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.ement exists about the nature of that training.” Some programs do a lot to
> their students, others do very little. However, even in universities that
ion TA training, exactly what and how much they will receive varies by
nent.! Though significantly different, programs do seem to have one central
Wdity: To varying degrees, all of the programs that focus on helping graduate
s become effective teachers seem to rely on mentoring graduate students by
ual faculty members.” Howard University offers a mentor program in which
te students shadow a faculty member. The University of Minnesota’s Preparing
Faculty offers a “Practicum for Instructors in Higher Education” that centers on
: students create “a mentor relationship with faculty at any of the member
ions of Minnesota’s PFF cluster.” This mentor is charged with providing three
g opportunities and “exposing the student to the rich array of faculty roles and
sibilities outside of the classroom in addition to the classroom experience.”"
{ence, even for those institutions with centralized training programs, the crux of
preparation rests on students having time with an individual mentor. Yet, like
. Gorovoitz, I “remain dissatisfied with what individual faculty are doing with
wn assistants—as if this centrally provided training freed them of their
sibilities as mentors.”"! The central problem is this: More attention needs to be
o the mentoring relationship between a faculty member and a TA. Even in
ns that have centralized TA training, mentoring faculty tend to believe that the
ity of training needed to equip TAs to be successful teachers will be (or should
zen) done by someone else. In fact, the mentoring relationship remains the
le in a TA’s teaching preparation.
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stly disagree, and strongly disagree” around the room. He then asked a series of
rrpretation questions in which the students moved to the various corners in response.
dents then justified their positions. Ultimately, this TA’s discussion helped students
ik about evidence and its use as support. Thus, by being fully invested in the course,
TA becomes an active participant in the process of teaching critical thinking, while
he same time learning a variety of strategies to convey content. In this way all
gnments—informal class activities and formal at-home assignments—build towards
»ing students develop their own unique interpretations about the past, grounded on
nd evidence.

iding Discussions in a Supportive Environment

Early in the semester the TA and I address the individual TA’s strengths and
knesses in classroom settings so that we can tailor the experience to attend to both.
: of the first goals we make is for the TA to gain confidence and sufficient
erience to lead full-class activities such as lecture and discussion. As a direct
Jllary, the TA also needs to practice “reading” a class to be able to tailor discussion
1eet the needs of a class. In our discussion of individual goals, for example, many
» express nervousness and apprehension with regards to standing before students.
: TA commanded content and performed admirably with small groups of students,
he felt paralyzed by the idea of addressing the full class. He needed more
ortunity to practice full-class engagement. Thus, in his case, I had him take
onsibility of some full-class discussions earlier in the semester than I might do with
r TAs. This immersion approach allowed him to face his fears early so that he
d move past the paralysis.

Leading discussions of short films (roughly 30-45 minutes) is another relatively
le way for a TA to engage a class. I have the TA lead a thirty-minute film created
he American Social History Project, “Daughters of Free Men,” on the Lowell
3. One significant fear for most of my TAs is “what do I do when I ask a question
no one responds?” To help students evaluate the film critically, I ask them to
plete a worksheet of guided questions. These questions also help prepare students
he TA-led discussion that follows. The TA’s discussion then connects to previously
med reading and class lectures by asking questions such as “How did the film’s

ction of life in Lowell compare with the documents in Benita Eislers’s The Lowell
ring?”'e

more information about Daughters of Free Men or for ordering information, see
/ashp.cuny.edu/ashp-documentaries/daughters-of-free-men/.

ita Eisler, ed., The Lowell Offering: Writing by New England Mill Women 1840-1845 (New York:
. Norton and Company, 1997).
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nintentionally. Thus, rather than regard these incidents as an offense against the
istructor, I advise my TAs to view these as teachable moments. For most cases, TAs
ill students into their offices and explain to them again the rules of writing and how to
wcorporate citations. The student incurs a point deduction and fixes the error before
'submitting the essay. However, occasionally an instance of plagiarism will arise that
early is not unintentional. In these situations I work with my TA to brainstorm
yproaches. For example, at the end of one semester, my TA received two essays in
hich 85 percent of the material in one paper appeared in another. The TA and I
rived at the following strategy: The TA called both students to his office and showed
>th students their papers with copied sections highlighted. He gave them a choice:
slit the grade or do it over, arguing a different position. We surmised what most likely
1d happened. The one student, who was in the top ten percent of his class, had allowed
s fellow athlete to “see what I did” during study hall. In the end, the students chose
split the grade—but both young men learned valuable lessons. More importantly for
e TA, however, by my working with the TA to formulate a strategy to follow, rather
an simply handling the issue myself, I helped prepare him for possible future issues.

[ini-Teaches

In my survey classes, I employ a series of debates, such as “Was the American
svolution a true revolution?”” Having a TA lead this group of assignments enables him
her to gain experience teaching critical thinking skills in addition to the content,
aile at the same time reinforcing general leadership skills (i.e., giving directions,
plaining expectations, managing groups, ensuring quality data, etc.). All students
rticipate in one of four or five debates during the course of the semester, depending
tthe size of the class. The TA is responsible for leading pre-debate meetings, usually
1d outside of class time, which help students prepare for the debates. These meetings
ually are his or her first “mini-teaches.”

For this assignment the TA meets each side individually and thus has the
portunity to offer concerted instruction to a small group of students. The TA explains
w the debate will be conducted and introduces grading criteria as based on my rubric.
uch more importantly, the TA helps students realize they need to do significantly
sre than just prove a fact, such as that “Shays’ Rebellion happened.” They must use
ta to prove their thesis, which might look like this: “Shays’ Rebellion shows that some
ople were left out of the legacy of revolution. The Shayites were taxed, without their
nsent, and found their farms being seized by a new American elite. This suggests that
stead of a radical change, the revolution simply resulted in a changing of the guard.”
& TA challenges each student to answer the question of significance for each of his
her three points. Hence, the nature of mini-teaches allows us to focus on one of the
iin goals of the survey, which is strengthening critical thinking skills.
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Conclusion

We need to conceive of the teaching assistantship more like an intensive
independent study whose final exam comes in the TA’s own (not too distant) classroom
and less like cheap (should-have-been-trained-by-someone-else) labor. With this
mindset, we should create activities and lessons tailored to addressing their strengths
and weaknesses and building towards their becoming capable colleagues. One of the
larger hurdles facing the professor as mentor is the lack of ability (or lack of desire) to
relinquish some control to a TA. However, for the sake of our graduate students, we
have to “get over ourselves.” Before having a class of their own, they need
opportunities to experiment with different teaching styles and pedagogical approaches.
They need to see that we too can make mistakes and sometimes deal with issues that
flummox us. They need to observe how we deal with balancing the demands of
teaching, research, and service, how we deal with difficult students, and how we deal
with failing (or missing) technology. They need us to share with them our past
successes and failures. They need us to ask them hypothetical “how would you respond
in a given situation” questions—such as when a young freshman told me she wanted
Canadian bacon in the middle of my lecture—so they are somewhat prepared to respond
should the need arise. Training TAs takes considerable time and, more importantly,
patience. They are going to make mistakes; they are going to do things differently than
their mentor might. How much better to do so when they have access to a mentor—
someone to answer their questions, help them find solutions, and give direction.




