you with problems or situations 
you have no idea how to deal with. Tutors raised in suburban middle-
class families can be appalled at the gang activities that some of their 
inner-city students get involved in. Other tutors fi nd themselves at odds 
when students approach them with family problems that seem greater 
than the tutors could have withstood at the tutees’ ages.

In spite of the reality of these issues, and the need for taking them 
into consideration as you interact with your tutees, many tutors over-
come them. No matter how badly you stick you foot in your mouth or 
how naive you seem to tutees, you can still convey that you genuinely 
care about them and are trying to understand.

Allowing for the Student’s Attitude

Not all tutoring pairs are matches made in heaven, and not every tutee 
will greet you with open arms. Just as the tutees diff er from you, you may 
not be what they expected either, and it may take some time to earn 
their trust and to establish mutual respect.

Even in minimally awkward situations, something as simple as gen-
der diff erence can make a tutoring situation uncomfortable. Th e stu-
dent’s objection may not be overt, but in both of the following examples 
the tutors felt that gender diff erences were hampering their abilities to 
form relationships with their students:

“Hi Brad,” I greeted him cheerfully. He looked up, silent and 
expressionless. Th is always bothers me. Although I do try fer-
vently, I don’t understand why he consistently acts indiff erent 
towards me. I have been friendly, helpful, and supportive. I 
always attempt to decipher the reasons behind this indiff erence, 
and I conclude that it may be attributed to the fact that I’m a 
girl. He’s at the stage where girls are viewed as “yucky.”

Th e second tutor’s student was less subtle:

He tries to delay doing his homework. He asks whether the 
playground is open, and when I explain that I don’t know, he 
runs off  to go ask the director. I follow him, and he actually asks 
her if he is going to have another tutor. She says no, and he 
returns with me to the table. Th is makes me wonder if he asks 
this because he had decided that he doesn’t like me or whether 
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he sees that his brother has a male tutor and feels he would be 
more comfortable if he had a male tutor as well.

It is important to recognize that these types of feelings, by the tutee or 
the tutor, are not only all right but normal.

Because tutor-tutee pairs are usually assigned, tutors cannot know 
or choose their students in advance, and some matches are not perfect. 
But a slight mismatch does not have to be a disaster. Sometimes all that 
is needed is a deep breath and an attempt to fi nd something in common 
with the tutee. As a tutor, nothing prevents you from developing a strong 
relationship with a child who comes from a completely diff erent back-
ground than yours. Tutors oft en fi nd that all they need to do to build 
friendships is develop some fl exibility and understanding.

Putting Your Foot in Your Mouth

Even if your students are not bothered by the diff erences between you, 
you may embarrass either yourself or your students, because you are 
unfamiliar with how their lives diff er from yours. As the tutor in the 
next instance found out, seemingly innocent comments can create a 
moment of awkwardness with a tutee:

I unknowingly put a huge foot in my mouth midway through 
our conversation. Kindra [her adult tutee] works in a restaurant 
in Westwood. Surprised by the long commute she makes from 
Hollywood to her job, I exclaimed, “You drive all the way to 
Westwood every day?”

Her reply shocked me into a reality I had not even consid-
ered: “Honey, I don’t have a car. I take the bus!” How ridiculous 
and ashamed I felt to assume she would drive, and how quickly 
she picked up on my assumption that she had a car.

Although this tutor felt vaguely uncomfortable every time she drove 
up to the center in her new sports car, it was a moment of discomfort 
that passed relatively quickly and did no harm to the relationship. Simi-
larly, in the following case, a white female tutor made a slipup in her 
assumptions about her sixteen-year-old Latina student:

I was trying to explain the meaning of a “dormant” seed to Jill, 
when I made a big mistake. I said, “I can fi gure it out by knowing 
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Spanish from high school. What do you think the root of 
‘dormant’ is?” I waited expectantly for the answer “dormir”—
to sleep—but it never came.

“I don’t speak Spanish,” Jill said with a smile.
“You don’t?” I asked. I remembered her telling me that she 

was celebrating Mother’s Day on the tenth instead of the twelft h, 
because the tenth was Mexican Mother’s Day. I remembered 
seeing her aunt come to pick her up and speaking Spanish with 
an adult who worked at the center. But, come to think of it, I 
had never actually heard Jill speak Spanish.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I just assumed. . . .” I stopped, 
feeling bad. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my class, Soci-
ology of Education, it is that you can’t generalize one person’s 
experience to another’s. You can’t stereotype, because everyone 
is diff erent, and you shouldn’t assume anything about anyone.

j Fixing Bad Situations

You will probably have some ups and downs in your relationship with 
your students. You will probably put your foot in your mouth. What are 
the simple ways to “fi x things”?

◆ Say, “I’m sorry.” We often don’t think to apologize to children (or to 
people we’re supposed to be teaching). But if you make an error or 
cause off ense, apologize. People are surprisingly forgiving.

◆ Admit that you’ve made an error. Something about saying, “Oh my 
goodness, I can’t believe that I just assumed you liked rap (or spoke 
Spanish, or liked Hello Kitty)” is very disarming. Th at admission will 
be much easier than trying to rationalize your assumption. Admit 
that you relied on a stupid stereotype and move on. If you keep talk-
ing, you’ll probably put your foot in your mouth again.

◆ Ask what’s wrong. If your student is acting strangely, don’t assume 
you know what the problem is. Ask. Make sure that your student 
knows that he or she can be honest, and you won’t be mad. Th e stu-
dent may or may not tell you about the issue, but at least you will 
have asked.

◆ Laugh at yourself. Have a sense of humor and make sure that your 
student knows that he or she can laugh at you, too! Once that 
ground rule is laid out, it will ease the entire tutoring relationship.
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“Oh, that’s okay,” Jill laughed it off . “Everyone does that.” She 
didn’t seem to take off ense, but I still felt guilty for making an 
assumption at all. Noting my confused expression, Jill explained, 
“My dad is Mexican and my mom is white. My parents split up 
when I was two, and I lived with my mom for most of my life, 
so I never learned Spanish. I started Spanish 1 before I moved 
here to my aunt’s house, but I felt behind when I got here. I 
guess I’ll take Spanish 1 next year.”

I touched her arm. “I feel bad. I hope you weren’t off ended 
that I assumed you knew the language.”

She brushed it off  with a grin: “All my friends are fl uent in 
Spanish, and sometimes they even forget. Th ey’ll say something 
to me in Spanish, and I’ll just stand there staring at them. I won’t 
say anything, and then they’ll realize and translate for me into 
English.”

As in these examples, most small slips can probably be either ignored 
or laughed about. But even with the understanding that you and your 
tutee come from diff erent worlds, it is important to be sensitive to issues 
and diff erences.

Coping with Situations You Have No Idea 
How to Deal With

When university students tutor underprivileged or at-risk students, a 
telling socioeconomic and education gap oft en exists between tutor and 
tutee. Sometimes the diff erences are apparent the moment tutors enter 
the neighborhoods in which they will be working, and sometimes fear 
can get in the way of successful relationships:

What was even more striking was the physical location of the 
Eagles Center. I admit that the fi rst time I stepped out of my car 
onto the street and walked to the building, I felt slightly ner-
vous. As I approached the front door, I smelled the stench of 
urine and garbage. Th ere were homeless men and women, 
barred-up shops, and dirty street gutters. . . .

As I entered the classroom one day, Billy and Matt were 
engaged in an intense conversation regarding the outside sur-
roundings. As I listened to the conversation, I realized that they 
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were talking about prostitutes picking up the two boys as they 
leave school sometimes.

Beyond the obvious surface-level diff erences, tutors sometimes have 
to deal with more diffi  cult issues when tutoring students of very diff er-
ent backgrounds. As you establish a friendship with your tutee, you will 
probably deal with some of your student’s personal problems as well. 
Everyone has bad days, and, as a friend and a tutor, you will fi nd it 
nearly impossible to sit down next to a sad or sullen student and settle 
right into math homework. As a friend, you will ask what is wrong, and 
as a mentor, you will try to help.

Sometimes, when the students talk about their lives, they may reveal 
situations that seem unfair, painful, or diffi  cult to you. You may not 
know what to say, and you may not know what your responsibilities are 
in trying to help them.

For instance, the tutor in the next scenario was extremely troubled 
by the gang activity at his tutee’s school:

Th e fi rst day of tutoring, Gabriela and Bonita witnessed a stab-
bing at their high school, and the police questioned Gabriela, 
because she dropped her backpack at the scene of the crime. 
Th e police would not give Gabriela her belongings until she 
admitted who committed the stabbing. Gabriela fears for her 
safety, because everyone saw her talking to the cops, and if she 
names the guilty people, they will come aft er her. When Gabri-
ela told me what happened, she looked as though she would 
break down and cry. I reassured her to let all her feelings out 
and not to hold them inside.

Th e tutor comforted Gabriela in the immediate aft ermath, but he re-
mained troubled that he could do nothing to protect her in the future.

In the next case, the tutor was shocked and scared about a gang 
problem that was troubling his student. Th e tutor and tutee had formed 
a fairly close relationship. Th e tutor had been serving as a mentor to the 
tutee and had been able to help him raise his grades and start thinking 
about the possibility of one day going to college and becoming a UCLA 
Bruin—if he continued to work hard in school. Th ey considered them-
selves friends. One day, the tutee came in upset over a situation that the 
tutor had no idea how to deal with. As the tutee explained to his tutor:



j  What to Do When Presented with a Situation that 
You Do Not Know How to Handle

In any new job, paid or volunteer, you’ll encounter situations that are 
new and diff erent. How do you deal with those problems?

◆ Ask someone who knows more. Most tutoring centers have directors 
or coordinators. Th ose people are supposed to deal with big issues. 
In fact, those people would rather that you talk with them than han-
dle things badly on your own. If you handle something badly, they 
will be held responsible for your errors, so please get them involved. 
If you’re doing private tutoring or tutoring in a classroom, don’t hesi-
tate to talk with parents or teachers. Again, they have more experi-
ence, and they know the students. Don’t take problems on by your-
self. Share the weight.

◆ Talk with your student. Students can often give you guidance on 
what they want or need you to do. Some will beg you not to tell 
their parents. Others times, students bring up situations precisely 
because they want you to bring in an authority fi gure (for instance, 
they might want a teacher to know what is going on, but they do 
not want to be the ones to “tell”). Ask your students whether you 
can help in some way. Do everything you can to let the students 
lead. If they want you to talk to another adult, by all means do so. 
If they beg you not to, try to respect that wish without being irre-
sponsible. (If a student is in danger, is being abused, or threatens 
someone else, you have a responsibility to tell an adult in authority 
at your tutoring site—even if the student begs you not to tell.) If you 
decide you need to talk with another adult, try to give the students 
prior warning so they don’t think that you’re going behind their 
backs. Let the students know that sometimes you have to tell 
someone, even if don’t want to or if you know that the students 
are scared. When you do talk with an adult, try to talk fi rst with 
someone you trust to guide you in the best direction.

◆ Talk with other tutors. A tutor with more experience may be able to 
share stories or examples that help you. Don’t be afraid to talk with 
your co-workers or classmates.

◆ Use your common sense. Your life may be very diff erent from your 
students’ lives. But if you’re scared, they’re probably scared, too. 
Don’t let a student’s false bravado keep you from doing the right 
thing. Get good advice, and whenever you feel in over your head, 
talk with someone who is in charge.
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I’m telling you, there’s nothing you can do. I was hanging out 
shooting some hoops with a couple of my friends at lunch, 
when these gangbangers came up to us and asked us to play 
three-on-three. Before I could object, my friend Dan agreed to 
play, and there was no way out of it.

Everything was fi ne until the game was almost over. We 
were winning ten to seven, and the game was to eleven. Th is 
guy guarding me, I won’t tell you his name, said that if he lost, 
he was going to kick my ass. Even though I did not want to lose 
and probably wouldn’t have listened to him, I had no control 
over who won. Dan stole the ball from another guy and went 
in for a layup. Just like that, the game was over. Now this guy 
wants to kick my ass. Can you believe it?

For a tutor who has no experience with gang-related activities, a sit-
uation like this may not only prove overwhelming but leave the tutor 
feeling helpless. All of the rational solutions a tutor might off er take on 
a diff erent twist in the world that some of the tutees live in. Sometimes 
the best thing tutors can do is be good listeners. In situations where you 
feel that the student really needs advice that you do not have the exper-
tise to provide, speak with the supervisor at your tutoring site. Th e super-
visor may be able to advise you or the student or help you get advice 
from someone who knows more about those kinds of problems.

When students do reveal surprising problems, tutors should try not 
to register too much shock. Students oft en perceive their own situations 
as normal, and your outrage might be inappropriate and alienate the 
student. Listen and try to understand the problem from the tutee’s per-
spective. Be sympathetic, but also understand that problems that seem 
extreme to you may be fairly common for them.

Even when tutors fi nd problems shocking, they may be able to help 
solve or prevent them. In the following instance, the tutor’s young stu-
dent confi ded in her that he shoplift ed regularly: “In the middle of a 
spelling lesson, Nathan changes the subject. ‘Do you know how easy it 
is to steal from the 99 Cent store?’

“I ask him, ‘How do you know you won’t get caught?’
“He responded, ‘Th ey don’t have cameras or nothing in there. I won’t 

get caught.’”
Th is tutor was unsure how to handle the situation at the time. But 

she did a good job in holding her tongue, getting the full story, and not 
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scolding the tutee on the spot. Sometimes it is better not to get involved 
right away; sometimes a student is testing the waters to see how a tutor 
will react, and the beginning of a relationship is not always the best time 
to try to infl uence a child.

Over time, the tutor realized that Nathan was starved for attention, 
perhaps even wanting to get caught so his parents would talk to him. He 
also tended to act out in class to get people to notice him:

His mother frequently travels to Mexico and leaves Nathan with 
his stepfather, because his biological father is not part of his life. 
Th e catch is that the stepfather works from 3 P.M. to 1 A.M. dur-
ing the week, so who takes care of Nathan? Who cooks dinner 
for him, helps him with his schoolwork, or even puts him to bed?

No wonder he’s stealing from the 99 Cent store and not 
completing his homework. He had no direction aft er school. 
I wouldn’t be surprised if he wanted to get caught shoplift ing, 
so his parents would notice him and pay some sort of attention 
to him, even if it’s negative.

Even if the tutor could do nothing specifi c to improve Nathan’s home 
life, she had a chance to do three things: She could encourage him not 
to steal, push him in the direction of some positive ways to get attention, 
and give him some one-on-one attention that might lessen his need to 
get into trouble. Nathan’s major problem seemed to be a lack of attention 
from his parents, but, for a few hours a day, he had a tutor all to himself. 
Do not underestimate the diff erence that a little personal attention in 
the form of good tutoring can have on a child.

OVERCOMING DIFFERENCES

Despite all the diff erences and diffi  culties in the previous examples, 
adopting the basic tutoring attitudes outlined earlier in this book can 
help overcome diff erences between tutors and tutees. Tutoring oft en 
succeeds between two people who seem to have little in common.

As you tutor, solutions will have to come from you, your tutee, and 
the unique relationship that you have formed. As the following excerpts 
demonstrate, many tutors fi nd ways to work with their students and 
to mitigate circumstances that, initially, seem insurmountable. Several 
strategies will help you move toward a productive relationship with a 



146 Î Chapter 4

tutee who is very diff erent from you. First, try to minimize the diff erence 
between yourself and your tutee—or at least maximize your “sameness.” 
You are both people. Find out what you have in common and start from 
there. Even people from vastly diff erent backgrounds can have similar 
interests or values. By the same token, do not stick out more than you 
have to, either in dress, speech, or conversation topics. An inner-city 
sixteen-year-old probably will not have a brand-new car in the driveway 
on his birthday—so you do not have to mention the one you got. But, as 
you emphasize similarities, do not create any that are not really there; do 
not pretend to be someone that you are not. Finding and creating true 
commonalities is the way to build a solid relationship.

Even diff erences that will not go away in the time that you tutor 
your student need not be impenetrable barriers to your relationship. 
Following the premise of accepting your students for whoever they are, 
your best solution may be simply to maximize your acceptance of the 
diff erences between you. Accepting your diff erences means working 
with them and talking about them but still being confi dent that dissimi-
lar people can create a strong and productive relationship.

Th e attitude of dealing with your student as an equal also comes into 
play when tutoring students very diff erent from you. You may not always 
feel that you can comprehend the lives, problems, and joys of these stu-
dents, but you can empathize and try to understand. Th e life situations 
of your students may seem alien to you, but get your tutees talking and 
take the opportunity to let them teach you something; with your new 
information, try to understand them and place yourself in their shoes. 
You cannot necessarily solve their problems, but an open environment 
in which to discuss them is a gift  that you can give.

Diff erences can also have a positive impact on your relationship. 
Most importantly, they open up avenues for conversations. Th e dia-
logue that can spring from diff erences in knowledge, expectations, 
ambitions, and assumptions can teach both of you something about 
another world and a person unlike yourselves. Get your students to 
explain their worlds to you, but do not hesitate to explain yours to them. 
Show them an alternative to their worlds (while recognizing that no 
world is ideal for everyone) and a glimpse of what else is out there. And 
try to see and to understand their lives and environments. One of the 
best possible consequences of putting your foot in your mouth or 
encountering a hostile student is the opportunity such situations create 
for open, honest conversation.
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Fitting in and Being as “Same” as Possible

Getting past the diff erences between tutors and tutees is part of the pro-
cess of building a relationship. Most tutors are surprised at how much 
they have in common with their students. One of the fi rst steps in the 
tutoring experience is fi nding these commonalities, and many tutors 
also fi nd it eff ective to minimize obvious diff erences right off  the bat.

Being “the same” is oft en impossible, but you can try some tactics to 
fi t in more, or at least to not stick out in your tutoring environment, as 
this next tutor found:

I was tutoring at a private school, under contract with the Los 
Angeles Unifi ed School District, to serve district students who 
are labeled as “emotionally disturbed.” Th e “emotionally dis-
turbed” label made me very nervous. I did not know what I was 
getting into. I decided to suit up; perhaps if I looked profes-
sional, the kids would take me seriously. . . .

Th e students standing out front when I approached the 
school were older than I expected. Th e students were ethnically 
integrated, wearing baggy jeans and T-shirts. Nervously, I 
walked past them en route to the offi  ce. In the offi  ce, I was 
greeted by Jim. He was wearing corduroy jeans and a tie-dyed 
shirt. When I saw him, I wished I had worn my jeans.

When you enter a tutoring situation, it is vital to be yourself, but it 
may also help to be as neutral as possible. Do not attract attention to 
yourself, your diff erent culture, or your socioeconomic background. If 
the students you work with come from cultures in which modesty is 
valued and you walk in wearing a miniskirt or jeans with holes all over 
them, eff ective relationships will be harder to build. Tutors enter their 
students’ environments as guests, and the hosts’ values and morals 
deserve respect.

Th e following tutor found that the same rule applied when she was 
working with kids from a poorer background than her own: “I noticed 
that they immediately spotted my jewelry, and every child I helped kept 
staring at it. I hadn’t thought that maybe I should have taken it off  so I 
would fi t in better. Th e reason I say ‘fi t in’ is because it is obvious that the 
students at this particular school are from working-class families. At the 
fi rst chance I got, I took off  my rings and necklace.”
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Th is tutor felt that the signs of her class status were too blatant and 
might interfere with her ability to relate to the students. It was easy for 
her to remove her jewelry and to feel more like she was on their level. 
Her removal of the jewelry also allowed the tutees to focus on tutoring 
rather than this sign of diff erence.

Maximizing Acceptance and Embracing Your Diff erence

Tutors cannot change their accents, educations, or skin colors. Th ey may 
simply diff er from the students they are tutoring, and that is okay. In 
fact, it can be very valuable for tutees to develop relationships with peo-
ple diff erent from them and from the people they ordinarily interact 
with. Just as you, as a tutor, will learn to relate to students who are dif-
ferent from you, they will learn to relate to you—if you show them that 
you want them to.

Some tutors fear that it is impossible for them to relate to students 
who are very diff erent, but that does not seem to be the case. Not only 
do many successful tutoring relationships grow between educated, 
upper- or upper-middle-class tutors and inner-city or poor youths; a 
fl ourishing private tutoring industry also faces the class-diff erence prob-
lem, in reverse.

Private tutors who tutor in the homes of students much more privi-
leged than themselves oft en report the same discomfort as tutors who 
work with students much poorer than themselves, as in this example: “I 
had to be led out of the house, because it was so big I didn’t think that I 
was going to be able to fi nd my way out on my own. Th ere were three 
cooks in the kitchen preparing dinner. I asked Aria if her parents were 
having a party that night, and she said no, that her parents were in Lon-
don. Th ree cooks to make dinner for two little girls! Th ere was also a 
butler and two maids that I saw in the two hours I was there. I felt like 
the seventh servant in the house.”

Private tutors get paid well to form strong and eff ective tutoring rela-
tionships, even though it is obvious that few private tutors live in multi-
million-dollar houses staff ed with hired help. In the same way, a middle-
class or even an upper-class tutor can form a relationship—oft en a very 
positive one—with a child from a working- or lower-class background.

Some tutors, such as the one who removed her jewelry, fi nd it help-
ful to hide the obvious signs of their socioeconomic diff erence, but this 
is not the only way—or even the best way—to deal with the diff erences. 
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Th e tutees know you are diff erent. You may come from a university, in 
which case they probably assume that you come from a diff erent back-
ground. In some cases, sharing personal information can break down 
boundaries rather than create them:

As I was about to take the children back to the classroom, they 
noticed my new red Ford Mustang parked outside the school. I 
try to park it in a spot where no students can see my car, because 
I feel it’s too fl ashy. I just feel awkward, because I don’t want the 
children to think of me as just some rich college kid. I also didn’t 
want it to be the topic of my conversations with the students. 
I want to help tutor them, not discuss cars.

Anyway, the lunch table where I gave them their spelling 
list was in direct view of my Mustang, and Daniel said, “Check 
out that new Mustang! I think Mr. Mooney drives one of 
those.”

Erin jumped in, “No, Mr. Mooney’s is diff erent. Is that 
yours, Miss Karen?”

I was on the spot, and I had to respond, so I told them, “No, 
it’s not.” I feel so guilty about lying to them. Instead I should 
have trusted the fact that they would have enjoyed knowing 
what kind of car I drive, as they did about Mr. Mooney’s car.

Opening a Conversation

In many cases, being diff erent gives you the opportunity to expose tutees 
to ideas and ambitions that they may never have come in contact with. 
Just as working with and forming a relationship with a person quite dif-
ferent from yourself is interesting and eye opening, tutees may have the 
same experience with you. You are foreign to their world, but that does 
not mean that they cannot learn something from you.

You have a wealth of information that many students have never 
been exposed to, especially concerning academic success. You also have 
resources that they may not have access to. For instance, tutors are oft en 
able to give their students valuable information about preparing for col-
lege. Sometimes the tutor is the only resource a tutee has for this kind of 
information. Other times, information about college and higher educa-
tion is simply more eff ective coming from someone who is more of a 
peer and a friend than an authority fi gure.
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When you deal with students from very diff erent backgrounds than 
yours, you may fi nd yourself cast in the role of “the other.” You may be 
foreign to your students’ neighborhoods, even feared there. You may 
represent employers that they dislike or privileged people who oppress 
them. Just as you will be forced to confront your stereotypes when you 
tutor students unlike yourself, they will be forced to confront theirs.

Th is clash of expectations can cause tension in the relationship, 
which some tutors like to address head on, oft en to the benefi t of both 
parties. In the next scenario, the tutor placed himself in a “rich white” 
category by his familiarity with a posh Beverly Hills restaurant that had 
donated bread to the tutoring center. When his tutee reacted negatively, 
the tutor used the opportunity for a candid conversation on race and 
privilege:

On the table were several packages of bread from a restaurant 
called Il Fornaio. I told him, “Th at restaurant is in Beverly 
Hills.”

He immediately squished his face together, wrinkling his 
nose, and said, “I hate Beverly Hills.” When I asked him why, he 
made a disturbing comment that “rich people are uptight and 
rude.”

I asked, “Do you think Magic Johnson, who is obviously 
rich, is rude?”

He responded with an even worse comment, saying, “It is 
just white people who are rude.” I then asked, “Do you think 
Mike Piazza, the star of the Dodgers who is also rich, is rude?”

He said, “No.”
And I explained, “Mike is an example of why you might not 

want to form opinions about people before you meet them. I 
understand that historically, white rich men have brought about 
many inequalities in society, but I want you to know that if you 
want to be treated equally, you should treat others equally as 
well. Having a predetermined opinion about an individual 
based on his or her skin color or income is not right.”

He said, “I guess I never thought about it that way. It’s just 
that most of the rich white people I see, like at the television 
studios [he goes with his youth group], don’t even say hi to me. 
I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t stereotype.”
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For the most part, tutors fi nd that diff erences, which at fi rst glance 
seem impossible to work with, are not that overwhelming. A tutoring 
relationship does not have to be homogeneous. Furthermore, tutors 
oft en fi nd that “very diff erent” students have a lot to teach them, once 
the lines of communication are open. Like the following white male 
tutor, many tutors enjoy learning new words in their students’ native 
tongues as they work to increase their tutees’ English profi ciency:

Th e supervisor asks me if I want to teach English. Th is tutee 
speaks minimal English. And, even worse, I do not speak Span-
ish. Of course, though, I am up to the challenge. I go and get 
fl ash cards from the rolling bin. I show him the picture, he 
reads the word. I then correct his pronunciation if it needs 
correcting. Aft er a few words, I realize it’s going well.

I try to explain to him that he can teach me Spanish while I 
teach him English. He doesn’t understand. Another tutor who 
speaks Spanish relays my message to Julio. He likes that idea. 
I get out a piece of paper and a pen, and for every word that we 
do, I say [the English], then he says [the English]. Th en he says 
the Spanish equivalent, and then I say the Spanish equivalent. 
Th en I have him write down the English word next to the Span-
ish word. He likes this form of learning, and I think it is work-
ing well.

Aft er doing about forty words or so, I turn to sentence use. 
I start with “I am a” and things like that. He catches on fast, and 
before we know it, we are making sentences about him and me: 
“I am a man.” “You are a man.” “I am tall.” “You are small.”

Many tutors who pick up some Spanish or another language from 
their students can then to put their new skills to use with other limited-
English-speaking tutees.

Beyond languages, tutors also learn a great deal about other reli-
gions and cultures by talking to their students about aft er-school activi-
ties and holiday celebrations. Tutors can even learn a lot from students 
whose diff erences may seem rather unsavory at fi rst glance. Th e tutor 
who worked with paroled gang members found that discussions with 
her students gave her a broader view of her city and the “other” people 
who lived there:
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I was fascinated as Oscar described to me how the various 
gangs are broken into subgroups and cliques and what the tags 
that we see all over the city stand for. Th at the hierarchy is so 
intricate and complex was shocking to me. It was not what I 
had expected from groups of “thugs.” . . . In talking to him, I 
could see just how pervasive this way of life was to him—that 
he had grown up in a gang and that it was very much of what 
he knew.

As he explained to me how he could attack someone just 
for being in another gang, the reasons, completely absurd to me 
before, became somewhat clearer. Although I can’t say that I 
approve of gang life, I feel like I have a better understanding of 
what was just a cartoon picture to me before. I also better under-
stand that the boys in them are just that: boys. Th ey aren’t mon-
sters. We had the kids fi ll out a form in which they had to write 
a bit about themselves. One of the questions was, “Who do you 
admire most?” From this group of convicted delinquents, one 
answer was unanimous: their moms. How can we say these kids 
cannot be saved?

Th rough tutoring, this tutor gained compassion and understanding for 
a group of people with whom she might never otherwise have made 
contact. Her new knowledge will aff ect the way she sees others, inter-
prets the news, and discusses such topics as crime and poverty. In the 
end, for all the diffi  culties that can arise from tutoring those who are 
diff erent, the benefi ts are generally greater for all parties involved.

RECOMMENDED READING

Th is chapter focuses specifi cally on how tutors can overcome and work 
around diff erences that they experience in tutoring situations due to 
race, ethnicity, gender, social class, religion, sexual orientation, or life 
experience. A great deal of literature discusses how these diff erences 
infl uence students in their school experiences (accounts range from 
fi rst-person reports to academic and journalistic investigations of diff er-
ences between students and teachers; between diff erent groups of stu-
dents; and between students and parents, politicians, and stakeholders 
who control school resources).
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One poignant work that documents the devastating treatment of 
poor children and the resistance by middle- and upper-class parents to 
improving poor schools in their own communities is Jonathan Kozol’s 
Savage Inequalities (1991). Kozol began his critique of U.S. public edu-
cation in 1967 with an indictment of the educational system’s response 
to poor black children in Boston. In Death at an Early Age (1968), he 
describes conditions so horrifi c that one wonders how Americans, 
teachers, and administrators can endure their own insensitivity to these 
children. Kozol has written more than twenty books and has been one 
of the most consistent and trenchant critics of American public educa-
tion. He writes with passion, eloquence, and a deep concern about Amer-
ica’s children. For a review of eight of these books, see Jerome Rabow 
and Laura Saunders, “Th e Legacy of Jonathan Kozol” (1992). And in one 
of his most recent books, Shame of a Nation: Th e Restoration of Apart-
heid Schooling in America (2005), Kozol captures how the United States 
has recreated a segregated public school system.

Many educators throughout the country are also positively address-
ing the range of students found in the U.S. education system. In Possible 
Lives (1995), Mike Rose travels America and fi nds teachers in diff erent 
cities and locales building class curriculums geared to the cultural back-
grounds of their students.

In Affi  rming Diversity (1996), Sonia Nieto shows how race, religion, 
immigrant status, gender, and ethnicity are very signifi cant factors in stu-
dents’ motivation to learn and to become educated.

Similarly, Lisa Delpit’s Other People’s Children (1995) describes the 
special care that must be taken when teaching children from diverse 
racial and class backgrounds. For instance, she explicates some of the 
cultural diff erences in the ways African American and white parents 
direct and discipline their children and the repercussions of these diff er-
ences on classroom management. Likewise, Shirley Heath’s Ways with 
Words (1983) and “Questioning at Home and in School: A Comparative 
Study” (1982) share a number of provocative insights into the cultural-
linguistic diff erences between working-class black children and their 
oft en white middle-class teachers. Both Delpit and Heath help teachers 
and tutors understand how and why students from diff erent backgrounds 
learn diff erently—and may react diff erently to diff erent teaching styles.

For a deep understanding of the diff erences in social-identity devel-
opment for black students in contrast to whites, see Beverly Tatum’s 
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“Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?”: A Psy-
chologist Explains the Development of Racial Identity (2003). Th is book 
provides an understanding of why “those students” all sit and hang 
together. It helps the reader understand that, rather than being cliquish 
and racist toward others, students of color rely on each other for valida-
tion and for a sense of self-worth.

Gary Howard describes in We Can’t Teach What We Don’t Know: 
White Teachers, Multiracial Schools, second edition (2006), how he, as a 
white teacher, comes to grips with his stereotypes and his position of 
“I’m here to help you people” as being negative for teaching students of 
color. He aims to help prepare a predominantly white teaching force to 
work eff ectively with an increasingly diverse student population.

Jerome Rabow has published several articles on how college stu-
dents can be taught to appreciate the “other”:

◆ When the other is gay or lesbian, see Rabow, Stein, and Conley, 
“Teaching Social Justice and Encountering Society: Th e Pink 
Triangle Experiment” (1999), and Milman and Rabow, “Identi-
fying with the Role of ‘Other’: ‘Th e Pink Triangle Experiment’ 
Revisited” (2006).

◆ When helping behavior is involved and judgments about diff er-
ences are demonstrated, see Wolfi nger, Rabow, and Newcomb, 
“Th e Diff erent Voices of Helping: Gender Diff erences in 
Recounting Dilemmas” (1999).

◆ For teachers interested in confronting racism, sexism, and 
homophobia among their students, see Rabow and Yeghnazar, 
“Transformative Teaching in the University: Uncovering and 
Confronting Racism, Sexism and Homophobia” (2009).

◆ For an appreciation of the stereotypes that men of color have 
about white males, see Conley, Rabinowitz, and Rabow, “Gor-
don Gekkos, Frat Boys and Nice Guys: Th e Content, Dimen-
sions, and Structural Determinants of Multiple Ethnic Minority 
Groups’ Stereotypes about White Men” (2010).



 5 Other Adults

Parents, Teachers, and Administrators

TOGETHER, TUTORS AND STUDENTS create their own learn-
ing relationships and environments. However, you almost never 
tutor in a bubble. Th roughout your tutoring experience you will 

fi nd that the other adults who are integral parts of your tutees’ lives will 
infl uence your work in many ways. Th e other adults you will work with 
most frequently are your tutees’ parents and teachers.

Th e actions and the attitudes of the other adults in your tutees’ lives 
will aff ect your tutees’ academic progress. For instance, when teachers 
and parents work hard to give students extra help, students tend to learn 
more. And when teachers and parents believe in students, they can give 
them support and confi dence that enable them to perform up to their 
potential. On the other hand, when teachers or parents neglect students 
or label them as “slow,” they can harm the students’ progress. Although 
tutors form their own relationships with their students, it is important 
for them to be aware of the actions and attitudes of the other adults in 
their students’ lives.

When the involvement of other adults serves the best interest of 
tutees, tutors should welcome it. However, as a tutor, you may also 
encounter situations involving other adults that seem to jeopardize the 
mental, emotional, and sometimes physical health of your tutees. You 
need to be able to recognize and to try to mitigate the eff ects these infl u-
ential adults have.

Parents and teachers shape the environments in which your students 
spend most of their time. Oft en these infl uences are positive and fl ow 
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from supportive attitudes. Parents and teachers can work wonders with 
students when they act as encouraging and enthusiastic leaders and role 
models. Th e students’ resulting confi dence makes your job as a tutor con-
siderably easier. Even when teachers and parents do not do everything 
perfectly (they never could), students can tell when their parents and 
teachers care about them. Th at support, alone, helps them succeed.

Th e more parent and teacher involvement you see in the lives of 
your students, the more positive their learning environments are likely 
to be. Involved parents go out of their way to know what is going on 
and to get advantages for their children. Involved and attentive teachers 
stay on top of what you are working on with your students, monitor 
their progress, and make sure that the work they give you continues to 
be challenging.

Another obvious way that the adults in your tutees’ lives can help 
make your job easier is by assigning challenging and interesting tasks. 
Teachers who assign exciting homework and provide a dynamic cur-
riculum produce kids willing to sit down with their tutors and do their 
work.

On the fl ip side, other adults in your students’ lives may have nega-
tive impacts. A tutor must always be alert to such infl uences, because 
they can create obstacles in the tutoring process. Before tutors can hur-
dle these obstacles, they have to recognize them.

One of the most common negative attitudes that students face, from 
parents and teachers, shows up in a lack of involvement. Because adults, 
particularly parents, might seem uninvolved in their kids’ education for 
a variety of reasons, we suggest that tutors spend a signifi cant amount 
of time observing and trying to understand all the circumstances before 
deciding that a parent or set of parents is neglectful. Some parents do 
not get involved, because they are too busy, they lack the education or 
language skills to help their children, or they have a diff erent orientation 
to school than you do. For example, although some parents believe that 
they should challenge teachers if they think that teachers have done 
something wrong or unfair, others believe that “the teacher is always 
right” and would feel uncomfortable confronting a teacher (even if, to 
you, the teacher was quite obviously wrong). To begin with, tutors should 
work under the assumption that all parents want their children to suc-
ceed and want to help them succeed, even if they do not know how to 
do it. Form judgments about parents carefully and seriously, and be as 
generous as you can.
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Another form of neglect that makes a tutor’s job harder occurs when 
teachers assign students boring, rote exercises and provide students with 
little motivation to do them. When teachers assign work that does noth-
ing to inspire your students, it is up to you, as a tutor, to inject some 
creativity and to make their homework fun. It may also fall to you to 
explain to students why the homework may be useful (and, remember, 
just because work is boring does not mean that it is useless—think about 
how handy it is to know your times tables).

As they work with students, most tutors also have to work with (and 
around) the labels that other adults have assigned to their students. 
Labels come up a lot, as adults are oft en looking for simple ways to tell 
a tutor about a student. When a teacher or parent tells you that a student 
is an “English-language learner” or “ADD,” these labels can be informa-
tive (you can know to ask the English-language learner lots of vocabu-
lary questions and not to be too tough on a fi dgety ADD student). On 
the other hand, labels are sometimes sloppily applied, and many labels 
can give you a bad impression about students before you even meet 
them. Students who have heard—oft en—that they are stupid or lazy can 
be the hardest to motivate. Tutors get especially frustrated at labels when 
they can see no basis for them in the child. Here again, tutors can try to 
use their infl uence as adults in the students’ lives to combat the negative 
stereotypes.

Although tutors can and should be the fi rst to applaud the other 
adults who fi ll their students with positive attitudes, they can also be 
highly disturbed by damaging negative infl uences that they see. One of 
the most common questions that tutors ask themselves and each other is 
“What can I do to help?” Th e answer is not an easy one. In a classroom, 
a tutor is a guest in the teacher’s domain and does not have the authority 
to change a teacher’s curriculum or attitude toward students. Dealing 
directly with parents also places a tutor in a position of relative helpless-
ness. Who are tutors to tell parents how to raise their children?

Tutors can nevertheless mediate and fi nd solutions to some of the 
negative forces in the lives of tutees. Developing a close relationship 
with the other adults may be the wisest investment a tutor can make, 
aside from developing a close relationship with the tutee. Building an 
eff ective partnership with parents, teachers, and administrators will cre-
ate understanding and cooperation, which will help tutees. Establishing 
this eff ective partnership oft en requires the tutor’s initiative, forbear-
ance, and patience. Although some tutors feel confi dent in their social 
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skills, others feel uncomfortable developing these relationships. Yet your 
skills will improve over time. Tutors who keep in mind the best interests 
of their tutees can always draw strength from there.

ATTITUDES AND INVOLVEMENT 
OF THE OTHER ADULTS

Involved and supportive parents and teachers can be a tutor’s greatest 
asset. Th ey can give you relevant background information on your stu-
dents and tell you their areas of strength, weakness, or other qualities 
that may facilitate your tutoring experience from the start. Beyond that, 
parents and teachers who are willing to work closely with tutors oft en 
form good teams. Tutors are usually the most eff ective when they have 
the cooperation of parents, teachers, and other adults whom the child 
either works with or respects.

Even if the other adults in your students’ lives will not or cannot 
work directly with you, their simple involvement in the lives of your 
students can create good tutoring environments. When students know 
that adults care about them, they are more willing to open up with other 
adults, including you.

Involvement with the Tutors

Many tutors fi nd that their most successful tutoring comes out of strong 
partnerships with the students’ parents, teachers, or both. When the 
adults in a child’s life work together as a team, they can rely on each 
other to reinforce values and to keep up confi dence.

In the following case, the tutor found that interacting with her tutee’s 
mother set a great foundation for their partnership in assisting the tutee. 
Joe’s mom was able to bolster his confi dence not only by praising him 
but by praising him to his tutor, someone else who would be proud of 
his accomplishment. In this case, the tutor and the parent shared the 
task of helping Joe with his homework, which made the partnership 
even more successful:

Joe wanted to sit at the far round table and said that he had fun 
homework today. Louise, his mother, excitedly came over and 
said, “Joe, show Lisa your spelling test.”

I said, “Oh, great, how did it go?”
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She said proudly, “Every day last week, I made him sit 
down and work on those words.” It was Joe’s fi rst spelling test. 
He handed it to her and took off  to look around the center. 
She showed me how he got all but two correct, minimizing his 
errors by showing me how he confused the two words. She 
seemed very pleased.

Tutors who interact with their tutees’ parents also may get a sense of 
how the parents feel about their children’s educations and what teaching 
methods they would prefer. Although it is not always necessary, it oft en 
helps to form a good relationship with students’ parents. Knowing and 

j How to Communicate with Parents

In some tutoring situations, you’ll get to talk with parents. Other times, 
you’ll never know anything more about a student’s parents than what 
the student tells you. But you can still communicate with a student’s 
parents:

◆ Send a note. A quick “Hello” note can be a nice way to introduce 
yourself to a student’s parents. Keep the note short, but explain who 
you are, tell when and how often you are working with the student, 
and let the parents know if they should expect homework from you. 
It’s also nice to ask the parents if they would like for you to work on 
anything special with their child. Don’t be disappointed if you don’t 
get a note back, but if you do, it could be helpful.

◆ Send instructions with homework. If you do assign homework, 
attach a note to explain what the student should do and when the 
homework is due. Also, make clear that the homework is from you 
and not the teacher. Instructions will help parents feel involved and 
informed.

◆ Send messages through the student. Students are not always totally 
reliable as messengers, but you can defi nitely encourage your student 
to show off  to parents. If you’re working on times tables, ask your 
students to “perform” what they know for their parents. If you’ve just 
fi nished a book, ask a student to read the book aloud for his or her 
mom or dad. When students complete perfect papers, write “100%” 
and nice comments on top and encourage them to show the papers 
to their parents.



160 Î Chapter 5

talking with parents can make tutoring sessions, particularly with 
young students who do not have much offi  cial “work,” more produc-
tive. Th e following Latina tutor found out a lot about what her six-year-
old Latina tutee’s family wanted her to focus on by talking with the stu-
dent’s mother:

Lucia’s mother and I had a small conversation on bilingual edu-
cation that was triggered by my asking how much English Lucia 
knows. To my questions, Delia responded, “Lucia used to know 
more English when she was in the Mar Vista preschool than 
she knows now that she’s going to kindergarten.” Delia showed 
some disappointment when she stated this.

Without further questioning, Delia volunteered her opinion 
on her daughter’s education. She explained to me that Lucia is a 
smart young girl who learns new stuff  pretty quickly. She said 
that she is convinced that if teachers at her kindergarten spoke 
to her in English, she would learn it rather quickly. Delia told 
me that the staff  at Mar Vista show that they really care about 
student learning. She said that most of the things that Lucia 
knows now, such as writing her name, counting to twenty, and 
the vowels, were taught to her in preschool. Delia feels that 
Lucia is not being challenged in her new school.

Before Delia left , I asked her what language she prefers that 
I speak to Lucia in during tutoring. “Speak to her in both,” she 
said.

Similarly, teachers who are receptive to working with tutors can 
enrich the tutoring experiences of their students. In the following case, 
the tutor was empowered by the great attitude of most of the teachers 
with whom she would be working:

Today I mainly observed, because the teachers wanted me to get 
a feel of the class to see what I would be comfortable with and 
to see what it is that they want me to do. I was very welcome in 
two of the classes, Mrs. Edwards’s and Mrs. McCall’s. Th ey were 
both extremely receptive toward me, showed me around, gave 
me a few things to do and told me what they would be expect-
ing of me in the future. Th e third teacher, Mrs. Lowry, said 
nothing to me from the moment I walked in the door.
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A close partnership between teachers and tutors can really benefi t a stu-
dent. Teachers and tutors can work together not only to fi gure out the 
needs of students and the best way to address them but to monitor their 
progress and to keep each other abreast of developments that might oth-
erwise be missed, either because the teacher is busy with the other stu-
dents or because the tutor is only with the student a few hours a week.

Th e cooperation and help of teachers who have developed relation-
ships with the children whom you are working with can help you de-
velop your own strong tutor relationships. Teachers sometimes use their 
power to help tutors out, as in this incident in which a tutor was rescued 
by a teacher she had not even met yet:

A teacher whose class was outside for recess saw how uncon-
trollable Gary and Phillip were being and approached the bench 
we were sitting on. She said to Phillip, with a thick Hispanic 
accent, “Phillip, what are you doing to this poor young lady? 
Can’t you guys behave for her?” Th e teacher was very polite and 
obviously knew them both on a personal level.

Similarly, any other adults who have a relationship with a tutee, from 
volunteers at the tutoring site or classroom to other parents, can help 
when a tutor is struggling with a child. As a tutor, do not be afraid to ask 
for help from an adult who may have more resources or leverage than 
you have. As the female Jewish tutor in the next example found when 
working with Elsa, her stubborn seven-year-old Latina student, a little 
gentle persuasion from someone in power is sometimes all is takes to 
get a tutor some respect or cooperation:

Once I had offi  cially said “No” to her, she became more blatant 
in her defi ance. “I not gonna do it,” she told me coyly, with a 
great big smile on her face.

I dealt with this by informing her, “You need to do it before 
we can do anything else.” We went back and forth for nearly 
ten minutes—she insisting that she wasn’t going to do it or she 
couldn’t do it, and me replying that she needed to do it and she 
could do it. I told her that I knew she was smart at math, because 
we had worked on numbers last week. Finally, I pointed to the 
line that said “nombre” and prompted her to fi ll it in. She wrote 
“Elizabeth” on the line. I reminded her that her name was not 
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“Elizabeth,” it was “Elsa,” and that she needed to write her real 
name down. With a big smile on her face, she declared that 
Elizabeth was her real name.

Th ere were only so many battles I could fi ght with her, so I 
decided to leave the name alone and start working on the math 
problems. It was agonizingly slow, because she wanted me to 
just write down the answers for her. She continued to be dis-
tracted, to wander off , or to color on her arms. I just kept plod-
ding along, prompting addition by holding up my fi ngers to 
help her count.

We mostly worked in Spanish, though I speak very little. 
Th e concept of adding seemed to make more sense to her in 
Spanish. Aft er what seemed to be forever, but was actually only 
fi ft een minutes, we fi nished the sheet. When Anna [the site 
director] walked by, I used what is called an “overheard compli-
ment.” I spoke loudly enough for Elsa to hear and informed 
Anna of how well Elsa had done her homework. Th e only prob-
lem, I said, was that she had put the wrong name at the top of 
the paper.

Anna glanced at the paper and told Elsa to put her name 
at the top. Th ey spoke in Spanish for a few minutes, and then 
Anna repeated her instructions. Aft er Elsa erased the name 
“Elizabeth” and wrote her own, Anna grinned at me: “She likes 
to play games.”

Elsa had been coming to the center since she was a baby. She knew the 
rules and had a good relationship with Anna. In asking for help, the tutor 
was not admitting a weakness; she simply used Anna as a resource to 
prove to Elsa that she had some authority and that her request was rea-
sonable. Some level of cooperation between teacher and tutor is essen-
tial, and the more the teachers and other adults involved with your stu-
dent are willing to work with you, the easier your job will be.

General Interest and Involvement in the Students’ Lives

Some parents and teachers do not have the time or the ability to get 
involved in tutors’ relationships with their students. Sometimes tutees’ 
parents are not able to help out in the classroom and be directly involved 
in their educations in that way. But even if the other adults in students’ 
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lives cannot help directly, they aff ect the tutoring relationship in the ways 
that they interact with their children and in the attitudes they impart to 
them.

In the next example, the parent did not have the resources to help 
her children very much academically. But she did everything in her 
power to encourage her children to get good educations and to follow 
their dreams:

Ms. Trey drove Brent and Tanisha to UCLA every Saturday so 
the kids could participate in the Saturday Outreach Program. 
She was a single mother, living in the projects, working hard to 
support her kids. Despite her limited resources, she managed to 
bring her children to UCLA campus. Aft er a while, when her 
work schedule made it impossible for her to bring the kids to 
school, she started a car-pool program in the neighborhood 
with the help of the tutors.

I developed the deepest level of respect and admiration for 
her caring and intelligent ways. She motivated me to do a better 
job every Saturday I went out there.

Th is parent’s involvement in her children’s lives aff ected the tutoring 
directly and indirectly. Not only did she provide this great opportunity 
for her children; her positive attitude further motivated her kids’ tutor. 
She accomplished this diffi  cult task despite her limited resources and 
despite her own limited educational background.

Some parents who support their children in their schoolwork and 
other areas of life are still not eager to form close relationships with their 
tutors. Generally, we emphasize being friendly and trying to form good 
relationships with students and their parents. But activities that seem 
very normal to you can make a parent very uncomfortable. In the fol-
lowing case, a tutor who had formed a really close relationship with his 
student had planned to take him to visit the UCLA campus, the student’s 
dream school. Both tutor and student were excited, but when the tutor 
called his student’s parents to ask permission, they postponed and dis-
couraged the trip:

I stopped talking to wait for her response. I felt that I made a 
pretty good point, but I did not feel that great about the situa-
tion. Aft er all, if I had a twelve-year-old son, I would be scared 
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to let him go off  with somebody I had never met, even if it was 
his tutor. My feeling was pretty much right on.

“Well, Jack, I think that a tour of UCLA would be some-
thing that Ben would really like to do. He has been talking 
about it to me all the time. It is just that I am not sure if it 
would work out. Ben is very busy with schoolwork, and his 
fi nal exams are coming up. Also, as soon as he fi nishes school, 
he will be going to work for his father. Why don’t I discuss it 
with Mr. Martinez, and then we can discuss it again at the 
party on Wednesday.”

In these cases, of course, the parents win. But, as a tutor, try to be open 
to your students and off er the hand of friendship nevertheless, even if 
they cannot always take it (but, as discussed in Chapter 2, be careful not 
to make promises that you may not be able to keep). Be understanding 
about the parents’ caution. Although it is wonderful when parents and 
students can work together, it is not always possible and should not 
aff ect your relationships with the students.

Discouragement and Lack of Involvement

In the same way that involvement and encouragement can boost a stu-
dent’s confi dence and achievement, neglect and lack of understanding 
can devastate anyone’s self-esteem and motivation. Tutors sometimes 
feel that teachers and parents are guilty of apathy where their tutees are 
concerned, a very frustrating situation.

Th e child in the next example had been hospitalized for about two 
years because of leukemia, during which he socialized only with adults 
and his family, and most of the attention that he received focused entirely 
on his physical condition. As a result, he was unskilled in socializing 
with children his own age. Because he was not able to socialize at school 
and had few nonmedical interactions with his parents, Justin started 
turning to his tutor for help and friendship. One aft ernoon, he called to 
ask his tutor to help him with his homework. Th e tutor learned that he 
was home alone with a housekeeper who spoke only Spanish: “I do not 
know how they communicate, but obviously Justin needs attention at 
home. Unfortunately, he needs this attention from the two people who 
seems to be too caught up in themselves right now. Hopefully both par-
ents will realize his needs before it is too late.”
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Apathy from teachers can be just as diffi  cult for tutors to deal with. 
When students realize that teachers do not care, they do not care, either. 
When students realize that their teachers will not collect or correct their 
work, they presume that the teachers “don’t care” if they do their work 
well. Th ese students oft en live up to those low expectations and do as 
little as possible. Th e following tutor, a Latina, did not know what to do 
about the dishonest attitude that the teacher’s behavior had fostered in 
her tutee. Her student, a fi ft een-year-old African American female, 
found little incentive to study and to prepare for exams honestly:

Aft er a brief introduction, Summer and I began working on 
her Spanish homework. “I have a test tomorrow, and I need to 
know everything in chapter 7 before the test,” she said as she 
handed me her Spanish book. I began to tutor her by asking her 
what she knew in chapter 7, and she said, “Nada” and stared at 
me, looking for answers. When I opened the book to chapter 7, 
I asked her to work on translating the nouns that were listed in 
Spanish, and instead she began talking about her boyfriend and 
about how she skipped classes oft en and how she could get 
away with lying to her parents without being caught.

Her conversation was irrelevant and distracting to our ses-
sion, but I listened attentively, waiting for clues that might help 
me understand enough about her persona to be able to relate 
her to the material in her book. I reminded her that we needed 
to study for the exam, and she assured me that studying was not 
necessary in her class.

She took out a sheet of paper and copied many of the nouns 
listed in her book and asked me what they meant in English, 
and I told her. Th en she proudly put that sheet of paper under-
neath many other blank pages and told me how easily she could 
fool her teacher during the test. She told me that her teacher 
does not monitor the exams and oft en reads the newspaper 
while everyone (including her) pulls out the page with the 
answers and writes them down on the test paper.

Still other adults not only seem disinterested in their students but go 
out of their way to be critical, even mean, which is always hard for a tutor 
to watch. Th is Asian female tutor was at a loss for words when she heard 
a substitute teacher criticize the fourth-grade class she was working in:
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I was shocked at some of the comments that Mr. James made to 
the students about their drawings. To one child, he said, “You 
made the vase too big. You better start all over on the back.” He 
suggested to some of the other children as well that they start 
all over, because they did it wrong. I was surprised that Mr. 
James felt it was all right to criticize the children’s drawing 
rather than encourage them.

When he noticed that some of the children had barely 
drawn anything, he said, “What’s the matter, this is supposed to 
be fun.” I felt angry that he could claim that the assignment was 
supposed to be fun, while at the same time he was demanding 
and critical.

Because of his critical remarks, I could see that most of the 
children were critical of themselves. Most of the children were 
very dissatisfi ed with their drawings, though, in my opinion, 
they were fi ne. Th ey would say things like, “Th is is hard,” or 
“I don’t like mine,” or “Forget it.”

Although this comment from a substitute teacher probably had only a 
temporary eff ect on the children, from this example it is easy to see how 
fragile the egos of some young children are and how cruel comments 
can cause them to give up on themselves.

Perhaps even more tragic than a neglected or discouraged student 
are the students whose infl uential adults refuse to accept them for who 
they are. Whether they do not meet their parents’ expectations or they 
have had bad experiences with teachers, it is sad to see students struggle 
without the help of those who should be there to support them. Th e 
devastating eff ect on students of their parents’ ostracism is evident in 
the example that follows, in which the tutee had to leave home because 
his style of living was unacceptable to his mother: “Th e theme of Chris’s 
paper is ‘diversity in society,’ so he focused on how the gay community 
treats him and his gay friends: ‘I am frustrated, because I believe the 
community looks at me like I am a “piece of meat” and a “sex toy.” I want 
to be accepted for who I am—a hardworking, smart young male who 
has many important skills and abilities.’”

Chris felt ignored and worthless. His letter was addressed to his 
mom, who knew he was gay but did not support his choice. He felt it 
was important to tell her how diff erent his life was and the troubles he 
faced living on his own. Although the tutor could do little to aff ect her 
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student’s relationship with his mother, she could give him some of the 
support and acceptance he so desperately needed.

Assignments and Activities

A teacher’s positive involvement with the classroom can also indirectly 
enhance the tutor-tutee relationship by providing a conducive learn-
ing environment and making learning desirable and fun. Many tutors 
have found that interesting and intriguing activities involve students 
in school activities and encourage them to work and to learn. Boring 
classroom activities lead to students’ boredom and apathy—for exam-
ple, students in a previous chapter got excited about reading Romeo 
and Juliet with their tutor but plodded through their social studies 
reading with no interest. When teacher-assigned activities are dull or 
rote, tutors have to work a lot harder to keep their students focused and 
interested.

Sometimes teachers seem to give assignments without considering 
student interest or time. Tutors are oft en frustrated with work that seems 
assigned to keep students busy, not to get them involved in the subject 
matter. Th e white female tutor in the following scenario was repeatedly 
at odds with her sixteen-year-old Latina student’s biology homework:

Today she has biology homework. Remembering how her history 
class didn’t have enough books to go around, I nervously asked if 
she had a biology book. I knew that I wouldn’t be any help unless 
she had a book to which to refer. She did. For some strange rea-
son, her teacher had assigned all the “Review It” sections of the 
entire chapter for one night of homework. Th at kept us busy.

I think that it was poor planning on the teacher’s part to 
pack so much work in one night of homework, because we 
wound up just reading through the text to fi nd the answers—
not reading it for comprehension. Th e concepts were relatively 
easy—Darwin, natural selection, artifi cial insemination, etc. I’ve 
learned these concepts many times in science classes. With the 
brief review I got from reading the chapter, I was fairly confi -
dent about my comprehension.

I got the distinct impression, however, that Angela was not 
getting much out of the assignment. I tried to let her come up 
with an attempt at the answers before I helped her out, and she 
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was oft en wrong. It seemed as though she was just skimming 
for answers or the key words used in the question. I did try to 
explain the main concepts in further depth, but she was mostly 
concerned with getting this massive assignment done before 
our time was up. She spent the entire hour and a half writing 
furiously, and she still barely fi nished.

Aft er seeing the types of assignments Angela is given from 
her teachers at school, I am disappointed. I feel that the assign-
ments are very superfi cial and are mostly busywork. When the 
assignments are productive, I feel as though she has been given 
no knowledge in class to use in the context of the assignments. 
Th e “Review It” questions might have been a review if the 
teacher had presented the material to the students earlier in 
a method that was comprehensible to them. Angela said that 
they had read part of the chapter in class.

j How to Deal with Boring or Silly Homework

Often, a tutor’s job is to deal with homework that was assigned in school. 
Although a lot of homework (even if it is tedious) is good for students 
(for example, long-division practice is necessary, even if no one likes it), 
some homework will seem like busywork. How can you turn busywork 
into something more productive?

◆ Help students make connections between the busywork and pro-
ductive work. For instance, sometimes teachers give students word 
searches with science or history terms. Often, students take forever 
to solve the puzzles, and a tutor is left feeling like the time would 
be better spent actually learning the terms. So help with the word 
search, but, more importantly, make the student talk about the 
terms as you look for them. By making sure that the student under-
stands the terms while you search for them, voilà, the exercise 
becomes productive.

◆ Help with the busywork parts so the student can focus more on the 
important parts. Many assignments contain several components. 
Typically some components are more useful than others. If a student 
is making fl ash cards to study for a test, help cutting out the fl ash 
cards and writing out the words so the student can focus on writing 
defi nitions and studying. If the student is writing and illustrating a 
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Some activities make learning not only boring but downright impossi-
ble. Th e white female tutor in the next example was extremely frustrated 
with the work that her seventh-grade Latina student brought to tutoring 
and even more frustrated when she found that the problems lay in the 
teacher’s instructions:

Aft er we were done with the math problems, she pulled out her 
torn-up dictionary that was falling apart and a vocabulary list. 
I looked at what was written on the sheet, and some of them 
were not words. I asked her, “Where did you get these?”

She mumbled, “My neighbor wrote them down in class, and 
he is stupid.” I was so confused.

It took almost fi ft een minutes to understand how these sup-
posed “words” came to be in her possession. She wasn’t telling 
me the whole story. I had to keep probing. I was getting really 

story, help fi ll in the huge blue expanses of sky so the student can 
focus on writing and doing the detailed drawing.

◆ Help the student prioritize. Do the hard work together. If the student 
has two coloring assignments and one reading assignment, do the 
reading fi rst. Th e student is more likely to need help with reading 
(help that you can provide). And the student can do the coloring 
later in the evening, when everyone starts to get tired. Kids often 
want to do the easy work fi rst, but push them to get the hard work 
out of the way while you are available to help.

◆ Help students navigate around impossible problems. Occasionally, a 
homework assignment contains an impossible problem: It could con-
tain a typo or be poorly written. Help students try their best on the 
problem. But also help them move on and do other work if it looks 
like a problem is impossible. Have the students show all the work 
that they did on the “impossible” problem to prove to the teacher 
that they tried. But do not let them waste all their time on an impos-
sible problem. Have them ask the teacher about the problem, and 
ask them to explain the teacher’s response to you the next time they 
see you (they may explain that it was an impossible problem, but 
they may also come back with an explanation that you hadn’t 
thought of, so leave that possibility open).
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frustrated, because she knew what happened and she was just 
not telling me. I fi nally fi gured out that the boy next to her cop-
ied down the words for her, and she couldn’t understand his 
handwriting, so she just left  it. She didn’t realize they weren’t 
even real words until I confronted her.

j Talking with Teachers

When you work with a student individually, you may see aspects of that 
child that a teacher with a class of thirty does not see. But, because you 
are a guest in a classroom (and probably not as experienced as most 
teachers), you should follow some basic guidelines while talking to 
teachers.

◆ Be respectful. You may have learned a lot about your student, but 
respect that the teacher also knows and cares about the student—
and may know more than you think.

◆ Ask questions. Be willing to learn. Asking questions is a great way 
to get more information about a student and teaching techniques. 
Questions are also a good way to tell a teacher about a student with-
out seeming “bossy.” A simple question, such as, “Does Javier always 
struggle with multiplication?” can give you information about Javier, 
or it could clue the teacher in to a struggle that she didn’t know 
Javier was having.

◆ Be specifi c. When you approach a teacher about a specifi c issue, try 
to show evidence of it. Show the teacher a paper that your student 
did or a book that the student could or could not read. Show spe-
cifi c evidence. Also, ask specifi c questions: What level book is best 
for Leila? How do I identify those books? What do you recommend 
to help Jason tell the diff erence between short and long vowels?

◆ Listen. Teachers are not perfect. But they do have experience and 
expertise. No matter what your impressions, ask questions and listen 
to the answers. Be open to hearing answers that you don’t expect. 
Remember, every story has two sides. Just because you got one ver-
sion of the story from your student doesn’t mean that another 
version of the story doesn’t exist.

◆ Be patient. When you work with a student, you and the teacher are 
working as a team. But it takes a while for team members to trust 
each other, so don’t expect the teacher to trust you right away. Work 
hard and continue to put your student fi rst, and the teachers you 
work with will see your commitment.
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She told me she tried to look them up and they weren’t 
in the dictionary, and she asked me why. I said, “Nancy, it is 
because they are not words.” I then told her that she needs to go 
and talk to the teacher the next day fi rst thing and tell her what 
happened. I then told her to write her own words down from 
the board next time. She said that her teacher tells the students 
to copy the words from the board, then exchange lists with a 
neighbor. I thought this was ridiculous.

Labeling

One issue that almost all tutors will experience is labeling. Labels are 
used as shorthand to give tutors a lot of information about a child in 
a short amount of time. If you have an hour to learn about a child, a 
teacher, parent, or tutoring coordinator can show you samples of work, 
tell you stories about the child, and give you a full background. More 
commonly, you have a minute or two to learn about a student before 
you sit down to work with them. Trying to be helpful, the person giving 
you the information will oft en give you some labels. Labels can be offi  -
cial, such as learning disabilities or reading-group levels, or just descrip-
tive, such as “brilliant,” “lazy,” or “has an attitude.” Other times, you will 
be told that a student is “just like” another student. Every label tells you 
something—although sometimes it tells as much about the person 
assigning the label as it does about the student.

Take labels as what they are usually meant to be: a quick way of giv-
ing you information about a student. When they come from a trusted 
source or adviser, a label can save you a lot of time. One tutor coordina-
tor we worked with made a point to tell all new tutors that one of their 
homework-help students was “manipulative.” Th at particular student 
used all kinds of stories to convince new tutors that he should do craft  
projects when he was supposed to be doing homework (he would say 
that the craft  was a school assignment, that his grandma was sick and he 
had to do it for her, or that his mom told him that he had to do it). Th e 
tutor coordinator used the label to try to save new tutors from allowing 
this student to con them into doing craft s with him (which resulted in 
the tutors’ being embarrassed and the student not fi nishing his home-
work). Although some new tutors were dismayed to be warned about a 
student before they even started working, most learned that being pre-
pared helped them be better tutors to this student, because they knew 
not to let him distract them from helping him with his work.
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Although labels can be instructive, they can have other eff ects as 
well. Th ey can become self-fulfi lling prophesies. For instance, students 
labeled as “slow” can come to believe that their work is too hard for 
them—which strips them of the motivation to try to learn. Th us, these 
students fall further and further behind and come to “fulfi ll” the proph-
ecy of bring slow. Tutors must also be conscious of how they fi eld labels: 
Just because someone tells you that a child is slow, do not neglect to 
challenge that child, or you will also fulfi ll that “slow” prophecy.

Tutors are usually assigned to work with students who need extra 
help—the students most likely to be negatively labeled. Try to use the 
labels that you hear to make your tutoring more appropriate for a stu-
dent (so if you are told that a child is a struggling reader, do not assign 
him to read a book that is above grade level). But allow the student to 

j Offi  cial Labels and Acronyms: What Do Th ey Mean?

◆ ESL: English as a Second Language. Usually designates a class for 
people learning English as a second language, often adults.

◆ ELL: English-Language Learner. Usually designates a student who 
started school speaking a language other than English and is still 
working on English profi ciency. Th ese students often receive two 
grades on their report cards: one that compares them to other stu-
dents at the same grade level and one that compares them to other 
children at the same ELL level. Students are tested regularly, going up 
levels, until they are determined to be profi cient in spoken and writ-
ten English.

◆ EO: English Only. Designates students who do not speak a language 
other than English.

◆ IEP: Individualized Education Plan. Students who struggle in school 
and have diagnosed learning disabilities or challenges receive IEPs, 
which are special education plans. Th e IEPs give them specifi c plans 
for their educations. Th e plans include specifi c academic goals for 
each semester and school year as well as modifi cations that teachers 
are supposed to make to the students’ education programs (sitting 
in the front of the class, large-print books, oral rather than written 
instructions, and so forth). Most students with IEPs are in regular 
classrooms with resource help.

◆ LRE: Least-Restrictive Environment. Students with IEPs are supposed 
to be educated in the least-restrictive environment, which means 
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prove labels wrong, too. Tutors oft en fi nd that “slow” students excel 
when given the proper one-on-one work and encouragement.

In the following example, a teacher introduced a set of students with 
a label that provided information and exhibited the teacher’s disdain for 
her own students:

“Th ese kids are way behind; they are at fi rst- and second-grade 
reading levels. Just humor them, okay?” Th e teacher went on 
about how she had to fi nd second-grade reading books for the 
children and how even those books were very diffi  cult.

Although it was probably helpful for the tutor to know the students’ 
reading levels (and to be forewarned that even really easy books were 

that they should be “mainstreamed” with regular-education students 
as much as possible. Th e LRE requirement is what puts most IEP stu-
dents in regular classrooms with resource help.

◆ Resource: Pull-out classes for students who have IEPs. Resource stu-
dents are special-education students but receive most of their edu-
cations in regular classrooms. Th ey just leave the class for a certain 
number of minutes each day to receive extra help from resource 
teachers.

◆ SDC: Special Day Class. For some students who need special educa-
tion (and have IEPs), a SDC is considered the LRE. Special day classes 
contain only students who receive special education.

◆ ADD/ADHD: Attention Defi cit Disorder/Attention Defi cit Hyper-
activity Disorder. Th is is a learning disability where students struggle 
to focus or to sit still (or both). Some students with ADD/ADHD take 
medication. Others have IEPs or modifi cations (for example, more 
time on tests, testing without classmates, sitting in the front row). 
Many ADD/ADHD students work well with tutors who work with 
them individually and can help keep them oriented to their work.

◆ LD: Learning Disability. LDs cover a wide range of learning challenges, 
from dyslexia to ADD/ADHD. If you are told a child has an LD, the 
more important question for you to ask is whether you should use 
any special accommodations, strategies, or materials with the stu-
dent. Often, students with learning disabilities just need more help 
and patience.
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going to seem hard for the students), the tutor could also get a sense that 
the teacher had given up these students and that she did not really 
expect the tutor to make a diff erence either. Th is kind of disparaging 
attitude can defi nitely hurt children, who can learn to feel that they are 
not even worth helping.

In the next case, the teacher tried to help a tutor by explaining her 
fi rst-grade student’s problem. Even though she was somewhat kinder 
toward the child than the teacher in the previous example was, the tutor 
had to work to form his own impressions of the child and to not be con-
vinced by her judgments, sight unseen:

She spoke about the little boy I would be working with: “Th ere’s 
a little boy in the fi rst grade by the name of Manuel. He has a 
hard time with motor skills, hand coordination . . . and can 
barely use scissors.”

Here, I thought, “Okay, how’d he get to fi rst grade?” Th e 
teacher answered my thoughts when she proceeded to say, “He 
never went to kindergarten. . . . He comes from a family of nine 
children. His mom and dad are illiterate. . . . It’s almost as if he’s 
neglected . . . like a baby, just out of diapers. Yet he’s extremely 
polite and sweet, no behavior problems at all. He speaks mostly 
Spanish, but he can also speak English. . . . Sound like a 
challenge?”

I was a little stunned at the load of information she had just 
told me, yet I responded with, “I’d be happy to help him out.”

[I met Manuel and noticed that he was shy, but he answered 
my questions and was willing to work.] “So, Manuel, do you 
want to work on numbers, letters, or shapes?” I asked.

Manuel replied, “Numbers,” and pointed to the chart the 
teacher gave me. He spoke in a quiet low voice that seemed to 
match his face—inanimate and indiff erent. Th en he smiled ran-
domly, “I can count to one hundred.”

I responded, “Wow, that’s good.” For the next few minutes or 
so, I played a game with him. I recited a number and then asked 
him to point to it on the chart. He did them all correctly. Th en I 
pointed to a number and asked him to tell me what it was. Again, 
every response was correct, with only a few moments of hesita-
tion for larger numbers. I thought to myself, “Th is boy seems to 
be doing okay. What’s all this stuff  the fi rst teacher was telling 
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me about?” I had to ignore my expectation from the description 
the fi rst teacher gave and just go with the initial feelings I got 
from working with him. In other words, I felt he was smarter 
than she made him out to be.

Teachers oft en work with twenty to forty children in a classroom. 
Th ey rarely have the opportunity to spend much one-on-one time with 
their students, so they will not always know everything about a student. 
Listen to the information that teachers try to provide (and do not assume 
aft er one session that you know everything about a student—some stu-
dents have many sides), but always be open to learning more than a 
teacher tells you. And if you can fi nd insights that a teacher misses or 
teach in a way that a teacher has missed, you will make that much more 
of an impact on your student. Also recognize that even if a child is terri-
bly behaved or very slow in a classroom setting, that same child might 
perform very well in a one-on-one tutoring situation. Even if everything 
that a teacher says about a student is true, you may see a very diff erent 
side to that child—and have the opportunity to make a much greater 
diff erence. In the following example, a tutor’s individual work with a 
hesitant student gave her a much greater understanding of the student 
than the teacher had:

Veronica looked really engrossed in her assignment. I realized 
that the teacher had given up on her, because she had told me 
that Veronica could not speak English at all. Had she pushed a 
little harder, she would have noticed that Veronica was really 
scared of making a mistake. However, when you explain to 
someone that it is okay to mess up, all of a sudden that person 
will be encouraged to try with the fears and anxieties; this will 
then help the student learn. Th is lets the student know that the 
tutor is really paying attention to what is important to her. . . . 
When I fi rst worked with Veronica, the teacher made it seem as 
if there was no hope for her. But I had a completely diff erent 
experience with the student.

Here, the tutor took the time to understand what prevented Veron-
ica from speaking English. Once he made her comfortable and came 
to understand her fears, he created a safe environment for her to work 
in and found that she could speak English and that he could help her 
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improve. Although the teacher had jumped to an incorrect conclusion 
and provided an incorrect label, the tutor was able to overcome the mis-
information and to work well with his student.

Even subtle labels can be hard on students. Favoritism, the practice 
of praising or actively favoring one student or child to the detriment of 
another, is a common form of labeling that oft en does not seem harmful 
to the people who practice it, because it involves speaking positively of 
at least one child. In the following example, parents’ comparisons of 
their two children became a source of insecurity for their son. During 
tutoring, Carlos oft en mentioned his twin sister and how smart she was:

She is his twin but diff erent from Carlos. He always mentions 
how much smarter she is but that he is reluctant to ask her for 
help. He said he could do it on his own. He also mentions how 
he tends to care for the house and his family more than her. 
Carlos’s experience in his family seems to have infl uenced his 
expression of self. I feel that he feels inadequate in some aspect 
in his life, which aff ects his academics. He may not have had 
enough attention and encouragement to believe in himself, thus 
putting him in the situation he is in.

Carlos’s parents’ contrasting expectations for him and his sister at home 
signifi cantly aff ected his educational progress. In this example, Carlos’s 
parents held a rather traditional expectation of him: to be the “man of 
the house” and to support the family.

Favoritism also occurs in the classroom. Sometimes it happens in-
advertently, as when teachers try to make examples and role models out 
of students who excel. Other times, teachers simply prefer some kids 
over others, and their favoritism can aff ect a less-preferred student’s 
confi dence and eff ort level:

While tutoring, Alberto and Bert always tutor close to each 
other. At times, they would begin their conversations about how 
their school is. Th ey always talk about their history teacher. 
Th ey say he hates them. He treats them diff erently from the 
other students and always points them out. Th eir teacher always 
gets mad at them, but they do not seem to know why and do 
not really care either. Kelly, Bert’s tutor, and I ask them if they 
know, but they just shrug their shoulders.
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Th is treatment may not matter to them, but it could aff ect 
their academic performance and their academic esteem. Alberto 
has shared with me some stories. One story that sticks to mind 
and really worries me is a story of one of his test days. Alberto had 
forgotten to do some parts for the exam—the teacher handed out 
a list of questions before the exam. “Th e girl in front of me didn’t 
have her stuff  either. We told the teacher, but he didn’t care. . . . 
He let her use her book, but he wouldn’t let me,” he recalled.

“Oh my gosh! Why do you think that he did that to you?” 
I asked.

He replied, “He does not like me.”

Parents oft en tell students to listen to their teachers and to take them 
seriously, because “they know what is best for you.” Unfortunately, tak-
ing a teacher’s bias seriously can undermine students’ confi dence in 
their academic potential. Th e unhappy eff ect of a teacher’s comment is 
evident in the following example:

Th e substitute teacher was a man whom I would never wish to 
be a teacher for anyone’s children: “Th ey told me that this was 
supposed to be a magnet school and that you guys are supposed 
to be smarter than regular students. . . . You’re not smarter. . . . 
Maybe one or two of you are, but you guys aren’t smarter.”

I was looking at the students’ faces when he said this, and 
for a split second they had all been shocked by what he said and 
they stopped what they were doing. Aft er a while, they contin-
ued to work. But all the kids were in such low spirits.

If a comment from a substitute, whom the students have not even had a 
chance to grow to like or to respect, has an eff ect this obvious, imagine 
what a respected teacher might do.

Fortunately, most teachers are not overtly disparaging. Most care 
deeply about their students and would not think of deliberately doing 
anything to hurt them. But, working within the system, teachers are 
oft en forced to label, and time constraints make it easy for teachers to 
overlook students’ potential. So, listen and learn from labels, but do not 
allow them to defi ne a student or your relationship with your student.

Labels are not always negative, but all unjustifi ed expectations can 
be harmful. For example, repeatedly calling children “brilliant” or “the 
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smartest in the class” leads them to believe that they must always meet 
these standards. Students who are constantly labeled as “brilliant” learn 
to depend on that positive label and become more skilled at pleasing 
their parents or their teachers than at pursuing their own natural curi-
osities and interests. Because their self-images are based on the opinions 
of others, positively labeled children oft en have the most fragile self-
esteem and the most diffi  culties in learning to work for their own 
knowledge and pleasure. Positive labels can also prevent a student from 
getting help. Just because students are “gift ed” does not mean that they 
do not need help sometimes.

When you tutor, you may fi nd yourself coming to grips with some 
labels of your own. Th e following tutor was working with a group of 
“troubled” youths in an alternative high school. Although the tutor dis-
agreed with the stated misconception that the students were “slow,” in 
the beginning he did tend to agree that they were troublemakers and 
thus less interested in their educations. Fortunately, he was open-minded 
enough to let them prove him wrong:

Many students, I learned, were bused in from south central, east 
L.A., and from all over the valley. Although there were some 
students that would be considered “slow,” many were actually 
quite intelligent. Th e problem was that their behavior was not 
tolerated elsewhere. Th ose who were bused in had to be on the 
bus by 5:30 A.M. Th is was a fact in itself that really impressed 
me. For students whom I had labeled unruly, the overriding fact 
is that they do care about education.

Putting people and things into categories is a natural process that we all 
engage in. We label and categorize to organize and to simplify the world 
around us. But when working with students who function in a bureau-
cracy where labeling is an everyday necessity, it is important to try to go 
beyond labels and the convenient cubbyholes students are oft en sorted 
into. All children have special talents and abilities, and one-on-one 
tutors have the unique opportunity to discover and to develop them.

WHAT CAN I DO AS A TUTOR?

Although the issues vary from case to case, when you are tutoring, you 
may fi nd your tutees’ progress impeded by the adults around them. 
When this happens, tutors face a core dilemma: What can they do, and 
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how can they help alleviate their tutees’ situations without entering into 
confl ict situations with the signifi cant adults?

You oft en cannot directly intervene in the interactions between your 
students and the other adults in their lives, but you can help in a few 
ways. You can form relationships with their teachers and parents, which 
will make these adults more receptive to your suggestions. You can look 
beyond the labels that come attached to your students and form your 
own opinions based upon how they interact with you. And—the crux of 

j Creating New Labels

As a tutor, you have a unique opportunity to be a new, fresh authority 
fi gure in a student’s life. How can you make use of that chance?

◆ Praise. Point out when your student does well. When your student is 
smart about something, say so. Highlight successes. Also highlight 
eff ort and hard work. Don’t be a liar and make a student artifi cially 
proud. But every student has strengths and insights. Notice them—
and make sure that your student knows that you notice them!

◆ Praise to others. Sometimes the best way to praise a student is to 
praise that student in front of someone else. When your student 
does good work, mention it in front of a teacher, other students, or a 
parent. If your student is an adult, sometimes praising that student 
in front of the student’s own child can be powerful.

◆ Build on the student’s successes. Praise is great, but progress is better. 
When your student masters a skill, make a point to move on to new 
skills, and celebrate that progress. Make sure that the student sees 
the progress, even if it is tiny progress.

◆ Keep and show proof of progress. Hold on to some of your student’s 
tests and papers. Keep track of test scores. Use these bits of data 
to “prove” that your student is doing well. Showing your student 
improving test scores, lengthening essays, or increasingly diffi  cult 
vocabulary is a great way to force a discouraged student to see that 
his or her skills can and do improve with hard work.

◆ Focus on hard work. Students can’t always control their progress. 
Sometimes progress is fast, and other times it’s slow. But students 
can control how hard they work. So, no matter what, when your stu-
dent works hard, note it. Praise your students’ eff ort, motivation, and 
attitude. If you can instill a sense of motivation and a strong aca-
demic work ethic in your students, it will pay off  long after your 
tutoring relationship ends.
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the issue—you can form strong relationships with your students and do 
your best to motivate them to learn and to succeed in their ambitions. 
You can try to provide the support they are not getting elsewhere.

Forming Relationships with the Other Adults

Th e fi rst and the most rudimentary action a tutor should take, begin-
ning on the fi rst day of tutoring, is to open communication with the 
“other adults.” Parents, teachers, and administrators who are familiar 
with the tutor will give greater consideration to the tutor’s concerns. 
Tutors make these connections most easily by being receptive and 
respectful to the other adults’ presences and infl uences in their tutees’ 
lives. Fill other adults in on progress that students make during tutoring. 
Once parents and teachers perceive that the tutors take pride in tutoring 
and care about the students, they will take the tutors’ comments more 
seriously.

When tutors have good lines of communication with the other 
adults, they are less likely to fi nd themselves helpless and frustrated by 
those other adults. Many fi nd that they can talk to the teachers or par-
ents whose behaviors upset them. A tutor may not change a teacher’s or 
parent’s mind or actions immediately, but he or she can provide another 
perspective on a child, as the tutor in the following example did:

I was also able to talk to Mr. Morrison about Dustin this morn-
ing. He told me that Dustin has a big motivational problem. I 
told him that it was not evident to me on Tuesday. He read to me 
for over an hour and seemed to enjoy it. Mr. Morrison couldn’t 
believe how much time he spent reading to me. He was pleased 
with my being in the class. Mr. Morrison said that now “Dustin 
feels like he has a buddy, and that will be very good for him.” 
He stated that Dustin can be a good kid when he wants to be.

Th e tutor in the next example had an even more successful response 
from the teacher she was working with. She found that the teacher 
appreciated her input as much as the tutor appreciated being allowed to 
talk freely:

For the past eight weeks, I have tried to keep Ms. Paul, the 
teacher, posted on Fernando’s progress. Ms. Paul is a good 
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teacher, but sometimes she tends to ignore the students who 
are behind in the course. I guess I can understand that she wants 
to keep the class interesting for the other students. But it fi nally 
got to me today, when Fernando raised his hand for the fi rst time 
in the past eight weeks to answer the question, and Ms. Paul 
ignored him. I think she should have acknowledged the signifi -
cance of this occasion and let Fernando answer the question. So 
I decided to talk to her about what was bothering me so much.

As I went to fi ll her in on our daily progress, I told her 
about this situation. She paused for a moment and then slightly 
hit herself over the head and apologized. Apparently she is very 
overwhelmed with the class and so used to my help with Fer-
nando that she unconsciously ignored him. She promised that 
she will encourage him to participate in the future sessions.

Because the tutor had developed smooth lines of communication with 
Ms. Paul, she could voice her concern without running the risk of the 
teacher’s misconstruing her comments as criticisms.

Try Not to Rely on Labels

Tutors will almost always receive students with some kinds of labels, but 
they do not need to let those labels defi ne the tutoring relationships. 
Ideally, tutors treat all their students the same, starting out with a blank 
slate on each. Tutors give students chances to prove themselves and 
encourage them when they want to challenge themselves. Sometimes 
the most important gift  you as a tutor have to give is your unconditional 
support.

In the following example, the tutor was told that her student was a 
“slow” reader. Th e tutor chose to set the label aside as she began to work 
with the student and made her fi rst project simply getting him to read 
with her so she could see his abilities for herself. She found that his 
reluctance to read was based more on people’s perception of him as slow 
than on his actual skill level:

At fi rst, he was reluctant to read. I guessed that maybe it was 
because he didn’t feel confi dent enough to read. I told him we 
could trade off  paragraphs. Although constantly fi dgeting and 
squirming, Manny began to read. He read very fl uently and 
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paused only on the most diffi  cult words. Th e reason he didn’t 
want to read was that he had already read that particular book 
and found it boring.

I was so impressed with his reading ability, mostly because I 
anticipated him being a slow reader. He didn’t need my help in 
teaching him how to read. He was a fi ne reader and able to com-
prehend the material. So why was he stuck in a slow classroom?

Th is example shows how a label can lead teachers to have low expec-
tations for their “slow” students. As a result, these students may be given 
material that does not push their limits. Once this tutor got past Man-
ny’s label of “slow” reader, the two moved on to work on spelling, writ-
ing poetry, and discussing newspaper articles. Soon Manny’s father was 
frequenting the classroom and off ering assistance to help Manny. Th e 
teachers were stunned. Simply by having an open mind, that tutor may 
have changed Manny’s academic career.

Th e examples in this chapter illustrate the ways that other adults 
may infl uence your tutee’s academic and social life—and your experi-
ence tutoring. As a tutor, at times you may feel helpless. You may feel 
that your students are caught up in a system that you are much too small 
to change or to challenge. You may have no relationship with your stu-
dents’ parents. You may feel that your relationships with the teachers are 
too precarious to risk. Direct confrontation is by no means the only way 
to help tutees who struggle with the other adults involved in their lives. 
As an adult whom they may look to as a role model and mentor, you 
aff ect them, too.

At the very least, you will provide them with attention, encourage-
ment, creative activities, and confi dence—all things that the other adults 
may have taken away or withheld.

RECOMMENDED READING

Although labels can be very handy in the classroom, a great deal of 
“labeling theory” research has shown that they can also be detrimental 
to students. In Pygmalion in the Classroom (1968), by Robert Rosenthal 
and Lenore Jacobson, teachers in a school district frequently used the 
labels “slow learner,” “low IQ,” “poor background,” “troublemaker,” and 
“unmotivated.” When teachers were given new “information” and replaced 
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the negative labels with positive labels (“gift ed,” “high IQ,” “talented”), 
student grades and behavior improved.

In “Student Social Class and Teacher Expectation: Th e Self-Fulfi lling 
Prophecy in Ghetto Education” (1971), Ray Rist shows how kindergar-
ten teachers categorize their students by the eighth meeting of class. Rist 
also reports how teachers contribute to the creation of the “slow learn-
ers” in their classrooms by making these quick categorizations.

Scholars have done a massive amount of work on labeling in a range 
of settings. One of the classic works is Being Mentally Ill (1984), by 
Th omas J. Scheff . For an alternative view of labeling theory, see Howard 
Becker’s Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance (1963). A dra-
matic and brilliant case study of the power of labels appears in David L. 
Rosenhan’s “On Being Sane in Insane Places” (1973), which documents 
an experiment where “normal people” faked psychiatric symptoms to 
gain entrance to a mental hospital. Aft er being admitted, they could not 
get out, even when they acted normal and gave up their “symptoms.” 
Rosenhan concludes that once a person is labeled “abnormal,” others see 
all their other behaviors and qualities through that lens. Similarly, “K Is 
Mentally Ill” (1978), by Dorothy Smith, illustrates how easy it is to be 
labeled “ill” just by doing things diff erently than others and how diffi  cult 
it is to shake the label once it becomes a socially accepted truth.





 6 Good-Byes

Ending the Tutoring Relationship

 FORMING A STRONG, successful tutoring relationship and over-
coming the various obstacles along the way are among the most 
diffi  cult tasks a tutor faces. Equally critical, and perhaps equally as 

diffi  cult, is ending that partnership. Saying good-bye, which signifi es 
the end of the tutor-tutee relationship, is a milestone for both people 
involved. Th roughout the tutoring experience, tutors strive to help their 
tutees master diff erent ways to learn, adopt values that push them to 
reach beyond what they previously strived for, and become self-motivated 
and self-suffi  cient. Th e close tutor-tutee relationship creates a safe space 
where the tutee can learn new skills and try new things while relying on 
the tutor for help. Th e ending stage of the relationship marks the tutee’s 
transition to independence from the tutor: a time to implement these 
new skills and attitudes without the tutor’s help.

Saying good-bye is a common occurrence in life and is inherently 
emotional. Tutors therefore need to realize the diffi  culties involved in 
saying good-bye and must end the tutoring relationship in a way that is 
constructive and does not damage the student’s memories of the expe-
rience. No matter how meaningful and successful the tutoring relation-
ship, ending it carelessly may leave the tutee hurt. Hurt tutees may 
regret having gotten involved with tutoring in the fi rst place, which 
may aff ect their willingness to form relationships in the future and 
trivialize everything they learned from their tutors. When tutors leave 
without talking with their students and thinking about what the part-
ing may mean to the tutees, tutors risk becoming just more examples of 
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uncaring or unreliable adults in students’ lives. Even when tutors cannot 
say good-bye in person due to outside circumstances, it is still critical 
that they create some kind of closure with their tutees.

Although children are young, they do remember people whom they 
care about. And even if a student (or tutor) is absent on the tutor’s last 
day, it is important for the tutor to make contact or to leave some kind 
of “good-bye” so the child does not feel abandoned. Some tutors leave 
a note or card for tutees whom they cannot talk to before they fi nish 
tutoring. Others who have contact information for their students call 
and say good-bye. Th e tutor in the next case was able to convey a posi-
tive good-bye to her Latino fi ft h-grade student over the phone aft er she 
chose not to say good-bye in person, because she had thought that she 
would be returning to the site:

[I called, and he answered the phone.] “So, when does tutoring 
start?”

“Well . . . that’s what I called about. I thought maybe Th urs-
days would work for me, but the scheduling didn’t work out, so 
I don’t think I’ll be able to tutor you this time. I’m so sorry.”

“Really? Aw man, that sucks. Aw, what are we gonna do? 
Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”
Th ere was a long awkward silence. I wasn’t sure if he was 

mad, sad, or just disappointed. I was all three. While faking a 
sniffl  e, he sarcastically said, “Oh, my, this is such a moment.”

And then he started laughing. I was so relieved. “You little 
brat! You don’t even care, do you?” I said sarcastically, laughing 
with him. “Did you even want me to come back?” By now we 
were both hysterical, because we knew this wasn’t the case. We 
knew that we’d really miss each other.

“Yeah, I’m gonna miss you. So, who’s tutoring then?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ll make sure you get somebody who’ll 

give you a hard time and chase you around the school like I did, 
okay?”

Aft er some small talk about school, soccer practice, summer, 
and work, we said good-bye.

No matter how it comes about (although preferably in person), tutors 
and tutees need time together to mark the fi nal steps in their relation-
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ships and to celebrate the progress that the tutees have made with the 
tutors—and will now continue without the tutors. Th is fi nal step in the 
tutoring process can either cement or unglue many of the benefi ts of the 
tutoring relationship.

In approaching the issues of ending the tutoring relationship, we 
hope to guide tutors away from harmful ways of saying good-bye and to 
help them understand and deal with the diffi  culties of this process. No 
one approach is best. As a tutor, knowing your tutee and understanding 
the tutoring relationship itself are your best guides. Nevertheless, one 
underlying principle holds for all instances: Th e best good-byes end the 
relationship honestly and cleanly.

DIFFICULTIES IN SAYING GOOD-BYE

For many tutors, saying good-bye is the most diffi  cult aspect of tutoring. 
Whether tutors work with individual students, small groups of tutees, or 
entire classes, bonds develop between students and tutors that prompt a 
sense of loss at the end of the tutoring period. Saying good-bye off ers a 
host of challenges for tutors who want to separate from their tutees in 
a manner that honors their relationships.

Feelings of guilt and shame sometimes overcome tutors, as they 
realize that their tutees do not understand that they will not be there 
forever. Tutors have trouble breaking the dependence that their students 
have formed on them. As a tutor, for example, you may wonder how you 
can leave your tutees without your guidance. You may feel you are aban-
doning your students, and you may dread answering questions about 
why you are leaving.

Th e following tutor was working with two Latinas at an inner-city 
family center—Bertha, a seven-year-old, and Lila, a six-year-old—when 
she decided to stop tutoring because of other obligations. As she said 
good-bye, she felt guilty and worried that her tutees would feel aban-
doned. She questioned herself and wondered how her students would 
manage and succeed without her help:

As the end of the quarter draws nearer, so does the end of my 
tutoring experience, for now. I found it extremely diffi  cult to 
tell the girls that I would not be coming back. I really want to 
return, and I feel bad that I cannot, especially now that we are 
fi nally progressing. I keep thinking how they are going to have 
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to start over again with a new tutor and how great it would be if 
I could just continue, because they already know me, but I sim-
ply cannot. I truly will miss seeing them, and I will wonder how 
they are doing and if their new tutor is doing okay with them. 
I hate good-byes.

To make saying good-bye even more diffi  cult, tutees are oft en reluc-
tant to let their tutors go. Some feel that they are being left  behind or 
that their tutor is leaving because they misbehaved or did not learn fast 
enough. Others are just sad to see their friend and teacher leave. Tutors 
should try to address all these issues in their good-byes.

No matter how carefully tutors plan, however, they may still be 
unprepared for their tutees’ reactions to their saying good-bye, as was 
the tutor in the next example. She had been working in a classroom, and 
on the day she said good-bye, aft er the bell rang, the kids came fl ooding 
out of the classroom toward her. She hugged each of them, telling them 
to “have a great summer” and to take care of themselves. She was unpre-
pared for how unwilling they were to let her go:

We gradually made our way outside, and I stood with eight or 
ten of them as they told me stories, grabbed my arm or hand, 
or tugged on my jacket. Th ey told me how nice I looked and 
how much they loved the treat bags I had brought them. Aft er 
a while, fi ve of them and I walked out toward my car. Th ey kept 
me there for another forty-fi ve minutes and surrounded the car 
so I couldn’t leave. Th ey sat on the hood or stood on the back 
bumper so I wouldn’t drive away. I stayed until about 3:30 and 
then insisted that they get home. Th ey groaned and asked for 
the millionth time why I couldn’t stay.

As I pulled away, I honked my horn, and they all stood next 
to the curb waving. About halfway down the street, I looked in 
my rearview mirror, and they were all running behind my car. 
I couldn’t believe how hard this was. I turned the corner and 
waved my arm out the window.

Other less-dramatic reactions can be just as heart wrenching for a 
tutor who is already having trouble saying good-bye. Th e following tutor 
describes the reaction she received from her tutee: “When I told him I 
would not be coming back for tutoring, he actually looked at me and put 
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his head down, saying, ‘Man, you’re the only tutor I really liked—you’re 
the only one I really learned from.’”

Such reactions from tutees can be hard for tutors to deal with. Th ese 
responses cannot be soothed by kind words or comforting sentiments 
about the student’s getting a new tutor next year. Th ey are individual 
and poignant reactions to one tutor’s departure, and they can make a 
tutor feel personally responsible for the tutee’s future progress.

HARMFUL WAYS OF SAYING GOOD-BYE

Aft er seeing how diffi  cult it can be to say good-bye to a tutee, it is easy to 
understand why good-byes do not always go perfectly. Tutors confronted 
with crying or disappointed students oft en feel helpless. In these mo-
ments, tutors conjure up many ways to elude the hurtfulness of saying 
good-bye. Some decide to leave without saying good-bye or leave tutees 
with empty promises or false expectations. In most cases, these options 
avoid the short-term hurt but harm the tutee more in the long run.

In the following scenario, a tutor was confronted with the negative 
consequences of a prior tutor’s failure to say good-bye. Upon meeting 
her new tutor, Charmien, a nine-year-old African American student, 
said, “So, you’re here for ten weeks like Megan, my old tutor, right? Are 
you taking the same class? Because I know you will be leaving aft er the 
class is over, aren’t you?” Because Charmien did not receive satisfactory 
closure from her former tutor, she assumed that tutors were only moti-
vated by obligation, not caring. She had been left  leery and suspicious.

Knowing how to say good-bye, then, becomes vital for any tutor. A 
“good” good-bye must convey to the student that the relationship was 
valuable—for both parties. It must also emphatically express that the 
tutor’s leaving does not refl ect any negative quality of the tutee or the 
relationship. A good parting can leave a tutee with great memories of 
tutoring; a bad parting can leave a nine-year-old as jaded and cynical as 
Charmien.

Not Saying Good-Bye

Many tutors fall into the trap of thinking that not saying good-bye will 
hurt their tutees less. Th ey think that it will be easier for the students if 
they do not make a big deal out of leaving. Some tutors honestly believe 
that ending the relationship is a completely negative experience and 
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therefore better taken lightly or avoided altogether. Others avoid the 
encounter because of their own anxiety. As one tutor explained, “Juanita 
looked indiff erent when I told her that our sessions were going to come 
to an end next week. She seemed as if she didn’t care. I fi gured that she 
didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. So I decided not to talk about it 
any longer, and we moved on with our activities.”

j How to Say Good-Bye

Do:

◆ Make sure that you say good-bye. Although it may seem easier to 
just disappear, don’t leave your students to wonder what happened 
and why you’re gone.

◆ Give a week or two of warning if possible. Let the students know 
that you’ll be wrapping up your time together. Some kids need time 
to process change, and letting them know at the very last session is 
a little cruel.

◆ Leave them with specifi c encouragement. Th ink about the ways that 
the students have improved while working with you, and give spe-
cifi c words of praise. Let your students know what goals seem closer 
because of the work that the students did with you.

◆ Share praise, goals, and thoughts for the future with parents, teach-
ers, and coordinators. You now know a lot about your students, so 
share that knowledge with the other adults who will continue to 
work with the them.

◆ Let your students know what working with them has meant to you. 
Let them know that you learned from them and that you will miss 
them.

◆ Give them some token of your time together. Cards and notes are 
very sweet (and show a nice example: no gift necessary, just sincere 
thoughts and words). But small tokens are fi ne, too: a pencil from 
your college, a book that you think the students will enjoy, a note-
book for them to use for their stories, and so forth.

◆ Feel free to give some work for the students to continue with. If stu-
dents have been working on times tables and just need to complete 
8s and 9s, hand off  some worksheets that cover 8s and 9s. If you’ve 
been working on writing, give the students notebooks with some 
writing prompts included. Let the students know that you expect 
them to continue to make academic progress.
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In this example, even though the tutor notifi ed the tutee ahead of 
time of his leaving, he avoided a discussion about the end of their rela-
tionship. Leaving the relationship with such an incomplete good-bye was 
a cop-out, even though it seemed easier not to make a big deal of it. It 
may seem easy to just avoid the subject of good-bye and to walk away—
but just disappearing does not respect the student or the time that you 
spent together. Most people would never consider not saying good-bye 
to their friends if they moved away. Most people would not even walk 
away from a group of people they had lunch with without saying good-
bye. Your students, with whom you have worked hard to build a trusting 

Don’t:

◆ Don’t just disappear. If you think you might be leaving, let the stu-
dents know. It’s rotten to have someone just fall out of your life.

◆ Don’t push the children to have a particular kind of reaction. Some 
kids are emotional, and some are not. Some are more stoic than oth-
ers. Say your good-byes and be honest, but don’t expect or push for 
any specifi c reaction from your students.

◆ Don’t be hurt if your students don’t react the way that you expect. 
Remember, students have a wide range of experiences (with other 
adults and with other people leaving). Sometimes they are hard to 
read. Be yourself and be honest, but don’t take it too seriously if your 
students don’t seem to care. You may not be getting the whole 
picture.

◆ Don’t make promises that you can’t keep. Don’t promise that you’ll 
be back or that you’ll call or visit unless you are absolutely certain 
that you will.

◆ Don’t exchange contact information if you don’t intend to use it. 
Kids tend to call if you give them your phone number. Are you going 
to call back? Even when you’re busy? If you think that the answer 
may be “no,” then don’t give the students your number. It will be 
hard to say no when they ask, but it is much worse when you fi nd 
yourself avoiding them when they call.

◆ Don’t give an elaborate gift. Don’t make your students feel indebted 
to you—and don’t overshadow your time together with a gift. Th e 
bigger the gift, the more it should be tied to your work together.

◆ Don’t give a gift until the very last day. You don’t want the students 
to feel obligated to reciprocate.
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relationship, at least deserve a good-bye, and a chance to say their own 
good-byes.

Other tutors do not avoid saying good-bye but instead attempt to 
handle good-byes casually. Th ey do not want to make an issue of leaving 
and consequently make ending the relationship harder for the student, 
especially if the student is dealing with the situation privately. Th e follow-
ing example poignantly illustrates how a tutee’s silence may indicate that 
you, as a tutor, need to work especially hard to discuss your leaving and 
how you both feel about it. Th is white female had formed a close rela-
tionship with Dustin, a Latino fi ft h grader who was considered a trou-
blemaker. However, by waiting for Dustin to make the fi rst move in say-
ing good-bye, she put a huge burden on him and almost missed out on 
saying good-bye and wrapping up what had been a good relationship:

I usually leave the classroom at 10 A.M., but today I thought I 
would stay until recess at 10:15. About ten minutes aft er ten, 
Dustin said, “Samantha, look at the time!”

I said, “I know, but I don’t have class today, and since it’s my 
last day here, I thought I would stay until recess.”

Th e two girls in the group moaned and said, “Today’s your 
last day? How sad.”

Dustin didn’t really respond at fi rst, but aft er a few minutes 
passed, he said, “Can’t you just stay until lunch?”

I told him that I just couldn’t, because I had a paper to write 
and I had to fi nish it. I also said, “I am coming to your gradua-
tion, though.” Dustin got a big smile on his face and started 
cheering with his hands, saying, “Yeah!”

Mr. Morrison next dismissed the students out to recess. I 
asked Mr. Morrison if I could put some candy and a pencil on 
each of the students’ desks. He told me that I could. Th e stu-
dents came in from recess and were happy to see the candy and 
pencils on their desks. Th ey started eating and sharpening their 
pencils right away.

Mr. Morrison then told the students that I would be leaving 
in a few minutes and if any of them wanted to talk to me, they 
could do that right now. Just as he said that, about twenty of the 
twenty-seven students in the class ran over to me at the back 
table. Th ey all gave me a hug, thanked me, and asked if I was 
coming to their graduation. I could not help but notice that 
Dustin was sitting alone in the middle of classroom at his desk 
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when all the students were gathered around me. I did not feel 
bad. Dustin did not have to come over and thank me or tell me 
he appreciates me and that I have infl uenced his life—I know 
I have—but I would have liked to give him a hug.

As I was getting ready to leave, Sean came up to me with a 
sad face: “Are you leaving right now?”

“In a few minutes,” I said, “but we can read your book if you 
want.”

“Okay,” he said, as he ran to get his book.
As he was retrieving his book from his desk, Dustin walked 

over to me. He did not say anything or have his arms out-
stretched for his hug. He walked over very slowly, had his hands 
in his pockets, and was looking down. I knew this was his way 
of saying good-bye. I reached out, gave him a hug, and told him 
that he made my time in Room 29 a lot of fun. He did not say 
anything but did give me a small smile and went back to his desk. 
Th at was all I needed to make my time in Room 29 complete.

Dustin’s tutor waited for Dustin to come to her. Fortunately, Dustin 
found the strength to make his own personal good-bye, but if he had 
not, his tutor might have walked out without hugging him at all. Th e 
tutor was thinking about herself rather than Dustin. She rationalized 
that Dustin did not have to make the eff ort for her, because she under-
stood that he cared; she did not realize that she had an obligation to 
make an eff ort toward him. No child should have to be the one to gather 
up the courage to say a proper good-bye: Th at is the tutor’s job.

As a tutor saying good-bye, your feelings or comfort are less impor-
tant than those of your tutees. Sometimes you have to go through an 
emotional good-bye that is diffi  cult for you to explore their feelings and 
to make sure that they understand what they meant to you and why you 
have to leave.

Making Empty Promises

When tutors do say good-bye, they oft en fi nd themselves making empty 
promises to their students to alleviate the pain of parting. But empty 
promises can be as devastating as not saying good-bye at all. Promising 
to call, to write, or to visit or giving students your phone number or ad-
dress and permission to continue the relationship can ease the situation 
in the moment but cause problems in the long run. In these situations, 
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tutees are left  with the hope that their tutor will be back or that the rela-
tionships will continue. When neither happens, or happens but does not 
fulfi ll their expectations, tutees can be left  as confused about what their 
relationships meant as if no good-bye had taken place at all.

Empty promises come easily. Th e following tutor struggled to con-
tain his emotions aft er informing his tutee that they would not be work-
ing together any longer and found an empty promise a convenient way 
to alleviate guilt and sadness:

He gave me a long, soft  look and then whispered, “I’m gonna 
miss you.”

I was fi ghting back the emotions and tried to keep my com-
posure: “Yeah, me too.” My voiced cracked, and I knew I had to 
say something to liven up the conversation: “But, you know, you 
have my phone number and address—you can come visit or call 
anytime you want, and if we ever get our transportation together, 
then we’ll be able to see each other.”

Such promises, however sincere at the time, are generally hard to 
keep. We all have busy lives full of obligations. Is the tutor really pre-
pared for his tutee’s call “anytime”? No matter how great the temptation, 
tutors must resist making these empty promises. Th ey create false expec-
tations for the students and, typically, also leave the tutors feeling even 
guiltier (as the unreturned phone calls pile up).

Not only are false expectations disheartening; they may prevent 
tutees from progressing to the next step in the relationship: autonomy. 
Constantly hoping for a reunion or a phone call, tutees may refuse to put 
their old tutor-tutee relationship behind them. How deeply these expec-
tations aff ect tutees is evident in the following tutor’s experience: “I hate 
sharing Gilberto with his old tutor, Oton. Especially today, he was 
extremely sad, and when I asked him what was wrong, he said that Oton 
promised to call him yesterday, but he never returned his call. I explained 
to Gilberto that maybe some accident might have occurred and that I 
am sure that he will call, but nothing seemed to matter. It was hard to 
connect with him as long as he was so preoccupied by his old tutor.”

False expectations can be disheartening for a student. Th e best pol-
icy is to avoid situations that can lead to disappointment for the tutee. 
Do not make promises that you cannot live up to. Being honest is one of 
the best gift s that you can give your students.
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HOW TO SAY GOOD-BYE: THE CLEAN-BREAK PRINCIPLE

Following the clean-break principle is as simple as it sounds. As a tutor, 
end the relationship once and for all when you say good-bye. Be kind, 
constructive, and enthusiastic about your students’ accomplishments 
and their futures. But avoid making promises to your tutees that you 
cannot keep—that you will visit or call, for example, or that you will 
tutor them again next year. It is better to be direct with your students 
than to leave them with lingering doubts or questions.

Even when there is a possibility that you might return to tutor, do 
not mention it unless you are certain. As one tutor explained, “I wasn’t 
going to say I would see her next quarter, because I didn’t want to prom-
ise her anything I didn’t know I could keep.” If you come back, your 
tutees will be happily surprised; if you do not, you avoid setting them up 
to start the next school year with disappointment.

All tutors struggle with the pain of separation. In the following 
example, a tutor described how, as hard as it was, he wanted to say good-
bye the “right” way:

It was as if he could sense our time together was growing short. 
He reached over and grabbed my hand and, looking at me sol-
emnly, asked, “Are you going to be around next year?”

I tried to recall how I was taught to say good-bye in lecture, 
and I began hesitantly, “Hiseo, I’ve had a great time working with 
you this quarter, but I’m afraid that I won’t be able to come back 
next quarter.”

He asked, “Why not?”
“I have too many classes to fi t into my schedule, and, along 

with other activities I am doing, I cannot fi nd a free block of 
time to come out here, like I did this quarter.” I felt a little better 
knowing that I was being honest with him.

In the following example, a female tutor found it very diffi  cult to say 
good-bye to her female tutee. Nonetheless, she made the eff ort to stay 
honest and to end the relationship positively:

I had warned her before that our tutoring session was coming 
to a close. I reminded her on Wednesday, when I fi rst saw her. 
She couldn’t believe me when I told her again. She kept asking 
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me, “So you’re never coming back? But why?” Th ese questions 
defi nitely made it harder for me to say goodbye! I explained to 
her that I was moving up north, to a city near San Francisco 
that was six hours away from here. I wished I could continue 
to volunteer there, but I won’t be in the area in July.

Being straightforward, sincere, and honest with a tutee is the best 
way to end the relationship. No tutors want to hurt their tutees’ feelings, 
but by being genuine (even if it hurts), they help students understand 
and become more independent. Saying good-bye can be painful for 
tutor and tutee. But the beauty of the clean-break principle is that the 
tutor remains true to the values the relationship was built upon: respect 
and honesty.

At the beginning of the tutoring relationship, tutees become depen-
dent on the acceptance of their tutors, and tutors become dependent on 
their tutees’ feedback and reactions, which allow them to do the best job 
possible. Mutual trust and dependence make the relationships work. 
With good-bye, that dependence must end. But the ending should not 
leave the tutees feeling helpless and alone. Th e tutees should end the 
relationships knowing that tutors and tutees have grown and learned 
and are ready to move on to the next challenges life has to off er.

GIFTS

When saying good-bye, the tutor should aim to start the tutee on the 
road to autonomy, which is no easy task. Tutors spend a long time build-
ing trust and oft en leave the good-byes to the very end. You may have 
only a few moments to end your relationship positively so your student 
can continue to draw on the lessons that you have learned together. As 
they try to fi nd ways to end tutoring relationships and to symbolize the 
growth they have experienced with their students, some tutors fi nd that 
bringing small gift s helps. Gift s can either symbolize an accomplish-
ment that the tutor and tutee have achieved together or the tutor’s faith 
in what the student can accomplish in the future. Such gift s should not 
be expensive or extravagant, but rather small and meaningful. In the 
next example, the tutor brought gift s that captured the relationship: “At 
the potluck, I brought my tutees little framed pictures of us with a note 
telling them each how special they were to me.”

Other tutors bring presents more representative of the work that the 
two did together while tutoring, such as the following tutor who gave 
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her tutees artistic evidence of what they had accomplished: “I had gotten 
little notebooks of index cards and with colored pens had written all the 
words they had learned. I also wrote each one a personal note.” Simi-
larly, another tutor kept and compiled her tutee’s work throughout their 
time together and made a portfolio for them to look at while discussing 
their relationship:

We had fi nished with arts and craft s, and so I pulled out the 
portfolio I had made. Th e fi rst thing Vicky saw was the pictures 
of SpongeBob and Yoshi. I could see her eyes widen a little with 
curiosity as to what I was about to give her. I gave her the port-
folio, and we went through it together. She seemed happy to see 
some of the work she had done and forgotten about. I showed 
her the words she had written in the beginning of our tutoring 

j Good Ways to Wrap Up a Tutoring Relationship

How do you make sure to end things on a positive note? Many possibili-
ties exist, and many will come naturally out of the tutoring relationship. 
But some ideas include:

◆ Make an award. Kids love awards, and, as a tutor, you have the oppor-
tunity to make a very personal award. Use your computer to make a 
certifi cate that highlights one (or several) of the accomplishments 
that you have made. Make it personal, even funny, but the eff ort will 
show that you thought the student made valuable progress.

◆ Use a photo. Sometime before the last tutoring session, have some-
one take a picture of you with your student. A photo together, with 
a nice note, will make a nice memory for your student.

◆ Make a list of the accomplishments you achieved and the activities 
you worked on together. Th is can be a decorated list, a silly poem, or 
even a little children’s book. Again, just do something personal that 
highlights the fact that you cared enough about your time together 
to do something special.

◆ Plan a group celebration. Tutoring relationships often end at the end 
of the school year. If you are tutoring with a group of other tutors, 
you may be able to arrange a small celebration for the departing 
tutors and tutees. Even a very simple recess-time cele bration would 
give everyone a chance to say good-bye and to talk in a happy set-
ting. Obviously, talk with the teacher or site coordinator before orga-
nizing any kind of celebration.
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and compared them to the words she had most recently learned, 
and she was proud to see that she improved. It wasn’t a huge 
portfolio, since we had only met for a few weeks, but she 
seemed to like it. She gave me a hug and thanked me.

Another tutor brought her student M&Ms to symbolize the most 
signifi cant feat of their relationship—conquering the letter “M.” By giv-
ing tutees gift s, tutors give tutees something with which to remember 
their tutoring experiences. Th e gift s serve to fi nalize the relationships, 
while keeping their memories and signifi cance alive.

Gift s can also serve as visions of the future. Some UCLA tutors 
brought UCLA pencils or T-shirts to encourage their students’ hopes of 
attending the university. Th e following tutor gave her tutees presents to 
provide continuity over the winter break, so she brought them mechan-
ical pencils like the one she used:

I decided to get them good-bye presents. I got each student the 
lead pencils, the ones they had asked for during my fi rst tutor-
ing session. Mando [a Latino nine-year-old] said, “I fi nally have 
a lead pencil, thank you so much! Can I kiss you? No one has 
ever treated me so nicely!”

I responded, “With this pencil, you will be able to solve 
every math problem. From now on, math will never be a prob-
lem.” As he smiled, I hugged him, and we quickly went to the 
other students to compare his new pencil. Th ey were so proud 
of their new pencils, they continued thanking me and showing 
them off  to other students. I was going to miss them so much.

Th e simple gift  of the pencil made the children focus their attention 
on the positive aspect of the good-bye: what they had accomplished 
and what they might accomplish in the future. Other gift s are even more 
explicit:

Over the past ten weeks, my tutee has been telling me how dif-
fi cult it has been for her to motivate herself to come to school. 
She told me stories about how she had no support at home, 
school was boring, and teachers didn’t care. Th roughout our 
tutoring process, my tutee has spoken with all of her teachers 
about getting a little extra help with her class work—she has 
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even begun to build a new relationship with her counselor, and 
her personal relationships are beginning to look good. Th ere-
fore, I wanted to give her a gift  that had meaning.

As a farewell gift , I gave her a UCLA sweatshirt. I didn’t 
want her to think that the sweatshirt was about making it to 
UCLA as her goal or that UCLA in itself should inspire her to 
do well, because I could have just as easily bought her a smaller 
(much cheaper) piece of UCLA memorabilia, such as a pen-
nant. So I told her that I know that it has been hard for her to 
get as far as she has gotten already and that I know she may 
sometimes feel like she is in it alone. I told her that I wished I 
could be there with her during her senior year to make it a little 
less stressful and provide motivation and inspiration for her to 
fi nish with her head held high. I then told her that she does not 
need me to do any of that, because she is fully equipped to suc-
ceed on her own; with all of that said, I gave her the sweatshirt 
and told her whenever she feels down about her personal or 
academic lives, needs that little boost of encouragement, or feels 
like she has no one in her corner, to put on the sweatshirt and 
remember that she has someone rooting for her.

I told her that I wanted to let her know that for as long as 
she has that sweatshirt in her life, that she has me in her life. 
I wanted all of the hard work she has put into her life the past 
ten weeks to be symbolized in that gift  and to remember if she 
could accomplish all that she has accomplished in such a short 
amount of time, try to imagine what she can do with her life. By 
the end of my short speech, we were both crying! It was sad to 
be leaving her, but I also felt like I was transferring a piece of 
my strength onto her. I believe that she has discovered a sense 
of empowerment. She saw what she needed to do, and she went 
for it. While, yes, I was helping her along the way, she defi nitely 
took the lead and is responsible for all of her successes. I have 
a good reason to believe that she will be just fi ne without me.

TALKING ABOUT THE EXPERIENCE

An eff ective good-bye require does not require gift s but does require 
talking about the relationship and the separation process, focusing on 
the positive aspects of the tutoring and showing tutees that, no matter 
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what, they will always carry a piece of their tutor. Tutors can show tutees 
that the tutoring relationship was a unique experience. Th e conversation 
might start with remembering the fi rst day of tutoring and go on to sum-
marize and to highlight the student’s experiences and achievements. As a 
tutor, you can talk about the good times you had together or bring up the 
special talents your tutees possess. No matter what path you take, end-
ing on a positive note works best. Show your tutees what they can take 
from the relationship to help them pursue their dreams and ambitions. 
You can leave them with an air of confi dence, letting them know they 
are fully capable, on their own, of carrying on what you did together.

It is also important to talk about the end of the relationship before 
the last day. Sometimes students have diffi  culty expressing themselves. 
Some need time to adjust to the fact that their tutor is leaving. A tutor 
can mention, a week ahead, that the last session is coming up. Th is gives 
tutees time to digest the information. It also gives them time to think 
about what they might want to say or whether they want to do something 
special for their tutor on the last day of tutoring. Although it is oft en 
easy to push aside the idea of “the last session,” it is kinder to give notice 
than to surprise your students by saying good-bye out of the blue.

Th e following almost perfect good-bye, between a Latina university 
student and a male African American fourth grader, was marred by the 
student’s suspension, just minutes before his tutor arrived. Although the 
tutor was somewhat cut off  when her tutee had to leave early, and the 
mood was anything but joyous, this well-executed good-bye proves that 
even under the worst of circumstances, a tutee can leave a relationship 
with nothing but good memories and positive feelings:

Today was my last day going to tutoring. I had told Terrence 
before, so he knew. When I arrived, I told him, “I have some-
thing for you.” I took out the candy and said, “Here is some-
thing sweet for a sweet guy.”

Terrence reacted by smiling and opening his arms, walking 
toward me, and giving me a hug. As he hugged me, he told me, 
“Th ank you.” He looked at the candy, which was Hershey’s 
Kisses, and said, “Mmmmm! I’m going to put them in my 
backpack.”

I told him, “Wait, here are some pencils I brought for you, 
too.” He took them, said, “Th anks,” and went into the other 
room. When he returned, he had a seashell. He gave it to me 
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and said, “Here is a little something to remember me by.” I 
reacted like he did, because I did not expect it. I said, “Th anks, 
it’s beautiful,” and I gave him a hug.

Th e class had not returned from lunch. Sara and I were 
talking in the hallway. Terrence returned from putting away his 
candy and told us, “I have something to tell you.”

I said, “Go ahead, what is it?”
He answered, “I got suspended today.”
Sara and I were shocked; we asked him, “Why?” I was sur-

prised, because he was always very well behaved.
“I got into a fi ght. Th ere is this boy named James in my 

class that is always teasing me because I’m darker than the other 
kids. I went up to him today during lunch and asked him, ‘Why 
are you always calling me names?’ James said, ‘Get out of my 
face.’ I was about to move when he pushed me, so I pushed him 
back. I just got back from the offi  ce, and they suspended both 
of us.”

Sara and I looked at each other and did not know what to 
say. He was always so calm and polite. Sara asked him, “Did you 
tell anybody that he was teasing you?” Terrence said, “No.”

I then asked him, “Did Mr. Grace know? Did your mom 
know?” He just shook his head from side to side. I told him the 
next time, he should tell someone if he is being teased by some-
one else. I said, “If you do not feel comfortable with a teacher, 
then tell your mom. She should know.” He responded with a 
whisper, “Okay.”

I could tell that his suspension greatly aff ected him. He was 
always attentive during the tutoring, but today he kept looking 
at the fl oor and did not smile as usual. Th e candy had brought 
him some joy, but it had ended when he told me what hap-
pened. I tried to cheer him up by asking him, “What do you 
want to do today?”

He said, “I don’t know.” Th e fact is that he did not care.
I then said to him, “As you know, today is my last day. I 

want to ask you a few questions. Is that okay?” He said, “Yes.” 
I asked him, “What do you think is good about the tutoring? 
What could you improve?”

He answered, “Everything was good. I know how to divide.” 
I asked him to elaborate, and he said, “I know the steps without 
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looking at the sheet.” I felt good about his statement. It con-
fi rmed to me that I had made an impact.

I told him, “I enjoyed working with you. You’re a very good 
person. I especially like the poems you made about your race. 
You have a poetic instinct.”

I was about to continue when an aide from the offi  ce came 
and said, “Terrence, your mom is waiting in the offi  ce.”

Terrence told me he had to go. I told him, “Take care, 
thanks, and good-bye.” He replied the same, smiled, and left .

LEARNING EXPERIENCES

Tutoring is a wonderful experience. Th rough their tutoring experiences, 
many tutors learn a lot about themselves, the environments in which 
they live, and the education system. Tutoring oft en opens their eyes to 
how much some communities need their help and inspires many to con-
tinue their work. One tutor wrote:

Th roughout this experience, I have gained insight into myself 
and others’ lives. Th e tutoring has further encouraged me to 
work for the youth community and in education. Our students 
are thrown into a world they may not fully understand but 
experience every moment. All I know is that these students 
need love and encouragement, which they are not getting a lot 
of the time at school. Th us, the role of me, as a tutor, was to 
provide them with the encouragement and love they may have 
lacked in an academic environment.

Th is tutor has grown and learned from his experience and has realized 
that all it really takes to be a successful tutor is acceptance of tutees and 
the willingness to give them the care, attention, and understanding they 
need.

Another tutor had a change of heart aft er spending several weeks 
with his tutee. You may recall the following quote, used earlier in this 
manual, to demonstrate the attitude not to have when entering a tutor-
ing situation:

I really wasn’t happy with the school I was chosen to tutor at, and 
I was even less happy when I arrived at the school. I thought, “Is 
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this some kind of joke?” I wondered, as I stood outside of the 
dilapidated school, “Am I even safe here?” . . . I expected to be 
teaching highly motivated white students who were not just col-
lege bound but Harvard bound. I never even considered teach-
ing students who were minorities who might not even be inter-
ested in learning. . . . I had to ask myself, “What the hell am I 
doing here?”

As this tutor recapped his tutoring experience with a young Asian 
student named Hiseo, he showed that tutoring can touch the hearts of 
even the most reluctant converts: “When I initially began the tutoring 
project, I was skeptical about my chances of touching someone and 
aff ecting his life, but as I leave the program just a quarter later, I can 
honestly say that I have made a diff erence in Hiseo’s life, and he has 
made even more of a diff erence in mine.”

Th is tutor also wrote about how his tutoring experience opened his 
eyes to his long-held stereotypes of underprivileged children as lazy, stu-
pid, and unmotivated. He ended his tutoring feeling confi dent that he 
would one day teach in a community like the one he had tutored in, where 
students lack access to resources but are nonetheless hungry to learn.

Many tutors also discover part of themselves as they work with stu-
dents. Th e following tutor rediscovered a childhood passion through 
working with an inspiring young student:

Th e decision to become a physician was not made until later, at 
age twenty-one, when I relearned from my six-year-old tutee, 
Collin, what it really means to do what I love—something that 
I had lost in the process of growing up! I started tutoring with 
the intention of giving back some of the opportunities society 
had given me. Never did I entertain the idea that I would ben-
efi t from this experience as well, by learning more about myself, 
my ambitions, and desires.

I underestimated the emotional, moral, and intellectual 
power that the interaction with my tutee could bestow upon 
me. Until then, the idea of tutoring seemed a unidirectional act 
of giving. Little did I know that it was also about receiving.

Many tutors fi nd so much personal satisfaction in tutoring that 
they cannot say enough good things about it, even if the experience is 
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sometimes a diffi  cult one. Th e following tutor captured just a few of the 
moments that make tutoring so fulfi lling:

If I were to have just a few “words of wisdom” unto you, it 
would be my suggestion that at one time or another in your life, 
you experience the wonderful joys of teaching a child. Because 
it is you who will learn more and get the most out of the experi-
ence. Th e child will learn, but it will be you who will have the 
greatest sense of satisfaction and overwhelming pride. Espe-
cially at that point in time when she is struggling, but you 
encourage her to keep trying, and she does and gets the answer 
to the subtraction or addition problem right (without using her 
fi ngers), or she comes across that one word she continually can-
not get and reads it naturally and without hesitation. You catch 
a glimmer of excitement and interest, and her face glows when 
she answers correctly, and for a brief moment there’s a spark, 
and that is what makes it all worth it.

Th rough teaching, this tutor clearly grew as well. She has discovered the 
profound truth that some of the greatest gift s in life come through giv-
ing. Another tutor, despite her hesitation in the beginning of the tutor-
ing experience, learned that she could truly impact the life of another 
person and change her ideas of how working with inner-city children 
would be:

Th ough I dreaded this assignment at the beginning of the quar-
ter, I learned and gained a lot from this experience. I didn’t think 
I could infl uence and bring so much happiness to someone 
whom I thought I would have so little in common with. I didn’t 
think I could accomplish any signifi cant improvement in aca-
demia for someone from an urban, inner-city background in just 
one quarter. I didn’t think I would enjoy going to Watts to teach 
someone. However, Ian has proved this wrong at so many levels. 
Not only has his company brought me great pleasure, but he has 
taught me that I can make a positive infl uence on people’s lives.

To realize the signifi cance of the good-bye process and appreciate its 
intricate nature, you should view the development of the tutoring rela-
tionship as a journey. As we move through life, encountering new and 
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unfamiliar situations and obstacles, we follow a path of progress. We 
start out heavily dependent on another, one who knows the ropes, to 
guide us through. Ultimately, learning to navigate on our own, we arrive 
at autonomy.

Like other life paths, the tutoring relationship initially requires the 
tutee to rely heavily on the tutor. And, as in other successful journeys, the 
termination of this relationship marks the beginning of the tutee’s inde-
pendence from the tutor and movement forward. So good-byes are best 
regarded not as the end of a relationship but as progress—for the tutee.

Progress is one of the best things that any tutor could wish for 
a tutee, even though most of the relationship is dedicated to build-
ing a dependence based on trust. As you, the tutor, move through the 
relationship—teaching, supporting, motivating your students—you will 
be passing on the tools your tutees need to succeed on their own. Ulti-
mately, you would like your tutees to make so much progress that they 
do not need you anymore. When we are lucky, by the time we say good-
bye to tutees, they no longer need our help. Other times, they still need 
a lot of help, but you should see progress. At the end of a good tutoring 
relationship, you should fi nd yourself looking at a student with better 
academic skills, more confi dence, more motivation, and more willing-
ness to trust a helper like you. So, by the time you get to good-bye, you 
should have plenty of moments to remember and plenty of ways to 
encourage your students to keep moving forward. Tutors, cherish this 
chance and make your impact while you can, because missing the chance 
to say the right good-bye can undermine your entire relationship.

Your tutees can handle the truth. Th e pain and diffi  culty of saying 
good-bye are inevitable. When you respect each other and allow your-
selves to feel this pain, however, you both grow. It only hurts because 
you created a relationship, trusted, and impacted one another. It only 
hurts because you succeeded, together. Good-byes are not unnatural 
and should not be avoided. Your good-bye is, instead, your last oppor-
tunity to share your thoughts, feelings, and encouragement with your 
tutees—and then let them go to seek their own paths.

RECOMMENDED READING

Robert Coles’s Th e Call of Service (1993), a moving tribute to service 
work of all kinds, is an inspiring and thought-provoking book for any-
one embarking on, or already entrenched in, volunteer work. Th rough 
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the decades-long introspection of volunteers of all stripes, Coles off ers 
many accounts of exciting and innovative tutors, teachers, and mentors 
that are sure to help tutors improve their work. In talking to volunteers 
ranging from civil-rights workers in the segregated South to soup-
kitchen workers and tutors in Boston, Coles and the people he inter-
views dare to ask the big questions: Why am I doing this? What does it 
mean—to me and to them? What are my ideals, and what do they mean? 
Invoking a wide range of fi ction and nonfi ction and drawing on the 
personal stories of many volunteers, Coles captures the emotions, con-
fl icts, and dilemmas of volunteer work. It is a book that anyone hearing 
the “call to service” should enjoy and learn from.



Twenty-fi ve Final Pointers 
for Tutors

◆ Tutees, whether children or adults, are capable people deserving of 
respect: Treat them as such.

◆ Listen to what your tutees want to learn, what they care about, and 
how they learn best. Th ey can teach you how to teach them.

◆ Don’t worry about mistakes—they provide the best opportunities 
for teaching and learning. Apologize, reteach, and move on.

◆ Recognize diff erences between you and your tutee, a vital step to 
building a tutoring relationship.

◆ Recognize the commonalties you share with your tutee—they are 
also a vital part of the tutoring relationship.

◆ Be supportive of tutees’ eff orts as well as of their accomplishments.
◆ Be hopeful. Be optimistic about your students’ abilities to improve 

and your own abilities to teach.
◆ Make learning active, fun, visual, and hands-on.
◆ Do not use bribes or gift s to motivate your tutees.
◆ Be willing to share your experiences when you think it is 

appropriate.
◆ Don’t make empty promises.
◆ Show up and be on time: Your tutee depends on you.
◆ Be open-minded.
◆ Challenge your students. Most of us need encouragement to work 

hard enough to reach our potential.
◆ Challenge yourself. Tutoring will push you in new directions. Don’t 

be afraid to say, to do, or to try something that seems diffi  cult.
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◆ Be empathetic toward your students and their experiences.
◆ Be observant and pay attention to what your tutees enjoy and how 

they learn.
◆ Incorporate tutees’ interests into your activities and assignments.
◆ Be creative.
◆ Be forgiving of your tutees and of yourself.
◆ Set educated goals and strive for them.
◆ Involve the other adults in your students’ lives. You will make more 

progress as a team.
◆ Don’t rely on labels to tell you about your students. All students are 

more than the labels we assign them. Talk, listen, and observe to 
learn who your students are.

◆ Judge slowly, carefully, and generously. You do not know everything 
about a student, parent, or teacher. Try to understand before you 
judge.

◆ Remember that your students have much to teach you.



To the Reader

W E HOPE that you have found this manual useful and that 
you enjoy your own tutoring relationship. If you are looking 
for more “fl y-on-the-wall” experiences, Brady Matoian (one 

of the tutors whose fi eld notes informed this book) has prepared a video 
on the tutoring process. Th is twelve-minute video is available for $9.95 
(including shipping and handling) from Professor J. Rabow, 10350 Santa 
Monica Boulevard, Suite 310, Los Angeles, CA 90025 (California resi-
dents must add sales tax of 8.25 percent, for $10.77 total).

Th ank you.





Bibliography

Ashton-Warner, Sylvia. 1963. Teacher. New York: Simon and Schuster.
Becker, Howard. 1963. Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance. New 

York: Free Press.
Becker, Howard, Blanche Geer, and Everett C. Hughes. 1968. Making the Grade: 

Th e Academic Side of College. New York: Wiley.
Codell, Esmé Raji. 2001. Educating Esmé: Diary of a Teacher’s First Year. Chapel 

Hill, NC: Algonquin Books.
———. 2003. How to Get Your Child to Love Reading: For Ravenous and Reluc-

tant Readers Alike. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books.
Cohn, Peter A., James A. Kulick, and Chen-Lin Kulick. 1982. “Educational 

Outcomes of Tutoring: A Meta-analysis of Findings.” American Educa-
tional Research Journal 19, no. 2: 237–248.

Coles, Robert. 1993. Th e Call of Service. Boston: Houghton Miffl  in.
Conley, Terri D., Joshua L. Rabinowitz, and Jerome Rabow. 2010. “Gordon 

Gekkos, Frat Boys and Nice Guys: Th e Content, Dimensions, and Struc-
tural Determinants of Multiple Ethnic Minority Groups’ Stereotypes about 
White Men.” Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy 10, no. 1: 69–96.

Delpit, Lisa. 1995. Other People’s Children. New York: New Press.
Dennison, George. 1969. Th e Lives of Children. New York: Random House.
Emerson, Robert M., Rachel I. Fretz, and Linda L. Shaw. 1995. Writing Ethno-

graphic Field Notes. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Esquith, Rafe. 2007. Teach Like Your Hair’s on Fire: Th e Methods and Madness 

inside Room 56. New York: Viking Penguin.
Freire, Paulo. 1989. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum.
Goodlad, John. 1984. A Place Called School. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Green, Ann E. 2001. “But You Aren’t White: Racial Perceptions and Service-

Learning.” Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 8, no. 1: 18–26.



212 Î Bibliography

Hayden, Torey. 1980. One Child. New York: Avon.
———. 1981. Somebody Else’s Kids. New York: Avon.
———. 1988. Just Another Kid. New York: Avon.
———. 2003. Beautiful Child. New York: Avon.
Heath, Shirley Brice. 1982. “Questioning at Home and in School: A Compara-

tive Study.” In Doing the Ethnography of Schooling, ed. George Spindler, 
102–131. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland.

———. 1983. Ways with Words. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Herman, Rebecca, and Sam Stringfield. 1997. Ten Promising Programs for 

Educating All Children: Evidence of Impact. Arlington, VA: Educational 
Resource Service.

Howard, Gary R. 2006. We Can’t Teach What We Don’t Know: White Teachers, 
Multiracial Schools. 2nd ed. New York: Teachers’ College Press.

Kohl, Herbert. 1967. 36 Children. New York: Plume.
Kohn, Alfi e. 1993. Punished by Rewards: Th e Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive 

Plans, A’s, Praise, and Other Bribes. Boston: Houghton Miffl  in.
Kozol, Jonathan. 1968. Death at an Early Age: Th e Destruction of Hearts and 

Minds of Negro Children in the Boston Public Schools. New York: Bantam.
———. 1991. Savage Inequalities: Children in American Schools. New York: 

Crown.
———. 2005. Shame of a Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in 

America. New York: Th ree Rivers Press.
Langer, Ellen. 1998. Th e Power of Mindful Learning. Cambridge, MA: Perseus 

Books.
Lareau, Annette. 1989. Home Advantage: Social Class and Parental Intervention 

in Elementary Education. London, UK: Falmer.
Lewis, Catherine. 1995. Educating Hearts and Minds: Refl ections on Japanese 

Preschool and Elementary Education. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Miller, Alice. 1997. Th e Drama of the Gift ed Child: Th e Search for the True Self. 
New York: Basic Books.

Milman, Noriko, and Jerome Rabow. 2006. “Identifying with the Role of ‘Other’: 
‘Th e Pink Triangle Experiment’ Revisited.” Qualitative Sociology Review 2, 
no. 2: 61–74.

Natriello, Gary, Edward L. McDill, and Aaron M. Pallas. 1990. Schooling Disad-
vantaged Children: Racing against Catastrophe. New York: Teachers College 
Press, Columbia University.

Nieto, Sonia. 1996. Affi  rming Diversity. White Plains, NY: Longman.
Obama, Barack. 2006. Th e Audacity of Hope: Th oughts on Reclaiming the Ameri-

can Dream. New York: Crown Publishers.
Paley, Vivian. 1993. You Can’t Say You Can’t Play. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-

versity Press.



Bibliography D 213

Rabow, Jerome, Hee-Jin Choi, and Darcy Purdy. 1998. “Th e GPA Perspective: 
Infl uences, Signifi cance, and Sacrifi ces of Students.” Youth and Society 29, 
no. 4: 451–470.

Rabow, Jerome, and Laura Saunders. 1992.  “Th e Legacy of Jonathan Kozol.” 
Educational Policy 6, no. 3: 335–345.

Rabow, Jerome, Jill M. Stein, and Terri D. Conley. 1999. “Teaching Social Jus-
tice and Encountering Society: Th e Pink Triangle Experiment.” Youth and 
Society 30, no. 4: 483–514.

Rabow, Jerome, and Pauline Yeghnazar. 2009. “Transformative Teaching in the 
University: Uncovering and Confronting Racism, Sexism and Homopho-
bia.” In Teaching Race and Ethnicity in Higher Education: Perspectives from 
North America. Birmingham, UK: Th e Center for the Study of Sociology, 
Anthropology, and Politics—Th e Higher Education Academy Network, 
University of Birmingham.

Rist, Ray. 1971. “Student Social Class and Teacher Expectation: Th e Self-Fulfi lling 
Prophecy in Ghetto Education.” In Challenging the Myths: Th e Schools, the 
Blacks, and the Poor, ed. Susan Stodolsky, 411–451. Reprint series no. 5. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard Educational Review.

Robischon, Th omas G., Jerome Rabow, and Janet Schmidt. 1975. Cracks in the 
Classroom Wall. Pacifi c Palisades, CA: Goodyear.

Roemer, Joan. 1992. “Stars and Bribes Forever.” Parenting 58 (October): 61.
Rose, Mike. 1995. Possible Lives. New York: Houghton Miffl  in.
Rosenhan, David L. 1973. “On Being Sane in Insane Places.” Science 179 (Janu-

ary): 250–258.
Rosenthal, Robert, and Lenore Jacobson. 1968. Pygmalion in the Classroom: 

Teacher Expectation and Pupils’ Intellectual Development. New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston.

Scheff , Th omas J. 1984. Being Mentally Ill. Rev. ed. Chicago: Aldine.
Smith, Dorothy. 1978. “K Is Mentally Ill: Th e Anatomy of a Factual Account.” 

Sociology 12 (January): 23–53.
Snow, Catherine E., Wendy S. Barnes, Jean Chandler, Irene F. Goodman, and 

Lowry Hemphill. 1991. Unfulfi lled Expectation: Home and School Infl u-
ences on Literacy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Tatum, Beverly. 2003. “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafe-
teria?” A Psychologist Explains the Development of Racial Identity. New 
York: Basic Books.

Wolfi nger, Nicholas H., Jerome Rabow, and Michael D. Newcomb. 1999. “Th e 
Diff erent Voices of Helping: Gender Diff erences in Recounting Dilemmas.” 
Gender Issues 17, no. 3: 70–86.

Zemelman, Steven, Harvey Daniels, and Arthur Hyde. 1995. Best Practices: New 
Standards for Teaching and Learning in America’s Schools. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heineman.





TIFFANI CHIN is the Executive Director of EdBoost, a nonprofi t 
that includes a learning center serving K–12 students in Los Angeles. 
She is the author of School Sense: How to Help Your Child Succeed in 
Elementary School, and she has been tutoring for twenty years.

JEROME RABOW, the recipient of numerous distinguished teaching 
awards, is Professor Emeritus of Sociology at the University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles, and a Lecturer at California State University, 
Northridge. He is the author of Voices of Pain and Voices of Hope: 
Students Speak about Racism. Rabow is the Director and Co-founder 
of CCODE (Center for the Celebration of Diversity Education).

JEIMEE ESTRADA is a K–12 Education Policy Analyst with the Cali-
fornia Legislative Analyst’s Offi  ce and a Master of Public Policy grad-
uate from the University of Southern California.


	Contents
	Preface to the Second Edition and Acknowledgments
	Preface to the First Edition and Acknowledgments
	Introduction
	1. Attitudes, Anxieties, and Expectations
	Normal Fears and Anxieties
	Will the Students Like Me?
	Will I Like My Students?
	Will I Be Able to Fit in with and Understand Kids Who Are Different?
	Will I Be Able to Teach the Students?
	Will I Succeed?

	Acceptance
	Attitudes
	Giving Up Expectations
	Displaying Enthusiasm and Interest
	Feeling Empathy

	Practices
	Practicing Patience
	Being Observant and Asking Questions
	Interacting as Equals

	Setting Boundaries and Goals
	Setting Boundaries
	Setting Goals


	Recommended Reading
	Resources

	2. Building Relationships
	Making Connections
	Responding to a Request for Help
	Picking Up on an Interest
	Avoiding Gifts and Bribes

	Building Trust
	Overcoming Past Experiences
	Showing Respect
	Establishing Reciprocity
	A Few Practical Concerns

	Motivating Students to Work
	Applying Tutee Interests
	Providing Companionship
	Bargaining on the Relationship
	Educated Expectations

	Going beyond Academics
	Establishing Boundaries
	Dealing with Jealousy
	Preventing Overdependence

	Recommended Reading

	3. Teaching Techniques
	Getting Students Interested and Involved
	Drawing on Student Interests
	Making Work Visual and Hands-On
	Encouraging Friendly Competition

	Easing Student Fears
	Showing Support
	Breaking Assignments into Manageable Steps
	Tying in Familiar Concepts

	Letting the Student Lead
	Listening to Students
	Looking at What Is Not Working
	Adjusting as You Go

	Challenging Students
	Recognizing Student Ploys
	Recommended Reading

	4. Race, Gender, Class, and Background Differences
	Anticipating Differences before the Relationship Begins
	Quieting Pre-site Fears
	Evaluating First Impressions
	Adjusting to Organizational Set-Ups

	Riding the Roller-Coaster Relationship
	Allowing for the Student’s Attitude
	Putting Your Foot in Your Mouth
	Coping with Situations You Have No Idea How to Deal With

	Overcoming Differences
	Fitting in and Being as “Same” as Possible
	Maximizing Acceptance and Embracing Your Difference
	Opening a Conversation

	Recommended Reading

	5. Other Adults: Parents, Teachers, and Administrators
	Attitudes and Involvement of the Other Adults
	Involvement with the Tutors
	General Interest and Involvement in the Students’ Lives
	Discouragement and Lack of Involvement
	Assignments and Activities
	Labeling

	What Can I Do as a Tutor?
	Forming Relationships with the Other Adults
	Try Not to Rely on Labels

	Recommended Reading

	6. Good-Byes: Ending the Tutoring Relationship
	Difficulties in Saying Good-Bye
	Harmful Ways of Saying Good-Bye
	Not Saying Good-Bye
	Making Empty Promises

	How to Say Good-Bye: The Clean-Break Principle
	Gifts
	Talking about the Experience
	Learning Experiences
	Recommended Reading

	Twenty-five Final Pointers for Tutors
	To the Reader
	Bibliography



