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Abstract

Increasingly, graduate teaching assistants serve as the primary instructors in 
undergraduate courses, yet research has shown that training and development 
for these teaching assistants is often lacking in programs throughout the United 
States and Canada. Providing mentoring and skill development opportunities 
for graduate teaching assistants is vital, as many will become the next gener-
ation of faculty. This paper discusses the literature on effective training pro-
grams, which underscores the importance of consistent feedback from men-
tors, intrinsic motivation, and practical applications. Afterwards, we examine 
an existing training program at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. 
Specifically, we focus on an institute for teaching assistants that helps gradu-
ate students understand applied learning as an effective pedagogical modality 
and helps them implement applied learning lesson plans tailored to their disci-
plines. Suggestions for strengthening training programs are discussed. 

Résumé

Il est de plus en plus courant que des assistants à l’enseignement soient 
chargés de donner des cours de premier cycle universitaire. Cependant, des 
études ont démontré le manque de formation et de progrès de ces assistants à 
l’enseignement, aux États-Unis comme au Canada. Il est donc indispensable 
d’offrir des occasions de mentorat et de perfectionnement à ces assistants, 
puisqu’un grand nombre d’entre eux deviendront la prochaine cohorte de 
professeurs. Cet article traite des recherches effectuées sur les programmes 
de formation efficaces, ce qui souligne l’importance des commentaires des 
mentors, de la motivation et de la mise en pratique. Ensuite, nous étudions 
l’évolution d’un programme de formation à l’Université de Wilmington de la 
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Caroline du Nord. Notre étude se concentre sur un institut pour les assistants 
à l’enseignement, qui leur montre que l’apprentissage appliqué est un outil 
pédagogique efficace. Par la suite, cet institut les aide à mettre en œuvre un 
plan de leçon d’apprentissage adapté à leur discipline. L’article s’achève par 
des suggestions d’amélioration des programmes de formation. 

Introduction 

Since the 1990s, the number of graduate students teaching at larger universities in the 
United States, Canada, and elsewhere has increased substantially—so much so that the 
majority of first-year courses in these universities are often taught by graduate students 
(Austin, 2002; Marbach-Ad, Schaefer, Kumi, Friedman, Thompson, & Doyle, 2012; Wise, 
2011). At the same time, the training of graduate teaching assistants (TAs) has received 
increased attention (e.g., Blouin & Moss, 2015; Boman, 2013; Hoessler & Godden, 2015; 
Kenny, Watson, & Watton, 2014). The Council of Graduate Schools and the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) developed the Preparing Future Fac-
ulty (PFF) program, which charged graduate schools with preparing aspiring academics 
for a career in higher education (DeNeef, 2002; Kniola, Chang, & Olsen, 2012; Wurgler, 
VanHeuvelen, Rohrman, Loehr, & Grace, 2013). A primary objective of the PFF was to 
develop TA training programs that prepare graduate students for their roles as graduate 
teaching assistants and as potential faculty members (Austin, 2002; Boyer, 1991; Dudley, 
2009; Shannon, Twale, & Moore, 1998).

Graduate Student and Teaching Assistant Preparation 

In 2008, the Canadian Association of Graduate Studies’ (CAGS) Report on Profes-
sional Skills Development for Graduate Students advocated providing graduate students 
with the best possible preparation for their future roles whether in academia or in other 
sectors (Aspenlieder & Kloet, 2014). The conceptualization of a Canadian national com-
petency framework for teaching assistants came about in 2012 through the work of the 
Teaching Assistant and Graduate Student Advancement (TAGSA) Special Interest Group 
of the Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE). This framework 
differs from the work of the Graduate Student Professional Development (GSPD) group 
that is part of the Professional and Organizational Development Network in Higher Edu-
cation in the United States, in that TAGSA focused purely on TA development, as opposed 
to reaching all graduate students in their professional assistantships and internships. 
From four collaborative conversations within the professional community, the frame-
work was built to represent what a capable TA might look like in the classroom (Korpan, 
Sheffield, & Verwoord, 2015). For instance, Korpan, Sheffield, and Verwoord (2015) de-
scribe targeted knowledge, skill, and social competencies for a first-time TA within the 
developmental model. The University of Victoria helped simplify the framework given its 
background in cultivating experienced teaching assistants through TA mentorship via a 
program formally referred to as Teaching Assistant Consultant (TACs). 

Hoessler and Godden (2015) thoroughly reviewed 10 cornerstone documents on Ca-
nadian-wide institutional policies, guidelines, and resources on graduate student teach-
ing. They reported that Canadian universities were tasked with the responsibility of train-
ing both the TAs and graduate students, as well as with developing and implementing the 
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programs. In addition to the challenge of a dual outcome emphasis, these programs often 
face fiscal constraints, which act as restraining forces at the same time as many West-
ern countries call for greater student productivity and employability as outcomes. The 
sub-committee report referenced in Hoessler and Godden (2015) indicated that prepar-
ing TAs should involve practical hands-on training that includes mentoring, monitoring, 
institution-wide resources, departmental training, course-level discussions, and support 
from instructors and peers. The document analysis resulted in the authors recommend-
ing that training be holistic in order to allow TAs to develop a wide variety of skills, as 
opposed to a content-delivery-only focus.

Graduate Teaching Assistant Roles Vary

Moreover, the graduate student teaching experience varies wildly across universities 
and education levels. Traditionally, the role of a graduate teaching assistant is largely to 
provide instructional support by teaching undergraduate students or performing admin-
istrative duties, and this position often serves as the initial stage in the career of an aspir-
ing professor (Blouin & Moss, 2015; Boman, 2013; Park, 2004). Some graduate teaching 
assistants are more likely to teach in a classroom for the entire school year or semester 
while other graduate teaching assistants spend limited time in a classroom (Ronfeldt & 
Reininger, 2012; Weidert, Wendorf, Gurung, & Filz, 2012). Other graduate teaching assis-
tants are responsible for laboratory sections or entire classes, in contrast to their counter-
parts who grade papers and proctor exams (Diamond & Gray, 1987; Weidert et al., 2012). 

Many institutions limit teaching assistant offerings to a voluntary orientation and then 
deliver content-based departmental training, neither of which seem to provide the com-
prehensive coverage required to expand TAs’ pedagogical knowledge and its application in 
an ever-changing environment. Contrary to the pivotal nature of their role, many gradu-
ate teaching assistants receive training limited to a single day from their university and/
or department, or do not undergo formal training at all. Subsequently, they must learn 
from “on-the-job,” “sink-or-swim” experiences alone (Austin, 2002; Chadha, 2013; Gaia, 
Corts, Tatum, & Allen, 2003; Shannon et al., 1998; Wise, 2011). More progressive graduate 
teaching training programs offer semester- or year-long courses with new topics organized 
around weekly or biweekly meetings (Calonge, Mark, Chiu, Thandani, & Pun, 2013; Linen-
berger, Slade, Addis, Elliott, Mynhardt, & Raker, 2014; Marbach-Ad et al., 2012; Mena, 
Diefes-Dux, & Capobianco, 2013). These programs may also include faculty mentoring 
for new teaching assistants as well as offer or require graduate students to take courses on 
college teaching (Bartlett, 2003). The core of graduate teaching preparation is developing 
experience, understanding teaching and learning, and mentoring (Stewart, 2013). 

Enhancing the Quality of Teaching

Due to a multitude of factors in the United States, Canada, and other Western coun-
tries, such as the political climate, economic turmoil, and questioning of the fundamental 
role of post-secondary education, institutions of higher learning have been challenged by 
external forces to enhance the quality of teaching, and to produce graduates ready for the 
workforce (e.g., Bartlett, 2003; Pratasavitskaya & Stensaker, 2010; Stewart, 2013). One 
way to enhance the quality of teaching and to cultivate workforce readiness is by strategi-
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cally allocating resources to prepare graduate student teachers, which can benefit both the 
undergraduates they teach and mentor (increased efficacy) and themselves (professional 
development) in an increasingly competitive market (e.g., Aspenlieder & Kloet, 2014). Pre-
paring graduate student teachers presents a concrete opportunity to have a large-scale im-
pact on undergraduate students, as graduate students primarily teach university-required 
introductory and general education courses. Graduate students further serve as mentors 
and role models for the behaviours necessary for academic success for our undergradu-
ates, and are often the undergraduates’ direct mentors in scholarly and creative activity 
(Crisp & Cruz, 2009). The results of a recent Gallup-Purdue Index cited mentoring as one 
of the most potent, and yet underutilized elements that contribute to future engagement 
at work and overall well-being (Busteed, 2014). Given the increasingly important role that 
graduate teaching assistants play in their institutions, along with the often restrictive and 
limited budgets and time available to support them, how could we better train and pre-
pare graduate teaching assistants for their classrooms and their future careers?

The authors of this paper present literature on existing graduate teaching preparation 
programs, followed by a developmental overview of our Teaching Assistant Institute at 
the University of North Carolina Wilmington (UNCW) that focuses on development and 
continuous improvement through scalable applied learning activities. These models may 
serve other institutions seeking to leverage resources and address constraints of gradu-
ate students’ teaching preparation in order to enhance the quality of these programs and 
undergraduate instruction. 

Relevant Literature on TA Training Programs

This literature synthesis provides examples of graduate teaching programs and their 
subcomponents for institutions seeking to enhance the quality of these programs and un-
dergraduate instruction. We searched electronic databases (e.g., ERIC, JSTOR, PsycIN-
FO, and ProQuest Central) using the keywords, “teaching assistants,” “training,” “gradu-
ate teaching assistants,” (similar to Hoesler & Godden, 2015) and “training programs.” 
We sought peer-reviewed publications from 2005 to 2015, with emphasis on publications 
in the last 5 years. Articles outside of this range such as Austin (2002) and Shannon et al. 
(1998) were widely cited and thus included in our review.

The review consists of extant literature globally on teaching assistantships, manda-
tory versus voluntary graduate teaching training programs, and institution-wide and de-
partment/unit-specific programs. Next, there is a discussion of components of quality 
graduate student training programs, particularly mentoring programs and specific types 
of student-centred pedagogical training, upon which we have based the improvements in 
the TA Institute at UNCW. We acknowledge fully that in order for graduate students to 
become effective TAs, “the scope and quality of [training programs] matter” (Hoessler & 
Godden, 2015, p. 84).

Teaching Assistantships

Graduate students with teaching assistantships have indicated that their overall gradu-
ate school experiences are made more meaningful by those assistantships, and that the 
assistantships prepare them for a career in academia by helping them to cultivate their 
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teaching skills (Border & Barba, 1998; McGoldrick, Hoyt, & Colander, 2010). Productive 
teaching assistantships are applied learning experiences through which graduate students 
develop teaching skills. Teaching assistants create lesson plans, lead discussions, grade as-
signed work, and employ a multitude of teaching techniques, as well as improve their class-
room management skills (Cahalan, 2013; Weeks & Harbor, 2014; Weidert, et al., 2012). 

Mandatory Versus Voluntary Training Programs

Most institutions seem to offer a voluntary orientation followed by content-based 
departmental training, none of which have seemed thus far to meet the needs for TAs’ 
pedagogical knowledge, and application of such knowledge (Korpan, 2014). Moreover, 
some mandatory graduate teaching assistant training focuses on a college-wide orienta-
tion, then a multi-day departmental training. Specifically, TAs are engrossed in learning 
the university policies and procedures, as well as individually selected topics regarding 
teaching methodologies, student learning styles, and instructional design. Departmental 
training focuses on specifics of the discipline, and often on transitioning a student’s mind-
set to that of a teacher’s (Roehrig, Luft, Kurdziel, & Turner, 2003).

Interestingly, universities where training is optional suffer from low participation and 
completion rates—perhaps a remnant of reward structures where teaching remains sec-
ondary to research. For example, a study at Purdue University chronicled the experiences 
of 28 doctoral engineering teaching assistants and revealed that only 43% of those teaching 
assistants attended the weeklong training seminar at the beginning of the semester, and an 
even lower 29% attended workshops throughout the semester (Mena et al., 2013). Further-
more, the University of Iowa’s training program had 11 teaching assistants, a low rate, par-
ticipate for both semesters, despite the University offering an additional, extrinsic reward 
by paying student fees for all program attendees (Linenberger et al., 2014). Complicating 
this schema, it is common for a university-wide teaching assistant program to be voluntary 
at the university level, but mandatory in select departments, as is the case at the UNCW. 

Institution-Wide, Departmental or Unit-Based Programs

Literature on institution-wide graduate teaching preparation programs (Calonge et 
al., 2013; Carleton University, n.d.; Carnegie Mellon, n.d.; Chadha, 2013; Gaia et al., 
2003; Kember, 2009; Vanderbilt University’s Center for Teaching, n.d.) includes expan-
sive programs from The University of Hong Kong and King’s College of London. These 
two institutions each enrol upwards of 8,000 graduate students (City University of Hong 
Kong, 2015; King’s College London, 2015). The former institution has a graduate teaching 
program that lasts two semesters, while the latter institution has a program that lasts two 
years (Chadha, 2013; Kember, 2009). Many Canadian institutions offer courses, work-
shops, programs, and one-on-one services through teaching support centres (Hoessler & 
Godden, 2015). Meanwhile, Pentecost, Langdon, Asirvatham, Robus, and Parson (2012) 
provided positive survey results, in comparison to baseline data, for an annual, voluntary, 
three-day teaching assistant training program focused on student-centred pedagogy. 

Other institution-wide preparation for graduate student teaching tends to have an 
annual day-long or partial-day session. Regardless of length, each program had an ac-
tive learning or applied learning experience, such as role-play. Institutionally, one-on-
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one meetings, classroom observations with feedback, peer mentoring, workshops, and 
pedagogical training were common (see Appendix for a quick overview of more inten-
sive, institution-wide programs outside of Canada). For reviews of Canadian centres and 
teaching certificates, refer to available research (e.g., Aspenlieder & Kloet 2014; Kenny, 
Watson, & Watton, 2014).

The American and Canadian literature we reviewed on departmental or unit-based 
graduate teaching programs likewise revealed variability. Some departments offered 
single-day training while others offered multi-day or week-long training (e.g., Boman, 
2013; Hoessler & Godden, 2015). In Canadian institutions, Hoessler and Godden (2015) 
documented that departments offered a range of support, such as “annual orientation 
and training sessions, continuous seminars on teaching, and courses on how to support 
learning within their respective disciplines” (p. 3). Additionally, they found that gener-
ally, senior graduate students who had prior experience as TAs could serve as informal 
mentors to new graduate students with no prior work experience as TAs (Hoessler & God-
den, 2015). In other words, the diversity of programs that institutions and departments 
offer are matched by significant deviations in the scope of training afforded to the TAs.

In one study, students who had teaching assistants who received more days of training 
rated their courses as less difficult and very well paced (Shannon et al., 1998). In the Chem-
istry Department at the University of Maryland, in the United States, Marbach-Ad and 
colleagues (2012) developed a program to help new graduate teaching assistants transition 
into their new roles as junior faculty. The course lasted six weeks; during each week, gradu-
ate teaching assistants began by discussing any problems they encountered that week and 
then the instructor introduced a new topic. Overall, participants indicated that the course 
was extremely beneficial and they felt that their teaching skills improved. Undergraduate 
end-of-year course evaluations corroborated the graduate students’ attitudes and beliefs. 
Specifically, teaching assistants enrolled in the course received significantly higher rat-
ings for “effective teaching, respecting students, and being prepared” (Marbach-Ad et al., 
2012, p. 871) than teaching assistants who did not participate in the course. This study and 
others that tie training to student learning outcomes are crucial to overcoming, as Boman 
(2013) notes, an overreliance on satisfaction ratings from training participants. 

Components of Quality Graduate Student Training

Research emphasizes the importance of consistent feedback from mentors (Boyle & 
Boice, 1998; Komarraju, Musulkin, & Bhattacharya, 2010; Nick et al., 2012), multiple work-
shops throughout the semester (Mena et al., 2013; Richards, Vasquez, & Payne, 2012), and 
observing teaching assistants within the classroom or laboratory (Cahalan, 2013; Calonge 
et al., 2013). Additionally, these studies indicate that mandatory teaching assistant train-
ing programs have more widespread effects compared to volunteer-based programs. 

Mentoring. In graduate teaching preparation, mentoring can be threefold in that 
(1) faculty can serve as mentors for TAs, (2) more senior TAs can mentor newer TAs, 
and (3)TAs may serve as mentors for undergraduates. Literature emphasizes the need for 
consistent feedback from faculty mentors (Austin, 2002; Calonge et al., 2013; Cho, Kim, 
Svinicki, & Decker, 2011). Teaching assistants benefit most when they meet regularly with 
mentors, as they become aware of which aspects of their teaching they need to improve 
and they receive advice on how to strengthen their teaching abilities (Austin, 2002; Ca-
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halan, 2013; Calonge et al., 2013; Chadha, 2013; Cho et al., 2011). The mentoring rela-
tionship has also proven beneficial to graduate students in professional development by 
helping them to become independent thinkers and researchers, and strengthening their 
presentation skills for conferences (Lechuga, 2011). 

Also, senior graduate students can serve effectively as junior mentors and offer valu-
able advice to graduate students with no prior teaching assistant experience (Wise, 2011). 
At Concordia University, for example, the GradProSkills development program employs 
up to 14 graduate students per academic year as “workshop assistants, language group 
leaders, web maintenance personnel, and program development team members” (Ven-
katesh, Rabah, Lamoreux-Scholes, Pelczer, Urbaniak, & Martin, 2014, p. 42). Research 
has shown that the mentor relationship between graduate students is mutually benefi-
cial; specifically, graduate students provide each other with advice on teaching, and other 
aspects of graduate school, such as time management and personal issues (Wise, 2011). 
Relational demography may also help graduate student mentors and their undergrad-
uate mentees overcome initial difficulties, finding the common ground needed to form 
close relationships (Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989). According to the research literature, at times, 
graduate students can be more effective mentors to undergraduates than faculty in ar-
eas of professional development, networking, and project collaboration (Johnson, 2007; 
Lopatto, 2010; Pfund, Pribbenow, Branchaw, Lauffer, & Handelsman, 2006).

Observation of teaching. Teaching assistants can strengthen their teaching abil-
ities through observation. Some techniques used are reviewing their own teaching via 
video recording (Cahalan, 2013; Calonge et al., 2013), having faculty members and other 
teaching assistants observe their teaching, and viewing faculty teacher-scholars in the 
classroom (Chadha, 2013; Gaia et al., 2003). Video recording is extremely beneficial for 
providing feedback on teaching assistants’ performance because “approximately 82% of 
teachers’ communications are nonverbal” (Cahalan, 2013, p. 45). Thus, video recording 
provides optimal performance enhancement because mentors can reference specific be-
haviours when providing feedback and students become aware of problematic body lan-
guage (Cahalan, 2013; Calonge et al., 2013). Teaching assistants benefit from having their 
teaching observed by both faculty members and other graduate students because multiple 
observers at different career stages can offer richer advice than a single observer or a 
single group. Furthermore, research has shown that teaching assistants benefit from ex-
posure to teaching styles of faculty scholars; these experiences allow TAs to model faculty 
behaviour and develop additional teaching skills (Chadha, 2013; Gaia et al., 2003).

Pedagogical Training

Aspenlieder and Kloet (2014) examined 23 graduate courses on teaching offered by 
Canadian institutions and reported that most courses lasted more than one semester. 
Assessments included a teaching portfolio, teaching philosophy, class participation, and 
teaching a short lesson. Boman (2013) echoes these findings, and also speaks of micro-
teaching sessions. In terms of learning outcomes for the 23 courses, the similarities in-
cluded developing teaching skills, using research as a basis for teaching practices, and 
gaining motivation for inward reflection. Overarching themes involved putting a greater 
emphasis on practice rather than theory and developing pedagogical tools (Aspenlieder 
& Kloet, 2014). Meanwhile, Kenny et al. (2014) examined graduate teaching at 13 Cana-
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dian universities from November 2012 to January 2013. The learning outcomes for these 
programs fell into one of two categories: “(i) practical aspects of teaching and (ii) practi-
cal aspects of teaching and the scholarship of teaching and learning” (p. 7). Regardless of 
learning outcomes, all programs emphasized at least three of the four major areas: (a) the 
fundamentals of teaching, (b) professional skills development, (c) applying newly learned 
concepts to one’s teaching practice, and (d) engaging in the scholarship of teaching and 
learning if applicable. 

Problem-based learning. Problem-based learning is defined as “a student cen-
tered approach to learning which enables the students to work co-operatively in small 
groups [in order] to seek solutions to situations/problems” (Kong, Qin, Zhou, Mou, & 
Gao, 2014, p. 459). Problem-based learning has been shown to be an effective alternative 
to the traditional classroom (Duschl, 2008; Kong et al., 2014; Lehrer & Schauble, 2006; 
Pease & Kuhn, 2010). Specifically, problem-based learning promotes critical thinking, 
communication skills, student motivation, and a lifelong desire to learn (Guerra & Kol-
mos, 2011; Jeager & Adair, 2013; Kong et al., 2014). For problem-based learning class-
rooms to be most effective, the problem situations must allow for student collaboration, 
while remaining adaptable to students’ existing knowledge, and applicable to real-world 
problems (Jaeger & Adair, 2013; Savery, 2006; Schmidt, Rotgans, & Yew, 2011). 

Flipped classrooms. In the flipped classroom, the lecture is recorded and posted 
online for students to peruse before class. In the classroom, students complete home-
work-type exercises and participate in-group activities that engage concepts at higher 
levels, with the professor available to answer questions and provide feedback (Baepler, 
Walker, & Driessen, 2014; Chen, Wang, Kinshuk, & Chen, 2014). Flipped classrooms are 
beneficial to students when combined with active learning classrooms (Baepler et al., 
2014; McLaughlin et al., 2014; Roehl, Reddy, & Shannon, 2013) because active learn-
ing classrooms “typically feature tables with moveable seating that supports small group 
work” (Baepler et al., 2014, p. 228). Additionally, accountability features, such as quizzes, 
prompt students to prepare for class and enhance learning (Kim, Kim, Khera, & Getman, 
2014; Mesmer-Magnus, 2014). 

Applied learning. The Association of American Colleges and Universities [AAC&U] 
(2010) defines applied learning as “an understanding and a disposition that a student builds 
across the curriculum and co-curriculum, from making simple connections among ideas 
and experiences to synthesizing and transferring learning to new, complex situations with-
in and beyond the campus” (p. 1). Previous studies indicate that students are significantly 
more likely to retain and apply information they have learned in the innovative classroom 
compared to traditional methods of teaching (Freeman et al., 2014; Prince, 2004).

In response to an increasing need for quality graduate teaching experiences, some in-
stitutions have focused on teaching skills that can be applied in the workplace (Jollands, 
Jolly & Molyneaux, 2012; Lester & Costley, 2010). For instance, according to Weeks and 
Harbor (2014), graduate students at Purdue University enrolled in a student teaching 
course with the goal of enhancing their communication skills with students from differ-
ent ethnic, cultural, socioeconomic status, and age backgrounds. Nineteen students were 
placed at a local middle school where they taught alongside the teacher and then indepen-
dently. At the end of their applied learning experience, students indicated that the course 
not only strengthened their communication abilities, but also taught them how to explain 
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complex material in a variety of ways and to adapt their lesson plans to their students’ 
needs. Moreover, students with an interest in a career in academia indicated that the stu-
dent teaching solidified their desires to teach in higher education (Weeks & Harbor, 2014).

At Iowa State University, Linenberger and colleagues (2014) developed a two-semester 
training program for students from the science, technology, engineering and mathemat-
ics (STEM) disciplines where they were trained on how to implement an applied learning 
lesson plan within the classroom or laboratory. For example, graduate students might 
be shown how to guide undergraduates in designing an experiment related to a topic in 
the lab. Through biweekly meetings, teaching assistants learned about a specific topic 
and discussed related articles assigned in the previous week. To further facilitate learn-
ing, teaching assistants were divided into small groups of three to four and discussed the 
topics. The results indicated that the 11 TAs who participated in the program over both 
semesters scored significantly higher on “inquiry-based instruction” over time (Linen-
berger et al., 2014, p.102). These results suggest that teaching assistant training programs 
with an applied learning focus increase TAs’ knowledge of designing applied learning les-
son plans (Calonge et al., 2013; Linenberger et al., 2014). 

The gains cited above, combined with the acknowledgement that student-centred mo-
dalities such as problem-based learning, flipped classrooms, and applied learning require 
greater classroom management skills than traditional lectures, coincide with Roehrig et 
al.’s (2003) recommendation that TAs ought to be taught more about how to help stu-
dents learn best rather than simply what to teach. This sentiment is likewise validated 
by the evaluation results of Pentecost et al.’s (2012) student-centred training model that 
taught TAs how they were expected to teach in their classes and labs.

The literature on TA training has emphasized the importance of small discussion 
groups or small group workshops in addition to university-wide programs (Austin, 2002; 
Gaia et al., 2003; Kember, 2009). Generally, scholars have indicated that successful grad-
uate teaching assistant training programs offer multiple workshops or classes throughout 
the program that focus on topics of importance to the teaching assistant (Calonge et al., 
2013; Linenberger et al., 2014; Marbach-Ad et al., 2012; Mena et al., 2013). The literature 
also indicates that it is important to have skills workshops that seek to “. . . increase ef-
fective teaching behaviours through instructional interventions” (Boman, 2013, p. 102). 
Accordingly, Boman (2013) and Hoessler and Godden (2015) advocate that TA training 
programs should be flexible in order to meet the needs of their student population. 

TA Institute at University of North Carolina Wilmington (UNCW)

In the last few years, UNCW has incorporated best practices in the literature on gradu-
ate student development by creating a university-wide Teaching Assistant Institute. In ad-
dition, UNCW is now in the second year of its Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP), which 
focuses on improving the quality of applied learning across campus and broadening par-
ticipation across units, schools, departments, and disciplines. The plan is known on cam-
pus as Experiencing Transformative Education through Applied Learning (ETEAL). UNCW 
has adopted applied learning as a model, based on the premise that strong engagement in 
applied learning enhances students’ academic performance in critical thinking, thoughtful 
communication, and knowledge application. ETEAL aims to improve the quality of teaching 
and learning for all students and faculty by using research-based instructional strategies. 
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In accordance with this goal, UNCW established infrastructure support for faculty and 
staff in applied learning through ETEAL and informs faculty and staff about high-impact 
teaching methods through the Center for Teaching Excellence (CTE). In partnership with 
the Graduate School, CTE expanded graduate teaching preparation institution-wide to 
complement any departmental programming offered to TAs. In consideration of the roles 
that applied learning and mentoring play in student development, UNCW secured addi-
tional funding through an AAC&U Bringing Theory to Practice grant to strengthen and 
expand the applied learning components of the TA Institute after its successful first year. 
The AAC&U’s Bringing Theory to Practice program supports initiatives to expand expe-
riential learning, psychosocial well-being, and civic engagement (Barkley, 2009; Braxton, 
Jones, Hirschy, Hartley, 2008; Harward 2007; National Survey of Student Engagement 
[NSSE], 2015; Swaner & Finley as cited in Checkoway, 2007).

Each year, out of a population of 1,500 graduate students, UNCW’s Graduate School 
employs 275 graduate students as teaching assistants. These graduate teachers work side-
by-side in classrooms, in labs, and in the field with undergraduate students. Each year, 
graduate students are invited to the voluntary university-wide teaching assistant orienta-
tion—whether or not departmental training is offered—with the goal of providing them 
with a baseline understanding of campus resources and support structures (e.g., counsel-
ling services, the registrar’s office), and best practices for teaching and learning. 

Teaching Assistant Seminar

Having established programming around infrastructure and student support services 
through an information sharing process, UNCW then turned its attention to maximizing 
teaching effectiveness. While the initial TA Institute included a teaching-focused segment 
with small group discussions on pedagogical topics, the authors who developed and facili-
tated the institute sought a more deliberate incorporation of the University’s QEP-related 
goals within this program, taking the opportunity to enhance overall teaching capacity 
through the intentional inclusion and training of graduate students in applied learning 
pedagogies. To accomplish this objective, an additional one-day seminar for graduate as-
sistants was held in August as an extension of our original teaching assistant orienta-
tion. The program learning outcomes were to (1) increase the quality of applied learn-
ing opportunities available to all UNCW students by expanding training in high-impact 
methodology to teaching assistants, (2) increase the quantity and visibility of high-impact 
applied learning opportunities by offering applied learning in additional classes, (3) in-
crease knowledge of best practices in applied learning experiences through the use of 
intention and critical reflection among graduate students, and (4) increase the civic en-
gagement and psychosocial well-being of teaching assistants through greater engagement 
with the learning process and greater interaction with the Applied Learning and Teaching 
Community (a formal group at our institution). 

Forty-eight UNCW teaching assistants participated in the voluntary seminar, which 
lasted four hours. In this seminar, we posed the specific question, “What is applied learn-
ing and what foundational knowledge do you need to fully understand and implement it?” 
This in turn led to our direct engagement with graduate assistants in topic-centred group 
discussions covering issues such as psychosocial mindfulness, service learning, civic en-
gagement, innovations in pedagogy, best practices in applied learning, and TA imple-
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mentation of applied teaching practices. Graduate students could choose from among six 
breakout sessions in the first seminar, including one session on flipped classrooms, and 
all students were able to attend two breakout sessions each.

Based on evaluation data, from pre- and post-surveys, and drawing on experience 
from the first seminar, we honed the focus of the second event, which occurred one month 
later. We placed greater emphasis on applied learning, new pedagogical techniques, fac-
ulty mentoring for graduate students, and familiarizing graduate students with syllabus 
formation and best teaching practices. Additionally, we provided time for attendees to 
discuss topics of their choosing with faculty members and to work through new peda-
gogical techniques from their own disciplinary perspectives. In the second seminar, we 
focused more specifically on the question, “What does applied learning look like, and how 
can it help you both now and in the future?” In order to address this complex question, 
graduate students engaged in an applied learning exercise and later reflected upon it, 
both individually and collectively, in an exchange with faculty mentors. Participants also 
had the option of receiving any or all of the following books on effective teaching practices 
at no cost to them: 

•	 Student Engagement Techniques: A Handbook For College Faculty by Elizabeth 
Barkley, 

•	 Teaching What You Don’t Know by Therese Hudson, 
•	 The Art of Being a Scientist: A Guide For Graduate Students and Their Mentors by 

Roel Sneider and Ken Larner, and 
•	 What They Didn’t Teach You in Graduate School by Paul Gray and David Drew. 

Materials from the seminar and related resources were also made available to all partici-
pants on university webspace. 

Methods

At the start of the teaching assistant seminar, we asked attendees to complete a ten-
item questionnaire comprised of (a) nine Likert scale questions designed to gauge their 
understanding of applied learning and related teaching techniques, and (b) one open-
ended question eliciting their goals and expectations for training. At the close of the 
seminar, graduate teaching assistants completed a second corresponding questionnaire 
and their responses were compared using a paired-sample t-test to assess the change in 
their attitudes toward, and confidence in, their understanding of applied learning. We 
received a 94% response rate for this survey (31 of 33 questionnaires were returned), 
and the demographic characteristics of respondents were representative of the univer-
sity-level graduate student population. Specifically, (a) 75.9% of attendees identified as 
female (compared to 68.8% of the graduate student population at UNCW); (b) 88.9% 
of attendees identified as White (compared to 81.9% of the graduate student population 
at UNCW); and (c) fewer than 4% of attendees identified as African American, Asian or 
Pacific Islander, Hispanic, and Multiracial, across each of the designations respectively, 
(compared to the UNCW graduate student body where 8.3% identify as African Ameri-
can, 3.9% identify as Hispanic, 0.97% identify as Asian or Pacific Islander, and 1.3% iden-
tify as Multiracial (University of North Carolina at Wilmington, n.d.).

Pre- and post-test questionnaires were employed as we were unable to carry out a 
true or quasi-experimental design. Because of (a) the conditions of the AAC&U grant we 
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received, and (b) the understanding that conveying teaching techniques to teaching assis-
tants would bring clear benefit to attendees and their students, it was deemed inappropri-
ate to withhold the applied learning component of the seminar from any control group. 
Currently, we are preparing for long-term focus group research to gather information 
from graduate students who attended and those who did not, in an attempt to establish a 
comparison group.

Table 1.
Changes in Participants’ Attitudes, Opinions and Understanding of Applied Learning 
After Second Seminar

Survey Questionsa nb Pre- 
Mean

Post- 
Mean

Difference 
in Means

Q1. I feel that I know how to design an Applied Learn-
ing experience

23 2.96 4.00 1.04**

Q2. I have a clear understanding of how Applied 
Learning impacts students and instructors

26 3.41 4.15 0.74**

Q3. I feel that Applied Learning activities can provide 
me with skills and experience that are directly rel-
evant to my future

26 4.52 4.70 0.18

Q4. To what extent do you think Applied Learning 
experiences can enhance student learning?

21 4.41 4.64 0.23

Q5. I feel that I know how to guide students through 
an Applied Learning experience as the primary in-
structor or facilitator

23 2.54 4.17 1.63**

Q6. I have all of the resources and information I need 
to carry out an Applied Learning experience within 
the next year

22 2.04 3.35 1.30**

Q7. How likely do you think you are to take part in an 
Applied Learning experience as a student within the 
next year?

22 4.04 4.35 0.30**

Q8. How likely do you think you are to take part in an 
Applied Learning experience as an instructor within 
the next year?

22 3.52 4.00 0.48*

Note. Difference in Means calculated using Paired T-Tests, cases with missing data excluded. 
aPre-test and Post-test questions were identical. Response categories fell on a 5-point Likert 
scale with ‘Strongly Agree’ (Q1, 2, 3, 5, and 6), ‘Greatly Enhanced’ (Q4), and ‘Very Likely’ (Q7, 
8) coded as 5. 
b“I don’t know” coded as missing data in the pre-test questionnaire, resulting in lower n value 
for some questions. 
*p <0.05 **p<0.01
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Budget

Actual costs for the program were covered by several offices within the university (in-
cluding the Graduate School, the Center for Teaching Excellence, and ETEAL) and by our 
AAC&U Bringing Theory to Practice grant. Significant expenses included books on effec-
tive teaching for each participant, food for each event, a stipend for one faculty facilitator, 
facilities and technology fees, and instructional materials. The greatest resource expen-
diture in the institute, however, was the time that the faculty and staff facilitators put 
into the planning and execution of each event. As expressed in the literature and at other 
institutions, time is a common limiting factor in TA orientation and training programs.

Feedback and Continuous Improvement

The feedback and evaluation data we received from teaching assistants became a criti-
cal element in our planning process for both events, and our final results have further in-
formed our future plans. To improve future iterations of our Teaching Assistant Institute 
and Seminar, we plan to conduct a survey of all graduate departments to determine the 
needs of their graduate students and graduate assistants so that we can more effectively 
target upcoming events. Additionally, we are collecting data on best practices in applied 
learning training programs here at UNCW that will inform future opportunities for grad-
uate teaching assistants. We have already gathered data on graduate experiences of the 
second seminar and found that after attending the seminar, graduate students were on 
average substantially more confident in their ability to lead, design, and carry out an ap-
plied learning experience (see Table 1 for details).

Using the feedback we received, we plan to further refine our seminar in order to reach 
more of the teaching assistants not already served by their own departments, and to pro-
vide supplemental teaching skills and experiences to all teaching assistants. Moreover, 
due to high demand, we are planning future workshops to offer more targeted, specific 
teaching skills development that focuses on providing teaching assistants with transfer-
rable teaching skills, techniques, and tools. One change we made between the two ses-
sions, for example, was to develop more discipline-specific applied learning activities that 
graduate teaching assistants could immediately implement in their lab or classroom. 

Limitations and Future Research

We acknowledge that our data is from a cross-sectional survey of student’s percep-
tions, which is a criticism of existing research on the efficacy of TA training programs 
(Boman, 2013). To address such critiques, we plan to collect longitudinal data (e.g., Ven-
katesh et al., 2014) on how students are using the material gleaned from the TA Institute 
at our university through focus groups and document analysis of instructional materials. 
Expansion of the TA Institute may include collaboration through in-person and online 
networks specifically designed for TAs (Caines, Lye, & Hossain, 2014). The efficacy and 
impact of these approaches can also be studied longitudinally. 

Conclusion

From the array of published research on best practices in preparing graduate students 
for college-level teaching, and from our own experiences in developing our university’s 
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first institution-wide graduate assistant teacher training program, we found that our cam-
pus’ goal of enriching and expanding applied learning experiences translates beautifully 
to the TA training context. While local culture and context must allow for such institu-
tion-wide efforts to go forward, the resources necessary for success are simple ones: suf-
ficient funding to supply the program and feed participants, enough cooperation among 
units to organize and promote—even, ideally, to require—the program, and the support 
of key faculty to support such initiatives. Faced with multiple constraints, from institu-
tional culture to funding and facilities shortfalls to simple inertia, focusing instead upon 
the measurable and high-impact outcomes can invigorate efforts to create an institution-
wide graduate assistant teacher training program—or imbue an existing one with a robust 
measure of applied learning pedagogy (Austin, 2002). 

Beyond the obvious value for the graduate student participants and the students they 
will teach, training graduate assistants in pedagogy generates benefits for entire depart-
ments, as those nascent faculty members return to their home disciplines and act as am-
bassadors for the ideas and techniques they have just learned, spreading high-impact 
practices throughout their own cohort and the larger units in which they teach and study. 
It is well established through the studies cited here and elsewhere that graduate assistant 
training programs offer sustained benefits for multiple stakeholders in the university and, 
taking a career-long view, throughout academia. The addition of the likewise well-sup-
ported benefits of applied learning pedagogies and practices to graduate assistant train-
ing programs brought measurable improvements for our university and can offer similar 
outcomes for other institutions as well. 
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