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Be a Great Tutor
Friendly, expert advice on tutoring all ages.
By Erin Quinn O’Briant, MFA
Editor of www.Tutoring-Expert.com
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Chapter 1: Introduction

A Word from the Author
Tutors, this book was written for you. When I began tutoring, I wished for a
practical, easy-to-use resource with tips and advice on tutoring different ages and
different subjects. My friend Christopher Balme did, too, and he graciously allowed
me to share his wisdom, stories, and experience in this book. I am extraordinarily
grateful for his many contributions--and as you read this book, you will be, too! Be
a Great Tutor is packed with ideas from the thousands of tutoring sessions we've
done, covering everything from teaching multiplication to working with adults who

Be a Great Tutor!

Erin Quinn O’Briant, MFA

!

2

are returning to school. Nearly every page has a tip or trick you can use. And
throughout the book, you'll find a few main themes: how to support your student
with unconditional trust, build bridges between their strengths and challenges, and
help them not only excel academically but feel confident in themselves as learners.
Our experience, and the findings of several academic studies[1], have shown that
tutoring is one of the most effective — perhaps the most effective — approach to
helping a student learn, from reading to calculus. For all the teachers, parents,
professional tutors and helpful friends out there, here's to your success as a tutor!

Our Success Stories
Over time, a good tutor can have an enormous positive effect on a student,
and this book is here to provide the practical tips you need to be an effective, even
life-changing, tutor. Of course, we've had our share of tutoring frustrations — and
you'll hear about some of those. But we've offered our success stories throughout
(in boldface font) to help inspire your tutoring practice. We'd love to hear your
stories, too. Just visit www.Tutoring-Expert.com/success-stories.html to share
tutoring success stories online (and grow your online presence, too).
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TUTORING SUCCESS
STORY: MATH

Chris was tutoring a 4th-grade girl, Rebecca, who
despised multiplication tables. Months ago her class had mastered them and
moved on. But every time the chart came up, Rebecca felt overwhelmed
and anxious. Her parents were worried; they had never seen her struggle
like this before. Chris asked her what she felt when she first saw a
multiplication table: "too many numbers!" she said. He suggested trying a
small piece a time: just one three by three section of the table. This time,
Rebecca didn't look nearly as worried. She looked at the table for a second,
and began filling in boxes here and there. Chunk by chunk, Chris and
Rebecca went through the whole ten by ten table, as Rebecca's confidence
grew. Two sessions later, she was almost ecstatic when it was time to return
to the whole table: she filled it in without difficulty. She had been
overwhelmed by the sheer number of questions on a full table, but with
some thoughtful and individualized tutoring, Rebecca mastered the
multiplication tables and happily moved along.
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Where We're Coming From
Where do all these stories and tips come from? From real life – Chris and Erin
have led thousands of tutoring sessions with dozens of students, from elementary
school to adult, in subjects ranging from reading to SAT test preparation to
organizational skills. Erin first worked as a tutor in high school, when she helped
out some fellow students with math. After graduating from Emory University, she
pursued her love of writing as a journalist and then went on to earn the top degree
in creative writing, an MFA. During graduate school, she began tutoring adults and
children one-on-one and discovered how powerful the individual attention of a
tutor could be for a struggling student. She eventually worked as a group tutor in
the Writing Success Project at City College of San Francisco, a ground-breaking
community college[2], where she led study groups and tutored individuals as part
of a successful student support program. Later, she supervised the tutors in that
program as the project's faculty Instructional Coordinator. Today, Erin teaches
writing and literature in the English department at CCSF.
Chris wrote and taught science curricula in Philadelphia, co-founded a
tutoring cooperative in San Francisco, and co-founded a rapidly growing middleschool youth program called Spark. His passion is to help students become
inspired, curious and confident learners. Over the years, Chris' practical, flexible
approach has helped hundreds of students find relevance in learning, build
motivation, and hone their academic skills.
We believe in the potential of every student, and in the potential of tutors to
transform learning. You do not need an advanced degree to help another person
learn. Of course, basic academic skills are important. But you can share your
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knowledge with a student in a way that makes her want to learn, and that will help
her succeed in school long after your sessions are over. We've assembled our best
practices in tutoring here to show parents, teachers, homework helpers–and, yes,
tutors!–how to inspire and motivate students of all ages. There are several ways you
can use this book: dip in from time to time to find the specific information you
need, read it through cover to cover for a general course on tutoring, or use the
materials we've assembled to enrich your sessions.

[1] U.S. Department of Education. (1997)."Evidence that Tutoring Works."Washington, DC: Office of the Deputy
!

Secretary, Planning and Evaluation Service, USDOE.
[2] Frerking, Beth. “Community College: For Achievers, a New Destination.”" New York Times 22 April 2007, 4A: 23.
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TUTORING SUCCESS
STORY: ENGLISH
Erin's student, Ellen, was a single mother who had failed English at a local community
college three times. She had barely attended middle and high school, and didn't believe
she would ever be able to read or write well. She had met many teachers who
discouraged her from continuing with school, but she kept trying, in part because she
wanted to set an example for her young daughter. During their first couple of sessions,
Erin noticed that Ellen picked up on new concepts fairly easily and had a true interest in
learning. Erin began working with her weekly, noticing and complimenting Ellen's
intelligence, curiosity, and drive. Then one day Ellen brought in a form–a sign-up sheet for
the California AIDS marathon. They began talking about activism, and Ellen revealed that
she was very concerned about the global AIDS crisis and about genocides in Africa.
Putting aside Ellen's usual English assignment, Erin asked, "What would you really like to
write about?" Ellen's eyes lit up. "I want to write to Congress about these things," she
said. "But I don't know how."!
Together, they logged onto the computer and found the names of Ellen's representatives
in Congress. During the next several weeks, Ellen wrote a series of passionate letters to
them and to business executives sharing her concerns. After Erin showed her how to
look up and request library books online, Ellen also began reading voraciously. Each
week, she would come in with a new book–on Rwanda, the Holocaust, AIDS, or
globalization–that she wanted to discuss. Her writing and reading skills improved
dramatically over the following months, as she discovered how her own interests could
relate to school.
Often, classroom teachers don't have time to find out about each student's personal
interests–but you do. Encouraging students and tailoring lessons to them can lead to
astonishing results.!
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Chapter 2: The Three
Fundamentals of Tutoring

Have you ever heard a teacher say, “If you don’t remember anything else I say,
at least remember this…”? Well, here it is. The section with the essence of this
whole book. Three techniques that build the foundation of a positive, productive,
and fun tutoring experience.
"
#1: Meet Students Where They Are

Students spend weeks and months studying details that someone else decided
they should study. What’s more, they often have to study them in one way only – by
sitting quietly at their desks and listening. How often are they asked, What are
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YOU interested in? How would YOU like to learn this material? These are
powerful questions. Just asking them and listening to the answers will provide you
with insight into the student’s situation, and will show the students that you are
interested in their feelings and opinions.
"
Meeting Students Where They Are means beginning a tutoring relationship
by discovering the student’s learning styles, goals, strengths, and challenges. Try
gathering these pieces of information. Ask out of genuine interest, and listen
carefully (maybe even take notes!):
"
1. What are your favorite and least favorite classes? Which subjects are easiest
and which are hardest? Is that because of the teacher or the subject? If it’s the
teacher, what about them makes them so good/bad, easy/hard?
The answers to these questions reveal students’ interests and how they
respond to different types of teaching. If they love one teacher because he or she
lets them write stories, that’s a helpful clue for your tutoring. If they hate math but
then it turns out that’s because of the teacher, then you’ve learned that there may
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be an opportunity to rebuild their interest in math. Look for patterns like these in
their responses.

2. What do you do to study material for a test? What works best for you?
Listen carefully to what students have already tried and what they feel has
worked and not worked. If they’ve tried something and not liked it – say, they once
had to make flash cards to learn vocabulary – you may be able to help them do
better with it, but keep in mind there may be some resistance to it from past
experience. Look for clues about the student’s organizational abilities (e.g., if they
say that taking notes doesn’t work because they always get lost). With this and the
first question, you can understand a student’s general learning style and adapt it for
tutoring accordingly.
"
3. What are your favorite hobbies? Sports? Art? Spending time with friends?
This question is an opportunity to not only discover the student’s strengths,
but to learn how to relate to that student. What matters to them? Is it sports, is it
spending time with friends?This knowledge will help you connect with them
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personally and will allow you to tailor activities and exercises to their strengths and
challenges. "

4. When you learn something new in school, do you do best by seeing it on the
board, by hearing the teacher say it, or by writing it down yourself?
This question offers more insight into the student’s learning style, and offers
clues about which of the multiple intelligences are strongest. For example, if a
student tells you she likes to learn by taking notes, she may take in information
especially well through language. A student who likes to see information in charts,
graphs, or photos, may excel in spatial intelligence. When you explain a new idea
to this student, try using a method that corresponds to his or her learning
strengths.
"
5. Do you like school in general? What do you think of doing after school –
what’s your dream job?
This question helps you connect with the student’s motivation, and reveals to
what extent the student is motivated externally (e.g., “I get good grades because
my parents make me,” or “my parents think I should be a doctor”) vs. internally (“I
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