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Bryan’s suggestions:
•TAs might feel personally attacked
•Helps TA remain calm under pressure
•Situations may be complex; defer to professor or support services
•Helps TAs prevent, detect, and manage conflict
•Effective classroom management comes with experience

•Balance TA responsibilities with student concerns/needs
•Small problems poorly handled can:

•Distract TA performance
•Cast dark cloud on semester
•Prevent effective student engagement and learning
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(This and the following sources of conflict are adapted by Bryan Grimwood, TA 
Mentor in Geography, from Edelman & Crain (1993) in Bloemhof & Zorn, 1999)

Misunderstanding: when communication lacks clarity (e.g. students don’t fully 
understand instructions)

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/tambako/3593686294/
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Dishonesty: when one is dishonest about how one feels or what one is going to do 
(e.g. students expect an assignment to be worth 15% and you decide not to count it 
at all)

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/chrisyjewell/3777610034/
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Negligence: When one fails to take reasonable steps to carry out what is needed to 
ensure good discussion (e.g. coming to class unprepared)-if you give your word, keep 
it

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/scottzuke/2371650422/
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Intention: When one knowingly or unknowingly compromises someone else's best 
interest through their communication (e.g. a student expresses suspicion about a 
particular group of people, and insults someone else in the group without intending 
to)

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/81094204@N00/3126979648/
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Exclusive investment in one’s beliefs: someone is unwilling to acknowledge another 
point of view

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/illuminaut/3722074811/
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Failure to establish boundaries:  When one does not clearly express expectations and 
limits (e.g. students telephoning the TA)

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/elenahneshcuetphotography/4379908310/
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Unwillingness to deal with conflict: when conflict is ignored, accepted, or denied 
instead of managing it. (e.g. TA doesn’t mediate tense discussion)

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/quinnanya/3704311837/
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Fear: an emotion that can interfere with good, honest communication. (A TA 
becomes defensive because they don’t know an answer)

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/tambako/3655641638/
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Adapted by Bryan from http://www.oucom.ohiou.edu/fd/monographs/difficult.htm

Primary (prevention before it occurs)
- Know course expectations
- Orient learner well
- Set clear expectations/goals (TA and student)
- Reassess mid-course

Secondary (early detection)
- Pay attention to your hunches
- Don’t wait to address
- Give specific feedback early on
- Monitor closely

Tertiary (manage problem)
- Attempt to minimize impact
- Seek help
- Don’t pass an undeserving student

Image: http://www.flickr.com/photos/michaelsarver/61543942/
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