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The Success of 
Vulnerability 
TRULEE ANN STOCKING  
Tutoring Center Coordinator

At the beginning of each semester, I ask my tutors to 
remember two things. First, I remind them that though 
they were hired to be accounting / chemistry / biology 
/ psychology tutors, they are really tutoring people. The 
second reminder is to be kind: “These students are 
vulnerable,” I remind them. “Seeking out tutoring is 
something completely new and foreign to many of them. 
They are scared when they come here the first time because 
they don’t know what to expect. Be kind.”

It’s important to remember that we tutor people because 
in 2017, the eight learning centers which make up the 
Academic Support Department logged over 187,000 visits. 
Those visits came from over 16,000 on-campus students. 
The Tutoring Center alone accounted for 79,000 (42%) of 
those 187,000 visits. Over 200 students work as course-
specific tutors each semester, helping students in over 200 
content-area, knowledge-based courses from all colleges 
across campus. Tutors must meet employment eligibility for 
the Tutoring Center, and receive a recommendation from 
a professor. Tutors also complete additional training on 

appropriate tutoring techniques and skills to help students 
learn for themselves and become academically mature.

Students who use the Tutoring Center are self-selecting: 
they choose to get extra help. Some students latch onto the 
idea of getting a tutor without any trouble. Most students, 
though, have to get to a point where the only way forward 
is to admit they need help. This puts many students in a 
terrifying, vulnerable position. In her book, Daring Greatly, 
Brene Brown, Ph.D and LMSW, defines vulnerability as 
uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure. Many students 
who come to the Tutoring Center have never needed 
a tutor before; they have managed to be academically 
successful without seeking outside help. However, at some 
point, many of the students who use the Tutoring Center 
decide that the risk of failure is greater than the risk of 
being seen as vulnerable and the discomfort that comes 
with being vulnerable. As Cameron, a physics tutor stated, 

“Vulnerability is when someone is about ready to break 
with a subject and continues anyway.” In the Tutoring 
Center, we do our best to take them from that breaking 
point and help them find success.

We start by making sure our tutors know the BYU-
Idaho Learning Model. Then we embrace the idea of both 
students and tutors being vulnerable. We want the students 
to face their uncertainty, to be willing to take risks, and be 
open to emotional exposure — all the things that make us 
vulnerable. This is what opens them up to learning.

Prepare
We recognize that students new to the Tutoring Center 

will be vulnerable, but we don’t view their vulnerability as 
shameful. We celebrate their vulnerability as growth.  
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These students are ready to learn 
and they are willing to accept the 
help they need to be successful. 
One of the first things we do in the 
Tutoring Center is make a student 
feel comfortable. London, a tutor 
for several Foundations classes, 
says, “A smile, get-to-know-you questions, and patience 
go much farther than I ever could have imagined.” Our 
first job is to remember that we are tutoring people. Our 
second job is to be kind. Once a student meets with a tutor, 
the tutor can help the student understand what to do to 
prepare for tutoring. 

Students are expected to prepare for tutoring by going 
to class, taking notes, and reading from the assigned text. 
At the same time, the tutors prepare for tutoring sessions 
by making sure they study the material beforehand. The 
tutor already successfully completed the course, but that 
doesn’t mean the material is fresh in their brains. As one 
biology tutor, Brianne, stated, “Every time I start a new 
semester, when a new group comes in, it is nerve-wracking  
because I never know what questions they are going to 
come up with. It puts me in a vulnerable position.” The 
tutor’s knowledge is tested, even when he or she has tried 
to prepare for a tutoring appointment. Tutors have to  
learn to become comfortable with saying, “I don’t know, 
but I will find out.” They become okay with not knowing 
all the answers. 

Teach One Another
Just as in class, when a student and a tutor have both 

prepared for a tutoring session, they have a greater 

capacity “to contribute to and share responsibility for their 
learning in a collaborative setting.” As much as a student 
feels vulnerable in coming to the Tutoring Center, the 
tutor feels just as vulnerable in their ability to help and 
answer questions. Using the Learning Model to facilitate 
the session helps both tutor and student lessen their 
vulnerability. The Learning Model Overview teaches that 
the core principles guiding Teach One Another include: 

• Students learn more when they teach

• Teaching allows students to act

• Action invites the Holy Ghost to teach

Tutors face vulnerability as they prepare to teach, but 
as Brianne stated, “I think that vulnerability from the 
tutors’ standpoint is important because it motivates us to 
work to understand the materials our students bring us.” 
Tutors learn more about the subjects they are tutoring as 
they prepare to help students understand those subjects. 
Many times at the end of the semester, new tutors will 
come to me and say, “I thought I had a really good grasp 
of the content in the class. However, tutoring this semester 
taught me just how much I didn’t know.” In teaching their 
peers, tutors are faced with their lack of knowledge and 
find strength in being able to say, “I don’t know, but I will 
find out.” Lindsay, a biology tutor, admits that “there is a 
pressure that as the tutor I should know everything, but 
vulnerability helps me to be humble and rely on the Lord. 
There have been so many times when the Spirit has brought 
things to my remembrance and taught me how I need to 
teach things.” By teaching their peers, tutors learn how to 
rely on the Holy Ghost to help them teach other students 
the concepts and principles the tutors have already learned.

Ponder and Prove

In pondering and proving, students should seek 
additional learning opportunities and go beyond what 

We want the students to face their 
uncertainty, to be willing to take risks, 
and be open to emotional exposure.
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is required. By far, one of the greatest strengths of the 
Tutoring Center is the place it provides for students 
to ponder and prove. This is where students become 
comfortable sharing with tutors what they think they 
know about a subject, place where students are willing to 
be vulnerable — open to the uncertainty that the student 
may not know it well or even correctly. Emily, a biology 
tutor, attributes vulnerability to the success of a tutoring 
appointment. As a student taking a difficult physics class, 
Emily sought tutoring and in doing so, felt vulnerable. 
However, she says that “this vulnerability helped me to 
examine myself and my needs as a student so that I could 
then approach the tutoring session knowing what I needed 
help with to be successful.” Emily reflected on what she 
knew and then went to tutoring to prove her knowledge 
and was open to learning what she did not know. 

Tutors and students sit side-by-side in the Tutoring 
Center. Students ask questions or seek clarification of 
concepts while tutors sit next to them and guide their 
learning. Many tutoring sessions end with the student 
teaching back to the tutor what the student learned in the 
session. In larger groups, one student will teach back while 
other students help fill in the gaps as the tutor guides them. 

Needing tutoring is nothing to be ashamed of, and 
accepting our vulnerability moves us forward in our 
learning. As students accept their vulnerability and seek 
help, and tutors accept their vulnerability and work hard 

to help students, they are moving forward and growing in 
their knowledge and in their ability to seek help as they 
need it. The scriptures teach us that “God hath not given us 
the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound 
mind” (2 Timothy 1:7). When students overcome their fear 
of seeking help, accept their vulnerabilities, they seek the 
power of God to help them learn and understand and find 
academic success. 

In both his Inaugural Response and his fall 2017 opening 
devotional, President Henry J. Eyring discussed the 
services available to students of this university, highlighting 
the Academic Support Centers as avenues of help for 
students at BYU-Idaho. The goal of the Tutoring Center, 
of all the learning centers in Academic Support, is to help 
students achieve their academic goals. This free service 
helps students to embrace what they don’t know, and feel 
confident in knowing how and where to find the answers. 
The culture of vulnerability that exists in the Tutoring 
Center leads to success. Both students and tutors recognize 
they each have vulnerabilities and together, they work 
to accomplish the goals of the Learning Model where 
students successfully teach one another and find lasting 
insights through the time set aside to ponder and prove.  t
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