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TA Mentoring: Issues and Questions*  

Pamela L. Gray 

Martin G. Murray 
 

 

 

 

The extensive use of graduate teaching assistants (TAs) 

as instructors in higher education (Eble, 1987) has spawned 

concern for ways to maximize their teaching effectiveness. 

The speech communication discipline has shared this concern 

(see, for example, Buerkel-Rothfuss & Gray, 1990). One tech-

nique that currently is being explored by educators and 

researchers in speech communication is the use of mentoring 

with TAs (Avery & Gray, 1992; Bort, 1992; Buerkel-Rothfuss 

& Fink, 1992; Haleta, 1992; Waggenspack, 1992). 

The published literature about mentoring shows that the 

concept has been prominent in the literature for only about 20 

years (Speizer, 1981). Further, the terminology surrounding 

mentoring is new enough that descriptors such as "mentor" or 

"sponsor" are not found listed by themselves, making it diffi-

cult for educators to access available information. 

The current interest in a potentially useful TA training 

and supervision technique coupled with a lack of published 

literature aimed at the needs of a TA mentoring program are 

the basis for this research. This paper will: (a) delineate 

issues to be addressed by educators interested in starting or 

changing a TA mentoring program, (b) share feedback from 

educators who have experience with TA mentoring programs, 

                                                           
*Preliminary drafts of parts of this paper were presented at the Midwest 

Basic Course Director's Conference, Cedar Rapids, IA, February, 1993 and the 
national convention of the Speech Communication Association, Miami, FL, 
November, 1993. 
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(c) present some questions to guide educators deciding about 

implementing/changing mentoring programs for TAs, and (d) 

provide a bibliography of literature to guide those interested 

in integrating these ideas into a TA mentoring program. The 

information presented in this paper comes from several 

sources. First, data from a questionnaire given to the 60+ par-

ticipants of the Midwest Basic Course Director's Conference 

(MBCDC) in Cedar Rapids, IA in February, 1993, and notes 

taken during an hour-long discussion at that conference form 

the foundation of this paper. These participants consisted of 

people interested in the basic course in speech communica-

tion: administrators, basic course directors (BCDs), 

researchers, instructors and TAs. In addition, research on and 

experience with mentoring by the authors (e.g., as conference 

participants, as basic course director or assistant basic course 

director) enhance the ideas presented.  

 

ISSUES 

In order to assess mentoring as a possible technique in 

the arsenal of TA training and development, four issues will 

be highlighted: (a) choosing a guiding definition; (b) deciding 

on broad program goals; (c) implementing a mentoring 

format; and (d) choosing, training, and supervising mentors.  

Choosing a Guiding Definition 

The first issue is the definition of mentoring to be used in 

the program. Educators must define the term conceptually to 

guide decisions made in the use of mentors. This section pro-

vides some definitions of mentoring that have been found in 

the literature. 

Defining "mentor" is not easy. Labels such as role model, 

sponsor, peer counselor, advisor, etc. often are used inter-

changeably with the construct "mentor" (Avery & Gray, 1992). 
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Further clouding the issue is that many published articles do 

not state the behaviors/outcomes attached to the word men-

tor, making it appear as though it was, indeed, one universal 

behavior/set of behaviors. 

Kemper (1968) defined a mentor as a person who "pos-

sesses skills and displays techniques which the actor 

lacks...and from whom, by observation and comparison with 

his [her] own performance the actor can learn" (pp. 31-45). 

Hill, Bahniak, and Dobos (1989) described a possible view of 

mentors in the professional world as "informal tutors who 

take a parental interest in a younger, less experienced pro-

tégé" (p. 15). Another possible definition they posited was that 

mentoring could be a "communication relationship in which a 

senior person supports, tutors, guides, and facilitates a junior 

person's career development" (p. 15). Hill, Rouner, and 

Bahniak (1987) offered still another definition: Mentoring is a 

"process whereby individuals within a formal social system 

offer and receive information and support from one another in 

a one-way or reciprocal manner, within that system" (p. 4). 

Waggenspack (1992) summarized Kram's view of mentors as 

"providing career development/professional roles, which facili-

tate mentee's upward mobility, and psychosocial roles, which 

provide nurturance and personal support for the development 

of professional identity" (p. 2). Dreher and Ash (1990) viewed 

mentors as models who provide the mentee with information 

about organizational beliefs and values and set an example 

for what it takes to be successful in the particular environ-

ment.  

These definitions contain subtle differences that could 

impact on decisions made in a mentoring program. For 

example, one definition only embraces the use of a "senior" 

person as a mentor. Another definition describes the 

mentor/mentee relationship only in terms of what the mentee 

does: By observation and comparison the mentee learns from 

the mentor. Such differences seem important as they can 

affect the choices made in a mentoring program, such as who 
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will be used as mentors, whether direct observation of the 

mentor at work is needed, and so on. In addition, a variety of 

definitions implies that candidates for mentors and mentees 

may have differing expectations about the relationship; 

failure to clarify the expectations for the relationship could 

undermine its success. 

The participants of the MBCDC described programs that 

viewed mentoring from many differing perspectives. Indeed, 

about the only commonality was that there was some form of 

one-on-one contact between the mentor and mentee. Deciding 

on the definition that will ground a particular program seems 

to be an early issue for an educator to confront. The definition 

impacts on almost all other choices made and serves to clarify 

the nature of a particular program so participants share an 

overall concept of the mentor/mentee relationship.  

Deciding on Broad Program Goals 

A second issue to consider is the broad goals of the men-

toring program. Each mentor/mentee pair well may develop 

its own particular goals; however, deciding on broad goals will 

help with other decisions of implementation. Five of the pos-

sible areas in which to develop goals follow: (a) orientation, (b) 

social, (c) teaching, (d) graduate work, and (e) expertise.  

 1. Orientation. Some programs use mentoring to accli-

mate new TAs to the community, school, department, 

course, etc. An experienced TA who takes the time to 

show the new TA around the campus, has maps of the 

town available, and so on can cut down on the stress 

of getting lost, etc. Such a mentor may be useful only 

for the weeks/months prior to coming to graduate 

school and the first few weeks after arrival on cam-

pus.  

 2. Social. Other programs view mentoring as a way of 

breaking the ice for the new TA. Starting off the pro-

4
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gram with a specific person designated to introduce 

the new TA to other TAs, invite the new person to 

parties, provide transportation to and introductions at 

department get-togethers, etc. can be a way to help 

socialization and acculturation during the first days of 

graduate school. This social mentor may serve a pur-

pose during the first semester/term and then fade 

from the new TA's life as new friends and other TAs 

fill this social role.  

 3. Teaching. One important broad goal may be to 

increase teaching effectiveness. This could be done by 

having a person designated to share ideas and 

materials, observe the new TA teaching and allow the 

new TA to observe the mentor's teaching, provide 

feedback on observations, discuss problems and 

philosophies associated with teaching, etc. This men-

tor may be chosen after the TA has come to campus, 

and the pairing can be made based on common inter-

ests, teaching philosophies, teaching styles, etc. Both 

parties may want some choice in the establishment of 

this relationship, particularly if this relationship is to 

last throughout the new TA's tenure. On the other 

hand, pairing an experienced TA with a new TA just 

for the first semester/term of the new TA's assis-

tantship may be a less threatening and time-intensive 

way of giving the new TA some formal way to discuss 

teaching ideas and problems.  

 4. Graduate Work. Another way to use a mentor is as an 

academic advisor. This mentor might be available to 

help with choice of classes, help design a program to 

meet the TA's long-term professional goals, keep track 

of the progress of the TA academically, help provide 

opportunities for research or other professional de-

velopment endeavors, help the TA put together a 

professional portfolio, and so on. As with the on-going 
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teaching mentor, this pairing may work best with 

some choice on the part of the mentor and mentee 

based on some common interests, and so on. The com-

prehensive nature of this relationship may mean that 

it would work best if it began early in the TA's pro-

gram and continued through graduation.  

 5. Expertise. A less-used mentoring relationship is that 

of TA and "expert." The expert mentors don't have an 

on-going relationship with any one mentee. Rather, 

such mentors are chosen because of their areas of 

expertise and so offer counseling, ideas, tutoring, etc. 

in that area. Mentors may be in the TA's department 

or may not, depending on the reason the TA is seeking 

a mentor (e.g., a TA in education may go to a faculty 

member in that department for ideas on lesson plan-

ning, but would seek a faculty mentor in speech com-

munication for tips about speech anxiety). Mentors 

may be designated by an area of strength outside of 

their professional skills (e.g., strong interpersonal 

skills, good listener, knowledgeable about financial in-

stitutions in town, strong background in housing) they 

would be willing to share with TAs. 

This list of broad program goals is not meant to be ex-

haustive, but it does show the diverse goals possible. How-

ever, as the ideas presented under each goal imply, it may be 

difficult for a single person to meet a variety of goals. More 

than one mentoring relationship may have to be a part of a 

mentoring program with diverse program goals. Carefully 

choosing/creating broad program goals that fit a particular 

program's needs for its TAs is the most effective strategy to 

employ and will affect many of the decisions that follow.  

Implementing a Mentoring Format 
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A third issue is that of choosing a program format. Speech 

communication seems to use mentors in a variety of formats. 

Three of those formats are described in the following section: 

(a) informal, (b) formal, and (c) integrated. 

The first format, informal, has been used widely through-

out this past decade (see, for example, Chism, 1991; Darling, 

1987). In this format, the mentee seeks out either a peer (new 

or experienced) or a member of the faculty and begins a rela-

tionship that hopefully would lead to the professional and 

even psychosocial development of the mentee. The key factor 

in this form of mentoring is "choice." Mentees choose their 

own mentor based on what they observe and how comfortable 

they are around the individual. Some individuals at the 

MBCDC agreed that this form of mentoring occurred at virtu-

ally every institution, whether it be through a faculty member 

the TA related to and sought advice from or through peer 

associations that naturally developed. While there is much to 

be said for the value of these naturally-occurring relation-

ships, it seems quite possible that some of the values of men-

toring (getting feedback from a role model, having regularly 

scheduled times to share philosophies, having someone desig-

nated to introduce you to others, etc.) would not be met 

through such informal avenues. It also is important to note 

that it is likely that these informal relationships still will 

develop in addition to any formal relationships set up as part 

of a mentoring program.  

The second format, formal, also has been used widely (see, 

for example, Buerkel-Rothfuss & Fink, 1992; Jensen & 

McKinney, 1993). In this format, a person or group of people 

(administrator, BCD, assistant BCD, faculty) selects a mentor 

for the new TA. At times, this pairing is based on information 

such as the mentee's stated interests and goals; at other 

times, it is a random pairing. Sometimes formal pairings are 

made prior to the new TA coming to campus; sometimes the 

pairings are made after information is shared and based on 

some commonality. The mentor could be another new peer, an 
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experienced peer, a faculty member, or even a supervisor. 

Participants at the MBCDC seemed to favor pairing the BCD 

with new TAs and/or the experienced TA with a new TA. 

Typically, these formal mentoring pairs are from the same 

discipline. Such formal programs are, at times, mandatory for 

new and experienced TAs and even for faculty members. 

Others are completely voluntary for all participants; still 

others are mandatory for new TAs and voluntary for the 

mentors. Choice is seen by many educators as an important 

aspect of the pairings. In addition, someone designated to 

make the pairings, train people, share information, oversee 

meetings, conduct evaluations, and so on also seems to be a 

critical part of the effectiveness of the formal mentoring 

programs. Incentives for mentors also can be a consideration. 

In one mentoring program discussed at the MBCDC, approx-

imately six experienced TAs are chosen competitively to act as 

mentors; these TAs receive $1,000 scholarships to serve as 

mentors for the year. Many educators at the MBCDC argued 

that mentors should be selected based on solid leadership 

skills, willingness to give time to the TA, and so on. (For a 

more thorough discussion of mentor characteristics, see Avery 

& Gray, 1992.) 

The third format, integrated, has not been used as often 

as the others. The best example of the integrated format is 

described by Waggenspack (1992) in her menu-driven mentor-

ing program. This program basically sets up a "bank" of men-

tors from which the mentees can make "withdrawals." The 

mentors are not limited to the department, but are selected 

from across campus by areas of expertise. For example, men-

tors from a counseling department might be available to a TA 

questioning the decision to continue seeking a graduate 

degree, mentors from an education department might be 

available to tutor beginning instructors in classroom manage-

ment, and so on. Mentees can have many mentors to help 

with their diverse interests and concerns. It is Waggenspack's 

belief that the mentee has much more to gain from seeking 
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the advice/support from a variety of people, thereby utilizing 

the expertise of each mentor. Furthermore, Waggenspack 

asserts that this prevents burnout because mentors would be 

advising only in their specific area of competence. The 

benefits of such a format seem plentiful. Drawbacks include 

the university-wide commitment required and the need to 

oversee the mentoring program on a large scale. In addition, 

an intimate relationship built on trust, multiple shared 

experiences, and ongoing, emotional support well may be 

missing. 

Each of the three formats have been used at various insti-

tutions. Ideally, some combination of the formats would best 

serve TAs (or even adjunct and temporary instructors) as they 

strive for success in their roles as basic course instructors and 

graduate students. This ideal, however, has not been demon-

strated through systematic assessment and, perhaps more 

pragmatically, may not be possible at a given institution. The 

choice of a format is an issue any educator using a mentoring 

program must address within the constraints of the particular 

institution.  

Choosing.,Training, and Supervising Mentors 

A fourth issue educators must address is the choice, train-

ing, and supervision of mentors. The definition and broad 

goals that guide the program may provide direction in this 

area. Two of the questions and possible answers about men-

toring are listed below: How should mentors be chosen, and 

what training and supervision of mentors will be conducted?  

 1. How should mentors be chosen? 

Mentors from the TA's department may have the 

advantages of understanding department politics, 

knowing the content of the course or courses the TA is 

teaching, having access to other people who 

know/work with the TA to facilitate problem solving, 
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having credibility in the professional area of the TA, 

and so on. On the other hand, mentors from other 

departments may not be as involved in face-saving 

needs of the department and so may be better 

advocates for the TA, may allow the TA to choose 

people with expertise in particular concerns, etc. 

Another choice centers around the use of a 

supervisor, faculty or peers. Peers may be less 

threatening to new TAs. It can be hard to disclose 

problems and lack of knowledge to a faculty member 

in the department. Other new TAs may be a good 

psychological support system, but they may not be 

able to offer much information and advice due to their 

own lack of experience. Experienced TAs may be able 

to offer some of the information and wisdom that 

comes with at least a semester of experience, and may 

still be less threatening than a faculty member. 

Faculty members probably provide the most com-

prehensive knowledge base, but they may not be as 

willing or able to help out with the emotional support 

often needed by a TA. A supervisor may be skilled in 

both the information, skills and emotional needs of 

the TAs, but may be seen as too threatening to 

disclose to because of the power of the supervisor over 

the employment of the TA.  

 2. What training and supervision of mentors will be con-

ducted? 

Given the many different issues posed in this 

paper, it would be foolish to expect mentors to all have 

the same definitions, ideas of format, beliefs about 

goals, etc. Add the TAs' attitudes and beliefs into that 

mix, and there is bound to be confusion unless steps 

are taken to clarify the goals and expectations of the 

program for everyone. In addition, it would be naive 

to believe that every potential mentor has the skills 
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and understandings to mentor a new TA effectively. 

Even if screening is done to make sure that a decided-

upon list of necessary characteristics is met before 

mentors are chosen, mentors likely still will need 

some training. A mentor may be a strong teacher but 

may not know steps to take to improve someone else's 

teaching. A mentor may be able to conduct personal 

research but may need help finding ways to include 

an unskilled partner. Training that gives needed 

information about expectations for the relationship 

and gives the mentor needed information and skills to 

perform effectively as a mentor was seen by the 

MBCDC participants as a key element in a successful 

program. 

In addition, supervision that tries to prevent 

problem areas from growing into massive conflicts, 

that rewards the participants and keeps them feeling 

valued, that reminds them of the benefits of the 

program, that keeps them informed about meetings 

and paperwork, etc. also is important to the program. 

The discussion at the MBCDC showed a strong belief 

that mentoring programs can break down because 

problems arise that the mentor or mentee do not know 

how to solve and so the relationship disintegrates. 

Supervision was seen as a key factor in preventing 

this type of breakdown. 

 

FEEDBACK FROM EDUCATORS WITH 

MENTORING PROGRAMS 

Through the MBCDC discussion and questionnaire, many 

educators who had experience with mentoring programs gave 

their insights. This next section outlines their advice to others 

interested in setting up a mentoring program.  
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 1. Many obstacles to an effective mentoring program 

were listed. The greatest appears to be the mentor's 

time. The mentors must attend training sessions; at 

least an orientation program of expectations seems to 

be desirable. Mentors must make time for the mentee 

on a regular basis; suggestions of regularly-scheduled, 

weekly meetings between pairs and meetings a few 

times per semester/term with all mentees, mentors 

and the coordinator dominated the advice. Mentors 

also must make time to work on problems; the mentor 

may have to intervene with another professor, the 

mentor and mentee may need an outside person to 

help them compromise, etc. Other obstacles were a 

program too large to supervise or pair effectively, per-

sonality conflicts, lack of supervision throughout the 

program, resistance by the TAs to formalizing such 

relationships, and having to dismiss a TA mentor who 

was not doing the job well.  

 2. One piece of advice that a majority of the discussants 

agreed upon was the need for a coordinator for a 

mentoring program. Most of the obstacles listed above 

may be diminished if there is a coordinator of the 

program. Time problems can be tempered if mentors 

meet ahead of time and are informed about program 

expectations. Ongoing supervision also helps remind 

mentors and mentees that regular meetings are ex-

pected, etc. Some educators even suggested some 

simple paperwork could be reviewed by the coordina-

tor (e.g., a quick form that lists the date of each meet-

ing, the names of the mentor and mentee, what was 

discussed, future goals, and the next scheduled meet-

ing time). The coordinator also would create and dis-

tribute questionnaires used for pairing mentors and 

mentees, make and monitor pairings, persuade TAs 

and mentors of the value of the program, work on 
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building cohesion throughout the program, and 

handle general administrative tasks (assess the ongo-

ing effectiveness of the program, intervene in 

problems, and so on). The least effective programs dis-

cussed seem to be those where TAs are given no choice 

in participation or pairing and then left to function 

without ongoing training, intervention, supervision, 

assessment, etc.  

 3. The discussants described several strategies a coordi-

nator might use to enhance the program. They 

advised the coordinator to have an open-door policy so 

that problems can be dealt with immediately before, 

as one participant stated, "they become destructive, 

and the program does more harm than good." The 

coordinator should be organized, provide structure for 

the program, and be flexible enough to adapt to 

needed changes. It was felt that frequent praise by the 

coordinator was a motivating factor for all involved. In 

addition, the coordinator was advised to seek feedback 

frequently. In addition to regular meetings, feedback 

could consist of quick response sheets. One idea 

offered was to ask the TAs, "What is it that other TAs 

are doing that you would like to be doing?" or "What is 

it that you think other TAs are getting that you are 

not?" These questions may get more specific feedback 

than would a request for problems. Similar responses 

sought from the mentor could be useful, too. 

 4. Another key element posited by the MBCDC partici-

pants was choice. Mentors may be more committed to 

giving the time needed to meet the new TAs' needs if 

they choose to take on this role. There are so many 

details and stresses associated with graduate educa-

tion for both mentors and mentees that a forced pro-

gram may start a relationship off in a negative way. 

Choosing to participate because all parties see some 
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value in it seems to be the advice of the people who 

worked with mentoring programs. They did add that 

choice may be more critical if the broad program goals 

go beyond just orientation or social needs which do 

not involve the intense commitment that other goals 

may require.  

 5. One suggestion to facilitate peer mentoring was to 

assign shared office space to the pairs. A possible way 

to decide on these pairings is to use the department 

secretaries. Often, they see the TAs during the first 

few days in a more informal way than do faculty, 

department chairs, or BCDs. The secretaries may be 

the best people to pair "like personalities," if that is a 

desired aspect of the mentoring pairings.  

 6. A last comment was made concerning the benefits of 

mentoring. One participant felt that mentoring can 

enhance the overall health of the department. With-

out an official mentoring program, TAs may feed off 

each others' misery, form cliques and believe rumors 

more easily. Mentoring can provide an outlet to check 

out information and involve the TAs in a variety of 

relationships. This participant felt strongly that, 

without mentors, destructive outcomes could cause 

TAs to leave the program in search of a more comfort-

able institution. 

 

QUESTIONS TO GUIDE DECISION MAKING 

BY EDUCATORS 

The first two sections of this paper have delineated some 

of the issues associated with TA mentoring programs and 

general feedback from educators who have had experience 

with mentoring programs. This next section incorporates the 

previous issues and advice and expands upon them to provide 
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a step-by-step guide for an educator to use in creating a men-

toring program with TAs. Posed are some of the questions 

that might be asked to lay a foundation for a program that 

meets specific institutional needs and realities. Following 

each question is a list of ideas, garnered from the discussion 

and questionnaire from the MBCDC, that might be useful to 

consider. While not every question posed here will be useful/ 

necessary in every situation, the questions given are a 

starting point from which any educator can begin gathering 

answers to guide the development of a mentoring program.  

 1. What overall definition or definitions of mentoring 

will be utilized? 

Ideas: role model, tutor, guide to career development, 

giver of information and support, provider of 

organizational beliefs and values, interpersonal 

support person, developer of teaching skills  

 2. What broad program goals and specific, individual 

goals will mentoring seek to accomplish? 

Ideas: orient to campus and department, establish 

social network, facilitate effective teaching, provide 

additional teaching resources, advise total graduate 

program, counsel in areas of expertise, handle crises, 

spot potential crises that should be shared with BCD, 

provide emotional support, encourage scholarly en-

deavors, develop professional skills, develop profes-

sional contacts, model professional behavior, work as 

a team on teaching and/or research projects  

 3. Who will design, oversee, evaluate and revise the pro-

gram? 

Ideas: coordinator who could be the BCD, graduate 

director, department chair, experienced TA, interested 

faculty member  
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 4. What resources are needed and available? 

Ideas: committed mentors, coordinator to train/ 

supervise mentors and mentees, coordinator readily 

available to problem solve, incentives for mentors  

 5. Will design input be sought from all interested 

parties? 

Ideas: BCD, TA supervisors, faculty, department 

chair, mentors, new and experienced TAs  

 6. What are the TAs' needs (based on their backgrounds 

and experiences) that a mentor could meet? 

Ideas: is available on a regularly-scheduled basis, is 

available during times of crises, is knowledgeable 

about teaching strategies, is empathic with non-

traditional students' needs, shares teaching and/or 

research interests, shares teaching resources, is 

willing to introduce the TA to other professionals, is 

willing to include the TA in scholarly projects, is 

willing to help solve problems  

 7. How can the TAs' needs be discerned? 

Ideas: questionnaire prior to starting program, inter-

view, assessment by coordinator based on prior 

experience with TAs of similar backgrounds  

 8. What are characteristics of an effective mentor, given 

the goals of this program? 

Ideas: is willing to give time needed to the TA, is 

willing to let mentee observe the mentor at work, is 

willing to share resources, is willing to work with a 

partner on projects, shows patience with an unskilled 

partner, has the desire to facilitate the growth of a 

new scholar/teacher, uses a democratic or cooperative 

leadership style, is willing to participate in training to 

develop skills needed to mentor effectively, is willing 

to see the relationship through problematic times, has 
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good listening skills, holds a specified academic 

degree, has taught certain classes, has published re-

search  

 9. How can qualified mentors be recruited? 

Ideas: assigned by the department, cooperative pro-

gram within university, volunteers, everyone partici-

pates  

 10. What incentives and support do the mentors need/ 

want? 

Ideas: financial reward, reassigned time, additional 

student help with research or teaching to compensate 

for time given to mentoring, no other committee 

assignments, entry for job seeking or promotion/ 

tenure case, recognition by department of value of 

program, someone who oversees the program for help  

 11. How can the needed incentives and support be 

obtained? 

Ideas: commitment of department and/or university, 

backing of graduate school, persuasive messages of 

benefits to TAs by coordinator  

 12. What ground rules, expectations, and so forth for the 

mentoring program and relationship need to be estab-

lished? 

Ideas: mentors must attend training sessions, men-

tees must attend orientation sessions, pairs must have 

a specific meeting time set up each week, mentee can 

call mentor at home, pairs must meet four times per 

semester/term, all must attend a biweekly meeting 

with the coordinator and all participants  

 13. How can the benefits of having a mentor (see the 

ideas listed after Question 6) and the rules and expec-

tations be communicated to mentees? 
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Ideas: written description of program prior to coming 

to campus, general meeting during orientation  

 14. What procedure will be used to assign mentees to 

mentors? 

Ideas: random assignment, match by coordinator by 

research or teaching interests/areas of expertise, 

assignment based on teaching schedule, match by 

gender, choice of participants  

 15. When will the program begin? 

Ideas: before the start of the first semester/term, 

during the first semester/term, whenever the mentee 

chooses  

 16. What guidelines are in place for problem interven-

tion? 

Ideas: coordinator is available to meet with pairs, 

designated experienced TA meets with people 

individually  

 17. What strategies for assessment of effectiveness of cur-

rent pairs are in place? 

Ideas: weekly meetings, monthly written evaluations 

by each person, suggestion box for anonymous com-

ments  

 18. What avenues for changing mentors are in place? 

Ideas: submit a written request to the coordinator, 

meet with the graduate director for assessment of the 

need for/desirability of the change  

 19. What written documents exist so that the details of 

the mentoring program are clearly articulated? 

Ideas: a written description is given to all new TAs 

and mentors prior to the start of the program, a 

mentoring handbook is given to all participants  
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 20. How will the effectiveness of the mentoring program 

be evaluated? 

Ideas: written feedback throughout each semester/ 

term, verbal assessment during general meetings 

helped on a regular basis, anonymous feedback turned 

in at the end of each year, interviews done by the 

coordinator at the end of each year with all partici-

pants, inclusion of both mentors and mentees in an 

informal evaluation meeting each year  

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY OF MENTORING 

LITERATURE 

The ideas provided in this paper are meant to be a start-

ing point for an educator's personal information gathering on 

mentoring. However, another aspect of any educator's search 

for information inevitably leads to the published literature to 

get a more comprehensive view of a new idea. The lack of pub-

lished literature in mentoring with TAs, the lack of unifor-

mity in terminology and the diversity of fields in which men-

toring literature is published make this literature review a 

complex task. In a further attempt to aid any educator's 

desire to read what has been published in a variety of disci-

plines, a bibliography is offered as a starting point for such a 

literature review. It is hoped that this will make the personal 

task easier for anyone undertaking the challenge! (See the 

Appendix for an extended bibliography of mentoring litera-

ture.)  

 

CONCLUSION 

Mentoring relationships can be a useful strategy in TA 

training and development. The commitment to providing 
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quality education and challenges for graduate students causes 

educators to seek ways to enhance the overall graduate ex-

perience. In addition, the use of TAs in undergraduate educa-

tion in our field mandates that we continue to seek ways to 

increase the effectiveness of TA teaching in particular. When 

faced with the reality and/or possibility of "certifying" TAs 

before allowing them to teach college classes, techniques that 

could increase their skill level are being sought perhaps more 

than ever. Mentoring is a strategy that may enhance graduate 

education and strengthen the TAs' teaching skills. When 

asked about the effectiveness of the TA mentoring programs 

they used, participants at the MBCDC generally were 

pleased. However, many felt that a lack of guidelines for 

developing their programs resulted in much wasted effort and 

time. This paper has shared the collective wisdom of some 

educators involved in mentoring programs that may give 

future program planners some needed direction. Ultimately, 

we hope that more people will believe, as did one educator at 

the MBCDC, that "mentoring is a great idea, and your ques-

tionnaire has motivated me to consider initiating such a pro-

gram."  
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