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GETTING STARTED

Congratulations! Youre about to assist in the teaching
of a course. This is an opportunity to interact with stu-
dents and influence their undergraduate education. As
a teaching assistant (TA), your interactions with stu-
dents, the effectiveness of the lessons you provide, and
the positive support you give students can have a pro-
found influence on classroom culture, student motiva-
tion, and the quality of the learning experience of your
students. This is especially true when classes are large
and if you, the TA, are the main contact with the course
instructional team. So how do you get started? How do
you prepare yourself for your role as a TA?

The preparation of TAs needs to be a top priority
when they are part of a teaching team in postsecond-
ary institutions, regardless of whether at universities
(research and teaching) or colleges (primarily teach-
ing). Fortunately, the importance of TA training is
being recognized, and there’s a growing number of
TA-training programs to support novice educators

in postsecondary institutions, especially in Canada
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and the United States. These training programs take
a variety of forms; just as different institutions may
promote different instructional strategies, different
disciplines will also have different forms of instruc-
tion. For example, the hands-on learning experiences
in the sciences, engineering, home economics, phar-
macy, and art studios will be somewhat different from
seminars and tutorials in philosophy, classical studies,
linguistics, and other courses in the social sciences.
However, TAs are sometimes assigned to teach with
little or no preparation, so we developed this guide to
support TAs in their preparation for teaching.

At the University of British Columbia, we were
involved in the development of the Biology Teaching
Assistant Professional Development Program (known
as BioTAP). In it, we combined our extensive experience
in TA training with best practices published in the ped-
agogical literature and information available from uni-
versities across North America. Although the program
is intended for TAs in the sciences, the advice we offer
applies to all disciplines, whether you're involved in
instructing in labs or studios, facilitating seminars
or tutorials, supporting lectures in large classes, or
preparing and presenting lectures. Our approach is
to give you basic suggestions that have proven effec-
tive for the many TAs we've worked with over the
years. We've found that best practices in teaching are

applicable universally. One TA offered this comment



Getting Started

in an anonymous survey, “These training workshops
have helped me understand what’s expected of me as
a TA and better prepare for interacting with students.”
Indeed, TAs who participated in BioTAP training work-
shops have contributed to the advice presented here.

This guide is designed to provide you — regardless
of whether youre an undergraduate, graduate student,
or postdoctoral fellow new to teaching or an instructor
new to supervising TAs - with practical advice on being
a TA. We cover the essentials, including describing what
your role could be, preparing for your first class, design-
ing lessons and learning activities, creating an inclusive
learning atmosphere, facilitating classroom discussion,
teaching with technology, assessing student learning,
and reflecting on your teaching. We also offer insights
on best practices in teaching. If youre supervising TAs,
we identify issues that new TAs may encounter and offer
advice on how you can best support them.

In several chapters, we provide checklists as a quick
reference for the main issues or steps to consider in
preparation for and during teaching. These checklists
are not exhaustive, and some items may not apply to
all roles. They should be treated as a guide for making
checklists applicable to your own role.

This guide doesn’t address topics in depth or discuss
the educational theories that support our suggestions. For
those interested in a more in-depth treatment of certain

topics, see “Further Resources” at the end of this book.
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In addition, throughout the guide you’ll find num-
bered scenarios describing situations we’ve encoun-
tered or TAs have described to us. We challenge you to
devise your own responses to the situations presented.
At the end of each chapter, in “Possible Scenario
Responses,” we provide some suggestions for how you
could effectively address these types of situations.
And, if you're asked to assist in TA-training sessions
or preparing and offering workshops, we provide some
suggestions in the Appendix, “Developing Training
Opportunities for TAs.”

Teaching is exciting and rewarding, and we hope
youll find the information here useful. TA-training
programs are ofien constrained by the time allocated to
sessions. They can't address all aspects of teaching. We
hope this guide will be a valuable supplement to other
training you may receive. At first, you may encounter
challenges, but there are many rewards to be gained
from interacting with students and facilitating their
learning. Be assured that confidence, effectiveness,
and expertise in teaching often come with experience
in the classroom and familiarizing yourself with edu-
cational theories and the literature on the practice of
teaching (pedagogy).

We hope the information in this guide will help you
get started in your preparation so you can approach
your teaching with confidence, be a more effective

teacher, and, most importantly, enjoy the experience!
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STEPPING INTO YOUR ROLE

You've just been assigned to your first TA position.
What'’s involved? The primary role of a TA is to support
the course instructor or coordinator in facilitating
student learning. Your role and level of involvement
with students will vary depending on the needs of the
instructor, the course design, and the number of stu-
dents in the course (whether it’s a single, relatively
small-enrolment course or a large multisection course).

These are some of the different possibilities:

« Large classes: you may be asked to facilitate
activities by interacting with students, answering
questions, and assisting with classroom duties,
and you may even have the opportunity to give a
lecture or two.

<> Small-group meetings such as tutorials or
seminars: you may prepare lessons and facilitate

discussions and activities.
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<> Laboratory or studio courses, field trips, or
other practical components: you may present
introductory instructions or demonstrations,

supervise, and interact with students.

<> Online courses: you may not interact face-to-face
with students but may be expected to communicate
electronically to provide direction and answer

students’ questions.

<> Grading: you may assess student learning by
marking assignments, presentations, quizzes, and
exams. If youre primarily a marking TA, you might
interact indirectly with students, assessing their

work by following instructions from the instructor.

<> Primary instructor: you may be responsible
for all aspects of teaching a course, including
preparing and facilitating lessons and activities
and designing and marking assessments. If this is

the case, Chapter 3 can help you get started.

Whatever your role or combination of roles, you’ll
be supporting student learning and making an import-

ant contribution to the teaching team.
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MEETING WITH THE INSTRUCTOR OR COURSE COORDINATOR
Arrange to meet with the instructor or coordinator
at the beginning of the term or semester, preferably
before the course starts and when your TA contract
begins. During this meeting, discuss your role, iden-
tify responsibilities, and clarify expectations for teach-
ing times and the hours per week required outside of
scheduled teaching. Ask about the structure and size
of the course and where, when, and for how long the
classes meet. Ask if the course format is lecture only,
or if it has seminars or tutorials. Alternatively, the
course may have hands-on components such as labs,
studios, or fieldwork. Clarify your involvement. If
you're required to attend lectures, ask whether you'll
be interacting with students and helping with logistics
and activities.

If you're unfamiliar with the course, find out or ask
about its goals and the academic level of the content.
Are there assignment due dates? Are there resources
such as a syllabus, texts, manuals, or readings that
you'll be required to be familiar with? Many courses
have an online component, so be sure to request access
to the course management system and other elec-
tronic resources. Consider your comfort level with the
content. If you have little background in some aspects
of the course, you may need to put more effort into pre-
paring for your role. If, however, you have sufficient

expertise in the subject, ask if there’s an opportunity
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to present a lesson or a full lecture; if you do, ask your
instructor or coordinator to provide a teaching evalua-
tion, which you can use for job applications. Preparing
and presenting lectures is excellent practice for future
employment, whether in academia or elsewhere. In
many disciplines, you may be asked to give a seminar,
lecture, or presentation as part of the job interview.

Most TAs interact with students in smaller tutorials,
seminars, or labs. Ask how the sessions are conducted
and whether the lessons for these sessions will be pro-
vided or whether you'll need to select or even create
relevant resources. Determine if you need to prepare
and make copies of teaching materials, including dis-
cussion questions, quizzes, and other assessments. If
you're teaching in a lab or studio, ask if you need to
set up materials, do demonstrations, and be involved
in the cleanup after each session. If the course has a
field or community-outreach component, ask if you'll
be involved in making the necessary arrangements.

In your discussion with the course instructor or
supervisor, also ask how you’ll be expected to support
and communicate with students (if at all). Courses may
have a policy on the means of communication, such
as through electronic bulletin boards, course man-
agement systems, or other messaging tools. If you'll
be answering student questions through email, ask if
you must use a platform provided by your institution

and ask about the expected response time. You'll also
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need to know if you’ll be required to hold office hours
on campus or virtually. Ask if you'll be required to
conduct review sessions for students and what level of
assistance is appropriate as they prepare assignments
or for exams. At times, students may need help beyond
your level of expertise; the course instructor should
provide a list of campus resources to help students
either with their academic issues or personal matters.
If one of your roles is to mark assignments, quizzes,
and exams, ask if you’ll be provided with the questions,
solutions, rubrics, and marking guides. Determine if
you'll be expected to assign and record student grades,
what format of record keeping is required and the pro-
cedure for submitting marks for review. In multisection
courses, there may be a mechanism to ensure consis-
tency of marking in which youll need to participate.
Find out what the course guidelines are regarding late
assignments and student academic misconduct. Many
courses have policies regarding the review of marked
assignments or exams. Ask if you'll be expected to par-
ticipate in the invigilation and marking of a final exam or
project. If so, don’t make travel plans until you know the
exam date or when the marking needs to be completed.
Once you've determined your role in the course,
review your schedule with the instructor, taking into
consideration periods in the term where more time
will be required. Your work hours will likely vary from

week to week; however, you should be given an estimate
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of the average number of hours youlll be contribut-
ing as a TA. Also, note the maximum hours per week
or term allowed by your institution’s regulations. TA
working conditions and pay rates may be determined
by a union agreement. Find out if this is the case. One
aspect of union agreements is the number of hours
of work per week or term. This number may differ if
you have a scholarship. Your hours of work should
also include time spent meeting with the instructor or
teaching team. These meetings may be scheduled on a
regular basis or as needed.

Throughout this guide, we provide scenarios that
describe situations that may arise during your experi-
ence as a TA. Consider the advice we provide and think
about how you would respond. There are many ways
to respond to these scenarios; the most appropriate
response depends on the specific context of the course,
the classroom climate, the individual personalities of
the students involved, and institutional constraints.
The responses offered at the end of each chapter are
only a sample of possible ways to deal with a situation.

Scenario 1.1 You've just been notified that you've
been assigned to a TA position that starts next week.
Of the many questions you have, which five are the
most urgent that you should act on right away?

10
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ONGOING INTERACTIONS WITH COURSE INSTRUCTORS OR
COORDINATORS

A good relationship with the course instructor or coor-
dinator is key to having a positive TA experience. They
are instrumental in helping prepare you for class, clari-
fying expectations, and explaining details regarding
your role.

Course instructors or coordinators will typically
provide you with guidance weekly or as needed.
Throughout the term, pay attention to the hours you're
spending each week on your duties. If you're spending
more time than allocated, be sure to discuss this with
your course coordinator right away. They can help
identify ways to adjust your workload or increase effi-
ciency and reduce time spent on certain tasks.

Your course instructor or coordinator can be con-
sulted if student issues develop. You may have students
that display inappropriate behaviour or come to you
with personal concerns. Your coordinator can offer
advice on how to approach these situations, provide
you with resources to pass on to students, or intercede
on your behalf with the students.

In addition to the course instructor or coordinator,
ask former TAs in the course for insights on what to
expect. If you need further clarification about the role
of TAs in the program or department, there should be a
unit administrator or faculty member who can review

policies regarding the role of TAs. Knowing what’s

11
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expected will help you focus on your contributions to
student learning.

If, for any reason, you're uncomfortable approaching
your course instructor, there are others with whom you
can discuss your teaching-related issues. For example,
you can talk to an experienced TA in the course, or the
person organizing your TA training, or even the faculty
responsible for TA positions. If you feel your rights as
an employee are not being respected, you can verify
your contractual obligations with unit administrators

or consult with a TA union representative.

Scenario 1.2 As part of your hours of work, you're
expected to set up before each lab and clean up after.
You have a class right after the lab ends and must rush
off without cleaning up. Your supervisor mentions that
you're not doing an adequate job of cleanup. What
should you do?

BEING PROFESSIONAL IN YOUR POSITION

As a TA, you have a responsibility to complete your
assigned tasks with integrity and behave professionally
toward students and supervisory faculty or instructors.
Regard your TA position as you would any other paid
work. Regardless of your role, you need to ensure that

12
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you're well informed on the topics and concepts, pro-
fessional in your interactions, objective in your assess-
ments, and model appropriate learning behaviours for
your discipline. However, this experience is more than
a job; it’s also a unique opportunity for you to develop
your skills as a teacher and communicator.

Plan and prepare for the tasks for which youre
responsible. Students will take their cue from you as
you model appropriate behaviour and language. For
example, be on time for classes and meetings with
students, other TAs, and supervisors. If you must be
late, need to miss a meeting, or are ill and must miss
a class, let your supervisor know as soon as possible.
When teaching, be sure to dress appropriately for the
norm of your discipline, for example, if you're teaching
in a lab, studio, or professional school, there may be
specific clothing requirements. Make sure AV materi-
als are ready to use without glitches and that demon-
stration materials have been prepared.

Treat all students, faculty, and staff fairly and with
respect and expect to be treated respectfully in return.
Be professional in your interactions with students
and create a welcoming, inclusive atmosphere. (See
Chapter 4 for more discussion on this topic.) Because
you may be interacting with a diversity of students,
faculty, and staff, you'll want to take part in workshops
offered by your institution that will help you uncover

your unconscious biases. Ask your course supervisor

13
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or other TAs if there are such workshops or resources
available (also see the Additional Resources section for
Chapter 4).

Keep in mind that as a TA youre in a position to
influence student grades; therefore, you need to be per-
ceived as objective and impartial. You can be personable
and friendly, but don’t be a friend to your students, and
avoid developing personal relationships with them. If
you decide to meet a student for coffee, make it clear
that this is an open invitation to all students in the class.
Avoid situations where you may be perceived as being
biased or favouring some students over others. If possi-
ble, avoid having a relative or friend in your class; you
may need to switch class sections or TA assignments.
This may be difficult if youre an undergraduate TA,
so you'll have to be careful to avoid the perception of
bias toward students you know from other situations.
Respect confidences and keep in mind you’re in a pos-
ition of trust. Above all, be aware that your behaviour

reflects on the course, program, faculty, and institution.

Scenario 1.3 Your best friend is getting married in
Hawaii in two months. You've been asked to be in the
wedding party, but the wedding will be in the middle of
the term, and you'd have to miss two tutorials that you
teach. What should you do?

14
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Scenario 1.4Z You've just seen your class list for your
lab section and realize that one of the students is your
sister’s best friend. What should you do?

Scenario 1.5 You're attracted to one of your students,
someone who has come back to school after several
years in the workforce. You know you can't date a
student but would really like to explore a relationship
with this person. What should you do?

15
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ChecKklist: Items to Discuss with the Course

Instructor, Supervisor, or Coordinator

<> Teaching schedule: class times and locations;

expected time spent before class starts and afier
class; outside-of-class time requirements such as

office hours and meetings with the teaching team.

Course content: level of difficulty and learning

outcomes.

Course materials: print or online, required or

recommended?

Course organization and structure: lecture,
seminars, tutorials, labs, studios, or fieldwork?;
number of students in the sections to which you’ve

been assigned.

Responsibilities in a lecture course: clarify your
role with respect to attendance, assistance with
logistics, activities, interactions with students,

marking, teaching parts of the lessons.
Responsibilities in tutorials or seminars: clarify

your role with respect to preparing teaching

materials, lesson plans, and assessments.

16
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<> Responsibilities in labs or studios: clarify
your role with respect to preparing manuals,
instructions, demonstrations, equipment setup,

and cleanup.

<> Responsibilities in fieldwork or community
outreach components: clarify your role with
respect to arranging sessions, transportation,

supervision, and evaluation.

<> Communication with students: course policies
on method and timing of responses; amount of

assistance that is appropriate.

<> Student support: frequency and location of office
hours; arranging and participating in review
sessions; and campus resources to assist students

with academic or personal concerns.
<> Marking: frequency of marking assignments,
quizzes, and exams; availability of marking guides

and rubrics.

<> Course policies: on late assignments, review of

exams and grades, and academic misconduct.

<> Responsibilities afier classes have ended:

invigilation, marking finals, calculating grades.

17
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<> Record keeping: format for recording attendance
(if required), participation, student assessments,

assignment of grades.

<> Resources to support your teaching: campus or
program-training programs, helpful websites and
references, names of experienced TAs who can act

as mentors.

Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 1.1 You've just been notified that you've been
assigned to a TA position that starts next week. Of all
the many questions you have, which five are the most
urgent that you should act on right away?

\ 4

There are many questions you could ask, such as:

*  What will be my role? Will | interact directly or
help outside of the class?

* How many hours per week will | be expected to
commit to these tasks?

* Are there weeks when | will need to spend more
time on TA duties?

»  What will be my schedule of duties?

* At what level are the students?

» Isthis arequired course?

18
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*  What resources are available to help me
prepare?

*  Will we meet (as a group with other TAs or just
with the instructor) to prepare for the first lesson
(tasks)?

Scenario 1.2 As part of your hours of work, you're
expected to set up before each lab and clean up after.
You have a class right after the lab ends and must rush
off without cleaning up. Your supervisor mentions that
you're not doing an adequate job of cleanup. What
should you do?

2

Explain to your supervisor that you have a class right

after (you should not have to be late for your class)

and ask if you can clean after your class or if there’s

something else you could do instead of the cleanup.

Scenario 1.3 Your best friend is getting married in
Hawaii in two months. You've been asked to be in the
wedding party, but the wedding will be in the middle of
the term, and you'd have to miss two tutorials that you
teach. What should you do?

2

Talk to your course supervisor right away and offer to

find a substitute and make a fair exchange for them

19
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teaching your classes. Make sure you update the
supervisor about the details.

Scenario 1.4 You've just seen your class list for your
lab section and realize that one of the students is your
sister’s best friend. What should you do?
2
Tell your course supervisor immediately to see if you
can switch sessions. If you can't, make sure you're
professional and avoid any favouritism or suggestion
of favouritism. If possible, have someone else mark
the friend's work. If this is not possible, make sure
all students’ names are hidden before you get the
papers for marking.

Scenario 1.5 You're attracted to one of your students,
someone who has come back to school after several
years in the workforce. You know you can’t date a
student but would really like to explore a relationship
with this person. What should you do?
2
Avoid any favouritism or suggestion of favouritism.
After the marks are submitted and posted, send
them flowers and ask them out!

20
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PREPARING FOR YOUR FIRST SESSION

It’'s common to be excited and a little nervous before
your first class. Even experienced instructors get the
jitters before the first class each term. There are several
steps you can take ahead of time to ease your anxiety

and ensure that your class runs smoothly.

BEFORE CLASS
Your course supervisor will usually contact you before
classes begin. If they have not, be sure to arrange a
meeting to clarify your role in the course and obtain
any resources that are available, such as texts, hand-
outs, web links, and so on (see Chapter 1). Identify the
learning goals for the course and review the content
for the first few classes so you can do some background
preparation if there are any gaps in your understand-
ing of the concepts.

Visit the space where youll be teaching ahead of
time. Determine how long it will take you to get to the
class so you can arrive a few minutes early. Make sure

you know how to use the AV equipment, computers,

21
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and other tech provided in the classroom. If youre
bringing your own computer, make sure you've
installed the necessary hardware. If you’ll be teaching
in a lab or other practical setting, make sure you know
where everything is and check safety protocols and

procedures.

HAVE A PLAN

In advance of your interaction with students, prepare a
well-organized, detailed outline of what and how you'll
be teaching. Effective instructors often prepare this
type of lesson plan or a checklist for every class they
teach, along with the amount of time they expect to
spend on each topic or activity. If you'll be presenting
an introduction to a session, short lesson, or complete
lecture, see Chapter 3 for insights on how to prepare
effective teaching lessons. Visualize how the lesson will
go and try to anticipate what might occur at each step.
If you'll be giving a lecture or introduction to a prac-
tical class or discussion, prepare your talk and prac-
tise it in front of a friend, pet, or mirror. You can also
record it and play it back. This will help you pace your
talk and give you more confidence in front of students.
You can rely on your plan to ensure you present all the
concepts on time, but be flexible — gauge how students
are responding to your instruction and be prepared to

modify your plan as needed.

22
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Before your first class, ask your course supervisor
any questions or discuss any concerns you have. TAs
who have taught the course in the past can also be an
excellent resource. If you don’t know of anyone, you
can ask the course supervisor or instructor to make

suggestions.

Scenario 2.1 You're very nervous about the first lab
you'll be teaching. You've practised your introduction
several times but each time you feel more anxious
about what you're going to say as well as how the whole
lab will go. What should you do?

FIRST—CLASS INTRODUCTIONS

The first few minutes of your introductory session will
set the tone for the whole term. First impressions are
important in establishing a positive learning environ-
ment. Greet students as they come in with a pleasant
smile, ask them for their name and use it to welcome
them, and give them instructions on where they can
sit. Once the class begins, introduce yourself and give
some background, such as where youre from and what
you're studying (a few positive words about your own
experience in a similar course might be interesting and

inspiring for students).

23
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Explain to students how they should communicate
with you outside of class. There’s a vast variety of media
to use, such as emails, discussion boards, and, to a
lesser extent, tweeting and Facebook posts. Using insti-
tutional emails or course management systems is often
recommended. It’s usually not a good idea to give out
personal phone numbers and emails to your students.
Make sure you set boundaries for all electronic commu-
nications - for example, let them know the hours when
you'll be checking email and how long your response
time will generally be. If youre expected to provide
support outside of class time, tell students when and
where you’ll be holding office hours or review sessions.

If you have the time and a small enough class, ask
students to introduce themselves and say one or two
things about their backgrounds, or have an icebreaker
activity. The type of icebreaker you use will depend on
the type of class and the amount of time you have for
this activity. There are many examples online. Choose
one that is appropriate for your situation. Getting to
know the students and having them speak up in this
first class will reassure them that their contributions
will be welcome.

One of the best ways to create a positive atmosphere
is to use your students’ names often. To facilitate this,
give each student a card and ask them to make a name
tent (the folded card can sit on their desk), which can
include the name they wish to be called in class and

24
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their preferred pronouns. If youre worried that you
won't remember how to pronounce some names, you
may want to record phonetic spellings for your own use.
Some institutions have class lists with students’ photos;
these can help you get to know your students. If you're in
a small classroom, lab, studio, seminar, or tutorial where
students will sit in the same place each class, make a
seating plan and make every effort to call students by
name. Ifthe class is small, you can collect the name tents
at the end of each class and replace them before the next.
In a large class, ask students to bring their name tents
each class and bring spare cards for those who forget.
This will help you associate names and faces.

Another way to begin fostering an inclusive atmo-
sphere is to set up community guidelines as a part of
your introduction to the class. Ask students to con-
tribute guidelines for interacting in class and creating
a safe environment that will help them to learn. See
Chapter 4 for more details on community guidelines.

Students will appreciate your efforts to learn their
names, get to know them, and establish a respectful

environment.

EXPLAIN THE PURPOSE OF LESSONS AND FACILITATE
ENGAGEMENT

In all classes (not just the first class!), make sure your

instructions and explanations are clear. Be transparent
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about why the information or instructions youre pro-
viding will help them successfully complete a learn-
ing activity. This will get their attention and will help
motivate students and enhance engagement.

Monitor students’ expressions to determine wheth-
er they seem lost and check in frequently to see if they
have questions. You should also ask students ques-
tions to gauge their understanding. Be sensitive to
students who are shy and offer some way for them to
“pass” if they’re not comfortable answering a question.
When students know what’s expected of them and are
engaged, they’re less likely to be distracted or disrup-
tive in the classroom.

If possible, circulate throughout the class rather
than standing in the same place. If students are
working in groups, try to spend equal time with each
group. If clarification is needed on some aspects of
the activity, call the class to attention, summarize the
essential information, or provide explanations for
common points of confusion.

Check your timeline frequently to be sure youre
on schedule. Be aware of what the students are doing:
Are they fully engaged, or have they moved on to other
activities not related to the course work? You may even
take an informal poll to see if students need more time
or are ready to move on. Based on the ability of stu-
dents to complete the work, you can adjust the timing

of activities as necessary.
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Scenario 2.2 During your first tutorial, you realize that
you're behind schedule and will not be able to address
all the topics required. What should you do?

AFTER CLASS

Don’t expect your classes to be perfect. A good way to
keep track of your impressions of lessons is to record
them in a teaching journal, either as an electronic file
or as written comments in a notebook. You might want
to think about and comment on aspects of the class
that went well or didn’t go well, including delivery of
content and timing.

Make a note of anything you need to look up or find
answers to before the next class so you can be sure
to get back to students. Occasionally, something may
come up that you feel your course supervisor should
know about (e.g., students would like more practice
problems). Communicate these clearly and in a posi-
tive manner to the course instructor or coordinator.

Think critically about changes you could make the
next time you teach the class. It’s often helpful to talk
to other TAs or mentors to review how the class went

and consider changes for the future.
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Scenario 2.3 After reflecting on how your first class
went, you realize you made an error in what you told
students. What should you do?
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Checklist: To-Do’s before, during, and afier Class

Before

<> Meet with your course supervisor to obtain course
information and clarify roles and expectations.

<> Review content, as necessary.

<> Check out the room where you'll be teaching.

<> Prepare a lesson plan with timelines for each stage

of the class.
<> Visualize how each portion of the class will unfold.

<> Prepare and practise any material you’ll be

presenting.

<> Contact your course supervisor or other TAs if you

have major concerns.

During

<> Establish a positive tone by welcoming students.

<> Introduce yourself and, if possible, have students
introduce themselves or have an icebreaker
activity; if appropriate, make name tents and a

seating plan so you can call students by name.
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<> Set up community guidelines.

<> Make sure your instructions and explanations are

clear.
<> Check in frequently with students to see if they
have questions on concepts or if they need

clarification on instructions.

<> Get student feedback by asking questions, giving

demonstrations, or summarizing.

<> Check your timeline frequently and adjust if

necessary.

After
<> What worked? Why?

<> What didn’t work? Why?

<> Were the timing and pace good?

<> What changes will you make for next time?

<> Are there any student questions for which you

must find answers?
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<> Is there information about the content or student

feedback the course instructor or coordinator
should be told?

Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 2.1 You're very nervous about the first lab
you'll be teaching. You've practised your introduction
several times but each time you feel more anxious
about what you're going to say as well as how the whole
lab will go. What should you do?
4
Ask experienced TAs in the course for tips. Ask if you
can observe an experienced TA teach before your
own class. If you're well prepared, but still nervous
when the class begins, this will likely ease once you
get to know the students. Meeting new students at
the beginning of a course can be energizing.

Scenario 2.2 During your first tutorial, you realize that
you're behind schedule and will not be able to address
all the topics required. What should you do?

4

You can tell the students you didn’t have time to

cover X, but they should read about it and email

you if they have any questions. Or you can tell them
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you didn't have time to cover X, but you'll take a
few minutes at the beginning of the next tutorial
to answer any questions they may have about that
material.
In either case, let your course supervisor know
what happened and what you've decided to do.
Think about where you lost time and how you can
ensure that it doesn’t happen again.

Scenario 2.3 After reflecting on how your first class
went, you realize you made an error in what you told
students. What should you do?
2
If it was a minor error and won't affect their work
before the next class, you could wait and announce
it at the start of the next class. If it was a major error
and could have ramifications for their work before
the next class, you should consider sending out an
email to all students, posting an announcement on
the course management system or, if necessary,
asking the course instructor to make an announce-
ment at the beginning of class.
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DESIGNING LESSONS AND
LEARNING ACTIVITIES

You may have the opportunity to design some learning
activities. This could be a whole lecture or an activity
that is part of a lecture, lab, tutorial, or seminar. The
activities should always be developed and aligned with
intended learning outcomes and assessments of student
learning. If you're going to be teaching a course on your
own, you'll need to consider the goals of the course, the
content or required course material, the schedule of the
session, and the options for assessing student learning.
The following suggestions can be used for a learning

activity or lesson or expanded to cover an entire course.

LEARNING OUTCOMES AND OBJECTIVES

Learning outcomes (LOs) are one-sentence descrip-
tions of what students should learn from or be able to
do after the lesson. Whereas learning outcomes focus
on what the student will gain, learning objectives
describe the intentions of the instructor when design-
ing a lesson. When writing outcomes, it’s helpful to use
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the SMART approach: outcomes should be Specific,
Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Timely. A good
way to start an outcome is with a phrase like this: “By
the end of this lesson (activity, etc.), students should
be able to ...” This format can be applied to any aspect
of learning, such as a course, lecture, lab, tutorial,
seminar, or single activity. Devising explicit LOs will
guide you in developing the structure of your lesson
and provide students with a clear description of what
they’re expected to learn.

When writing learning outcomes, it’s important to
consider the level at which you expect the students to
learn and work with information, concepts, and skills.
Bloom and colleagues (1956) proposed a hierarchy of
cognitive or thinking skills, ranging from the lowest
order (remembering information) to the highest (eval-
uating information). Modifications of Bloom’s hier-
archy have been developed, but the original scale of
lower to higher cognitive skills is still commonly used
(see Table 1). When writing LOs, decide the level at
which you want students to understand the material;
for example, do you want them to comprehend, analyze,
or evaluate? Then choose verbs for the LO that relate to
the cognitive level you've identified. The verbs you use
in your LO will directly align with your assessment of
student learning. You'll find a link to a more compre-
hensive list of verbs associated with each thinking skill

in the Additional Resources section for this chapter.
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Table 1Bloom’s levels of cognition and associated verbs

Higher Thinking skills | Example verbs
order
- Evaluation Judge, test, critique, defend,
criticize
Synthesis Design, build, construct, plan,
(creating) produce, devise, invent
Analysis Categorize, examine, organize,
compare /contrast
Application Use, diagram, graph, draw, apply,
solve, calculate, construct
Comprehension | Interpret, summarize, explain,
(understanding) | infer, discuss
Lower Knowledge List, find, name, identify, locate,
order (remembering) describe, define

An example of a knowledge-based learning outcome
for a class in human anatomy studying tendons could
be “By the end of this lesson, students will be able to
identify the tendons in the human hand and foot.”
A similar example for a classical studies course on
Ancient Greece could be “By the end of this class, stu-
dents will be able to name three sites of importance in
Ancient Greece.” If you expect students to achieve the
higher level of analysis, an example LO would be “By
the end of this unit, students will be able to compare
the function of tendons in the hand with those in the
foot.” In the classical studies course, a LO at the same
level would be “By the end of the semester, students
will be able to contrast the relative importance of the

35



Designing Lessons and Learning Activities

three ancient Greek sites.” At the higher level of syn-
thesis, you may have LOs such as “By the end of the
course, students will be able to redesign the placement
of tendons to improve the function of the hand” or “By
the end of the term, students will be able to design a
perfect temple complex that would meet the needs of
ancient Greeks.” These LOs describe what you expect
students to be able to accomplish; your assessments,
whether tests, exams, or projects, should align with
the LOs.

Once you've determined your learning outcomes,
decide what examples and learning activities you’ll
incorporate and how much time you'll spend on each
LO. Try to engage students as much as possible, e.g., by

using active learning techniques (see below).

Scenario 3.1 In your course, one learning outcome is
for students to “understand the basis of Norse gods.”
How could you improve the wording, so it's a clear learn-
ing outcome?

PLANNING A LESSON

Backward design is a useful process in developing
a lesson. First, consider what you expect students
to demonstrate. Will they be able to recite certain
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information, describe certain concepts, perform a
skill, or evaluate material? In other words, determine
the learning outcomes for the lesson. Next, determine
what information needs to be provided - either through
lecture presentations, assigned pre-class readings,
group presentations, or a variety of other means - to
help your students achieve the LOs.

Start the lesson or class with interesting informa-
tion that will capture students’ attention and provide
the rationale for the lesson. Consider what activities
could help to reinforce comprehension of the con-
cepts and accomplishment of the learning outcomes.
An engaging lecture may be sufficient, but group dis-
cussions may be more effective. Be realistic about the
amount of time you have in class for each component
of the lesson in your plan but be prepared to make
changes to the time allocation if necessary.

You'll also need to consider how effective the lesson
and activities are in assisting students to achieve the
learning outcomes. In addition to observing how stu-
dents respond to the lesson, you may want to include
an informal assessment. For example, toward the end
of class, you can ask for a summary of group discus-
sions or ask students a series of review questions.
You'll find other suggestions for assessing student
learning in Chapter 7.
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Scenario 3.2 The class has been fully engaged in the
discussion, and you have another activity planned.
However, there are only ten minutes left in the class.
What can you do?

ACTIVE LEARNING

Teaching techniques at postsecondary institutions
have traditionally been formal lectures and seminars.
However, studies have shown that student perform-
ance improves when students actively engage with
course information and concepts (e.g., Freeman et al.
2014).

There are many ways to integrate active learning
into your lessons, ranging from simple techniques that
are easy to incorporate to more complex activities that
require considerable preparation:

<> Ask students to respond to questions or surveys
by raising their hands or submitting their
answers using a personal response system (PRS)

(sometimes called clickers) or cellphone.
<> Think-pair-share is a technique where students

are asked a question; for a minute or two they

individually prepare an answer; they discuss their
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answer with a neighbouring student; and, finally,
they share with the whole class.

Group- or team-based activities require students

to individually prepare for the activity before they
come to class (there may be a quiz to start). Then, in
class, students work in teams to complete activities
such as filling in worksheets requiring answers to
questions, problem solving, working through case
studies, producing concept maps, and so on.

The jigsaw method is a more elaborate form of
group work. Typically, students work on a case
study or multifaceted problem. Each student in

a home group becomes an “expert” on a different
aspect of the case by working with other students
assigned to the same aspect. Students then return
to their home group and contribute what they’ve
learned to help solve the problem or prepare a

stance on the case study.

Send-a-problem involves students writing a
question and appropriate answer on a notecard,
which is then sent to multiple groups to discuss

and revise the question and answer, as necessary.

The snowball technique is a fun method where

students write the answer to a question on a piece
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of paper, crumple it into a “snowball” and throw
it across the room. Everyone picks up a snowball
and throws it again. Finally, each student picks up
a snowball, and this time reads the answer aloud

when called upon (this preserves anonymity).

<> One-minute paper activities require students to
write down something confusing (also known as
the “muddiest point”) or noteworthy and submit
it to the instructor; this can then help guide

subsequent activities.

Another activity that can promote engagement and
reflection is called “double journal entry.” Students
take notes as usual on one side of the page and write
reflections or notes to themselves on the other side as
they review their class material.

When choosing an activity to include in your lesson,
consider the intended outcome, the time required, and
the restraints of the classroom itself. Whether the
activity is embedded in a lecture, tutorial, seminar,
or lab, be sure to close the circle by summarizing the
main points to reinforce the relevance of the activity

to the lesson.
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Scenario 3.3 You're going to be teaching a tutorial on
a topic, and you remember from last year that it was not
an engaging lesson. What strategies could you incorpo-
rate into your lesson to make it more engaging?

Scenario 3.4 Your class is quiet, and several students
are hesitant about participating in activities. Which
activities could you use to encourage participation by all
students?
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Checklist: Designing Learning Activities

<> Decide what you want students to learn from the

lesson or activity.

<> Identify the level of cognition at which you want

students to understand the material in the lesson

or activity.

Use the SMART approach to prepare student
outcomes (choose the verbs to align with the depth
of learning and skills you expect).

Choose a lesson design or activity that will satisfy

learning outcomes.

Decide how you'll determine if students have
achieved proficiency with the desired outcomes,
that is, choose an appropriate means of

assessment.

Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 3.1 In your course, one learning outcome is

for students to “understand the basis of Norse gods.”

How could you improve the wording, so it’s a clear learn-

ing outcome?
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4

The word understand is vague, so it should be
replaced with a specific verb, which will depend on
what you want the student to be able to do with this
information. You also need a timeline (end of this
class, end of this section, etc.). For example, you could
use, “By the end of this class, students will be able to
describe the origins of the three main Norse gods.”

Scenario 3.2 The class has been fully engaged in the

discussion, and you have another activity planned.

However, there are only ten minutes left in the class.
What would you do?

2

It's important to come full circle and summarize
the work students have completed. Consult with
the course instructor and if there is time in the next
class, continue with the new activity then. This can
be a review or reinforcement of the concepts pre-
sented in the previous class.

Scenario 3.3 You're going to be teaching a tutorial on

a topic and you remember from last year that it was not

an engaging lesson. What strategies could you incorpo-

rate into your lesson to make it more engaging?

\ 2
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You should review the learning outcomes for the
tutorial and confirm that they're clear to the stu-
dents. If students know what's expected, they’ll be
more attentive. Then consider various active learning
techniques, such as discussing questions in small
groups, preparing a set of questions students can
answer with clickers, or asking students to draw out
steps or draw diagrams. Once you have a plan, meet
with the course instructor. Explain your reasons for
wanting to change the lesson; outline what you would
like to do and how it will fit into the time allocated.
Ask your supervisor for feedback and suggestions.
Hopefully, they'll be supportive!

Scenario 3.4 Your class is very quiet and several
students are hesitant about participating in activities.
Which activities could you use to encourage participa-
tion by all students?
2
Any activity where responses can be anonymous -
for example, the snowball activity is a good choice.
Asking students to “think-pair-share” or work in
groups to encourage participation before answering
can also be effective.
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CREATING AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING
ENVIRONMENT

Whether youre teaching a lecture, tutorial, lab, or
leading a discussion, you'll likely find your class won-
derfully diverse. Students in your class may have dif-
ferent academic and cultural backgrounds. They may
be of similar or diverse ages, and, in some cases, you
may have an imbalance of genders. As instructors,
we often make assumptions about students and have
unconscious biases. It’s important that we become
aware of our biases and whether they’re based on race,
religion, cultural background, gender, or privilege.
Identifying your biases, avoiding stereotyping, and
developing an open and accepting attitude are not easy
and will take considerable effort. Find out if there are
diversity, equity, and inclusion training sessions or
workshops at your institution and, if possible, attend
some to help you become aware of and overcome
your biases. Students and your course supervisor will
likely have their own biases; a respectful and objective
approach to situations where biases are evident will
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help you avoid insensitive interactions. Creating an
inclusive learning environment means that everyone
will be treated with respect, will feel safe, and will be

valued as learners.

ESTABLISH A RESPECTFUL AND SAFE SPACE

Always be personable: smile and welcome your stu-
dents to class. There are additional steps, some of
which were mentioned in Chapter 2, that you can take
to build an inclusive environment.

Set up community guidelines. Ask students to
provide suggestions for interacting in class and cre-
ating a safe environment that will help them to learn.
Students often list things such as “respecting others,”
“listening when others are speaking,” and “making an
effort to participate.” You can add items of your own
and have a few examples ready in case the class hes-
itates to contribute (e.g., arrive on time, respect the
opinions of others, participate fully, and encourage
others to participate). Remember to thank students
for their suggestions and ask if anyone has anything
more to add before closing the discussion. Remind
students of these guidelines each class, either by
showing a slide at the beginning or making a poster
and displaying it prominently. Each time you refer to
the guidelines, ask if there’s anything they would like
to add.

46



Creating an Inclusive Learning Environment

Students need to know that they’re recognized as
individuals who are expected to contribute to class dis-
cussions and that their contributions are valued. Get
to know students’ names and use names and preferred
pronouns during discussions or when you ask ques-
tions; if possible, move around the classroom as you
interact with groups of students. Students are more
likely to respect your teaching efforts if they know they
are seen as individuals who are encouraged to contrib-
ute to the classroom community.

Be aware of your communication style and how it
may be perceived by students. Make sure your intentions
are clear and avoid what may be interpreted as inappro-
priate, culturally specific references or humour. Use
gender-neutral pronouns such as they or them. Ensure
your salutations, examples, questions, and anecdotes
are culturally neutral (e.g., instead of saying, “Have a
great Christmas,” you could say, “Have a great holiday”
or “Have a great break”). Welcome questions or visitors
to your office hours warmly, with a smile. If youre not
sure how to respond in a particular situation, it may be
helpful to ask yourself, “How would I like to be treated if
I were the student in this situation?”

If you've taken care to create a respectful environ-
ment for students, you should expect respect in return

for your efforts in helping them learn.
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Scenario 4.1 Several students sit together in a large
class and frequently talk and share media posts during
your lesson. They appear to be oblivious to your lecture
or that you're giving important instructions. What would
you do?

RESPECT STUDENTS’ TIME CONSTRAINTS

Model appropriate behaviours and always start on
time. If you regularly begin on time and start with
important instructions, students will know it’s in their
best interests to be punctual. Use specific cues that
students recognize when youre beginning the class
or want to get their attention during class activities.
Finish on time, even if you need to bring your lesson
to a close before you planned. Most students will have
classes after yours and will need time to get to their
next class on time.

Be mindful of the time and effort you're expecting
of students; remember that they have other courses.
Try to spread out assignments and quizzes if possible
and provide due dates well in advance. You can be sym-
pathetic to complaints that they have too much work
for a particular day, but most of the time, due dates
will be beyond your control. Remind students about
upcoming due dates to help them budget their time.
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Scenario 4.2 On the first day of class, you informed
students that you'll be starting on time and that you
expect them to be ready for the lesson. Yet each day
you have a few students who arrive ten, fifteen, or even
thirty minutes late. What would you do?

ENHANCE PARTICIPATION AND STUDENT LEARNING

Some students may not wish to contribute to class dis-
cussions even though they have relevant ideas or know
answers to your questions. Having students work in
pairs or small groups gives all students a chance to
have their voices heard without speaking in front of
the class. Working in groups also provides students
with an opportunity to learn from one another and
for the TA to work with each group. With time, shy or
introverted students may relax and contribute more to
class discussions; be patient, as this may take time. See
Chapter 5 for more information on assigning students
to groups and effective group work.

Not all students learn the same way, so use a variety
of techniques when you explain concepts or ideas.
Diagrams can be useful for some students but confus-
ing for others. Be prepared to provide explanations
in alternative ways (e.g., orally or using text, images,

diagrams, and videos). Try different strategies with
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students who are having difficulties (you may notice
blank faces, a lack of success in their work, or their
questions may suggest they’re struggling) until you
find an approach that is effective for most of them.

If a student has difficulties completing classroom
activities, they may be facing challenges that are not
obvious, such as physical limitations, learning disabil-
ities, or emotional struggles that may be a result of
one or more equity issues related to their class, race,
or gender. For example, financial obstacles may act as
a barrier to completing coursework. Some students
need to work to put themselves through school, and
this can influence their performance. Or a student
who is experiencing distress because of discrimination
they are encountering inside or outside the classroom
may be struggling to meet their assignment deadlines.
Physical impairments may be apparent to you, but
conditions such as mental or physiological health and
equity issues are less obvious.

Approach students privately with your concerns
about their progress and ask if modifications would help
them complete the course work. Students are some-
times reluctant to admit that they’re having difficulties.
If you find out they have challenges or extenuating cir-
cumstances, you can suggest they talk to your institu-
tion’s centre for accessible learning and inclusion. If
they’re willing to accept modifications to your teaching,

discuss this with your course supervisor before devising
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alternative activities. For example, if a student is unable
to attend a field trip, the supervisor may have images
and videos with commentary that can be posted so the
student can participate virtually. If students receive
formal concessions from your institution’s accessibility
and inclusion centre, gracefully acknowledge the situa-
tion and ensure the accommodations are met (you may
have to discuss how to create suitable modifications
with the course supervisor). Respect the student’s confi-
dentiality and discuss all actions privately.

PROVIDE POSITIVE SUPPORT

When students volunteer to ask or answer questions in
class, be positive and encouraging. Students are sen-
sitive to responses to their questions; they’re leery of
looking foolish in front of their peers. Thank them for
their contribution, even if their answer is incomplete
and others add to it. Do not judge students if they lack
sufficient preparation from previous courses; instead,
provide all students with resources for background
information. You can present this information in a
positive way as “refresher” material. Avoid criticizing a
student’s response in front of others; if necessary, you
can take a student aside and ask to speak to them after
class to clarify misconceptions. Also, to avoid the per-
ception of having favourites, don’t single out students
for lavish praise.
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Of course, if at any time a situation arises that
makes you uncomfortable, or if you're anxious about a
student’s or your own well-being, don’t hesitate to talk

to your course supervisor.

Scenario 4.3 You have several students in your tutorial
who know the material but are not comfortable express-
ing themselves in English. Participation during the tuto-
rials counts for marks, and you're concerned that they'll
not do as well as they should. What would you do?

Scenario 4.4 You're teaching a lab where students
work in groups. One of your groups consists of four
students who share the same first language, which is
not English. During the lab, they often speak in their first
language, which is a problem because you don't know if
they're on task, experiencing difficulty, or possibly con-
ducting unsafe procedures. What would you do?

Scenario 4.5 You identify as female. In conversation
with your male colleagues, you realize that compared
to them, some of your students contact you more fre-
quently and outside of your designated hours. You're
concerned that your students have different expecta-
tions of you because you're female. What can you do to
ensure that this is not the case?
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Checklist: Creating an Inclusive Learning
Environment

<> Examine your own unconscious biases (e.g., by
attending a training session) and take steps to

overcome them.

<> Set up community guidelines the first day; refer to

them each class and add items over time.

<> Call your students by name and preferred pronoun.

Use name tents or a seating plan.

<> Be clear, culturally neutral, and avoid

inappropriate references or humour.
<> Have students work in pairs or small groups and
change the composition of groups regularly, if

appropriate.

<> Spread out assignments and quizzes if possible and
provide due dates well in advance.

<> Use a variety of teaching techniques in your

explanations.

<> Be supportive when students require

accommodations.
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<> Be positive and encouraging when students

volunteer to ask or answer questions in class.

<> Provide resources as refresher materials for the
entire class to fill in preparation gaps among some
students.

<> Do not single out students for criticism or praise.

<> Consult with your course supervisor if you're

concerned about a student’s well-being or are not

sure how to handle a situation.

Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 4.1 Several students sit together in a large
class and frequently talk and share media posts during
your lesson. They appear to be oblivious to your lecture
or that you're giving important instructions. What would
you do?
4
During your lecture or before you give instructions,
indicate the importance of the information you're
providing. Students may be half-listening; this will
cue them to pay full attention. Remind students that
they all agreed to the community guidelines, which
hopefully include being respectful when others are
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speaking. If the talking is disruptive, you may wish

to stop giving instructions. The silence will alert
them that their voices are the only ones being heard,
and they'll stop. Alternatively, ask another TAor a
colleague to sit near the students during class. The
students may change their behaviour if they realize
someone of authority will take notice.

Another option is to talk to one or more of the
students (after class) and let them know that their
behaviour is disruptive to students around them. Ask
them to hold off sharing their posts until after class.

Scenario 4.2 On the first day of class, you informed

students that you'll be starting on time and that you

expect them to be ready for the lesson. Yet each day

you have a few students who arrive ten, fifteen, or even

thirty minutes late. What would you do?

4

Continue to start on time as initially stated. Remind
students that everyone agreed to the community
guidelines, which hopefully include arriving to class
on time. You may wish to talk to the students that
tend to arrive late individually. Ask them why they're
having difficulties arriving on time. There could be
avalid reason (late buses, a previous class across
campus). If appropriate, provide some suggestions
as to how they can get to class earlier.
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Scenario 4.3 You have several students in your tutorial
who know the material but are not comfortable express-
ing themselves in English. Participation during the tuto-
rials counts for marks, and you're concerned that they'll
not do as well as they should. What would you do?
4
Try having them discuss things in small groups and
report back to the class. They can take turns reporting
to the whole group when they're more comfortable.
Assign roles within groups — for example,
recorder, reporter. They'll eventually perform all
theroles.

Scenario 4.4 You're teaching a lab where students
work in groups. One of your groups consists of four
students who share the same first language, which is
not English. During the lab, they often speak in their first
language, which is a problem because you don't know if
they're on task, experiencing difficulty, or possibly con-
ducting unsafe procedures. What would you do?

2

Explain the need to speak English in class as a safety

concern and so you can assess where they are with

the assigned tasks. If you hear them speaking in

another language, always gently remind them that

they should be speaking English in class.
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Scenario 4.5 You identify as female. In conversation
with your male colleagues, you realize that compared
to them, some of your students contact you more fre-
quently and outside of your designated hours. You're
concerned that your students have different expecta-
tions for you because you're female. What can you do to
ensure that this is not the case?
2
Set clear guidelines and expectations at the begin-
ning of the term and be consistent with all students.
Remind students (kindly) of your hours. You can even
have an automatic response that will tell students
when you'll reply. However, if one student repeatedly
asks for extra help outside designated hours, ask the
student (privately) if there’s a reason why they're
always contacting you when they do. There could be
some issues you're not aware of — for example, con-
cerning work or family — and you may have to work
this out with the student.
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FACILITATING CLASSROOM
INTERACTION

Discussions with students — either in small groups,
during seminars, or one on one - can provide a wealth
of information on student thinking and learning.
Facilitating these dialogues is a skill that takes prac-
tice. Knowing what questions to ask is the first step.
Having suitable responses to students’ ideas is also key
to effective facilitation.

USING QUESTIONS EFFECTIVELY

Use student responses to your questions to gauge whether
you need to review material you thought students under-
stood or whether you can introduce more sophisticated
information to continue building on concepts.

How you phrase these questions will depend on your
intentions. The questions you ask can take a variety of
forms: they can be open-ended (i.e., students need to
think and make connections) or close-ended (i.e., youre
expecting a single correct answer). Both can be useful.
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If you want to check that students have the necessary
background knowledge, a closed-ended question would
be appropriate. For example, you could ask, “What is the
molecule that is used to transport energy in the cell?”
But if you want students to apply knowledge, propose
new ideas, or evaluate information, then open-ended
questions would be more appropriate. You could ask,
“Would you expect oxygen availability to influence cell
function? Why?” If you want students to respond to
your questions, avoid using rhetorical questions such
as “Isn't energy transport in cells awesome?” Think
carefully about how you phrase questions and prepare
them before the lesson, targeting those concepts that
you expect students to find challenging. It’s difficult to
devise good questions during a lesson and much easier
to modify questions you've already prepared.

Give students enough time to think about the ques-
tion, especially more challenging questions, so they
can prepare an answer. Be patient and wait at least ten
seconds (sing “Happy Birthday” to yourself - silently).
Explain to students beforehand how you want them
to respond to specific questions. Do you want them to
shout out answers or raise their hands, or will you ran-
domly choose students to respond (cold-calling)? Be
careful with cold-calling, as some students may find it
intimidating or stressful, especially in large classes. If
you do call on students, give them the option to pass if

they don’t have an answer they’re willing to share.
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In large classes, students can respond to multiple-
choice questions using coded cards (e.g., each student
has cards labelled A to E, and they hold up the card
that corresponds to their chosen answer). You and
the instructor can see their responses, but other stu-
dents are less likely to. In some classrooms, it might be
possible to use personal-response or polling systems
(clickers, cell phones) to submit answers. An alter-
native to requiring students to respond individually
is to have them discuss the question in pairs or small
groups before volunteering a response or inputting a
choice electronically.

Carefully structured questions can be used to guide
students’ thoughts on a topic. This helps them prac-
tise developing a logical progression of ideas toward a
solution, and it will build their confidence.

Scenario 5.1 You asked an open-ended question that
you thought was straightforward, but no one responds.
What would you do?

Scenario 5.2 When a student who regularly sits near
the front consistently responds to your questions, the
other students stop offering responses. What would
you do?
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Scenario 5.3 A student responds to a question with a
comment that does not apply to the topic of discussion.
What would you do?

LEADING GROUP DISCUSSIONS

Your goal should be for all students in the group or
class to participate and contribute their ideas. Before
you start, create an environment where all students’
ideas are respected and review the code of conduct or
guidelines students have prepared for working together
as a group. Help students get to know one another (see
Chapters 2 and 3).

To encourage interaction and participation,
arrange the physical space so that all participants can
see one another and so the facilitator is part of the
group (not sitting behind a desk or separate from the
circle of students). Give all students equal attention
and avoid looking at any one student more than others.
Clearly describe the topic or problem to be discussed.
Let students know that you expect all students to par-
ticipate and explain how participation contributes to
their course grades.

Questions are an integral part of tutorials or semi-
nars where students learn through discussion. Several

elements contribute to effective discussions. As at the
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beginning of a lesson, start with a bridge or “hook,”
such as an anecdote or comment that will capture
their interest. Then, present the focus or question of
the discussion, the objective, and what students should
be able to do following the discussion. Determine what
students already know about the topic by asking ques-
tions or giving them a short quiz. You can then begin
the discussion of your topic with a series of questions
directed at different students to facilitate the participa-
tion of all. As you bring the discussion to a close, either
you or one of the students should summarize the main
points that emerged. Be sure to thank participants for
their contributions.

When managing student discussions, be respect-
ful if students are apprehensive about sharing their
ideas. Student participation can sometimes be slow
initially. Start with questions that are easy to answer,
giving everyone a chance to participate. Gradually
ask more challenging questions that require them to
express opinions or synthesize ideas; welcome differ-
ent opinions or ideas about a topic. Be objective and
conciliatory in the way you handle conflicting ideas.
Paraphrase their ideas to underscore similarities and
respectfully address differences; students can be sen-
sitive to put-downs. Take steps to ensure arguments

don’t evolve into personal attacks.
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Scenario 5.4 You've managed to excite the interest of
your students on a topic that you planned to discuss
only briefly. Yet they continue to ask very good ques-
tions about the topic. What would you do?

Scenario 5.5 During a discussion, two students
strongly disagree on an issue. What would you do?

Scenario 5.6 You've prepared a series of questions

for students to discuss in pairs or small groups. The
students are fully engaged in their group discussion, but
it's time to summarize the main points of this activity
and you're finding it difficult to get their attention.

How could you effectively get students’ attention and
reinforce the learning outcomes of this activity?

Scenario 5.7 During a class discussion, there was no
clear answer to your question and students became
frustrated. What would you do?

CREATING EFFECTIVE GROUPS

Educational research suggests that group work
enhances student learning for all participants, and yet
students often resist the assignment of group work.
When introducing the group activity, it’s important to

63



Facilitating Classroom Interaction

explicitly state the value of learning to work coopera-
tively for students’ future careers.

Arranging and managing groups of students to
work together effectively to complete learning activities
can be challenging. In a large lecture room, it’s easiest
to have students self-select who they’ll work with in
a group, typically those students that sit close by. In
smaller classes, students can be randomly assigned to
groups by having them number off (e.g., one to six, if
you'll have six groups). If you want to influence and
balance the composition of each group, you can assign
students nonrandomly, based on gender, grades, and/
or cultural background, to promote a diversity of per-
spectives. If possible, change the composition of the
groups from time to time to allow students to work with
and get to know different classmates during the course.
This may not always be appropriate for long-term pro-
jects, but if group management challenges arise, this
can be a way to deal with personality issues.

Design the group activity to be relevant, interest-
ing, and challenging in the sense that more than one
person needs to be involved to complete the work.
Motivate students to work effectively together by
including both an individual and group component in
the assessment. We also recommend that a portion of
student grades be based on peer assessment.

Students need to get to know one another, includ-

ing their strengths and weaknesses. They should
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then determine what procedural roles (discussion
lead, reporter or recorder, communication lead) each
member can carry out. During a long-term project, stu-
dents can rotate through these roles. Help the groups
develop guidelines on how to work together.

Ensure that students have the time and the space to
work together face to face. Arrange for breakout rooms
if students are working in a virtual environment. Some
class time must be dedicated to group organization
and work, especially if students commute and have
full schedules. Students must agree on how the group
will communicate outside of class. Be sure that you
also have their contact information in case you need
to facilitate communication among group members.
Groups should also set timelines for the completion of
each step of the project or activity. You should check
in with groups regularly to guide discussions, get an
update on their progress, and determine if there are

issues that require your intervention.

Scenario 5.8 In a group of four, one student tends to
dominate, discounting the suggestions of others and
setting the tasks for the other group members. One
student approaches you and explains that they feel
uncomfortable in this group. What would you do?

65



Facilitating Classroom Interaction

Scenario 5.9 One student in the group is always in
a hurry to get through the activity. Their tasks are left
incomplete, and they socialize instead, talking about
topics not related to the project. What would you do?

Scenario 5.10 In a group of four, one student is shy
and reluctant to voice their ideas or opinions. As a
result, two students take over and direct the assignment
of tasks and the conceptual content of the project. The
fourth student avoids participating, often coming late to
group meetings and not completing their portion of the
work on time. What would you do?

66



Facilitating Classroom Interaction

Checklist: Facilitating Discussions
<> Establish rules for the constructive and respectful
sharing of ideas. Refer to community guidelines

the class agreed on during your first meeting.

<> Explain your expectations for student participation

in the discussion.

<» Survey students for their background knowledge
of the topic. Provide interesting background
information or context for the discussion.

<> Present the question to be discussed clearly.

<> Begin the discussion with questions that are easy

to answer.

<> Ask leading or more challenging questions to guide

the discussion.

<» Acknowledge the value of the contribution of each

student.

<> Paraphrase answers that may not be clear or where

the relevance to the discussion is not obvious.

<> Summarize the main points of the discussion.
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Checklist: Creating Effective Groups

<>

Decide ahead of time how you’ll assign students to

groups (e.g., random, self-select, nonrandom).

Design group activities appropriately; they should
be relevant and challenging.

Provide students with the opportunity to come up
with guidelines for working as a group.

Make sure learning outcomes, student roles, and
expectations for the activity are clear.

If the students will be working in groups on a
longer-term project, set timelines, allow sufficient
class time for groups to organize themselves, and

decide how they’ll communicate outside of class.

Have a system to check with groups to make sure

they’re on time and on task.
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Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 5.1 You asked an open-ended question that
you thought was straightforward, but no one responds.
What would you do?
2
Revise the wording of your question and perhaps
break it down into a series of questions students can
answer more easily. Alternatively, you can ask one of
the students to paraphrase your question or tell the
class what they think you were asking.

Scenario 5.2 When a student who regularly sits near
the front consistently responds to your questions, the
other students stop offering responses. What would you
do?
2
You could acknowledge that this student has some-
thing to contribute but ask if someone else would like
to answer the question. You could ask for a response
from a certain sector of the classroom or someone
that has not yet responded that day. You may wish
to talk to the helpful student privately, letting them
know that you appreciate their responses but that
you want to allow other students to answer ques-
tions. Finally, you could perhaps limit the number of
responses per class from this student.
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Scenario 5.3 A student responds to a question with a
comment that does not apply to the topic of discussion.
What would you do?
2
If possible, paraphrase the response so that it
addresses the topic. Acknowledge that the student’s
comment addresses a related issue but not the
topic directly and then ask if they can revise their
comment or have something to add about the topic
itself.

Scenario 5.4 You've managed to excite the interest of
your students on a topic that you planned to discuss
only briefly. Yet they continue to ask very good ques-
tions about the topic. What would you do?
4
First, acknowledge their interest. Then offer to set
aside another time to continue the discussion or
answer their questions through other means (online
discussion board, emails) and perhaps provide
information to answer some of their questions (links
to relevant websites). You must follow through with
whatever you have agreed to do. Be sure to address
the issue in a subsequent class to see if their interest

has been satisfied.
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Scenario 5.5 During a discussion, two students

strongly disagree on an issue. What would you do?
2
Paraphrase the stance of each student and identify
the merits of each opinion. Try to be objective. If this
is a controversial issue, leave it to the students to
make up their own minds. If a student expresses an
opinion that is not acceptable, such as a racist or
misogynist comment, don’t shut down the conver-
sation, which can leave students of colour or women
alone to grapple with the problem. Instead, see this
as a learning opportunity for all your students, and
hold the student who made the comment account-
able by making it clear that saying x to or about y is
not acceptable. Challenge the student to think about
how their statements affect others.

Scenario 5.6 You've prepared a series of questions

for students to discuss in pairs or small groups. The
students are fully engaged in their group discussion, but
it's time to summarize the main points of this activity
and you're finding it difficult to get their attention.

How could you effectively get students’ attention and
reinforce the learning outcomes of this activity?

\ 2
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Before you give them the topic to discuss, set a time
limit and tell them what you expect them to com-
plete. Let them know that you'll ask random groups
or pairs to report on their discussions. Have a way
to indicate the time they have left for discussion and
a signal for students to turn their focus back to the
instructor (e.g., a gong, lights off and on, a whistle,
clapping, or maracas). Then say, “Thank you for your
discussion. This is an important topic.”

Scenario 5.7 During a class discussion, there was no
clear answer to your question and students became
frustrated. What would you do?
2
Address student frustration either in class, through
a discussion board, or in the following class. If appro-
priate, provide students with an acceptable answer
to your question. If there’s no clear answer, explain
why not along with the value of discussion and differ-
ences of opinion in these cases.

Scenario 5.8 In a group of four, one student tends to
dominate, discounting the suggestions of others and
setting the tasks for the other group members. One
student approaches you and explains that they feel
uncomfortable in this group. What would you do?
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4

Find out from this student what'’s specifically making
them uncomfortable. Then interact with the entire
group, asking each student for their thoughts on

the tasks, modelling an inclusive approach to group
work. Acknowledge the suggestions of the dominant
student but reinforce the need for everyone to con-
tribute. If necessary, you may wish to speak with the
dominant student separately after class to get their
perspective on the group dynamic and provide them
with some advice on effective group work.

Scenario 5.9 One student in the group is always in a

hurry to get through the activity. Their tasks are left

incomplete, and they socialize instead, talking about

other topics not related to the project. What would

you do?

4

Initially, you may want to point out to the student
that work still needs to be completed to a group-
established standard. This student may have other
priorities and not be highly motivated to perform well
in the course. You can speak with the student after
class to determine what they're willing to contribute
to the group effort. Make them appreciate that they
have a responsibility to their group and that effective
group work is an important skill to learn. Consider a
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peer assessment of individual contributions to the
project. This could motivate the student to be more
engaged in the tasks.

Scenario 5.10 In a group of four, one student is shy
and reluctant to voice their ideas or opinions. As a
result, two students take over and direct the assignment
of tasks and the conceptual content of the project. The
fourth student avoids participating, often coming late to
group meetings and not completing their portion of the
work on time. What would you do?

4

Speak with the group and reinforce that all members

of the group need to contribute to the project. Ask

them to develop a plan or list of tasks that needs

to be completed and, if necessary, facilitate how

to assign these tasks. Separately, encourage the

shy student to be more forceful in expressing their

opinions. Also, talk to the student that comes late to

group meetings. Ask why they're having difficulties

in contributing. There may be issues that are beyond

their control, and perhaps they should reconsider

how they can best contribute to the project. Require

group members to assess the contributions of each

member of the project.

T4



Lo

TEACHING WITH TECHNOLOGY

Today’s classrooms have a variety of technological aids
to assist and increase engagement in lectures, sem-
inars, tutorials, and labs. PowerPoint slides and notes
can be enhanced visually by adding images, videos,
and animations. Personal response systems (PRSs)
or clickers and cellphones can be used to survey stu-
dents or solicit answers to questions. Students can
discuss their answers with other students, which can
increase engagement and provide immediate feedback
to instructors and students on their understanding of
concepts.

Make sure you're familiar with the technology that
you'll be required to use. If possible, practise several
times so you'll be successful at setting up and access-
ing any software you’ll use while teaching. If youre
linking to a website, be sure the link is active and that
you can reach it easily. Preview any videos and make
sure the content and length are appropriate. If possi-
ble, fast-forward to or bookmark the part you want to
emphasize. If it’s a longer video, it may be helpful to
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provide students with a list of guiding questions, so
they remain focused.

If you're using a PRS or polling system, there are
limitations to the type of answers students can provide.
For example, they may be limited to choosing one of
five possible responses to a multiple-choice question,
or they may be able to input short written or numerical
answers. One benefit of using this technology is that
you can see the number of responses entered and then
view a graph of them, which can be used to focus the
discussion. Why did students choose one answer over
another? The discussion can identify misconceptions
which contributed to their incorrect responses.

In most cases, you'll be assisting the instructor with
their questions, but you may have the opportunity to
design some questions yourself. If so, think about the
questions you'll ask: Is the question for review, discus-
sion, or to assess understanding and misconceptions of
a concept? Word the questions carefully so they’re clear
and not too complicated. Decide ahead of time if you'll
give a mark for correctness or for participation or both.
Don’t have too many questions in a single session and
make sure to allow enough time for students to answer
each question and for general discussion.

In addition to in-class instruction, virtual lessons
can be delivered through a variety of meeting plat-
forms or posted on course websites or YouTube.

Meeting platforms, such as Zoom, are synchronous;
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they allow some interaction with students. Posting
platforms, by contrast, are asynchronous and static;
they are a good vehicle for providing information and
instructions that can be accessed by students at their
convenience. Be aware that meetings on online plat-
forms can be hacked and modifications can be made to
the visual materials.

Course management systems (e. g., Canvas, Moodle)
typically have avariety of functions. In addition tousing
them to post course materials and resources, they can
be used to arrange group activities, deliver and submit
assignments, mark student work, give feedback, and
post individualized grade books. Discuss your respon-
sibilities within the management system with your
course supervisor and make sure you're familiar with

the technology and how to use it effectively.

TEACHING ONLINE
Some courses are designed to be offered completely
online. If you're teaching an online class in real time,
many aspects of teaching in person can be translated
into the virtual experience. Students can participate
by annotating the slides or whiteboards youre using,
adding comments, drawings, emoji, and so on.

You can divide students into small groups by assign-
ing them to virtual breakout rooms so they can discuss
topics and work on problem sets. It’s always helpful
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to provide an accessible copy of the breakout-room
activity instructions (e.g., a slide with written instruc-
tions, a link to Google slides, or written instructions in
the chat window) since details can easily be missed. If
you provide a Google Doc or other file for students to
record their discussion, their work can be shared with
the whole class later. As with any group work, it helps
to remind students to assign themselves different roles
when they’re working in a group (e.g., leader or facili-
tator, recorder, reporter) so they can be more efficient
in completing the task.

In addition, you can create virtual-friendly activ-
ities that require student participation. For example,
you can create documents such as PowerPoint slides
with animations that students must activate (click) to
progress through problems. You can use websites such
as Yoscenario to develop branching-scenario problem
sets and online tools such as Educaplay to develop (or
share previously created) interactive review games.
You can use Slack, which offers chat rooms that can be
organized by topic or private groups. All these options
are an excellent way to actively engage students in
small-group breakout-room exercises.

New programs and platforms are constantly being
developed; your institution may indicate which options
are acceptable. If that’s the case, it will be a matter of
choosing the ones that best fit the course objectives while

respecting the privacy and confidentiality of students.

<8



Teaching with Technology

Student participation in an online classroom can
be facilitated so all students have an opportunity to ask
and answer questions. Shy students may prefer to use
the public chat or direct-message feature to communi-
cate with others, or they may be more inclined to share
by answering poll questions. One added benefit of using
polls or surveys is that they can be used to track student
participation. Students can also contribute in class using
their microphone or chat feature, which can provide a
record of student involvement that can be translated
into participation marks. These tools are important for
motivating students to engage in class. In online classes,
it’s easier for students to avoid participating for a variety
of reasons. Effective use of these tools can help instruc-

tors keep track of a student’s engagement.

Scenario 6.1 You're aTAin a large lecture section.
The instructor has informed you that they'll be using
clickers regularly. You've never used clickers and have
no idea how they work. What should you do?

Scenario 6.2 Your TA responsibilities include monitor-
ing an online discussion forum. Some of the students
have become increasingly belligerent and intolerant of
other students’ opinions. What should you do?
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Scenario 6.3 In your virtual live-streaming tutorial,
several students have their cameras off and are not
answering questions or contributing to class discus-
sions. Participation in tutorials counts toward their
course mark and you're not sure you'll be able to ade-
quately assess their participation. What should you do?
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Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 6.1 You're aTAin a large lecture section. The
instructor has informed you that they’ll be using click-
ers regularly. You've never used clickers and have no
idea how they work. What should you do?
4
Ask the course instructor or another TA how the
clickers work. See if you can borrow one to have a
closer look and, if possible, ask the instructor to give
you a chance to practise in the lecture room. Check
the resources for Chapter 6 for more information.

Scenario 6.2 Your TA responsibilities include monitor-
ing an online discussion forum. Some of the students
have become increasingly belligerent and intolerant of
other students’ opinions. What should you do?
4
Make sure all students are aware of online etiquette
and the requirements for appropriate posts. Remind
them if necessary. Inform your course supervisor
and discuss what further measures could be taken.

Inappropriate online behaviour should not be
tolerated.
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Scenario 6.3 In your virtual live-streaming tutorial,

several students have their cameras off and are not

answering questions or contributing to class discus-

sions. Participation in tutorials counts toward their

course mark and you're not sure you'll be able to ade-

quately assess their participation. What should you do?

2

Remind students at the beginning of each tutorial
that participation counts toward their course mark
and that to be adequately assessed they must con-
tribute in class. If students don't have their cameras
on, message them privately and ask if there's a
problem (there may be extenuating circumstances
that are contributing to their lack of video). Set

up a way for students to decline to answer when
called upon that includes a response on their part,
for example, a message in the chat that they wish
to pass. That way, you'll know that they are paying
attention, and you can call on them again later. Try
designing some activities such as filling in a chart
or table that require all students to contribute
individually.
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ASSESSING STUDENT LEARNING

Assessing student learning is an important component
of your role as a TA. Most students in higher educa-
tion are concerned about the marks or grades that they
“earn” throughout the course. Not only are marks or
grades a component of students’ academic self-image,
but they’re also the key to scholarships and accep-
tance into specific programs. From the perspective
of an instructor or TA, assigning marks or grades is a
measure of student learning and provides an opportu-
nity to give feedback and facilitate improvement.
Typically, TAs are not responsible for designing
assessments. Course instructors will determine the
appropriate forms of assessment, for example, oral
presentations, discussion contributions, posters, cre-
ative works, written assignments, quizzes, tests, or
exams. Students may look to you to help prepare for or
complete the work. This is especially true of students
who are not familiar with the discipline or its academic
standards and may be nervous about interpreting the

requirements or the amount of preparation needed.
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Office hours and sessions where exam-type questions
are reviewed can often help students gain confidence
in their abilities. Whatever the format, the assessment
should be designed to address specific learning out-
comes (see Chapter 3), and the expectations should be
transparent to both the TA and the students.

Scenario 7.1 An anxious student has been sending you
emails several times a day, including at 2 a.m., prior to

a midterm exam. How would you deal with this student
and other students with similar concerns?

SUPPORTING STUDENTS WITH ASSESSMENTS

Students are typically keen to know how they’re doing
in a course. Regular small assignments (quizzes or tests
that are graded and contribute a relatively small pro-
portion to course grades) provide students with feed-
back on their progress in the course and are referred to
as formative assessments.

Written comments on students’ work can help them
improve their performance on similar assignments.
Depending on the type of assignment, constructive
comments can highlight errors and misconceptions as
well as flaws in their writing. But it’s also important

to provide positive support in the form of comments
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that indicate work that is well done. In general, com-
ments should be specific and guide the students toward
improvement. Start by pointing out what the student
has done well and then address some of the areas for
improvement, especially those that will be important
for subsequent assignments or exams. It’s common to
have a feedback sandwich near the end of an assign-
ment: list two items done well with one area for
improvement in between.

For comments to be useful to students, graded
assessments must be returned to the students in a
timely fashion, so they can apply the feedback to
future assignments and, if necessary, ask for guidance

on how to improve their performance on assessments.

EVALUATING STUDENT LEARNING

More heavily weighted assignments such as term
papers or final exams are submitted near the end of
a course and measure accumulated learning gains.
They are a summative evaluation of student learning.
Students may not see the marked work, and if that’s
the case, there’s no need for comments to facilitate
improvement. If they’ll see the marked work, provide
comments as you would for formative assessments,

including where they received or lost marks.
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MARKING GUIDES OR RUBRICS

TAs who mark students’ work must be given clear
instructions on how the work is to be evaluated.
Marking guides or rubrics that indicate mark allo-
cation for different levels of understanding and per-
formance are necessary for consistent and objective
assessment. If a rubric or marking guide is not pro-
vided, ask the course instructor or supervisor to clarify
their expectations for assigning marks or grades. They
should be able to discuss with you the expected or nec-
essary content for student answers in an exam or the
allocation of marks for content, style, and integration
in students’ written work. If youre uncertain about
whether you’re interpreting the instructions correctly
or feel that the instructions are insufficient, mark a
few assessments and ask your course supervisor about
the specific concerns you have. It may also be helpful
to discuss the grading with other TAs in the course

(current or former).

Scenario 7.2 Your course supervisor has provided you
with a detailed and specific rubric for grading an assign-
ment. After marking a few papers, it's apparent to you
that some students have reasonable points that are not
covered in the rubric. What would you do?
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Scenario 7.3 You're not able to complete your marking
in the time allotted in your TA hours. You talk to other
TAs in the course, and they're not having the same
problem. What would you do?

RETURNING MARKED ASSIGNMENTS

Depending on the student’s perspective of their abil-
ities and expectations, they may be elated or disheart-
ened when their graded work is returned. Once they
become emotional, they won't hear any comments or
announcements you might need to make. It’s important
to relay information about grading-review procedures
and the class’s overall performance before returning
the work.

We recommend that you establish the twenty-four-
hour rule: you'll not discuss marks with anyone until
at least twenty-four hours have passed. During that
time, the students must review the comments (if it’s a
written assignment) and the mark allocation indicated
on the rubric. A good approach is to have them prepare
a written list of questions they have about the marking
to discuss during a meeting or office hours. If they do
this, they’ll be better able to discuss the work objec-
tively. In some cases, you may have students who rush

up to you after receiving their marked work. Remind
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them of the twenty-four-hour rule to give them time to
calm down.

Occasionally, you may be confronted by an aggres-
sive student. If you suspect this might occur, ask the
course supervisor or another TA to be close by. Difficult
students should be referred to the supervisor or course
instructor. They’ll have the authority and experience

to respond to the student’s questions constructively.

Scenario 7.4 Two students come to you following the
return of a midterm exam. They point out that although
they have similar answers to a question (similar in
thought but different in wording), one was given a
higher mark than the other. What could be one source
of this discrepancy, and how could it be addressed?
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Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 7.1 An anxious student has been sending you
emails several times a day, including at 2 a.m., prior to
a midterm exam. How would you deal with this student
and others with similar concerns?
4
Be preemptive. Explain to all students your policy
on responding to emails prior to an exam. For
example, you may only answer emails until 5 p.m.
the day before the exam. Let them know that they
should begin preparing for the exam early so that
they’ll have time to ask their questions before your
deadline.

Scenario 7.2 Your course supervisor has provided you
with a detailed and specific rubric for grading an assign-
ment. After marking a few papers, it's apparent to you
that some students have reasonable points that are not
covered in the rubric. What should you do?
4
Ask your course supervisor if you have any flexibility
in interpreting the rubric. Add notes to the rubric as
you grade the papers to stay consistent. Discuss the
marking with current or former TAs in the course to
see if they have any suggestions.
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Scenario 7.3 You're not able to complete your marking
in the time allotted in your TA hours. You talk to other
TAs in the course, and they're not having the same
problem. What should you do?

2

Meet with your course supervisor and see if there are

any tips for speeding up your marking.

Scenario 7.4 Two students come to you following the
return of a midterm exam. They point out that although
they have similar answers to a question (similar in
thought but different in wording), one was given a
higher mark than the other. What could be one source
of this discrepancy, and how could it be addressed?

2

Although both students felt they provided similar

answers, the wording of each student’s answer may

have communicated different levels of understand-

ing. Use the rubric to indicate where the answers

differed.
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REFLECTING ON YOUR TEACHING
PRACTICE

When you first start to teach, your objective may be
to simply time the lesson appropriately, get through
the lesson and deliver the material, or lead activities
without having trouble answering questions. The
planning you do will ensure a successful lesson from
your perspective. But will the lesson be effective from
the students’ perspective? Experienced instructors are
aware of how students respond to different elements

of the lesson:
<> Are the students engaged during an activity?

<> Do they ask relevant questions during the lecture

portion of the class?
<> Are students’ responses to polling questions

indicating that they’re confused about the

concepts?
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INSIGHT FROM OBSERVATIONS

The behaviour of students during a class is indicative
of their level of engagement and can be a valuable
form of feedback on your teaching. Collecting infor-
mation about what’s happening in the classroom can
be challenging, especially for large classes; however,
you may be able to record your lesson and review it
later. You might consider asking a peer to observe your
lesson and pay particular attention to specific aspects
of it. Course supervisors or coordinators may rou-
tinely observe your classes, and their feedback can be
valuable. Their comments can be the basis for a discus-
sion about your performance and improvements for
the future. At most institutions, student evaluations
of instructors are mandatory; however, the results are
usually not available until after the course is finished.
You could ask your students to anonymously provide
feedback around the midpoint of the course. This
would enable you to act on some of the issues students
may have. Be aware that feedback from other sources
may not match your perspective. However, it’s often

extremely valuable.

THINK CAREFULLY ABOUT YOUR TEACHING

As you develop your teaching skills, it’s important to
review your performance and students’ behaviour

after each lesson. Self-evaluation on a regular basis
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is an effective form of professional development.
Thinking about your teaching, about why you’re creat-
ing lessons in a specific format, and objectively consid-
ering the effect of the lessons on students will help you
to adapt your approach and teaching strategies to meet
the needs of the students.

DOCUMENT YOUR REFLECTIONS ON YOUR TEACHING PRACTICE
Observations on your teaching can be collected into
a teaching portfolio. Written reflections on innova-
tive activities or teaching situations that did not go as
planned can offer valuable insights into your profes-
sional development. A selection of these reflections
can be included in future applications for teaching

positions or promotions.

Scenario 8.1 You've created a lesson that you think is
innovative, and you're excited to test a new activity in
class. During class, however, you find that the students
are either confused by your instructions, don't know
what to do, or have given up and have started chatting
among themselves. What can you learn from this experi-
ence? How could you better understand the difficulties
your students were facing with this lesson?
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Scenario 8.2 During an instructional skills workshop,
you were recorded while giving a lesson to a group of
peers. You were extremely anxious during this experi-
ence. What could be the value of observing yourself
teaching the lesson?

Scenario 8.3 You find that while you're teaching your
class, you're unaware of how students in the back half
of the classroom are responding to your lesson. What
can you do to get the information you need to evaluate
your lesson?

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

If you pursue a career in academia, you'll likely
have a position where you’ll be teaching and doing
research. To further your professional development
and prepare for your future as an educator, it’s
important to reflect on your teaching experiences,
in a journal or as part of a teaching portfolio. List
any TA-training workshops, seminars, or discipline-
specific education courses that you attend and
include a description of the lessons you've learned.
Talk to course instructors and designers and ask
about their experiences as educators. They may
be able to direct you to professional development
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opportunities at your campus as well as conferences

and meetings that may be worthwhile.

LEARNING MORE ABOUT EFFECTIVE TEACHING

Reflecting on your experience in the classroom is
personal contemplation of teaching. The next step in
your professional development as a TA is to adopt a
scholarly approach and learn from publications on
pedagogy. The vast educational literature — whether in
books, journal articles, or reports — is based on evi-
dence gathered by various methodologies and research
protocols. Reading widely will ultimately provide you
with valuable insights into teaching practices as well
as theories in education, learning, and psychology. The
Additional Resources section of this guide provides

examples of education literature.

EVIDENCE—-BASED TEACHING

The application of teaching strategies from the peda-
gogical literature, with modifications for your teaching
situation, is another step in evidence-based teaching.
Once you've tried out these new strategies, how will you
know if they're effective and enhance student learning?
To answer these questions, you can devise a research
project where the basic steps parallel the structure
of other discipline-based projects. The first step is to

95



Reflecting on Your Teaching Practice

identify a clear goal and specific research question;
you can review the pedagogical literature to determine
the most appropriate inquiry method. Determine what
aspect of your teaching you’ll be investigating and
the best means of collecting information or data. For
example, if you're trying to determine whether a new
case-based activity is effective, you could develop a
pair of surveys or quizzes that reveal student knowl-
edge before the activity (pre-test) and after the activity
(post-test). When you're collecting data, it’s important
to keep in mind how you’ll summarize and analyze the
data. The interpretation of the findings of your inquiry
project or action research (projects undertaken to
directly benefit students) can provide valuable insights

into the effectiveness of your teaching practices.

CONTRIBUTING TO THE SCHOLARSHIP OF TEACHING AND
LEARNING
The findings of your action research or inquiry project
may be of interest to colleagues and other educators in
your field. Sharing your contributions through conver-
sations, presentations, posters, and journal articles is
a step toward contributing to the scholarship of teach-
ing and learning.

Before your inquiry project can be shared widely
in journal articles, you should consider several

things. As with any research with human subjects,
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you must have approval from a board of ethics at
your institution. You must guarantee that partici-
pants in the inquiry project will not be harmed or
disadvantaged. Your research question and findings
should be placed in the context of current educational
theory and relate to the findings of similar research
published in educational journals. Ensure that the
methodology you implement is clearly described and
designed to provide evidence regarding your research
question. You should consider running a small-scale
pilot of your study; you may find that the treatment
or method of data collection needs to be modified.
Once the necessary changes are made, the scaled-up
implementation can be carried out with more confi-
dence. If the information or data you collect can be
analyzed with statistics, make sure that the statis-
tical methods are rigorous and appropriate for your
project. Remember to honour the original intent of
the project and to address your research question;
often, much interesting information is obtained
through these inquiry projects.

Conference presentations are a good means of
getting feedback on the interpretation of your data. A
formal written description of your research can also
be submitted as a journal article, which will undergo
review and will provide further feedback. Once pub-
lished, your article will contribute to the scholarship
of teaching and learning (SoTL) literature.
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There are a variety of resources and networks to
support those interested in pursuing SoTL. Most uni-
versities have a teaching and learning centre with
experts who lead workshops on action research or
teaching-related inquiry projects. Courses for graduate
students may be available through the faculty of edu-
cation or individual departments, and international
networks such as the Centre for the Integration of
Research, Teaching, and Learning (CIRTL) and BioTAP
(US) provide instruction and support in conducting

pedagogical research.

Scenario 8.4 You've designed a new worksheet
addressing one of the concepts students find difficult
and will use it in several tutorials that you teach. What
steps would you take to determine whether the work-
sheet is effective in enhancing student learning of that
specific concept?

Scenario 8.5 Your course coordinator learned of your
great new worksheet and would like you to share the
results of your action research with colleagues. If you
were to present your findings to a larger audience as a
journal article, what additional steps would you need
to take?
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Scenario 8.6 After your first experience with edu-
cation research, you realize that there’s more to learn
about the scholarship of teaching and learning. What
resources could you search for in your institution and
internationally?
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Possible Scenario Responses

Scenario 8.1 You've created a lesson that you think is
innovative, and you're excited to test a new activity in
class. During class, however, you find that the students
are either confused by your instructions, don't know
what to do, or have given up and have started chatting
among themselves. What can you learn from this experi-
ence? How could you better understand the difficulties
your students were facing with this lesson?
2
Although you may think your activity is clever, ask other
TAs or your course instructor if the instructions for the
activity are clear and if the challenges are appropriate
for the students. During class, if you sense students are
having difficulties, ask individual students or survey the
class for the main difficulties and provide them with
guidance to overcome the problems they're having.

Scenario 8.2 During an instructional skills workshop,
you were recorded while giving a lesson to a group of
peers. You were extremely anxious during this experi-
ence. What could be the value of observing yourself
teaching this lesson?

2

You may notice mannerisms that you were unaware

of and may be distracting. You can objectively assess
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whether your instructions were logical and under-
standable. You'll likely also notice the strengths of
your lesson, which will provide you with the confi-
dence you need to overcome your nervousness when
speaking in front of a class.

Scenario 8.3 You find that while you're teaching your
class, you're unaware of how students in the back half
of the classroom are responding to your lesson. What
can you do to get the information you need to evaluate
your lesson?
4
Ask another TA or colleague to peer review your
teaching by sitting in the class to observe your
teaching. They can report whether students are
attentive or if they're disengaged. A trained class
observer can use COPUS (https://cwsei.ubc.ca/
resources/tools/copus) to record student and
instructor activity during the class.

Scenario 8.4 You've designed a new worksheet
addressing one of the concepts students find difficult
and will use it in several tutorials that you teach. What
steps would you take to determine whether the work-
sheet was effective in enhancing student learning of
those specific concepts?
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4

You could compare the learning gains of a group of
students that used the worksheet with a group of
similar students who did not. If possible, you could
use an exam question on the concept to measure
their learning and could compare the mean scores
from a group in the previous year with the current
group or compare students in a class that used the
worksheet with another class that did not. Care
must be taken to ensure that the groups (or classes)
are sufficiently similar (age and gender balance,
achievement) to be confident that the worksheet is
contributing to any difference in learning gains that
you may find.

Scenario 8.5 Your course coordinator learned of your

great new worksheet and would like you to share the

results of your action research with colleagues. If you

were to present your findings to a larger audience as a

journal article, what additional steps would you need to
take?

2

If you're sharing your findings with others in formal
presentations or journal articles, you must follow
Behavioural Research Ethics Board (BREB) proto-
cols. Students will need to give you permission to use
their responses. Care must be taken to ensure that
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your research design is sound and that no group of
students has been negatively impacted by the study.

Scenario 8.6 After your first experience with action
research, you realize that there's more to learn
about the scholarship of teaching and learning. What
resources could you search for in your institution and
internationally?
4
Most universities have teaching and learning centres
that hold workshops or have SoTL experts that can
provide guidance. Investigate networks on SoTL such
as CIRTL (the Centre for the Integration of Research,
Teaching, and Learning), BioTAP (the Biology
Teaching Assistant Project, US), and ISSOTL (the
International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching
and Learning).

103



WORDS OF ENCOURAGEMENT

Developing skills as a teacher takes practice. With
experience, you'll collect ideas and skills — such as the
suggestions we've provided in this guide - that you
can add to your teaching toolbox. With practice, you’ll
learn to apply the appropriate strategy in each teach-
ing context, whether it’s a seminar, tutorial, lecture,
field activity, or laboratory experience.

Continue to learn from the experiences of your
colleagues, effective instructors, and the teaching and
learning centres at your institution. There is much to
learn, so take advantage of professional development
programs. You're now part of the community of teach-
ing practice, and as you acquire more experience, you
too can contribute your perspective during workshops
and act as a mentor to TAs who are beginning their
exciting and rewarding journey into teaching. Good
teachers are lifelong learners.

We hope that the information and advice provided
in this guide have enabled you to confidently tackle the
challenges of your first teaching experience and will

continue to be a useful reference in the future.
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APPENDIX: DEVELOPING TRAINING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR TAS

Teaching assistants with experience and insights into
teaching are often asked to help with TA-training
workshops and are looked upon as role models for
new TAs. Novice TAs ofien feel the need for instruction
on teaching but may be unaware of opportunities that
exist on campus or through online programs. If youre
a course supervisor or experienced TA, you can help
new TAs by suggesting training opportunities that may
already be in place at your institution. For example,
look for instructional skills workshops (ISWs), pro-
grams from your teaching and learning centre, and the
Centre for the Integration of Research, Teaching, and
Learning (CIRTL). These programs address universal
best practices that can be applied to teaching in differ-
ent disciplines and roles. If your program or academic
unit does not have TA-training workshops, and you
have an interest in delving into TA training, consider
developing a workshop on an aspect of teaching that is

most needed in your discipline.
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WHAT TO CONSIDER IN DESIGNING A WORKSHOP

If you decide to design your own workshops, there
are several things to keep in mind. TAs are usually a
diverse group with different cultural backgrounds,
undergraduate experiences, levels of confidence, and
linguistic competence. How will you provide basic
training for pedagogical novices with diverse back-
grounds and at the same time have something to offer
more experienced TAs? Can you enlist the support of
senior TAs to help develop activities and support for
new TAs?

In addition, as discussed in Chapter 1, TAs may have
different roles in instructional support, for example,
they may teach tutorials, seminars, or labs, assist in
lectures, have an online role, or may be primarily
responsible for marking. Some TAs may not know the
content or learning outcomes of what they’ll be teach-
ing; others may be involved in developing some of the
content and assessments. Will you have different ses-
sions for specific roles? TAs may be assigned the same
or different courses each term, so new skills should be
transferable.

Often, TAs have a variety of time commitments;
they may be doing research, working on art or music
projects, caring for family members, and so on, which
may make scheduling meetings or workshops diffi-
cult. Will you have sessions online, or during daytime,

evening, or weekend hours?
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The motivation of TAs is also important to con-
sider. If they are TAs simply for financial support, they
may not be willing to invest time and effort into profes-
sional development. Will your TA training be required
or voluntary? If the training is mandatory and part of
their TA duties, they may need to be paid for their time.

Finally, consider the scope of your workshops. Will
your TA training be targeted to TAs in your department
or offered to all TAs in your faculty or institution?

TOPICS TO ADDRESS

The topics you address in your workshops should
be determined by the needs of the participants. It’s
important to survey new TAs to determine which
aspects of teaching they want to explore. Many of
the essential topics in this guide could be considered
as potential foci of your training sessions. You might
want to include the following topics:

<> planning and preparing to teach

<> ways to create a safe, supportive, and inclusive

student-learning environment

<> how to enhance student engagement and develop a

sense of community and ownership
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<> effective classroom management and general

teaching practices

< teaching strategies and modes of instruction,

including active learning techniques

<» effective use of in-class facilities (e.g., computers,

whiteboards, doc cams, clickers)

<> assessment of student learning and the alignment

of learning outcomes with activities.

Many resources provide guidance and useful ma-
terials for TA-training programs. An entire section of
Jo Handelsman, Sarah Miller, and Christine Pfund’s
Scientific Teaching (2007) is devoted to planning
guides for a variety of workshops on topics such as
scientific (evidence-based) teaching, active learning,
assessment, and diversity. This resource and others

may provide helpful ideas for your sessions.

THE FORM OF TA TRAINING

TA training can take many different forms, ranging
from individual mentoring to formal courses or even
international programs. The form of TA training
you develop will depend on the needs of the TAs in
your program and the TA training already available
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in your institution. An easy way to get started is to
initiate informal mentoring programs where expe-
rienced TAs or instructors guide new TAs through
the teaching experience. Regular weekly or monthly
sessions such as “brown bag lunches” that focus on
general pedagogical topics can include guest speak-
ers, journal article discussions, and reports on schol-
arship of teaching and learning (SoTL) projects. These
are easy to organize and foster a sense of a teaching
community.

More formally, there can be course-level TA prepa-
ration, which usually consists of weekly sessions to
prepare for the coming lessons. There can also be
department- or program-based sessions that might
include a beginning-of-term orientation for new TAs.
These can be one- to three-day sessions that intro-
duce TAs to institutional policies and prepare them to
teach their first classes. Some departments or facul-
ties may be agreeable to offering credit courses, which
allow in-depth study of a variety of pedagogical topics
and could include discussions, guest speakers, class-
room observations, development of mini-lessons, and
research projects. Courses that add one to three credits
to graduate student programs need to be approved by
administrators. If timing and logistics are a barrier, it’s
also possible to produce virtual orientation packages
consisting of videos on a range of topics. These can

be made available online for TAs to view as needed.
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This approach, however, reduces the sense of commu-
nity that is fostered when sessions are held in person.

Modelling of best practices in teaching in the imple-
mentation of your TA-training sessions is important.
This includes elements of reflective practice. Be sure
to ask participants to evaluate your workshops either
through surveys or focus groups or by requesting
anonymous comments. The comments you receive can
guide you in making changes to future iterations of
your TA-training program.

Developing all but the most basic TA-training ses-
sions will require funding, the cooperation of your
department, and considerable effort. It will not be
easy, but in the absence of other programs, it will be an
important and rewarding experience for the designer

and participants.
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