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Well, How Do You Feel About That Semicolon?

Striking a Balance Between Instruction and Discovery as a Tutor and Teacher

Mark Smeltzer

Abstract

The paper explores the relationship between experiences with teaching and tutoring in the
English Department at Utah State University. It examines observations of a first-year
graduate instructor; it also draws conclusions on how to navigate the different
environments of the USU Writing Center and the 1010 classroom, incorporating
strategies and lessons from both.
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Having never tutored or taught before, I could not imagine at the beginning of the
semester how | might draw from one experience to inform the other. However, I quickly realized
after just a few weeks how the differences and similarities in these two approaches offer new
learning opportunities, both for the students and for myself as an instructor. On its face, it seems
quaint for a first-year grad student, who has taught and tutored all of two months, to share his
experience with any presumption of authority. Instead, | offer the experience of genuine and
immense growth I have achieved these past months as an English instructor and tutor. For me,
there was nowhere to go but up, so the learning curve, but also the potential, was great. |
believed that | had no previous experience to rely on except my intuition as a student. But as
tutoring sessions progressed, | realized that many of the discussions | was having with students
were ones | have had numerous times with my peers and professors in other settings within the
English department. | could then combine the confidence that instilled in me with what | have
learned from observations to grow as a tutor as well as an instructor.

| have never considered myself particularly personable, or at least, not outgoing in the
way | imagine teachers and tutors. So, when | observed other tutors, I felt envious of how
smoothly and warmly they introduced themselves to students coming in for writing help, as well
as how clearly they explained the procedures of the Writing Center. It quickly became obvious to
me that there is no way of knowing what is happening in the minds of tutors; for all | know, they
are just as introverted and withdrawn as | am. What is truly admirable is how tutors are able to
step into their role and let go of any insecurities and apprehensions for the sake of the student.
One by one, | have observed sessions that were friendly, inviting, and always had that x-factor
that is needed when working with others, especially given the unavoidable power dynamic that

comes with the territory. After all, many students are required to make the trek out to the Writing



Center; they’re not always sure why they’re there, or they know they need help but aren’t sure
where to start. They often come in believing that we have something that they need, like some
glowing relic that will fit perfectly in their essay. | know | am not the only tutor who senses this
level of pressure and responsibility. However, the best sessions | have had involved the
immediate diffusion of that imbalance. We are having a conversation, human to human, and all |
can do is offer an educated opinion, or even better, help them to discover solutions on their own.
| can even help them consider the consequences of the different formal choices they make in
their writing, no matter what they decide.

The most common method to help students help themselves is to ask them the right
questions rather than giving them the “right” answers (and giving up on the notion of there being
one answer in many cases). The question-based approach that is so prevalent in the Writing
Center was foreign to me. Like many people, I am impatient and would much rather have an
answer be given to me whenever possible. | would also prefer to merely give the answer if |
knew it. If someone has a question and | have an answer, why be coy? Why play hard-to-get with
the truth? How many times can you reply to a question with, “Well, what do you think about
that?”” What I have learned, however, is that it really is OK to provide answers when the
opportunity arises. There is one important caveat to that, however: opportunities like that are few
and far between. | never realized how sharp tutors need to be in responding to unique problems
on a daily basis. How they do this without knowing every answer to everything is by developing
a toolkit adapted to patterns they recognize in students’ work. It is true that no two students will
come to you with the exact same concern, but they are often very similar. For example, I helped
one student connect elements of a braided essay, while another was concerned about

transitioning between arguments in a persuasive essay. Both are organizational issues, so upon



recognizing this commonality | can begin to categorize the issue at hand, and at the very least
narrow down the solutions | offer the student.

What if [ don’t know have a solution for them? What if I still don’t know what to tell
them? To my great relief, | learned through observations that it is not my job to have answer for
everything. While this can be frustrating for students and tutors alike, we need to understand that
this is also the sweetest deliverance. Not having a direct answer to a student’s question is
umavoidable. When that happens, there are two options. First, we could speak with feigned
confidence and give them answers that work to get the student from point-A to point-B. Or, we
can demonstrate to students the process of recognizing an opportunity and discovering an
answer. To watch this process in action has been the most rewarding part of tutoring for me.
Throughout my observations, | saw time and again how tutors discover with the students that
come in. No matter where they are in the writing process, or how frustrated they are, if they are
open to discussing their writing, they will always leave with something new to work with. The
great strength of all the tutors | observed was in their ability to actively listen to their concerns
and ask questions that challenged students to reach their own conclusions. The way | see it, this
method helps students understand that no one will understand what they want from their writing
more than they do. It also reminds them that ultimately they must take responsibility for what is
on the page.

Of course there is always time for plain instruction. If a student is struggling with
punctuation, it might not be the time for things like, “But what do you think about semicolons?”
Part of the job is also knowing when to step in. Deciding when to step in and when to simply
guide the student is not a matter of our skills and knowledge in a given area; it’s a matter of what

is best for the student. Questions about citation are my Achilles’ heel. While I enjoy the act of



helping students with their writing, no matter what that entails, my creative writing background
leads me to bristle at the mention of sources and bibliographies and other nuisances of the craft.
The value and ethical importance of citation is, however, indispensable. So when a student
comes in for help citing their sources, | turn to resources like Purdue OWL, and I do so without
any embarrassment. | want to demonstrate to students that knowing where to go for help is far
more efficient (and far less aggravating) that trying to memorize an implausible number of rules
and standards that are likely to change in the near future anyway. On a broader level, it is also
important to show students the strength in admitting one’s own ignorance. It would be a severe
disservice for me to pretend | knew the answer and misinform them, because | was too afraid of
looking foolish.

I cannot help but notice how much tutoring and teaching has required me to simply re-
learn what | intuitively valued as a student. For example, | would know when | needed straight
answers from an instructor and when | just wanted some guidance while still maintaining
personal freedom in my work. That balance must be practiced now that I sit on the other side of
the desk. For example, the importance of one-on-one conferences, which at first I did not
understand, is now becoming clearer and clearer. | can use these meetings to better understand
the needs of each student and help them with projects in a low-pressure environment. The
practice tutoring provides is a valuable tool in cultivating those individual relationships students

will benefit from both in my class and in the future.



Writing Center Analysis Draft 2

Having never tutored or taught before, I could not imagine at the beginning of the
semester how | might draw from one experience to inform the other. However, I quickly realized
after just a few weeks how the differences and similarities in these two approaches offer new
learning opportunities both for the students and for myself as an instructor. On its face it seems
quaint for a first-year grad student, who has taught and tutored all of two months, to share his
experience with any presumption of authority. Instead, | offer the experience of genuine and
immense growth I have achieved these past months as an English instructor and tutor. For me,
there was nowhere to go but up, so the learning curve, but also the potential, was great. |
believed that | had no previous experience to rely on except my intuition as a student. But as
tutoring sessions progressed, | realize that many of the discussions | was having with students
were ones | have had numerous times with my peers and professors in other settings within the
English department. | could then combine the confidence that instilled with what | have learned
from observations to grow as a tutor as well as an instructor.

| have never considered myself particularly personable, or at least, not outgoing in the
way | imagine teachers and tutors. So, when | observed other tutors, | felt envious of how
smoothly and warmly they introduced themselves to students coming in for writing help, as well
as how clearly they explained the procedures of the Writing Center. It quickly became obvious to
me that there is no way of knowing what is happening in the minds of tutors; for all | know, they
are just as introverted or withdrawn as | am. What is truly admirable is how tutors are able to
step into their role and let go of any insecurities and apprehensions for the sake of the student.
One by one, | have observed sessions that were friendly, inviting, and always had that x-factor

that is needed when working with others, especially given the unavoidable power dynamic that



comes with the territory. After all, many students are required to make the trek out to the Writing
Center, they’re not always sure why they’re there, or they know they need help but aren’t sure
where to start. They often come in believing that we have something that they need, like some
glowing relic that will fit perfectly into the hole in their essay. I know | am not the only tutor
who senses this level of pressure and responsibility. However, the best sessions | have had
involved the immediate diffusion of that imbalance. We are having a conversation, human to
human, and all I can do is offer an educated opinion, or even better help them to discover
solutions on their own.

The most common method to help students help themselves is to ask them the right
questions rather than giving them the “right” answers (and giving up on the notion of there being
one answer in most cases). The question-based approach that is so prevalent in the Writing
Center was foreign to me. Like many people, | am impatient and would much rather have an
answer be given to me whenever possible. | would also prefer to merely give the answer if |
knew it. If someone has a question and | have an answer, why be coy? Why play hard-to-get with
the truth? How many times can you reply to a question with, “Well, what do you think about
that?”” What I have learned, however, is that it really is OK to provide answers when the
opportunity arises. There is one important caveat to that, however: opportunities like that are few
and far between. | never realized how sharp tutors need to be in responding to unique problems
on a daily basis. How they do this without knowing every answer to everything is by developing
a toolkit adapted to patterns they recognize in students’ work. It is true that no two students will
come to you with the exact same concern, but they are often very similar. For example, I helped
one student connect elements of a braided essay, while another was concerned about

transitioning between arguments in a persuasive essay. Both are organizational issues, so upon



recognizing this commonality | can begin to categorize the issue at hand, and at the very least
narrow down the solutions I can offer the student.

What if I don’t know have a solution for them? What if I still don’t know what to tell
them? To my great relief, | learned through observations that it is not my job to have answer for
everything. While this can be frustrating for students and tutors alike, we need to understand that
this is also the sweetest deliverance. Not having a direct answer to a student’s question is a daily
occurrence. When that happens, there are two options. First, we could speak with feigned
confidence and give them answers that work to get the student from point-A to point-B. Or, we
can demonstrate to students the process of recognizing an opportunity and discovering an
answer. To watch this process in action has been the most rewarding part of tutoring for me.
Throughout my observations, | saw time and again how tutors discover with the students that
come in. No matter where they are in the writing process, or how frustrated they are, if they are
open to discussing their writing, they will always leave with something new to work with. The
great strength of all the tutors | observed was in their ability to actively listen to their concerns
and ask questions that challenged students to reach their own conclusions. The way | see it, this
method helps students understand that no one will understand what they want from their writing
more than they do. It also reminds them that ultimately they must take responsibility for what is
on the page.

Of course there is always time for plain instruction. If a student is struggling with
punctuation, it might not be the time for things like, “But what do you think about semicolons?”
Part of the job is also knowing when to step in. Deciding when to step in and when to simply
guide the student is not a matter of our skills and knowledge in a given area; it’s a matter of what

is best for the student. Questions about citation are my Achilles’ heel. While I enjoy the act of



helping students with their writing, no matter what that entails, my creative writing background
leads me to bristle at the mention of sources and bibliographies and other nuisances of the craft.
The value and ethical importance of citation is, however, indispensable. So when a student
comes in for help citing their sources, | turn to resources like Purdue OWL, and I do so without
any embarrassment. | want to demonstrate to students that knowing where to go for help is far
more efficient (and far less aggravating) that trying to memorize an implausible number of rules
and standards that are likely to change in the near future anyway. On a broader level, it is also
important to show students the strength in admitting one’s own ignorance. It would be a severe
disservice for me to pretend | knew the answer and misinform them, because | was too afraid of
looking foolish.

Over all, the sense of community that the Writing Center exudes is something that
benefits every student and tutor who walks through those doors. Writing, as we are ever-
reminded, is a communal activity, whether we like it or not. I would hope that, when a student
sees me going to my resources for help, it increases their confidence rather than lessening their
confidence in me. As I have incorporated these lessons more into the classroom, | can see the
improvement in my rapport with my 1010 students. After an assignment or activity, | am more
than willing to get feedback from students about what went well and where the activity could be
improved. | also try to take time during activities to go around the room and really make sure
students understand what they’re being asked to do and how to get there. I want them to know
with the utmost transparency that I am not trying to trick them or purposely frustrate them. If
something is unclear to the class as a whole, | need to consider the very real possibility that |
made a mistake somewhere. During office hours, I use the same tools as when I’m tutoring, but

with the added advantage of knowing the expectations for the assignment. I give them more



questions than I do answers so that they can stay engaged and arrive at solutions that they can

give themselves credit for.
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Writing Center Analysis Draft 1

Having never tutored or taught before, I could not imagine at the beginning of the
semester how | might draw from one experience to inform the other. However, I quickly realized
after just a few weeks how the differences and similarities in these two approaches offer new
learning opportunities both for the students and for myself as an instructor. On its face it seems
quaint for a first-year grad student, who has taught and tutored all of two months, to share his
experience with any presumption of authority. Instead, | offer the experience of genuine and
immense growth I have achieved these past months as an English instructor and tutor. For me,
there was nowhere to go but up, so the learning curve, but also the potential, was great. |
believed that | had no previous experience to rely on except my intuition as a student. But as
tutoring sessions progressed, | realize that many of the discussions | was having with students
were ones | have had numerous times with my peers and professors in other settings within the
English department. | could then combine the confidence that instilled with what | have learned
from observations to grow as a tutor as well as an instructor.

| have never considered myself particularly personable, or at least, not outgoing in the
way | imagine teachers and tutors. So, when | observed other tutors, | felt envious of how
smoothly and warmly they introduced themselves to students coming in for writing help, as well
as how clearly they explained the procedures of the Writing Center. It quickly became obvious to
me that there is no way of knowing what is happening in the minds of tutors; for all | know, they
are just as introverted or withdrawn as | am. What is truly admirable is how tutors are able to
step into their role and let go of any insecurities and apprehensions for the sake of the student.
One by one, | have observed sessions that were friendly, inviting, and always had that x-factor

that is needed when working with others, especially given the unavoidable power dynamic that
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comes with the territory. After all, many students are required to make the trek out to the Writing
Center, they’re not always sure why they’re there, or they know they need help but aren’t sure
where to start. They often come in believing that we have something that they need, like some
glowing relic that will fit perfectly into the hole in their essay. I know | am not the only tutor
who senses this level of pressure and responsibility. However, the best sessions | have had
involved the immediate diffusion of that imbalance. We are having a conversation, human to
human, and all I can do is offer an educated opinion, or even better help them to discover
solutions on their own.

Of course there is always time for plain instruction. If a student is struggling with
punctuation, it might not be the time for things like, “But what do you think about semicolons?”
Part of the job is also knowing when to step in. Deciding when to step in and when to simply
guide the student is not a matter of our skills and knowledge in a given area; it’s a matter of what
is best for the student. Questions about citation are my Achilles’ heel. While I enjoy the act of
helping students with their writing, no matter what that entails, my creative writing background
leads me to bristle at the mention of sources and bibliographies and other nuisances of the craft.
The value and ethical importance of citation is, however, indispensable. So when a student
comes in for help citing their sources, | turn to resources like Purdue OWL, and I do so without
any embarrassment. | want to demonstrate to students that knowing where to go for help is far
more efficient (and far less aggravating) that trying to memorize an implausible number of rules
and standards that are likely to change in the near future anyway. On a broader level, it is also
important to show students the strength in admitting one’s own ignorance. It would be a severe
disservice for me to pretend | knew the answer and misinform them, because | was too afraid of

looking foolish.
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What if [ don’t know have a solution for them? What if I still don’t know what to tell
them? To my great relief, | learned through observations that it is not my job to have answer for
everything. While this can be frustrating for students and tutors alike, we need to understand that
this is also the sweetest deliverance. Not having a direct answer to a student’s question is a daily
occurrence. When that happens, there are two options. First, we could speak with feigned
confidence and give them answers that work to get the student from point-A to point-B. Or, we
can demonstrate to students the process of recognizing an opportunity and discovering an
answer. To watch this process in action has been the most rewarding part of tutoring for me.
Throughout my observations, | saw time and again how tutors discover with the students that
come in. No matter where they are in the writing process, or how frustrated they are, if they are
open to discussing their writing, they will always leave with something new to work with. The
great strength of all the tutors | observed was in their ability to actively listen to their concerns
and ask questions that challenged students to reach their own conclusions. The way | see it, this
method helps students understand that no one will understand what they want from their writing
more than they do. It also reminds them that ultimately they must take responsibility for what is
on the page.

Over all, the sense of community that the Writing Center exudes is something that
benefits every student and tutor who walks through those doors. Writing, as we are ever-
reminded, is a communal activity, whether we like it or not. | would hope that, when a student
sees me going to my resources for help, it increases their confidence rather than lessening their
confidence in me. As | have incorporated these lessons more into the classroom, | can see the

improvement in my rapport with my 1010 students. After an assignment or activity, | am more
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than willing to get feedback from students about what went well and where the activity could be
improved. | also try to take time during activities to go around the room and really make sure
students understand what they’re being asked to do and how to get there. | want them to know
with the utmost transparency that I am not trying to trick them or purposely frustrate them. If
something is unclear to the class as a whole, | need to consider the very real possibility that I
made a mistake somewhere. During office hours, I use the same tools as when I’m tutoring, but
with the added advantage of knowing the expectations for the assignment. I give them more
questions than I do answers so that they can stay engaged and arrive at solutions that they can

give themselves credit for.
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