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Instructional Support for TAs
By Angie Best, IDC Coordinator

Dr. Anne Keenleyside (Anthropology) and I have un-
dertaken a research initiative which seeks to provide for-
malized support for graduate students in their teaching
related roles at Trent University. With funding from an
Academic Innovation Fund grant and the Instructional
Development Centre, we hired Selena Crosson (M.A.,
Canadian Studies and Native Studies) to conduct back-
ground research on similar programs at other universi-
ties.

As a result of  this research initiative, a Teaching
Assistant Training Certificate (TATC) program has been
introduced this fall for a trial year. This program aims to
provide an accessible, centralized program of TA work-
shops that will prepare graduate students for teaching
assistantships in the humanities, social sciences and sci-
ences. The TATC will also provide graduate students
with tangible evidence of their commitment to teach-
ing through a certificate of completion. Participation in
the TATC will be voluntary. This program is a coopera-
tive initiative between the Instructional Development
Centre, the Dean of Graduate Studies, the Dean of
Arts and Science and the Associate Dean of Arts and
Science (Teaching and Learning).

 This past summer, the Centre hired Karen
Blackbourn (M.A., Anthropology), Matt Feagan (M.A.,
Canadian Studies and Native Studies), Derek Newman-
Stille (M.A., Anthropology) and Meghan Woods (M.Sc.,
Trent-Queen’s) to assist in the development of  hand-
outs to accompany the TA training workshops. Draw-
ing on their own TA experiences and information
gleaned from handbooks, newsletters and web re-
sources for graduate teaching assistants, the handouts
aim to provide TAs with an opportunity to reflect on
past experiences and to develop new ideas and strate-
gies to approach their teaching assistantships. An ex-
ample handout, “Strategies for Leading Effective Semi-
nars,” has been reproduced on pages 3–7 for your in-
formation.

2005–2006 TA Workshops

Day One: September 8, 2005

Seventy-seven TAs representing seven graduate pro-
grams and seven undergraduate departments partici-
pated in the workshops held on September 8, 2005. A
description of  the workshops is included below.

• Icebreaker activities with Dr. Anne Keenleyside,
Anthropology: This workshop explored different
techniques that are designed to promote student-
student and student-teacher interaction during the
first class meeting.

• Supporting students with disabilities with Robert
Silvestri, Disability Services Office: This workshop
provided an overview of  the different services
available through the Disability Services Office and
will indicate the range of learning disabilities that
teaching assistants might encounter in their
teaching.

•  Professionalism in the classroom with Dr. John
Wadland, Canadian Studies: This workshop
examined the ethical and equitable treatment of
students, respect for diversity, conflict prevention
and resolution, and interpersonal relationships.

 • Leading seminars with Dr. Susan Wurtele, Geogra-
phy: This workshop explored strategies to
maximize seminar effectiveness while minimizing
the disruptions caused by particular challenges such
as demanding personality dynamics and lack of
preparation.

... continued on page 2
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provide Trent’s instruc-
tional community with a
means to exchange ideas
and information on pro-
fessional development is-
sues, pedagogical tech-
niques, and effective
teaching practices.

The Instructional Devel-
opment Centre (IDC) in-
vites submissions of ar-
ticles and teaching tips
which will provide read-
ers with ideas they can use
to enhance teaching and
learning in their courses.

Please direct submissions
and queries to:

Angie Best
IDC Coordinator and
Teaching at Trent Editor

Instructional
Development Centre
Champlain College, I 13
1600 West Bank Dr.
Trent University
Peterborough, ON
K9J 7B8

Phone: (705) 748-
1011, ext. 1254

Fax: (705) 748-1143

E-mail:
angiebest@trentu.ca

Web Site: http://
www.trentu.ca/idc/

•  Developing presentation skills with Diane Wolf,
Continuing Education/Business Administra-
tion: This workshop explored preparing and
delivering an effective presentation, some of the
problems one might encounter, and strategies
to manage nerves.

•  Leading laboratories and fieldwork with Dr. Michael
Fox, ER&S/Biology: This workshop explored
the purpose of practical classes, the role of the
TA, and the problems that can arise in the
laboratory and during fieldwork.

Day Two: October 24, 2005
Gzowski College 117, Symons Campus

8:30–9:30 am
Preventing, detecting and reporting academic offences
with Dr. David Poole, Associate Dean (Teaching
and Learning): This workshop will explore the
nature and extent of academic offences, ways of
helping students understand what plagiarism is
and how to avoid it, and strategies for detecting
plagiarized work. Participants will also receive an
overview of  the university’s Academic Misconduct
policy and procedures.

9:40–10:40am
Marking essays and presentations with Martin Boyne,
English Literature/Modern Languages/Classics:
This workshop will explore assessment criteria,
creating marking schemes, and ways of providing
effective comment and feedback.

10:50–11:50am
Marking laboratories and research reports with Dr.
Stephen Hill, Environmental and Resource
Science/Studies: This workshop will explore
assessment criteria, creating marking schemes, and
providing effective comment and feedback.

1:00–2:00pm
Promoting critical thinking with Drs. Sally Chivers
and John Wadland, Canadian Studies: This
workshop will explore strategies for leading
tutorials in courses that promote critical thinking.
We will talk about how to encourage independent

thought and how to negotiate challenges to stu-
dents’ (and our own) previous assumptions,
productively. Although this workshop will be
approached from a humanities perspective, partici-
pants from all disciplines are welcome.

2:10–3:10pm
Cross-cultural communication: meeting international
students’ needs with Dr. Michael Allcott, Trent
International Program: This workshop will explore
cross-cultural communication skills and cross-cultural
academic expectations.

3:20–4:20pm
TAs and the Library: roles in student success with Ellen
Olsen-Lynch and Sarah Wickett, Information Service
Librarians: This session will highlight the TA’s role in
enabling and supporting effective student use of
library resources and services.

Day Three: October 25, 2005
Gzowski College 117, Symons Campus

Due to the popularity of the September 8th work-
shops, we were not able to accommodate all interested
participants. Thanks to the generosity of the volunteer
presenters, we are pleased to announce that the follow-
ing four workshops will be repeated. (See September
8th for descriptions.)

9:40–10:40 am:
Icebreaker activities with Dr. Keenleyside
10:50–11:50am:
Leading seminars with Dr. Susan Wurtele
1:00–2:00pm:
Professionalism in the classroom with Dr. John Wadland
2:10–3:10pm:
Developing presentation skills with Diane Wolf

Registration Information

Registration in the October 24 and 25 workshops is
required. If you are interested in having your TAs par-
ticipate in this training program please pass on this
information to them. The registration deadline is Oc-
tober 17, 2005. Participants can register online at
http://www.trentu.ca/idc/TATC2005.htm.

Office: Champlain College, I 13
Phone: (705) 748-1011, ext. 1254
E-mail: angiebest@trentu.ca

Instructional Support for TAs
... continued from page 1
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This article is one of the handouts that
participants are receiving as a part of the new
Teaching Assistant Training initiative.

“Strategies for Leading Effective Seminars.”
TA workshop handout, September 8, 2005.
Edited by Angie Best. © Instructional
Development Centre, Trent University.

This handout aims to provide guidance and
advice on leading effective seminars, and draws
on the TA experiences of Karen Blackbourn
(M.A. Anthropology), Selena Crosson (M.A.
Canadian Studies and Native Studies), Matt
Feagan (M.A. Candidate, Canadian Studies and
Native Studies) and Derek Newman-Stille
(M.A. Candidate, Anthropology) and the in-
structional experiences of  Dr. Susan Wurtele
(Professor, Department of Geography and
the Frost Centre for Canadian Studies and
Native Studies). Resources on teaching and
learning were also consulted to augment the
Trent instructional experiences.

Characteristics of an effective
seminar

In a February 2003 Instructional Development
Centre (IDC) workshop, nine participants re-
flected on their own seminar experiences, both
as students and as TAs, and identified the
following seven characteristics of an effective
seminar.

1.  An established sense of community in
the classroom leads to increased comfort
levels and an inclusive learning environ-
ment.

Collaboratively establishing ground rules for
dialogue is an important way of giving stu-
dents a sense of ownership over the seminar.
This sense of ownership can contribute to a
welcoming classroom environment by estab-
lishing a set of rules everyone has agreed upon.
To guide this discussion, consider the follow-
ing questions offered by Brookfield & Preskill
(1999, as cited in Petrie & Hampton 2004:7):

• How would they like to be spoken to by
their peers?

• How do they feel about respectful
exchange in discussion and what does this
look like?

• How do they want to handle any break-
down in respectful exchange that might
occur?

• How do they indicate when they are ready
to speak?

• Is it okay for the TA to call directly on
individuals?

In the interest of creating a space in which all
students feel safe to participate, ensure the
following points are covered in the ground
rules.

• All students are expected to treat each
other with respect, showing consideration
and regard for the contributions of their
peers.

• Different opinions, beliefs and values are
welcome but only if they are presented in
a respectful manner.

• Opinions expressed in such a way as to
constitute discrimination towards a group
that can be defined by sex, race, ethnicity,
class, religion, sexual orientation, age or
disability will not be tolerated.

Keeping the mood light during this initial
discussion, and the goal communal, helps stu-
dents feel that they can listen to, and express,
differing points of view without feeling threat-
ened.

2.  Positive energy in the class is fostered
by an instructor or TA that conveys
genuine interest in his or her students,
the subject and the course.

Enthusiasm is infectious. Encourage and
appreciate the successes of your students
and demonstrate your interest in them by:

•  learning their names;
•  greeting them in and outside of the

classroom;
• encouraging questions and participation;
• attentively listening to their questions and

concerns;
• being available outside of class by keeping

office hours or inviting questions by e-
mail; and

• providing prompt follow-up and
feedback.

Convey a positive attitude and demonstrate
your keen interest in the subject and course.
Such enthusiasm can help to spark and sus-
tain student interest.

3.  Students are committed to the course
and their learning experiences in the
seminar.

This commitment is often conveyed through
a student’s level of  engagement in the semi-
nar, and the extent to which he or she comes
prepared. Students and TAs alike can expect
to see a real difference in the quality of the
discussion, and thus the quality of student
learning, when all students have completed
the assigned readings. Three ways to encour-
age your students to come better prepared are
included below.

• Discuss the importance of advance
reading.

• Provide students with a brief outline of
what will be covered the following week,
identifying the pertinent readings.

• Ask each student to come to the next
week’s seminar with at least one discus-
sion question.

In courses that test students on their under-
standing of the assigned readings, consider
assigning a reading summary or critique as
partial basis for participation marks. You need
not mark the reading summaries, but rather
use them as the student’s “ticket” into the
discussions. Students may not initially appre-
ciate this strategy, but will be grateful at the
end of the year when they study for their ex-
ams.

Strategies for Leading Effective Seminars
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4. Demonstrated respect for each
student’s voice.

Reinforce that the seminar presents an oppor-
tunity for everyone to benefit from each other’s
opinions.

• Define time/space for students who have
not contributed to the discussion by
allowing only those who have not spoken
to address a specific number of questions.

• Offer generally-accepting comments and
probing questions which encourage
students to examine their view or rethink
their assumptions. Eleser et al. (1996, as
cited in Shibley 2005) offer the following
suggestions for phrasing responses to
incorrect answers.

     o “What do you mean by ______?”
     o “Can you give me an example of __?”
     o “How does that relate to the problem

or  issue?”
     o “Could you explain your answer

further?”
     o “Let me rephrase the question...Now,

what do you think?”
• Where possible, remain impartial; be

careful not to present a specific viewpoint
as the correct one because you may alienate
students in the classroom who identify
with an opposing point of  view.

• Be open to diverse perspectives.

As a TA, demonstrating your respect for each
student’s voice is one way for you to ensure
that you are fostering an inclusive classroom
environment.

5. Manageable class sizes that do not
exceed 12 people and provide small
group activities.

Having students break up into small groups
can be another effective way to provide all stu-
dents with a voice and a chance to contribute
to the discussions. Some students are less apt
to talk in front of larger groups, but when
paired one-on-one are more comfortable ex-
pressing themselves.

• Choose groups sizes of 2–3.
• Monitor the discussions from a distance,

listening very carefully to identify the need
to facilitate, answer questions, or provide
clarity.

• Set a time limit; if you hear conversations
drifting, tell students that they have one-
minute to wrap up.

• Ensure that students are mixing with
other students by using different strategies
to determine group composition (e.g.,
using a numbering scheme or other
selection criteria such as even/odd
birthdays).

By asking each group to report back to the
class, small group discussions can also dilute
the impact of dominant students and those
who have negative or inappropriate comments
to make.

6. A prepared theme to guide or provide
context to the discussions.

Relating theories and concepts to real life ap-
plications and situations can provide an excel-
lent framework for discussions.

• Begin the class with a scenario. For
example, asking students what they would
do if they saw a homeless person on the
street in the winter might serve as a lead
into discussing the issue of homelessness,
the welfare state, and government policy
on social services.

• Bring in (or encourage students to bring
in) a newspaper clipping which investi-
gates the themes/theories presented in the
readings.

• Have everyone write down an example
from their own experience that would
illustrate a key concept from the assigned
reading.

Approaches such as these will likely generate
more interest and engagement with the sub-
ject matter than only approaching the topic
through assigned readings (which may focus
more on theory than on concrete examples).
The use of real world examples also encour-
ages students to filter their learning through
their own experiences and value systems,

which facilitates the integration of new ideas
with existing knowledge.

7. An instructor or TA who is able to
facilitate the discussion but does not
dominate or control.

When you have a shy group of students, or
when the discussion starts to lag, it is
common to respond by talking yourself. Try
avoiding this natural tendency and instead
tell the class up front that brief silences are
okay, and that you will wait until they gather
their thoughts. Ask the students to write
their ideas down on paper during the period
of silence.

• Begin with a scenario or open-ended
question to frame the discussion or
provoke opinions.

• Use the facilitator model to reframe or
focus discussions that have gone off-topic
by taking notes, summarizing different
viewpoints, and bringing the discussion
back on topic.

• Create a line of speakers and let the
students know the order of who is
speaking.

• Have questions prepared for times when
there are long lulls in the discussion.

• If students are speaking only to you,
rather than to each other, encourage them
to answer one anothers’ questions.

As a general rule of thumb you should aim
to talk less than your students. When you do
talk, envision your role in the seminar as a
discussion leader rather than a lecturer.

Classroom challenges

The TA participants from the February 2003
IDC workshop also identified ten challenges
they were collectively facing in the classroom.

1. Varied student expectations on course
content.

Students can sometimes come into a course
expecting to learn one thing when in fact the
course is teaching about something quite dif-
ferent. Each student might also have a slightly
different expectation of what the course will

Leading Effective Seminars
... continued from page  3



cover. The sooner students understand what
the course is trying to convey, the greater the
chances of them enjoying and engaging with
the course material.

• Talk to the course instructor to ensure that
you have a clear sense of the course aims
and content, and the role that the seminar
is to play.

• Ask students about their expectations
during the first class meeting: what do
they hope to get out of the course and
what do they think the course is about?

• Acknowledge varied expectations and
explain that the course will not meet all
students’ expectations at all times.

Having an understanding of where the stu-
dents are coming from will help you to find
out if there are any misconceptions that
should be worked out. This discussion will
also reveal students’ areas of interest, which
you may be able to draw on from time to
time.

2. Varied student background and
interests.

Students are encouraged to take a variety of
courses during their first year to take advan-
tage of  Trent’s strong interdisciplinary focus.
As a result, your students will inevitably have
varied interests and backgrounds. Recognize
that not everybody will be interested in all as-
pects of the course and that not all students
will have the same level of prerequisite knowl-
edge. Try the following exercises to identify
student perceptions, interest, and background
knowledge.

• Ask students why they are interested in the
course and what motivated them to take
it.

• Use a brainstorming exercise (e.g., mind
map) to assess their prior knowledge.

• Encourage students to introduce and
apply ideas from other courses or
disciplines to the discussion.

The diversity of backgrounds and interests
can also be used to explore course themes
from a variety of perspectives. For example,
recognizing occasions when students show
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an interest—even if it seems slightly off-
topic—can be a way of embracing the diver-
sity of the students in the class. Occasionally
following where student discussion leads
(rather than forcing a discussion that focuses
too narrowly on the assigned readings) can
make course topics more relevant to a variety
of students.

3. Analysing complex concepts.

It is important to remember that your stu-
dents do not have the same level of experi-
ence in analysing abstract concepts that you
do. Try to keep this in mind and remember
back to a time when you had difficulty grasp-
ing a concept. As a first step, try to flesh out
what your students understand about the
concept.

• Break students into groups of 2–3 and
have them discuss the concept together.

• Have a representative from each group
convey what they have discussed.

• Write the contributions of  each group on
the board.

• Pull together an understanding of the
concept based on the contributions of the
small groups, adding any necessary points
that the groups had missed.

• Establish a statement that would bring
the relevant ideas together, explaining the
concept within the context of the course
material.

If the small-group activity does not work as
planned, or you would like to try other strat-
egies to vary your instructional approach, con-
sider the following suggestions.

• Draw a conceptual map on the board. If
analysing an essay, for example, it should
be possible to identify the overall message
that the author is trying to communicate.
Once the main idea is clear, then it should
be possible to point to the reasons why
the author holds this position. Having
identified the main idea and the evidence
used to support it, students can ask
themselves how the author might be
mistaken. This question helps identify
assumptions built into the author’s point
of view which need to be considered more

carefully before accepting the argument’s
validity. Creating a diagram is a good way
to simplify the argument into its basic
parts, which can make it easier to under-
stand and easier to compare to other
arguments.

• Relate concepts to concrete examples. Take
for example a concept like capitalism. If
the reading suggests that capitalism refers
to an economic system in which some
people have more access to the means of
production than others, what examples
illustrate this definition? Bringing in a
current newspaper article about General
Motors in Oshawa and the class relations
between workers and owners can help
make this concept more understandable.

Let students know that if they are having dif-
ficulty with understanding any of the con-
cepts covered in the readings, they may need
to re-read the same text a few times before it
becomes clear. Point out that it is important
for them to ask questions about the concepts
in the readings that they did not understand.
The same is true for you. If you are having
difficulty, make an appointment to speak with
the course instructor (or other TAs for the
same course) to clarify the concept or theory in
advance of the scheduled class.

4. Trouble sustaining or getting the
discussion started.

Sometimes your lesson plans won’t work for
a particular group on a certain day. If  this is
the case, don’t be afraid to try something new
to redirect or enliven the discussion. You
might also want to assess your style of ques-
tioning. Goodall & Elvidge (2003: 229–231)
provide the following classification of ques-
tions to illustrate how each question type can
have an impact on the dynamics of the dis-
cussion.

• Closed: Avoid closed questions such as
“Did you do your readings?” because they
do not further discussion or provide an
opportunity for students to expand on
their ideas.

• Open: Open-ended questions such as
“What did you think of the readings?” are
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designed to elicit a narrative response, an
exploration of ideas, and an opportunity
for reflection.

• Hypothetical: If you want students to
consider new perspectives, or to determine
if they understand the concept, consider
asking a hypothetical question such as
“What would happen if...?”

• Reflecting: Questions such as “Can you tell
me a bit more about...?” are effective for
getting students to explore an idea further
or provide more input on a statement that
they have made.

• Leading: Avoid leading questions such as
“Wouldn’t you agree that...?” because it
forces students into a specific mode of
thought instead of encouraging them
think, reflect and consider differing views.

If  after a couple of  weeks things are still slow,
don’t be afraid to ask the class for ideas on
how to better stimulate discussion. Request-
ing anonymous contributions (submitted on
cue cards) can be an effective way of soliciting
feedback from your students.

5. Students who do not contribute to the
discussions.

Students may not be contributing to the dis-
cussions for a variety of reasons. Perhaps some
of your students think that attendance con-
stitutes participation, they have not completed
the readings, or maybe they are just a shy
group of students. Strategies for the first two
reasons can be addressed by clearly describing
your expectations. If you believe that shyness
is the factor inhibiting the discussion, start
off with an exercise which allows students to
ease into the idea of  contributing.

• Break students into small groups and have
them summarize a few key points or
questions on cue cards, which they hand
to you.

• Read the cue cards, distil the ideas/
questions, and then present them to the
class.

This strategy allows students to hear their con-
tributions spoken by the TA. This type of
exercise can be followed by another small
group exercise called “think-pair-share,” where
the students take part in the reporting.

• Pose a question and allow students time
to gather their thoughts by writing them
down on paper.

• Break the students into small groups and
have them share their ideas with each
other.

• Ask one person from each group to distill
the key points and report back to the class.

Alternate the small group activities with large
group discussions. Always remember to make
eye contact and reward students with a smile
and an encouraging comment when they par-
ticipate. If you still have students who are not
participating, try the following suggestions.

• Approach the student(s) privately after
class.

• Ask them to give you suggestions on how
you can help them participate more.

• Be flexible to allow written responses in
addition to, or in place of, oral responses.

Most students will appreciate the opportu-
nity to discuss participation strategies with
their TA, especially if the underlying cause is
their lack of initial confidence to speak up in
class.

6. Students who dominate the discussion.

One dominant or overbearing student can
negatively impact the seminar experience for
the rest of the class, if his or her behaviour is
left unchecked by the TA.

• Stress the importance of what students
say, over how much they say, and explain
that an important part of successful
seminar participation is listening.

• To direct the discussion back to the class,
ask: “Is there anyone who hasn’t spoken
yet who would like to add something to
the discussion?”

Using these strategies liberally in the first
couple of weeks of class reminds those who

tend to dominate discussions that they must
work hard at listening. If  the situation per-
sists:

• speak to the student privately after class;
• discuss the importance of hearing from all

students;
• ask for his or her help in creating space for

students who are too shy to speak; and
• ask if  they have any suggestions on how

to keep their enthusiasm in check.

If the student does not have any strategies of
his or her own, consider the following sug-
gestions.

• Ask the student to sit across from you so
that you may let him or her know when
they are participating too much, using
subtle eye contact.

• Ask the student to try to not be the first
or last person talking during the tutorial
sessions.

Addressing the problem together heightens
both the student and the TA’s awareness of  it
and will allow them to jointly evaluate whether
their strategy is working and if adjustments
are necessary.

If the student is non-responsive to your sug-
gestions, you may have to be more direct and
say: “You have expressed several (really good)
points. Does anyone else have any ideas they
would like to share?” Breaking students into
small groups is another way of limiting the
influence of a dominant student.

7. Students who only show up to the
seminar when they have to make a
presentation.

Discuss the benefit of attending and partici-
pating in all seminars and workshops. Ex-
plain that it is an opportunity for students to
interact with the material they are learning, and
that they will benefit from hearing the view-
points of  others. You may also want to high-
light how much participation is worth in the
course, and what marks they could lose if they
choose not to attend.

Leading Effective Seminars
... continued from page 5
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8. Students who react harshly to the
contributions of their peers.

If you have a student who is constantly react-
ing harshly to what other students say, en-
courage him or her to focus more on the point
rather than putting the other person down by
asking the student to explain his or her posi-
tion further. If he or she continues to be criti-
cal of other students’ contributions, the fol-
lowing approach may be necessary.

• Remind the class that the goal of the
seminar is to hear a variety of points of
view in order to see the complexity of
thinking about a given issue.

• Stress that there is no room for acting
aggressively towards each other and that it
is fine to disagree on a particular point,
but that the exchange must remain
respectful.

If this direct approach does not work, discuss
the problem with the course instructor.

9. Emotionally-charged discussions.

If a sensitive or controversial topic has aroused
strong feelings, prevent the exchange from
becoming personal by keeping the discussion
focused on the issues.

• Reiterate the ground rules for respectful
dialogue.

• Detach the remark from the student and
mirror it with common societal percep-
tions/viewpoints. Deconstruct the
comment by breaking it down analytically.

• Have students list the pros and cons of an
issue on the board.

• Ask students to write short position
papers and present them.

Well-handled “hot” issues present excellent
learning opportunities, teaching students how
to deal with controversy.

10. Angry students.

In the uncommon event that you encounter
escalating hostility or verbal aggression in the
classroom, Petrie & Hampton (2004: 10) of-
fer the following suggestions:

• Remain calm and polite. Keep your own
temper in check and speak clearly without
raising your voice.

• Quickly and calmly acknowledge the
intensity of the situation and actively
listen to make sure you understand the
students’ concerns.

• Explain clearly and directly which
behaviours are acceptable and are not
acceptable.

• If, after indicating to the student that his
or her behaviour is disruptive and giving
the student a chance to conform to
expected standards and, the behaviour
continues, you may ask the student to
leave the classroom.

If the student refuses to leave the classroom,
you may call the Trent Security Office (748-
1333) for assistance. Make written notes about
the exchange and immediately report this in-
cident to the course instructor.

In summary

As a TA you have been entrusted with class-
room authority and therefore can have a sig-
nificant impact on students’ academic experi-
ences.  Issues such as fairness and consistency,
constructive feedback, sensitivity to special
needs, and classroom management skills can
greatly affect the quality of the learning envi-
ronment. By providing the appropriate struc-
ture and by setting positive social and academic
standards, TAs act as powerful role models
for undergraduates.

When facing challenges, keep in mind that
your fellow TAs are overcoming many of the
same obstacles as you are. Meeting with other
TAs in your department to share experiences
and ideas or to discuss problems and sources
of stress is a constructive and important
source of support.

Bibliography

Brookfield, S.D. and Preskill, S. 1999.
Discussion as a Way of  Teaching: Tools and
Techniques for Democratic Classrooms. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publications.

Eleser, C., Longman, D. and Steib, P.
October 1996. “A Dozen Responses to
Incorrect Answers.” In The Teaching
Professor. Madison, Wisconsin: Magna
Publications, Inc.

Goodall, R. and Elvidge, L. 2003. “Support-
ing Learning in Small Groups.” In
Developing Postgraduates Teaching Skills in
the Sciences: A training and development
programme for teaching assistants. Norwich,
UK: Centre for Staff and Educational
Development, University of East
Anglia. Online resource:

      http://www.uea.ac.uk/csed/project/
modules.html

Petrie, O. and Hampton, W. (Eds.) 2004.
“In the Tutorial.” In So you are a TA:

       A Handbook on Teaching and Learning for
New TAs at York University. Toronto,
ON: Centre for the Support of  Teach-
ing, York University.

Shibley, I. (Ed.) 2005. The Best of  The
Teaching Professor. Madison, Wisconsin:
Magna Publications, Inc.

Wurtele, S. 2003. “Small Group Discussions
in Seminar and Tutorial Settings.”
Instructional Development Centre
workshop, Trent University, February 17.

Wurtele, S. 2004a. “Setting the Stage for a
Successful Seminar.” Instructional
Development Centre workshop, Trent
University, September 14.

Wurtele, S. 2004b. “Steering Your Way
Through Seminar Challenges.” Instruc-
tional Development Centre workshop,
Trent University, October 15.

Other TA handouts

If you are interested in receiving a copy of the
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The 2004–2005 disbursement of the Aca-
demic Innovation Fund provided $24,340 for
11 projects that support teaching at Trent Uni-
versity. This internal fund is designed to sup-
port projects that strengthen Trent University’s
undergraduate programs and to support pro-
fessional development and pedagogical re-
search. To date, this fund has committed
$431,252  to 87 projects.

The following projects received funding
in the 2004–2005 allocation:

Catalina Sagarra (Modern Languages & Lit-
eratures): $256 to showcase and signify idi-
omatic expressions in context through French
language recordings. These recordings will aid
in developing the linguistic, semantic, lexical
and stylistic competencies of upper-year lan-
guage students.

Christine Maxwell (Biology): $534 to
Chair the panel discussion “Turning teachers
and students on to plants” at the 2004
Canadian Botanical Association’s annual
meeting.

Alison Bains & Steven Tufts (Geography):
$750 to offer “The Homeless Maze,” an edu-
cational interactive event designed to demon-
strate to urban geography students the expe-
rience of homelessness and thereby dispel
myths and stereotypes.

Marrie Mumford (Native Studies): $4,000
to support the first academic course in
Indigenous dance in Canada. This course
aims to provide an integrated model of
learning  by drawing on the students’ and
instructors’ experiences, and to pass on
cultural knowledge through the study and
expression of dance.

Joan Sangster (Frost Centre for Canadian
Studies and Native Studies) & Martin
Boyne (Academic Skills Centre): $2,500 to
develop new models of writing instruction
for students at the M.A. and Ph.D. level in
interdisciplinary graduate programs.

Rita Bode (English Literature): $1,400 to
increase students’ awareness of the dramatic
genre, drawing attention to the interpreta-
tions and decisions that actors and directors
make in staging Shakespeare, through a
series of in-class workshops and perfor-
mances.

David Newhouse and Lorne Ellingson
(Native Studies): $4,200 to support the
development of a course in the theory and
practice of coaching to first-year Native
Studies students. This approach aims at
supporting learning and  building skills in
the areas of academic performance, interper-
sonal relations, adaptability and stress
management.

Gary Aitken (Modern Languages &
Literatures): $600 to create and introduce
authentic sound files to accompany the
written and visual exercise material of Más
Arriba. These recordings will provide the
additional feature of representing the
diversity of accents found within the
Spanish-speaking world.

Kelly Harrison & Anna Haas (Native
Studies): $1,000 to carry out art workshops
that encourage students to explore and
express identity through Indigenous and
non-Indigenous reflection. All artworks
created will be included in the In.Visible
Arts Festival which promotes different ways
to make students visible on campus and to
themselves.

Andrew Vreugdenhil (Chemistry):
$5,500 to develop and implement a set of
visual demonstration experiments for use in
Chemistry 100.  These complete kits will form
a reproducible visual framework for the dis-
cussion of the theory and qualitative content
of the course.

Cathy Bruce & Fiona White (Education):
$3,600 to develop a model of collaborative
course assignment, design, delivery, and as-
sessment.

2005–2006 AIF Applications

2004–2005 AIF Allocations

During the current difficult period of financial restraint, it is important that the University continue to set aside a fraction of its resources to
support academic innovation which will lay the groundwork for our future as an institution dedicated to learning. To this end, the Academic
Innovation Fund (AIF) supports projects, both technological and non-technological. Acknowledging the financial constraints, internal and
external calls for “restructuring” and “accountability” and the expectations of  the wider community, the first priority for the AIF is to
support and enhance the University’s teaching programs. Proposals which address curriculum modification in accordance with the Univer-
sity-wide priorities, proposals which involve collaboration between departments and programs, and projects with the potential for use in
other parts of the teaching program are particularly encouraged.

There are two competitions for applications greater than $1,500: November 4, 2005 and March 3, 2006. Requests less than $1,500 can be
submitted at any time. Members of  the Instructional Development Centre’s Advisory Board review the grant applications from faculty and
determine the financial allocations of  the fund. For more information see http://www.trentu.ca/idc/aif.htm.
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With term paper due dates looming in the
not so distant future, students will be think-
ing about a daunting task ahead of them—
research. Some of them will end up sitting at
home with their faces aglow in front of their
computers, desperately seeking the perfect ci-
tation into the wee hours of  the morning.
Others will be standing in the shadows of
the stacks browsing the shelves for the perfect
book or thumbing pages of journals in search
of the ideal article. Some will unknowingly
use inappropriate resources due to a false sense
of confidence in their research skills. The less
confident may become confused, intimidated
and overwhelmed, leading to anxiety and
sometimes desperation which, in the worst
cases, can lead to plagiarism. Librarians en-
counter questions from some of these stu-
dents at the Information Desk or online
through the Ask a Librarian e-mail form. A
typical encounter may begin with any of the
following statements:

“I have to write an essay and my
instructor told us we have to use scholarly
resources and we can’t use the Internet.”

“I have to write an essay on pollution
and I don’t know where to begin.

Can you help me?”

“I have an essay due tomorrow and
the library doesn’t have anything

on my topic.”

“My prof told me I have to quote
stuff and give the references

but I don’t know how.”

Unfortunately there are only a handful
of  brave students who dare to ask for help. For
so many others anxiety about library research
deters them from approaching instructors or
librarians for help. Students need to feel con-
fident about all aspects of the term paper.
Instead of just worrying about the due date

and the ‘writing’ part of the paper, as a major-
ity does, it is important that students begin
to learn about the scholarly research process as
they embark on their undergraduate degrees.
Collaborative efforts between faculty and li-
brarians can help students learn about this
process, boosting students’ confidence in their
own research. Consider the following tips and
suggestions.

Students need to know:

•  Accessing online scholarly journals via the
Internet is okay.

•  The library subscribes to online indexes
for finding scholarly articles.

•  The library’s web site provides Subject
Guides to help students identify useful
online indexes and credible websites.

•  How to plan their research. In the library’s
online Help section there is a printable
Research Preparation Worksheet to help
them get started.

•  The library’s web site provides several
online tutorials to help students improve
their skills at searching, evaluating
resources, and identifying scholarly
resources.

•  How to cite properly and avoid plagia-
rism. The library has web pages on the
topics of plagiarism and citation styles.

•  Librarians will be happy to help them if
they ask.

Suggestions for ways we
can help students:

• Assume that students, especially 1st and 2nd

year students, have limited knowledge
about the research process and the role of

scholarly resources—how they’re produced
and how to appropriately use them.
Convey information about the library’s
resources and services listed above.

• Encourage students to sign up for Library
Workshops early in the term.  A schedule
of workshops will be posted on the
library’s web site.

• Ensure the library has the resources to
support assignments.

• If there is an item(s) all students need to
use at one time, placing it on Reserve can
alleviate the occurrence of items being
unavailable. For more information about
Reserves see the library’s web site.

• Staging assignments can be helpful in
teaching students about the research
process by improving their time manage-
ment skills and thereby helping avoid
plagiarism. For example, have students
submit a research plan or an annotated
bibliography several weeks before the final
assignment is due.

• Encourage students to ask librarians for
help.

Please feel free to contact the Information Ser-
vices Librarians about any aspects of assign-
ments including availability of resources or
instructional opportunities on research skills
for students.

Ellen Olsen-Lynch
Office: Bata Library 202
Phone: 748-1011, ext. 5105
E-mail: ellenolsenlynch@trentu.ca

Sarah Wickett
Office: Bata Library 202
Phone: 748-1011, ext. 5106
E-mail: sarahwickett@trentu.ca

Library Research: Tips for Student Success
By Ellen Olsen-Lynch, Information Servies Librarian (Nursing), Bata Library

Sarah Wickett, Information Services Librarian, Bata Library



Dr. Carolyn Kay, an Associate Professor in
the Department of History received the
Symons Award for Excellence in Teaching on
Thursday, June 2 at the 3 p.m. convocation
ceremony.

The Symons Award for Excellence in
Teaching is named for Professor T.H.B.
Symons, the Founding President of  Trent
University, and is made available through the
generous support of Professor and Mrs.
Symons. The award is presented each year to a
member of  the Trent faculty or staff  (full-
time or part-time) in recognition of outstand-
ing teaching in the broadest sense and, in the
words of Professor Symons, “exemplary con-
cern for students.” The Award is made each
year at the Spring Convocation. A faculty or
staff member may receive the Award only once
during his or her career. The award consists
of $1,500 and a framed notation.

Prof. Kay, a native of  Scarborough,
Ontario, has an M.Phil from Oxford and an
M.A. and Ph.D. from Yale. She joined the
faculty at Trent in 1990 and teaches courses in
modern German history and the history of
the Holocaust. Nomination letters refer to
Prof. Kay’s patience, enthusiasm and under-
standing and to her ability to provide a com-
fortable environment in which students are
able to learn at their best. Prof. Kay’s nomina-
tors summed up her strengths by stating:

“She is passionate about her subject
and she spreads that passion

to the students.”

“Not only are her lectures engaging
and fun….but also a joy to

attend. Professor Kay is
devoted to her classes

and her students.”

“I was simply blown away by her
passion for German history and

her down to earth presence
while lecturing.”

Prof. Kay’s current research project is a
study of bourgeois children in early twenti-
eth-century Germany, as seen through atti-
tudes in advice literature written by “experts”—
doctors, psychologists, pedagogues, pastors,
and feminists.

Her recent publications are Art and the
German Bourgeoisie: Alfred Lichtwark and Mod-
ern Painting in Hamburg, 1886-1914 (University
of  Toronto Press, 2002) and several reviews
of  modern European art history, including a
book review of  Michael Fried’s Menzel’s Real-
ism: Art And Embodiment In 19th-Century Ber-
lin (for H-German, July 2004).

Adapted from the Trent Daily News.
http://www.trentu.ca/news/

pressreleases/050503awards.htm

Nomination information

Trent students, faculty, alumni and staff  are
invited to submit individual nominations for
the Symons Award for Excellence in Teaching
to the Instructional Development Centre,
Champlain College.

The recipient of the Award is determined
by the Teaching Awards Sub-committee,
which consists of three faculty representatives
(voting), one student representative from each
of JBCSA, TCSA and GSA (voting), and the
Instructional Development Centre Coordina-
tor (Secretary, non-voting).

In nominating someone for the Award,
nominators will be asked to highlight the skills,
abilities and attributes of the candidate that
demonstrate effective teaching and exemplary
concern for students.

The Call for Nominations usually comes
out in January of each academic year, and the
nomination forms are also made available
online on the IDC website.

http://www.trentu.ca/idc/
symonsnomination.html

Previous recipients

Previous recipients of the Symons Award for
Excellence in Teaching are ineligible. Previous
recipients include:

2003-4: Eric Helleiner (International
             Development Studies)
2002-3: David Page (Ancient History and
             Classics)
2001-2: Paul Wilson (Athletics)
2000-1: Richard Hurley (Computer Science)
1999-0: Sarah Keefer (English Literature)
1998-9: Susan Wurtele (Geography)
1997-8: Deborah Parnis (Sociology)
1996-7: Jim Sutclife (Biology)
1995-6: Christl Verduyn (Canadian Studies)
1994-5: David Poole (Mathematics)
1993-4: Robert Campbell (Political Studies)
1992-3: Stephen Brown (English Literature)
1991-2: Alan Slavin (Physics)
1990-1: Morton Berkowitz (English Lit.)
1988-9: Joan Sangster (Women’s Studies)
1987-8: Alan Wilson (History)
1987-8: Deborah Berrill (Education)
1986-7: Marion Fry (Philosophy)
1986-7: Robert Carter (Philosophy)
1985-6: John Milloy (Native Studies)
1984-5: Robert Page (Environmental &
             Resource Studies/Science)
1983-4: Constantin Boundas (Philosophy)
1982-3: Fred Wheatley (Native Studies)
1981-2: John Syrett (History)
1980-1: Fred Tromly (English Literature)
1979-0: Iswar Chakravartty (Mathematics)
1978-9: James Jury (Physics)
1978-9: Stuart Robson (History)
1977-8: Michael Berrill (Biology)
1976-7: John Wadland (Canadian Studies)

Contact information

For more information about the Symons
Award for Excellence in Teaching contact
Angie Best, Secretary, Teaching Awards Sub-
committee.

Office: Champlain College, I 13
Phone: 748-1011, ext. 1254
E-mail: angiebest@trentu.ca
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Carolyn Kay named the 2005 Symons Award winner



Trent University is pleased to congratulate Pro-
fessor David Page, who has been named
among Ontario’s six most outstanding uni-
versity teachers in a province-wide competi-
tion adjudicated by the Ontario Confedera-
tion of University Faculty Associations
(OCUFA).

Professor Page received the OCUFA
Teaching Award at a June 10 ceremony in
Toronto. Minister of  Training, Colleges, and
Universities Mary Anne Chambers attended
the ceremony.

Prof. Page has been a full-time member
of the Department of Ancient History & Clas-
sics at Trent since 1968—his entire academic
career. He has taught more than 30 different
courses during his time at Trent, ranging from
the 100 to 400 level, in Latin, Classical History,
and Classical Civilization. He is also the 2003
recipient of the Symons Award for Excellence
in Teaching, presented annually to a faculty
member who displays exemplary teaching, as
well as concern for students.

Upon his receipt of  the Symons Teach-
ing Award, Prof. Page was quoted as saying
that it is not really possible to teach, but rather
to encourage young minds to teach them-
selves. Watching his students develop as aca-
demic individuals, however, has been the
most rewarding part of his career.

“…Professor Page has earned enormous
respect as a teacher within this institution,”
stated Trent Dean of  Arts and Science Colin
Taylor, in supporting Prof. Page’s nomina-
tion. “Trent University prides itself  on the
quality of its undergraduate teaching pro-
grams, and the attention paid to individual
students. Professor Page exemplifies this…I
can personally testify to his total commitment
to providing students with an educational
experience of  the highest quality.”

In addition to his role as associate pro-
fessor, Prof. Page has also been chair of the
Ancient History & Classics Department for

five terms, principal of two colleges and a se-
nior tutor for three years. In student evalua-
tions from courses taught by Prof. Page be-
tween 2000 and 2004, over 96 per cent of re-
spondents indicated that he is an “above av-
erage” instructor.

“…Most students are impressed by
David’s passion for Roman history and the
Latin language, and by his infectious enthusi-
asm for learning. Students note that his lec-
tures are enthralling, offering both scholarly
information and lively stories of interest and
erudition,” states Prof. Carolyn Kay, an asso-
ciate professor in Trent’s History Department
and Prof. Page’s principal nominator.
“…David Page shows respect, support and
care for students as individuals at Trent. One
of the most common points made about
David was that he learns student names
quickly, and will engage in discussion with stu-
dents—addressing them by name—outside
of the classroom as early as the first week of
study.”

“OCUFA’s Awards Committee was im-
pressed by Prof. Page’s passion for Roman
history and the Latin language—and by his
infectious enthusiasm for learning,” says
OCUFA President Michael Doucet. “In fact,
the committee noted many students credit
Professor Page for strengthening their writ-
ing skills by emphasizing the links between
Latin and English grammar in his classroom.”

Adapted from the Trent Daily News.
http://www.trentu.ca/news/

pressreleases/050511dpage.htm

Previous recipients

2002: David Poole (Mathematics)
2000: Sarah Keefer (English Literature)
1992: John Wadland (Canadian Studies)
1991: Iswar Chakravartty (Mathematics)
1975: Deryck Schreuder (History)
1974: Stuart Robson (History)

Nomination information

Individuals may be nominated for an OCUFA
teaching award on the basis of outstanding
performance in teaching. Areas which may be
considered by the OCUFA Teaching and Aca-
demic Librarianship Awards Committee in-
clude:

1. Instruction (may include classroom
lecturing, small-group teaching, labora-
tory instruction and field trips)

2. Consultation with students outside of
class, including individual tutoring and
advising

3. Thesis supervision
4. Course development
5. Curriculum development
6. Educational material development

(may include textbooks, films, study
guides, web pages)

7. Development of programs to improve
teaching (may include workshops,
seminars, teaching tutorials, etc.)

8. Research on university teaching
9. Development of innovative teaching

methods
10. Educational planning and policy
      making

The above criteria were taken from the
OCUFA Guidelines for Teaching Awards Nomi-
nations. For additional information about this
award, visit the following web site:
http://www.ocufa.on.ca/awards/.

Contact Information

Individuals interested in nominating a col-
league are encouraged to contact the Instruc-
tional Development Centre. Angie Best, the
Secretary to the Teaching Awards Sub-com-
mittee, will work with nominators and candi-
dates to assemble the nomination package.

Office: Champlain College, I 13
Phone: 748-1011, ext. 1254
E-mail: angiebest@trentu.ca

David Page named one of  six OCUFA Award winners
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Fred Pulfer named the 2005 CUPE
Teaching Award recipient

Sharing Teaching
Experiences with

Colleagues
The Teaching Effectiveness Program of-
fers a forum to promote and support
talk about teaching among Trent instruc-
tors. It is an opportunity for creative prob-
lem solving, building on the practice of
others. Since we strengthen our learning
community by sharing ideas with oth-
ers, participants are encouraged to bring
specific examples of teaching and learn-
ing successes and challenges with them
to the sessions.

This program relies on a volunteer
model of participation, not only in at-
tendance, but also in session leaders (i.e.,
faculty and teaching support staff who
volunteer their time, experience and in-
sight).

The IDC invites faculty, staff, and
graduate stuents to share their teaching
strategies and experiences with the Trent
instructional community. Consider the
following opportunities.

•  Writing an article for the Teaching at
Trent newsletter.

•   Participating in the IDC's Teaching
Effectiveness Program by leading a
teaching conversation, workshop or
presentation, participating in a panel
discussion, attending events, or
suggesting suitable speakers or
topics.

If you are interested in sharing your teach-
ing experiences with the Trent instruc-
tional community, please contact the IDC
Coordinator Angie Best.

Office: Champlain College, I 13
Phone: 748-1011, ext. 1254
E-mail: angiebest@trentu.ca

http://www.trentu.ca/idc/
events-coming.htm

The union representing part-time faculty at
Trent University, is pleased to announce Fred
Pulfer as the fifth recipient of the annual
CUPE 3908-1 Teaching Award. Fred teaches
at both Durham and Peterborough campuses,
and was “delighted to even be nominated for
this award”. He finds “teaching at Trent [to
be] a great experience” and wishes to thank all
of his colleagues, staff and students for creat-
ing a “positive work atmosphere” and help-
ing to shape his courses over the years.

The Teaching Award, valued at $600, rec-
ognizes part-time teachers’ outstanding con-
tributions and deep commitments to teach-
ing and learning at Trent. Any member of  the
Trent University part-time faculty can be nomi-
nated by their colleagues, students or support
staff to receive this annual award. This year,
over 40 members of CUPE 3908-1 were nomi-
nated for the award, with each nomination
underscoring the value of contract faculty
teaching in the Trent community.

Fred Pulfer was selected unanimously by
a committee of representatives from CUPE
3908-1 and three student associations (TCSA,
JBCSA and GSA). Fred received nominations
from several students in his courses, with each
clearly demonstrating that he is a widely re-
spected teacher who shows exemplary con-
cern for students. Fred’s work in the class-
room has been described as “inspirational”,
“amazing,” “excellent,” “fantastic,” and “out-
standing.”

Fred has been teaching in the Mathemat-
ics Department for the past five years, and has
also been working in the School of Educa-
tion and Professional Development since
2003. He holds Mathematics degrees from
Queens University (B.A.) and University of
Toronto (M. Sc), and a Masters in Education
from University of  Toronto. He has been an
active member of the Mathematics teaching
community, serving on the Executive board
of the Ontario Association for Mathematics
Education and producing its monthly news-

letter. When not in the classroom, Fred can be
found playing softball, cycling with the “Biker
Dudes” and honing his bridge-playing skills.

The CUPE 3908-1 Award for Excellence
in Part-Time Teaching, won in collective bar-
gaining with Trent University, was established
to honour the work of part-time faculty
within the Trent community.

This year’s Award will be presented at
the Local’s Annual General Meeting in Octo-
ber, 2005.

Previous recipients

2004: Graham Murphy (Cultural Studies)
2003: Wendy Kelly (Psychology)
2002: Jim Cosgrave (Sociology)
2001: Jill Smith (Women's Studies)

Nomination information

Trent students, faculty, alumni and staff  are
invited to submit individual nominations for
the CUPE 3908-1 Award for Excellence in
Teaching to the Instructional Development
Centre, Champlain College.

The Call for Nominations usually comes
out in March of each academic year, and the
nomination forms are also made available
online on the IDC website.

http://www.trentu.ca/idc/
cupenomination.html

Contact information

For more information about the CUPE
3908-1 Award for Excellence in Teaching
contact  the CUPE Local 3908-1 Executive.

Office: Room 106, Bradburn House (TC)
Phone: (705) 748-1011 ext. 1759
E-mail: cupe@trentu.ca


