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A TA and Faculty Career Preparation Program for the School of Oceanography

Goal

The goal of the TA and Faculty Career Preparation Program in the School of Oceanography is for graduate students to be sufficiently prepared so that they can succeed in performing the duties and meeting the responsibilities of teaching, from the beginning of their teaching career as a new TA to as far into their teaching development as they wish to progress while a graduate student.  For graduate students contemplating a career as a future faculty member, the TA preparation merges into preparation for a faculty career.  The School of Oceanography requires all graduate students to "have completed satisfactory service as a Teaching Assistant or Pre-Doctoral Instructor" (School of Oceanography, 1998, p. 8) of at least one course.

Background

This program has been designed to meet the expectations and needs expressed by several groups.  In September 1998, a five-page questionnaire about interests, experience, and concerns about teaching was sent to all the graduate students present in the School.  This questionnaire was a slightly altered version of the TA Questionnaire in Nyquist and Wulff (1996, p. 28-31).  Approximately 25 % of the questionnaires were returned completed.  In addition, a discussion with graduate students was held for two hours on 25 September 1998.  A meeting to discover the expectations and needs of undergraduate Oceanography majors for a graduate TA Preparation Program was held for an hour on 1 December 1998.  A questionnaire very similar to the one sent to graduate students was e-mailed to approximately 60 former Oceanography graduate students who now hold positions as faculty members at liberal arts colleges or research universities or are employed by government agencies.  Some 30 % of the questionnaires were returned.  Finally, after these data were analyzed, a summary of the data was presented to the faculty at a special one-hour meeting on 14 April 1999, and the faculty expectations and needs were recorded.


After this research was completed, a survey was made of the literature on TA preparation that is in the library of the Center for Instructional Development and Research (CIDR) at the UW.  Emphasis was placed on the works of Chism (1987), Nyquist and Wulff (1992, 1996), and Gach et al. (1997).  A first draft of the proposed program was reviewed by consultants at the CIDR on 12 May 1999.  A second draft was sent to the Oceanography graduate students for their feedback at a meeting on 17 May 1999. A revised draft was discussed with undergraduate Oceanography majors at a meeting on 27 May 1999 and, with their recommendations, presented to the Oceanography faculty at the faculty meeting on 9 June 1999.

Basis for the Program Plan

The plan for this program is based on two factors: the data on teaching interests, experience, and concerns mentioned above and the nature of TA opportunities in the School.  Of the 22 aspects of teaching listed on the questionnaire given to graduate students, highest interest by the students was marked for: using active learning methods, learning how to know the students better, leading class discussions, and lecturing to small classes.  They also rated highly their need for receiving feedback from faculty and students on their teaching and on student learning.  Among their teaching strengths, they listed enthusiasm and rapport with students.  Former graduate students listed these same items as highly important.

These results are particularly significant because these characteristics of teaching are recommended goals for future faculty as determined by the Project 2061 of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (1990), by the Project on Liberal Education and the Sciences of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (1990), by participants in a Convocation on Undergraduate Education in Science, Mathematics, Engineering, and Technology organized by the Center for Science, Mathematics, and Engineering Education of the National Research Council (1996), by the Committee for the Review of Undergraduate Education to the National Science Foundation Directorate for Education and Human Resources (1996), and by the Committee on Undergraduate Science Education of the National Research Council (1997).  The accord of student interest with these recommendations is remarkable and augurs well for careers as future faculty.

The second factor in the plan is the nature of TA opportunities in the School.  At present, only the Oceanography 101 course has quiz sections.  Except for the sophomore and senior field courses, the other courses mainly require TAs to grade papers, hold office hours, and lead discussion or review sessions.

Outline of the Program

The program is a developmental program, as defined by Sprague and Nyquist (1991).  That is, it assumes that the types of concerns TAs have about teaching, their ways of talking about Oceanography, and their attitudes toward both the professor and the students change over time, as research results have recorded for TAs elsewhere.  First-year graduate students in Oceanography rarely TA.  Therefore, the program begins with a two-day orientation for second-year graduate students to prepare them for their first experiences as TAs.  These experiences will be in undergraduate Oceanography courses in which the principal responsibilities for TAs are grading papers, holding office hours, leading discussions and review sessions, and providing feedback to the instructor.


Ongoing instruction during the academic year will consist of a course that covers appropriate instructional topics for Intermediate and Advanced TAs, although the intent is not to exclude other graduate students.  Intermediate TAs are expected to teach quiz sections in the introductory Oceanography courses and in other Oceanography courses that have separate quiz or laboratory sections or to assist in graduate courses.  Advanced TAs are expected either to co-teach a course with a faculty member, including the sophomore and senior field courses, or to teach their own courses.  Interested Advanced TAs will be encouraged to apply for Huckabay Teaching Fellowships and to take Graduate School courses in preparation for a career as a college or university faculty member.


In addition, the program will include several support formats: informal peer support for new TAs, experienced TA mentors for new TAs, the encouragement of collaboration between course instructors and the TAs whom they are supervising in their courses, and a biweekly informal meeting with the Lead TA and the Faculty TA Coordinator, "Talking Over Teaching And Learning" (TOTAL), that is open to graduate students, undergraduate students, faculty, and staff.


Both the graduate students and the faculty have recommended the positions of Lead TA and Faculty TA Coordinator be filled.  Persons in these positions will be responsible for managing the program and adapting it to the needs of the graduate students and faculty.  The Lead TA will be expected to demonstrate academic leadership ability.  The Faculty TA Coordinator will be expected to monitor the development of the TAs in the program.  The success of the program will depend on the continuity provided by these persons.


Methods for assessing the success of the program will be selected as the details of the program are being designed.  Assessment must be a continual part of the program in order to ensure its response to student and faculty needs and expectations and to improve the learning process regularly.

Sections of the Program
1. TA Orientation.  An orientation will be held for two days, beginning on the Monday of the week before the beginning of Autumn Quarter (Table 1).  Such an orientation is required by UW Executive Order 28: "Teaching appointees with no previous teaching experience shall attend an introductory departmental program which shall include training appropriate to the type of teaching expected of the appointee. In addition, close supervision of new teachers by the appropriate department is expected" (http://www.grad.washington.edu/fellow/execor28.htm).  A survey of 36 TA preparation programs by Parrett (1987) for the years 1976-1986 reported a median length of the orientation part to be 5 days.  The needs of the Oceanography graduate students and faculty suggest a two-day orientation to be sufficient time, at least to begin with.

The orientation is required of all second-year Oceanography graduate students.  These are students who have not been TAs in the School of Oceanography previously.  The purpose of the orientation is to prepare new TAs for teaching responsibilities that will consist primarily of grading papers, holding office hours, and leading class discussions and review sessions in undergraduate Oceanography courses that lack quiz or lab sections.  These are the most common duties reported by 1400 TAs in eight major research universities (Diamond and Gray, 1987).  Because orientation is more effective if the topics covered will be of immediate use to the TAs (Gach et al., 1997), the emphasis during the Orientation will be on assisting the new TAs to develop these skills.  It is important that the program not only help graduate students develop the skills needed to meet these responsibilities but that, in doing so, it enable the graduate student to appreciate this as part of faculty career preparation, for these tasks can be perceived as dead-end drudgery (Davis, 1987).

Other topics to be covered will include the opportunities to TA in the School, the expectations of the School for TAs, the responsibilities of TAs, and the resources available to them to carry out their duties.  Faculty will be invited to attend a non-practice session on leading discussions and the lunch on the second day to improve communication about the purpose and accomplishments of the Orientation.

2. New TA Peer-Support Group.  An intensive interview study of new TAs by Darling (1987) discovered that the most important persons for new TAs to approach for discussions at the beginning of their teaching experience were other new TAs.  They gained confidence from one another as they discussed ideas for class or for responding to challenging situations and came to realize that the concerns of each was shared in large part by the others.  Therefore, new Oceanography TAs for each quarter will be expected to meet with one another informally and often, both in person and over an e-mail distribution list, particularly during the early weeks of the quarter, in order to foster mutual support in building confidence and solving problems arising from being a new TA.

3. TA Mentors.  Experienced TAs can be very effective mentors for new TAs, in part because the new TAs are more likely to ask a fellow graduate student for help than a faculty member (Puccio, 1987; Gach et al., 1997).  For mentoring, each new TA will be paired with an experienced TA who has been a TA in the course before, preferably with the same instructor.  Although these arrangements will be made at the beginning of the quarter, research suggests that the new TA may choose not to explore the mentoring until he or she has gained some confidence as a TA (Darling, 1987).  The TA mentor will benefit from this experience by having to reflect on his or her own teaching experience in the course.

4. Talking Over Teaching and Learning (TOTAL).  Many of the Advanced TAs and former graduate students who answered the questionnaires answered the question "What do you feel is most needed to prepare a graduate student to be a future faculty member?" with the suggestion that a department must place a value on teaching as well as research.  It is important that new TAs have the opportunity to take part in discussions about teaching and that these discussions lead to a departmental habit of talking about teaching in the discipline and how to meet the needs of the students (Nyquist and Sprague, 1992).  These discussions can provide another forum for TA support (Gach et al., 1997).  Therefore a biweekly informal meeting will be held with the Lead TA and the Faculty TA Coordinator during the academic year to discuss issues, concerns, classroom problems, teaching strategies, references and resources for teaching, or any other topic of teaching and learning, with particular attention to questions arising from the classroom.  The meeting is open to all graduate students, undergraduate students, faculty, and staff in the School.

5. Ongoing Instruction.  A course, meeting once a week, initially, will begin in Autumn Quarter to provide instruction, demonstration, and graduate student practice and feedback on topics such as the following.  The process of selecting the topics will attempt to provide the information and experiences as near the time as possible that TAs need to use them.

Topics Primarily for Intermediate TAs
Topics Primarily for Advanced TAs




What Can I Expect from Freshmen?
Course Design and Syllabus Preparation

Course Design
Instructional Technology

Lesson Planning
Teaching Field Courses

First Day of Class
Teaching Quantitative Courses

Explaining vs Lecturing
Lecturing to Large Classes

Active Learning
Composing Essay Tests

Demonstrations
End-of-Term Issues

Composing a Test
Assessment

Teaching Problem Solving
Faculty Duties, Responsibilities, and Rewards

Writing Assignments
Advisor/Role Model/Mentor

Teaching Critical Thinking


Academic Ethics


Teaching Portfolio


Bringing Research Results into the Classroom


Session Format and Instructors

Whether the sessions are in the Orientation or Ongoing Instruction, the workshops or courses will be interactive.  If there is need for a lecture introduction, it shall be followed by a demonstration and TA practice with feedback for the TAs, as recommended by Gach et al. (1997).  Although close cooperation with the staff at CIDR will be planned at the initiation of the program, faculty, graduate students, and staff in Oceanography possess the experience and skills to be the instructor or facilitator for several of the sessions.  With time, the faculty, students, and staff should expect to assume full responsibility for planning and implementing the program.

Implications for Faculty

Although faculty are invited to attend any part of the program in which TAs are not practicing some teaching skill or strategy, the program itself expects merely their support and encouragement.  Implications of the program, however, will affect every faculty member who has a TA in his or her course because the program will implement the University policy that the experience of holding a Teaching Assistantship is part of the graduate student's graduate education and the course instructor is expected to supervise the teaching education of the TA just as the research advisor is expected to supervise the research education of the RA.


One of the expectations expressed by both the graduate students and the undergraduate students is that the instructor and TA in a course should collaborate more.  This collaboration should begin before the quarter begins so that the TA is adequately prepared for the first day of class.  This expectation is a student endorsement of the policy statement in UW Executive Order 28, of which the students were not aware when they insisted on collaboration between the instructor and the TA.  Executive Order 28 states:

Teaching appointees who will be aiding professors in the teaching of a particular course shall attend introductory and planning discussions called by the professor sufficiently in advance of the beginning of the quarter to prepare for the teaching of the course and to gain an understanding of what constitutes satisfactory performance in the appointment. They and their supervisory professors are encouraged to collaborate insofar as possible in planning the structure and content of the course so as to make the cooperative teaching effort profitable for all concerned. Procedures for establishing this collaboration and an appropriate degree of supervision shall be worked out between the teaching appointees and the professor and shall be maintained throughout the period of the course. It is expected that the professors responsible for the course shall maintain close communication with the teaching assistants and associates and shall advise and help them to improve their teaching performance (http://www.grad.washington.edu/fellow/execor28.htm).

The nature of the collaboration will depend on the developmental stage of the TA, which can be learned from the Faculty TA Coordinator.  For a new TA, the faculty member's role is that of manager (Nyquist and Wulff, 1996).  A TA with more experience is prepared for more substantial collaboration.


Graduate students have requested that TAs receive more feedback and supervision from the instructor.  In other words, they would appreciate the instructor accepting the responsibility for being the TA supervisor for that course.  Providing this feedback will not take the instructor much time.  Guidelines can be even be supplied to assist the instructor in meeting this responsibility.  Constructive feedback will be greatly appreciated by many TAs.  To some others, it sends the message that minimal competence in teaching is not good enough (Nyquist and Sprague, 1992).


For TAs in laboratories or quiz sections, and for those teaching their own course, additional faculty supervision is expected by the Graduate School, which provides guidelines.  Graduate School Memo 14 states: 

For TAs assigned to labs, studios, study centers, quiz sections, and teaching their own courses, supervision is to include at least one observation by supervising faculty as early as possible during each of the TA's first two quarters of teaching at UW. The purpose of this observation is to confirm that TAs are teaching content competently, to provide guidance regarding content, presentation, and student involvement, and to assess TAs' needs for further training or assistance (http://www.grad.washington.edu/acad/gsmemos/gsmemo14.htm).

Conclusion
This program proposes to offer graduate students the opportunity to prepare themselves in a range of teaching skills and strategies.  A high level of basic competence is expected of all graduate students.  As graduate students develop their teaching ability, they will be offered opportunities to learn and to practice more advanced skills and strategies.  Although their development as teachers will be monitored by the Faculty TA Coordinator, their supervision as TAs is by the course instructors.  As former Oceanography graduate students who now work in government agencies noted on the survey, the teaching skills and strategies that graduate students will learn in this program are used to communicate one's research results, to implement project teams, and to be effective as a co-worker outside of academia, as well.  Several of the references cited have observed that the success of a TA preparation program depends on its being supported by the faculty, graduate students, and administration.  That support can come in many forms.  All are welcome.  
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Table 1.  TA Orientation, During the Week Prior to Autumn Quarter.

Monday
Tuesday

Wednesday

9:00
School of Oceanography Opportunities, Expectations, Responsibilities, and Resources for TAs


Free Day
9:00
Individual Practice in Leading Discussions on TAs' Own Research, Based on Handouts of Monday Afternoon.

9:30
Learning How to Know Your Students (includes issues of diversity)






10:45
Break



10:45
Break

11:00
Engaging and Motivating Students



11:00
Holding Office Hours

12:00 
Lunch

12:00
Lunch

(Faculty who supervise TAs are invited.)

1:00
Time Management
Challenging Encounters with Students








1:30
How to Assess Your Teaching and Your Students' Learning

2:00
Using Questions to Improve Thinking






3:00
Break



3:00
Break

3:15
Leading Discussions

(Faculty are invited to attend.)

(TAs hand out a brief description of their research as reading assignments for Wed.)

3:15
Grading

4:00
Adjourn

4:00
Adjourn

