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Agenda

● Scenarios

● Time Management Strategies

● Self Advocacy

● Life Outside the Academy

● Some suggestions 



What is “work-life 
balance”? 



Scenarios
Break up into 6 different groups.

Discuss how you would 
recommend handling these 

scenarios



Let’s start with an example



Cameron has always been interested in doing a variety of things. Since moving to 

Syracuse for graduate school, they’ve kept themselves incredibly busy. They are taking 

four courses this semester when most members of their cohort are taking three. They 

are a member of the Graduate Student Organization (GSO), supervise an 

undergraduate student organization, are a part of a broom-ball league, and, outside of 

the University, runs a book club with other grad students living in their apartment 

complex. They also do dog walking and dog sitting to make some extra money while 

they’re TA-ing. Cameron loves everything that they're doing, but they hardly have time 

to study or take care of themselves. The mess in their apartment is getting out of hand 

and their grades aren’t as high as they’d like them to be. What would you recommend 

to Cameron to help them with this overwhelm?



Scenario A 
Taylor was excited to attend Syracuse University, moving far away from home for the first time. For the first few 

weeks of the semester, they spent a lot of time with their cohort and classes were both fun and pleasantly 

challenging. When they were assigned two TA assignments, Taylor knew it was fairly regular in their program and 

took it in their stride. However, soon, Taylor began to feel more stressed and overwhelmed. When the midterms 

approached, their schedule became extremely demanding and they stopped meeting friends or socializing at all. 

Even when close friends call on them, Taylor feels dispirited and does not feel like talking with anyone at all. 

They feel like they spend all their time working on either their own classes or TA-ing. When they’re not doing 

that, they have trouble getting up the energy to do anything other than going to sleep. Taylor knows their mental 

health has taken a toll but does not know what to do as finals week approaches.  What would you recommend to 

help Taylor? 



Scenario B 
Willow is a full-time doctoral student with a partner and a four-year-old at home. She TAs a large seminar and is 

working on her qualifying exams; she rarely sees her friends. It’s deeply important to Willow to be available to 

her students, particularly her first-generation students who haven’t had as much institutional or tech access. 

She often answers emails from students while on line at the grocery store or waiting to pick her kid up, and 

doesn’t know what to do when they start answering and wanting to email back and forth while she’s in the 

middle of something. Willow realizes that she often exceeds her 20 hours a week allotment.The other TAs in her 

course say they don’t mind an extra hour here or there during the end of semester , but for Willow, it means extra 

costs for childcare and babysitting. 

On a particular night, Nancy, who is a polite and appreciative student of Willow’s emails urgently to meet her the 

next afternoon. Willow has already made plans to spend that afternoon with friends who she hardly sees. This is 

a rare opportunity for her to take time out for herself. Willow tells her she will be available only during office 

hours later in the week but begins to feel guilty. Discuss some strategies for Willow that will enable her to take 

care of herself whilst balancing the needs of her students as well as responsibilities of child-care. 



Scenario C
Serena is a first-year TA in history who originally hails from Korea. This semester, she has been assigned to TA for 

a course in modern American history. Serena is struggling because she is aware of cultural differences between 

classrooms in Syracuse and her undergraduate university in Korea and wants to ensure she is accessible to all 

her students. However, as a young, Asian, person of color, she is aware of how some students challenge her 

knowledge on the subject and tend to question her in class. Last week, for instance, after they had received their 

graded essays, some students tried to supercede Serena’s authority and approach the professor to argue that 

they deserve a higher grade. They did not even have a preliminary conversation with Serena which is a 

requirement outlined in the syllabus. The professor wants to be approachable and therefore listened to them. 

However, Serena feels this strengthened the implicit bias in the classroom. 

Serena is also pressured because unlike her domestic student friends in other departments, she does not have 

access to Fulbright, National Science Foundation, Foreign Language and Area Studies  and many other funding 

sources. She is afraid that if students give her negative reviews, her TA contract might not be revived and that is 

her only possible source of funding. This drives Serena to work extra hours. She also misses home but cannot go 

away for short breaks since it costs upward of $1000. Discuss how Serena can navigate these extra pressures and 

how her fellow TAs can potentially help her. 



Main Takeaways

● Each TA faces both a set of common as well as individual challenges. We need to 

advocate for ourselves and each other! 

● Mental health among graduate students is a major concern and it is okay to put 

your needs before those of others. 

● It is beneficial to set clear guidelines with students, fellow TAs, colleagues, and 

professors. 

● Talk to TAs from other departments and learn about efforts to unionize on 

campus. 

● Remember you are not alone! 



Let’s Talk Strategies



Time Management



What Type of Planner is Right for You?

There’s more than one way to manage your tasks. Here are just a few ideas for 

organizing your day. 

To-Do Lists- Digital and Analog

● Simply sit down every day or once a week to write down all of your tasks. 

● Don’t forget to prioritize! 

● Dedicate a notebook or online app/space for your 

to-do lists and carry it with you wherever you go



Bullet Journals

● You make your own planner! All you need are

a notebook and pen (though art supplies are 

always fun). Make your planner as creative or 

simple as you want. 

● There are plenty of tutorials online to show you how to set one up and Instagram 

pages, Pinterest boards, and blogs dedicated to bullet journaling to give you all the 

inspiration you could ever need. 

Structured Planners & Printables

● There are hundreds of different types of structured  

planners and agendas available. 

● You can also find printables online, where you can print 

(for free or very cheap) worksheets to organize your day. 



Create a Master Syllabus

Once you have all of your syllabi and schedules for the semester, spend an afternoon or 

evening putting them all together on one cohesive document with all of your 

assignments and due dates. Spending this bit of time early on to prepare will save you 

so much prep time in the future. 

See the handout for instructions on how to 

make your own master syllabus! 



Task Batching

Task batching is when you gather all of your 

similar tasks and do them all in one time block

Task batching can:

● Increase focus

● Promote flow

● Reduce start-up time in-between tasks

Batch tasks such as emails, data entry, writing, 

cooking, cleaning, and/or running errands! 



Time Chunking

Time chunking is similar to task batching, but involves separating your day by topics 

instead of tasks. This can look like dedicating certain hours, or a whole day, to one 

class, teaching assistant duties, or anything else you have to do. 

Time chunking has many of the same benefits as task batching, while also promoting 

long-term planning skills and helping to reduce procrastination. 



Advocating for Yourself: Your Time

● Track your hours!
● Retain days off (weekends are real!) 

and clarify them with your supervisor
● Apply your time management skills 

(even if you’re just developing them 
now) to conversations about your 
employment



Advocating for Yourself: You’re Not Alone

● Talk to other students in your 

department, particularly those who have 

worked with your supervisor

● Communicate with your grad student 

colleagues about your work and your 

practices

● Learn about unionization work on campus

● Participate in working groups



Advocating for Yourself: Pick Your Battles

● Choose what your limits are and be flexible within them

● Understand the dynamic needs of the job

● Be attentive to your own communication strengths

● Learn how your advisor and/or supervisor communicate(s)

● Picking battles doesn’t mean avoiding battles!



Developing a Life outside 
University 



How to separate ‘life’ and ‘work’ in 
an era of constant connectivity? 



● Create firm deadlines regarding emails and assignments. 

● Commit to certain hours per week for activities. Take a friend along so you can 

keep each other motivated. 

● It is worth spending your early semesters exploring the different neighborhoods 

and activities in Syracuse. 

● Getting to know the city and people outside of the campus can also help put things 

in perspective, expand knowledge base and create valuable relationships.  



What we do outside work

Community Engagement

Hiking 

Cultural Activities 

Personal Hobbies



THANK YOU FOR LISTENING
Now find a hobby…


