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Counselor Manual for BEAM Summer Away 

Welcome to BEAM Summer Away!  This manual is meant to give you an overview of what to expect as a residential 
counselor at BEAM Summer Away.  

A Typical Day 
The BEAM “week” runs Tuesday through Saturday, with field trips on Sundays and Mondays.  Saturday has a slightly 
different schedule from the rest of the week, but a “typical day” will be: 

Tuesday-Friday Schedule (Harvey Mudd) 
 8am-9am: Breakfast 
 9am-11am: Topics course 
 11am-12:15pm: Activities, sports, games led by counselors 
 12:15pm-1pm: Lunch 
 1pm-3pm: Topics course or problem solving course 
 3:00pm-3:50pm: Activities, sports, games led by counselors 
 3:50pm-4:00pm: Snack 
 4:00pm-6:00pm: Topics course or problem-solving course 
 6:00pm-6:55pm: Dinner 
 7pm-8:20pm: Optional activities and free time 
 8:25pm-9:25pm: Modules 
 9:30pm-9:45pm: Hall meeting 
 After hall meeting (around 10pm)-10:30pm: Quiet time on the halls; socializing allowed in the lounge only 
 10:30pm: Students must be in room 
 10:45pm: Lights out 

There are basically four things that happen each weekday, which will be described in detail below: 

 Courses 
 Activities 
 Meals 
 Evenings (Includes: Free Time, Modules, Hall Meeting, and Evening Wrap-Up) 
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Courses (Harvey Mudd) 
Each week you will be a Teaching Assistant (TA) in either a topics course or a problem-solving course.  Students are 
in class for six hours per day: 9-11am, 1-3pm, and 4:15-6:15pm.  However, counselors TA during at most two 
blocks, for a total of no more than four hours per day.  You will have the third block off.  Courses and TA’s change 
each week, so you will have the opportunity to TA in three different courses during the summer. 

When you TA a topics course, you work with the same students for four hours per day.  All topics courses meet in the 
morning block, and then they meet again during one of the two afternoon blocks.  Topics courses can vary widely in 
content areas. Most courses are proof-based courses. They can include classes such as Graph Theory, Logic, 
Cryptography, and Mosaics.   

When you TA a problem-solving course, you work with two different groups of students during the day, covering the 
same material in each of the two classes.  Problem-solving courses meet during both afternoon blocks, so you will 
have the morning block off.  The problem solving courses are Solving Big Problems and Math Team Strategies.   

At Harvey Mudd, all courses take place in the math building.  
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Activities 
Activities are an opportunity for students and staff to relax and have some fun.  Staff can choose to lead any activity, 
within reason, that they think the students will enjoy.  If you are not sure what activity to lead, just remember that if 
there is something that you enjoy doing during your free time, the students will likely enjoy it too.  Popular activities 
often include sports, board games, and origami.  However, we have also had activities like cloud watching, karaoke, 
and serious conversations like “relationships and identity.” 

There are two activity blocks during the day: one in the morning (75 minutes) and one in the afternoon (50 
minutes).  Counselors should expect to lead an activity during at least one of those two blocks.  While you will 
generally be asked to lead only one activity per day, you are always welcome to tag along to another staff member’s 
activity!  Instructors will also lead activities when their schedules allow them to. 

When it is time for activities, all students and staff meet in the courtyard between Karp and Lippman.  The staff 
members who are leading activities will meet with the activities supply coordinator to get their roster and material. 
The supply coordinator will then make the announcement of where each group will meet in the courtyard. The 
counselor running the activity will check off all students on their roster and head to their activity location. It is 
important to end your activity on time so that students are not late to class. Students should arrive to the classroom 
building 5 minutes before classes begin. This will leave them time to use the restroom or fill their water bottles.  

Staff are responsible for preparing any supplies they might need for their activities.  We will have a designated 
activities supply coordinator. This person will change throughout the week. It is your responsibility to make sure they 
know what supplies you need for the next day activities. If you want students to bring anything for the activity, like a 
change of clothes, make sure that they know the day before.  Students rarely return to the dorm between breakfast 
and dinner, so they will need to bring everything they need for the day when they leave in the morning. 

During each activity period, we like to have a range of options available for the students.  We try to have a physically 
active activity (soccer, basketball, etc.), a mellow activity (reading, nap time, etc), and a medium activity (games, 
crafts, etc.).  This is helpful to keep in mind when planning and signing up for activities. 

The two activity periods during the day can feel quite different from each other.   

 The morning activity block is longer (an hour and 15 minutes) and generally cooler.  This makes it ideal for 
more involved activities, or ones that require more travel time.  As a result, some of the sports activities, like 
outdoor soccer, work better during this time. 

 The afternoon activity is shorter (about 45 minutes) and often hotter.  It can be nice, but not necessary, to be 
inside during this time.  At the end of the activity you should return to the classroom building around 3:50. 
Students receive a snack at that time, and they should be able to finish eating it before class begins at 4:00. 

There are also activities in the evenings, during free time.  These activities have the option to leave directly from 
dinner, but at Harvey Mudd we generally will go back to the dorm and gather materials before starting 
activities.  They generally start around 7-7:15pm, depending on when staff and students are done eating, and they 
can run until about 8pm (or maybe 8:15pm if students don’t need to shower).  If you are running an evening activity, 
make sure that students have time to clean up before modules begin at 8:25pm.  There is usually not enough time 
for every student to shower after modules and hall meeting. 
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Meals (Harvey Mudd) 
As you would likely expect, there are three meals each day.  All BEAM staff and students eat together in the dining 
hall. 

You will likely be “on duty” for about 2 meals each day.  On the following pages there is a detailed description of 
each meal and an explanation of who is on duty.  When you are on duty, you have four responsibilities: 

 Attendance 

This is different for each meal and will be described in detail below. 

 Supervision 

Make sure students are following the rules of the dining hall and are not doing anything 
inappropriate.  For example, they should not be yelling or running, and they must clean up after 
themselves at the end of the meal.  If you see a table that has been left dirty, do not hesitate to call 
the students back to clean it. 

 Sitting with students at one of their tables 

This allows you to spend time with them and enables you to supervise where needed.  For example, 
if there is a group of students that we know to be particularly rambunctious, and you see that no 
staff member has joined them yet, that would be a great table to join for your meal. 

 Taking students to class on time 

 

You are welcome to eat when it is most convenient for you, as long as you do not have other responsibilities at that 
time.  However, we encourage you to eat with the students whenever possible; it provides additional supervision and 
allows you to get to know the students better.  In general, you should expect to eat meals with students 2+ times per 
day.  
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Breakfast (8am-9am) 
Students leave for breakfast in three shifts:  7:45, 8:00, and 8:15.  If you are scheduled to lead a breakfast trip, 
then you are on duty during that meal. 

Counselors lead all of the breakfast trips, so you will likely be going to breakfast with the students most days during 
the summer.  A specific schedule will be made when you get to campus. 

Attendance 

A few minutes before it is time for your breakfast trip to leave the dorm, start checking students off the attendance 
list by the door.  If there are two or more counselors leading the breakfast trip, one should wait outside with the 
students who have already been checked off.  If there is only one counselor, then the trip is likely quite small, so this 
separation will not be as necessary. 

The counselors leading the breakfast trip are responsible for making sure the entire group of students make it safely 
to the dining hall.  It is often helpful to have one counselor at the front, leading the way, and another counselor at 
the back of the group, watching to make sure everyone stays together.  It is also important to re-count the students 
when you arrive at the dining hall, especially if it is a large group.  Students have been known to wander off or have 
decided to take a different route from the rest of the group.  This is not okay, so be vigilant. 

The counselor(s) leading the last breakfast trip (8:15) must make sure that every BEAM student has been checked 
off before the group leaves.  It is imperative that no student be left at the dorm!  Some students have a difficult time 
waking up in the morning, so you should start looking for the remaining students as soon as the 8:00 group 
leaves.  You will likely need to wake some students up and let them know that they only have about ten minutes to 
get ready, so start this process early to ensure that you can leave by 8:15. 

Important:  When checking students out for breakfast you must make sure that all students with EpiPens or 
Inhalers have them before they leave the dorm.  If an emergency happens during the day, there will not be time to 
return to the dorm for their EpiPen or Inhaler.  Some students might say they do not need them, but we cannot risk 
it.  They must have them to leave for breakfast. 

Lunch (12:15pm-1pm)   
If you lead an activity during the 11am block, then you are on duty for lunch. 

Attendance 

You are responsible for making sure your entire activity group gets to lunch safely, and on time. 
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Dinner (6:00pm – 6:55pm) 
If you are on duty for the evening, then you are on duty at dinner.  If you are off for the evening, then your time off 
starts at the beginning of dinner (or earlier if you do not TA during the 4:00-6:00pm block). 

Attendance 

If you are a TA during a 4:00pm course, you should make sure that the students in your class get to dinner 
safely.  The instructor might need to pack up their materials, and may not be available to walk with the students, so 
you should make sure that you are ready to go when the students leave the classroom. 

The end of dinner can be slightly chaotic, but with a little organization and planning, the chaos can usually be kept to 
a minimum.  Occasionally, some activities leave straight from dinner in order to make the most of the time they have 
before modules.  This results in students, led by staff, going to several different places around campus, and we need 
to make sure we document where every student has gone, in case we need to find them during evening activities.  At 
the end of dinner, staff that is running an evening activity will be in the back of the room. We will call for all groups 
attending the evening activity to find their appropriate staff member. Once the staff member has their students, they 
can leave for the activity.  

Once all of the activities have left the dining hall, the remaining students can be checked off to return to the dorm 
with the remaining counselors.  This last group must include every BEAM student that has not been previously 
checked off.  If a student cannot be found, then the group must wait until they are found, or a staff member must be 
assigned to find that student.  Students have been left at the dining hall in previous years because they were in the 
bathroom and the list was not checked carefully.  Be vigilant. 

Returning from activities 
When students return to the dorm in the evening, they must be checked back in on the attendance sheet by the 
door.  This applies to every group that returns to the dorm, whether they came directly from dinner, or went to an 
activity first. 
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Evenings 
Counselors are generally on duty 3 or 4 nights a week (which works out to approximately every other 
evening).  Being “on duty” includes dinner, free time, modules, hall meeting, and evening wrap-up. 

During free time you can either lead an activity or be on duty at the dorm.  At least two counselors (one male and 
one female) should be on duty at the dorm each evening.  One of these counselors will likely be helping students 
with laundry (after the first few days), while the other is supervising the remaining students.  Neither counselor may 
be in their room (except if they need to quickly grab something); they must be circulating where they can see and be 
seen by students.  If there are additional staff members available, one or more of them may want to take some 
students outside to the lawn in front of the dorm.  Students may not be outside without staff supervision. Evening 
duties will be posted on the schedule so we have all areas covered.  

After free time, students spend one hour doing independent study, which we call modules.  This material is based on 
what they see in school but gets them to think about it in new ways.  You and an instructor will alternate evenings 
working with a group of students, so the instructor will work with your student group on your evenings off. 

Modules are followed by hall meetings and lights out.  Each hall is about ten students, and either all male or all 
female, with two counselors for that hall.  Each night there is a hall meeting where students get announcements, 
select activities for the next day, and possibly talk about how things are going.  (Boys and girls, it turns out, have 
vastly different responses to this.). They must be in their rooms by 10:30pm and lights out soon after.  This is 
occasionally stretched if hall meeting runs late.  For more information, see “How to Run a Hall Meeting” on page 11. 

After lights out it is important to make sure that students are actually going to sleep.  This means that you should 
take some time throughout the evening to walk through the halls, listen for sounds in the students’ rooms or light 
underneath the door, and also walk outside the building to see light through the windows.  If lights are not out, or if it 
looks like students are on their electronics, gently nudge them to sleep. 

After the students in your hall are in their rooms with lights out, counselors meet in one of the lounges for evening 
wrap-up.  This is the time to organize rosters for the next day’s activities and upcoming field trips.  It is also a chance 
to talk about any questions or concerns that came up during the day.  You will usually be done for the evening 
around 11:15 - 11:30, although sometimes counselors choose to stay up talking later.  
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Saturdays (Harvey Mudd) 
 8am-9am: Breakfast 
 9am-11am: Topics course 
 11am-12:15pm: Activities, sports, games led by counselors 
 12:15pm-1pm: Lunch 
 1pm-3pm: Assembly: select courses for next week, fill out our surveys on the previous week, present 

challenge problem solutions, get relays instructions, and get “life skills” presentations 
 3:05pm-4pm: Activities, sports, games led by counselors 
 4pm-4:10pm: Snack 
 4:15pm-5:15pm: Guest speaker 
 5:15pm-6:15pm: Relays 
 6:15pm-7pm: Dinner 
 7pm-9:25pm: Optional activities and free time 
 9:30pm-10pm: Hall meeting (with presentation from someone in the staff on their mathematical story) 
 After hall meeting (around 10pm)-10:30pm: Quiet time on the halls; socializing allowed in the lounge only 
 10:30pm: Students must be in room 
 10:45pm: Lights out 

The Saturday schedule is very similar to the Tuesday - Friday schedule, with a few notable changes: 

 The topics courses finish their last class on Saturday morning, and there are no classes in the afternoon. 
 The second course block is replaced with an assembly.  One of the things that happens during this time is 

that students choose their courses for the following week.  Counselors are not required to attend the 
assembly unless they sign up for a life skills presentation.  However, you might find the assembly interesting 
(and it’s nice to be on the same page as the students!), so you are welcome to attend if you would like to. 

 The third course block is replaced with a guest speaker and relays.  Counselors are not required to attend 
either of these unless they sign up for a role during the relays.  However, the guest speaker is often quite 
interesting, and the relays are an incredible sight to see.  Counselors are encouraged to attend because you 
will definitely be missing an important part of the students’ experience if you miss it. 

 There are no modules, so free time is extended to 9:25pm. 
 Hall meetings start 15 minutes early so that a staff member can visit and talk about their personal 

mathematical story. 

Other than that, the schedule and procedures on Saturday are the same as the rest of the “week.” Since modules is 
cancelled, we would like to have an additional evening activity running to keep the students busy.  

Weekends - Sunday and Monday 
Sunday and Monday are the BEAM “weekend,” and are the days when we take field trips (or hold a field day!).  The 
schedule on these days depends upon where we are going.  You will get more information about each weekend as it 
approaches.  One thing that remains consistent, though, is the time of hall meetings and lights out each night. 

Field trips can be some of the highlights of the BEAM experience.  Most students and staff go on every field trip, and 
they have an amazing time.  Counselors should encourage every student to participate in every field trip because 
they might regret missing it later.  However, we do not require any student or staff member to attend the field trips if 
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they really don’t want to go.  If any students do choose to stay on campus, then the staff who stay behind take turns 
supervising them. 

Time Off 
Now that you know what happens each day, you might be wondering when you get time off.  Basically, when you are 
not explicitly scheduled for something, you are absolutely welcome (and encouraged) to take time off and relax.  You 
will generally have every other evening off on weekdays starting at dinner time*, one 2-hour course block every day, 
and any activity periods you are not leading.  You should expect to have about 3-5 hours off each weekday.  
(Weekends are different due to the field trips.) 

Staff training, student arrivals day, student departures day, and staff wrap-up are all-hands-on-deck situations for all 
BEAM staff, including counselors, instructors, directors, and nurse.  You will be working 9am-7pm (or more) during 
training and wrap-up and you need to be available from waking up to going to sleep on student arrival and departure 
days. 

When you do have time off you are welcome to leave campus, stay in your room, or participate in something with the 
students and the staff that are on duty.  For example, you might want to observe other classes during the block that 
you do not TA; or you might want to participate in an activity that another staff member is leading; or you might want 
to join a group for frisbee or board games at the dorm in the evening.  How you spend your time off is up to you.   

This is an intense but incredibly rewarding experience.  Please be proactive and positive about taking things on, but 
above all else, keep yourself in good shape both mentally and physically.  

*Please note that there are a few nights that counselors do not get off due to special events. 
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Attendance 
As a counselor, your most important job this summer is to make sure our students are safe at all times.  Therefore, 
keeping accurate documentation of our students’ attendance is incredibly important.  We must know where every 
student is at all times.  If you are responsible for taking attendance, and you cannot find a student, contact the 
Director of Student Life (DoSL) immediately.  If you cannot find the DoSL, then contact a Site Director (SD). 

Attendance is taken at every transition point during the day (whether by formally checking students off or informally 
counting): 

 Breakfast (formal):  Counselors use the attendance checklist by the door to check students out before 
leaving the dorm. 

 Courses (informal): Instructors and TAs take attendance before beginning class. 
 Activities (informal):  Activity leaders take attendance before leaving for their activity, and then check that 

they have everyone when they arrive at their activity location. 
 Lunch (informal):  Activity leaders check their attendance when they arrive at lunch. 
 Dinner (formal):  Counselors use the dinner checklist to check students out as they leave the dining hall.  It is 

important to mark where each student is going.  There will be separate columns for each of the activities so 
that we can find any student if we need to. 

 After evening activities (formal): Staff use the attendance checklist by the door to check students in as they 
arrive back at the dorm for the evening. 

 Hall meeting (informal):  This is the final attendance check of the day.* 

*This is also the attendance check that can be the scariest when a student cannot be found.  If you are missing a 
student during hall meeting, take it seriously, but please do not panic.  This has happened before, and usually the 
student is found asleep in their locked room, so tired that they did not hear people knocking on their door. 

Laundry (Harvey Mudd) 

Student Laundry 
Starting around the middle of the first week, one counselor each evening will be in charge of supervising student 
laundry.  Students do their own laundry.  However, many of them have never done laundry before, so counselors 
should be prepared to teach students about sorting clothes, the difference cycles on the machines, and how much 
detergent to use.  We have had some excitement here, including one incident that got suds all over the laundry 
room, so teach them well! 

Students indicate that they need to do laundry by marking it on their activity signup slips during hall 
meetings.  (Remind students that if they sign up for laundry, they must return to the dorm after dinner!)  When 
counselors meet for evening wrap-up they make a schedule of about six students who can do laundry the following 
night and record any students who did not get on the list so that they get priority the following day. 

There will be detergent and dryer sheets with the laundry machines.  

Staff Laundry 
Staff can do laundry any time except during evening free time, since this is when the students need the laundry 
room. 
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How to Run a Hall Meeting 
Your first hall meeting is crucial: it sets the tone for everything that comes next.  Make sure to think ahead to how 
you want it to run and set the expectation that students will be respectful and pay attention. 

A typical hall meeting runs about 15-20 minutes and looks something like this: 

 All students gather. 
 Optional: some sort of activity to review the day, such as 

o “Roses and Thorns,” where each person gives something that was good, something that wasn’t as 
good. 

o Everyone answers a question, like “best part of the program so far”, “what you’d change if you 
could”, something mathematical they learned, favorite thing from a class, etc. 

o Ask everyone a not-relevant-to-the-program question, like favorite game on their phone, or favorite 
basketball player, or whatever. 

 Announcements.  Talk to the DoSL about how announcements will be sent to you.  Some may need to be 
read verbatim. 

 [Monday-Friday only] Activity signups: describe the activities for the next day and pass around signup forms.  
Students can rank activities that interest them. 

 [Saturday only] Guest speaker comes in to talk about their mathematical story.  On Saturdays, hall meetings 
will start 15 minutes early to accommodate this time. 

 Reminder of what time they must be in their rooms, and dismissal. 

Each hall has a different personality.  Some will be more attentive, others more rambunctious; some will be 
interested in sharing their day, others won’t be.  The next couple of sections are about how to run your hall meeting 
effectively, and in particular to avoid having students who don’t listen to you or don’t pay attention when you need 
them to. 

The First Meeting 
Malcolm Eckel, a BEAM faculty member, advises: The thing to say is something like "I need you all to be silent, I'll 
wait."  And then actually wait; don't move on, period, until everyone is silent and attentive.  Don't be mean, don't yell 
at how disrespectful the kids are, don’t even look angry.  Look pleasant but vaguely bored, stare straight at whoever 
is talking, and don't react to what they say.  Do that with 100% consistency from the very first meeting and there 
won't be much misbehavior, and when there is that one kid that just can't get it together, a 1-on-1 conversation 
outside the meeting can solve that. 

The idea is that you don’t let the students see you get angry or see that they are affecting you.  Instead, you set clear 
guidelines for respect and go from there. 

Additional Advice 

Keep their attention 
Remember, some acting out is just because the kids have lost focus.  Be ready with all your topics, and don’t have 
long pauses where you have to flip through text messages to look at what comes next.  Treat their time respectfully. 
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If a student asks you a question that really only pertains to them and takes more than ten seconds to answer, tell 
them to ask you after the hall meeting, so everyone doesn’t have to listen to it. 

Some counselors are able to use humor or charisma to keep things interesting.  If that is your style, great.  It can 
work well to tell good jokes, or to chat about a great basketball player, or whatever.  Be prepared to use it from the 
beginning! 

Keep your status 
Never try to talk over the kids (more than to get their attention), and never, ever, ever beg them for their attention.  
“Please guys, I just need you to listen for 30 seconds” puts your status below theirs and does not work.  You expect 
them to pay attention.  Expect it. 

What if things are slipping? 
If it is one student, have a conversation with them separately.  Ask them why they’ve been disrespectful of you, or 
why they haven’t been paying attention.  Listen to their reason and respond to it.  Explain that they are holding 
everyone up by being disruptive, and that if they continue they will earn yellow cards.  (Follow through if needed.) 

If it is a more general trend that is not coming from a single source, notice it early.  Then, do the following: 

● At the end of the hall meeting, have a frank discussion with the students.  Explain that you expect more of 
them, and they must pay attention at the hall meeting.  You can even ask them if there is anything about the 
hall meeting that isn’t working for them, but hold firm that they must respect you and respect everyone’s 
time tomorrow. 

● At the start of the next hall meeting, remind them what you talked about last night to set the tone. 
● At the end of that meeting, thank them for doing better, and tell them that you appreciate it.  “Let’s keep 

doing that for the rest of the summer.”  This shifts the situation to one of praise and acknowledges good 
behavior. 

● You might also invite the DoSL or Site Director to visit your next hall meeting and see if they have any 
suggestions for how to work with your hall.  Sometimes you just need an outside pair of eyes to break down a 
problem.  

In extreme cases, counselors have warned their hall that if they do not do better, then they will all get yellow cards, 
and followed through on that.  However, you should talk to the DoSL well before something like that is on the 
horizon.  This technique, giving a yellow card to an entire hall, has some side effects that you want to avoid.  First of 
all, it can seem unfair to the silent majority of students who are not causing disruption.  (And they are there, even if 
you don’t think they are.)  Second, it avoids directly addressing the student(s) who is/are disruptive.  If such 
students never take responsibility for their behavior, it is harder to solve the real issue.  
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Student Management 
Managing a group of students well is something that you will get much better at with time, but some early guidance 
and thought can help tremendously when you first get into it.  Here are some concrete places to start. 

● Don’t spring things on students, give them warning.  For example, if you are running a basketball activity, 
warn students when it is 5 minutes to packing up, then 1 minute, then time to pack up.  This gives them a 
feeling of control; and besides, it can feel rude to suddenly be interrupted in what you’re doing and 
immediately forced to shift gears. 

● Our policy is to be firm about rules but to always assume the best when first interacting with students.  For 
example: 

○ If a student is using a cell phone in class, ask them, “Hey, what’s up? I noticed you using your phone, 
what’s going on?”  The student might have a good reason, like a text from a parent or that they were 
looking something relevant up online, and you don’t want to come down on them hard if they were 
fundamentally trying to do the right thing. You can still explain: “If it’s urgent, you can ask us to call 
your parents, but otherwise please leave the phone away because it’s distracting to everyone else. 
Your parents can always reach you by calling us if it’s an emergency.” REMEMBER: even if students 
have a good reason, they are still subject to warnings and/or yellow cards. This is a teachable 
moment; be compassionate but clear. “I know you took out your phone to text your mom, but any use 
of the phone during class is a warning. Next time, please ask for permission first. When you explain 
what is going on, we can grant exceptions to policies.” 

○ If a student is not being attentive in class, start again by asking them what’s up.  Are they bored? Are 
they unhappy? There could be any number of factors and being told just to pay attention is not 
always helpful. 

On the other hand, sometimes a student is doing something unsafe, or obviously inappropriate (say, 
throwing food in the cafeteria), or there is a large group where personal conversations are impossible; in 
these cases, it is reasonable to be sharp and quick.  Of course, it’s still worth having a conversation with 
them about why they were throwing the food. It might not go anywhere (it could even be flirting!), but it might 
reveal something more fundamental that’s going on and which needs attention. 

● Be very explicit with students about what they need to do. They usually don’t have context for vague 
suggestions.  For example, remind them what they need to bring with them for each activity. 

● In groups, it is important to be confident in your authority and to expect responses from the student.  It is 
never useful to try to talk over students (except to get their initial attention, and then wait until you have it).  
For example, it undermines your authority in a hall meeting to say, “PLEEEASE guys I JUST need you to PAY 
ATTENTION for 30 more SECONDS…”  The power there is in the wrong place! See “How to Run a Hall 
Meeting” for more on this. 

● Always bring concerns back to BEAM’s four main rules: 
○ Be excellent to one another. 
○ Be here to grow. 
○ Don’t do stupid stuff. 
○ Do what staff members tell you to do. 
○ (See the Employee Handbook for more information about these rules.) 
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Explain to students what makes their behavior disruptive or how they failing to be here to grow. Students are 
still developing their understanding of community values and you have to explain your interpretation of an 
event. 

Being a Good TA 
Here is some basic advice on being a good TA: 

● Establish a relationship with the course instructor.  For example: 
○ How will the two of you communicate?  How frequently? 
○ What kind of role do you want in the classroom?  What kind of role do they want you to have? 
○ Do they want you to actively participate in instruction (for example, if you have an idea for how to 

present a concept the students find difficult, should you speak up?), or would they rather present the 
material according to their plan and then involve you in helping the students? 

○ What are appropriate discipline boundaries for the class?  How does the instructor want to handle 
various situations that might arise?  What is the tradeoff between focused and orderly vs. energetic 
but chaotic? 

○ Is the TA interested in guest teaching, or helping to come up with a problem set, and if so is there a 
place for that in the course? 

● Do not give students the answers.  Instead, when you are helping students with a problem: 
○ Try to find out what the student is thinking and what progress they’ve made first. 
○ Then, see if you can ask them a question or provide a helpful statement to point them in the right 

direction, or if you can remind them of something that they’ve recently learned which would be 
helpful.  Here are some sentences that might be helpful (pick 2-3 to add to your repertoire and then 
when you notice you’re using those, come back to this list for more great prompts): 

■ "What have you figured out already?"  
■ "Why don't you start working and see what you discover?"  
■ "Remember the problem-solving strategy we talked about yesterday. Try that out!" 
■ "Tell me where you are right now (on this problem)." 
■ "What's a first step we could do?" (draw a picture, make a list, small case, etc) 
■ "What are some possible ways we might tackle this problem? Don't worry yet about it being 

the 'right way', let's just brainstorm things we know so far" 
○ If that tactic isn’t working, you can give them the first step, but let them go from there. 
○ Of course, this is all a judgment call.  Sometimes a student really needs to see a problem done; you 

need to base it on where they’re at.  But remember that they will have a lot more satisfaction, 
understanding, and recall if they solve it themselves. 

● Above all, be careful about forcing students to do it “your way” -- one of the great things about 7th graders is 
that they are often more creative than adults because they don’t yet know the “right” way to do something. 
Even if their way is slower, let them go. If you don’t understand their method, ask the instructor what s/he 
thinks. The student may have discovered something very cool! When a student is working productively (and it 
can be hard to tell if their work is productive), don’t interrupt to show them another way. (In modules, we like 
to let students solve things a slow way unless it’s a HUGE waste of time. Then, at the end, you might show 
them a clever shortcut -- they will only truly appreciate the shortcut after having seen how much time they 
wasted on the long way.) 
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● Be excited about the course and learning, but don’t let your enthusiasm distract you from focus on the 
student! In other words, if you have an “a-ha!” moment while working on a problem that students are also 
doing, don’t share this out loud!  (Yes, we have had TAs get so excited about math that they spoil a discovery 
for students.) 

● Be attentive to student issues and perceptions of the course, and communicate with the instructor about 
how students are reacting to it.  What do they understand or not understand?  What do they like or not like? 

● Proactively deal with emerging disciplinary issues.  For example, if a student is using their cell phone, or if 
two students are talking while the instructor is speaking, see if you can address it before it becomes a larger 
issue.  (See student discipline suggestions above.) 

● Take notes during class on student interactions, both positive and negative, that are worth recording; then 
enter these into the student comments form.  Specific anecdotes are extremely helpful when writing letters 
home now and when writing recommendation letters later.  Talk to the instructor about whether it would be 
helpful or disruptive to type these up during class when you’re between other tasks.  

● You should not use your cell phone during the class unless you’ve had an explicit discussion with the 
instructor about using it.  It is often distracting to both the instructor and the students. 

Campus Map 
 

 


