
Problems and Solutions: Working with Others 
(after: TEDI, 2001) 

Everyone is an individual, everyone responds to a group situation 
differently, but you, and the students, have to work with each other 
during the tutorials. Some students are difficult to work with, and make 
it difficult for others to work with them. Avoid embarrassing or shutting 
them off. They can be valuable members in a tutorial if you can 
manage to get them on your side. 

The show-off, know-it-all, or arrogant student 
These people seem to dominate discussions, dismiss information as 
'common knowledge', treat what is being covered as something they 
already know. Do not allow them to dominate the session or 
discussions. 

Response: Ask a difficult question. Ask them to elaborate their point 
with probing from you. Refer it back to the group, for example, “That's 
an interesting point. Let's see what the rest of the group think about it”.  

The keen volunteer 
These people are always the first to nominate or volunteer to do 
something.  

Response: Thank them and suggest that others need to be involved 
as well. 

The positive participant 
These people are positive and cooperate fully in the session and 
activities. 

Response: Use these students frequently and try to get them working 
with others in different situations. 

The argumentative student 
These people argue about every point being made. 

Response: Do not get involved in arguments. Remain calm. Agree 
with any good points but ask the group's reaction to any bad points. 
Always try to stop them monopolizing. The group will usually deal with 
these people in their own way. Try to find out what is bothering them 
between sessions and try to elicit cooperation. 

The 'shy' participant 
These people could be shy, bored, indifferent, insecure, or may just 
learn best by listening. 

Response: Find out what is causing the silence. If shy, try to provide 
opportunities in smaller groups where they can participate with less 
anxiety. If bored or indifferent, try to find out why, and get them 
involved through their interests or what they are particularly 
knowledgeable about etc. 



The persistent questioner and the rambler 
These people ask a number of questions, or start to ask a question 
but take a long time getting to the point. 

Response: Answer the question to the point. If subsequent questions 
are asked which are going off the point suggest that you discuss them 
during a break or at some later time. 

The students who whisper during sessions 
These people whisper or have private conversations during the 
sessions and can be quite distracting to you and others. 

Response: Do not embarrass them. They may be discussing 
something they found interesting in the tutorial or the lecture. Ask 
them an easy question to let them know you want them back in the 
session. If it persists ask them during a break what they are 
discussing and do they need some point clarified or raised with the 
group for discussion. If it turns out to be a personal conversation, ask 
if they could leave it till later to discuss. 

The personality clashes 
When there is a clash of personalities and it looks like animosity is 
developing, then it needs to be addressed, as it can affect the whole 
group. 

Response: Emphasise points of agreement, minimise differences. If it 
persists, be open and ask that personalities be left out of discussions. 
This can be done in private, and, if necessary, in public. Facilitate 
different groupings so they are separated as much as possible. Do not 
attempt to mediate between them. 

Regardless of the different personalities of the individual participants 
you need to make sure that you: 

• keep the session or discussion on track 

• prevent the session or discussion falling into silence 

• keep an eye on individuals and note their contribution. 



Common Problems and Possible Solutions 
(from: Bertola & Murphy, 1995, p. 23) 

 
 Problem Possible Solutions 

 Students won’t prepare or 
participate 

Ask, “Why”?. Set specific tasks. Break 
into sub-groups. 

 One student dominates the 
discussion 

Thank the contributors and then invites 
others to speak. Have around (each 
person speaks or passes). Break into 
sub-groups and appoint the dominant 
student as facilitator. Use you non-
verbal communication (for example, 
hand gesture) to invite comment. 

 Students are silent when 
you ask a question 

Ask easier questions. Confront (“I feel 
that you are worried about being 
wrong”). Give them time to write down 
notes before speaking. Try smaller 
groups and a pyramid sequence. 

 Students do not listen to 
each other 

Confront. Remind them of the ground 
rules. Play a listening game. Change 
the seating arrangements. Ask them to 
paraphrase. 

 Students complain about 
how you run the tutorial 

Ask for suggestions. Brainstorm 
possible alternatives. Explain why you 
do things. Write criticisms and possible 
solutions on the whiteboard. 

 Students use sarcasm or 
other put downs 

Confront. Remind them of ground rules. 
Invite discussion about the 
consequences of such behaviour. Be 
assertive. 
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