Observing TAs’ teaching: Improving practice
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Marketing teaching observations The Process Moving Forward

Improving Student Learning Possible challenges

Teaching Assistants have an enormous impact on student learning in large + Intimidating the students. Particularly awkward in small classes or
universities. Ol_aservatlon of new TAs by peer mentors is an effective way to classes where you're seen as an instructor by the students — professor for
provide formative feedback, build community and promote professional the course or have given substitute lectures. Have the TA warn the students
development. T 3 | k before your visit, and explain the purpose of the observation.

Building Community  Influencing the TA. Is this the TA's authentic self, or are they unusually

nervous or unusually over prepared because you are here? Make sure the
TA will know what to expect and can control the situation, by having the pre-
observation meeting and sharing your materials ahead of time.This is also

Where no pre-existing relationship is present, it is vital to:
« Initiate contact early in the student's tenure
« Emphasize the professional development opportunities of teaching

Meet with the TA before your observation. You might P
even give the TA a reflective pre-observation form to fill (/

observations : : : an advantage to having multiple observations.
« Emphasize collegiality rather than enforcing hierarchical power out ThIS process emphaSISGS that the TA IS part of the : :
structures observation process, and reduces TA anX|ety by aIIowmg - Competing models for observation. Some TAs already have access to

observations from faculty members, and might not see the value of a peer
observation. Peer observations provide a different perspective and
formative feedback. Department buy-in and promotion can be helpful in

him or her to direct your attention to key points. It

Where pre-existing relationships are present, such as in small departments, s _
is important to recommend self-reflection

TAs may not recognize your ability to provide useful feedback or you may

i id qivi i overcoming this perception.
gl)llr;gaéouuezalﬁotz f\evg:gogllc\r/igr?dr;.egatlve feedback so as not to offend | b){ thet_ TA ?nce tge ) b t. . : 4 y
 Foster existing relationships, which can actually encourage TAs to INstrucuaonal peroa Is * Are observations mandatory ¢ Ii observations are mandatory then all 1As
participate. TA?S may prefeﬁ)f to be observed by gomeone t%ey already D b - f | P d O b t will be reached, even those who might be resistant or shy. Non-mandatory
know and trust (Carroll and O-Loughlin, 2014). eorie comp eted. servation observations fit better with a culture of collegiality and peer professional

« To encourage buy-in from TAs who are nervous about performing in front development.

of a friend or who have trouble viewing you in a position of authority,
stress that you are learning as much from observing as the TA is from

Benefits and challenges
being observed.

« Peer feedback networks are key to observation-based feedback programs
: : : (Bell and Mladenovic, 2008)
Remain as unobtrusive as pOSS|b|e « Creation of invaluable teaching dossier and professional development

and take a lot of notes! In a material

: : « Decreased levels of anxiety for those being observed
discussion-based CIaSS, f9||OW the  Lack of ability to use towards performance evaluations
TA's preference: will you

participate in the discussion, or
silently observe? Respond if
iInvited to, and intervene In
matters of safety, but do not
correct the TA in front of his

Although you should say
goodbye to the TA after class, don't
meet until the next day. This gives
the TA (and you) a chance to collect
your thoughts. When debriefing,
ask the TAopen-ended questions:
how typical was that class
session? What went well? What
might you change?Make sure
to provide the TA with a

When providing feedback, avoid judgement and instead provide objective
statements that can provoke the observed TA to make subjective statements
on his or her own.

Professional Development

Framing peer teaching observations as professional development
opportunities presents a number of benefits:

« Encourages TAs to situate their current teaching work in their future
professional lives, whether they will be formal educators or will use
educational methods in leadership and group situations.

. Generates materials that can be included in a teaching dossier,
including obpewatlon forms and letters of recommendation from
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Obervation forms: Non-traditional
key components ‘" observations

Observation forms will vary by Observations outside the
discipline, but some features are universal: classroom
The feedback provided by Timing One of the most important interactions between TAs and undergraduate

student occurs in the evaluative and formative function of marking. While
marking is not conventionally thought of as a site of ‘teaching
observation’ for professional development, arguably, it is in this mode of
_ interaction that one of the most indelible marks is left on students; thus,
Mastery of the material peer-marking sessions provide a key arena for shaping TA practices.
Does the TA explain or discuss material accurately? See hand-out for the set-up of a peer marking session as a form of peer

Respect for students and student questions teaching observation.

Do students seem comfortable participating in discussion? Does the TA : .
create space for Studentquesﬁc‘,’ns? PeEns Observations outside your own department

Presentation Ski"S It is imperative that you make connections within the foreign department

, , _ to help keep lines of communication open. A key method for success is
Was the TA audible and easy to understand? Were projected slides or

" _ ) _ _ finding an advocate in the department you are going to, such as another
chalkboard writings legible and organized? Was the pacing appropriate? TA or course coordinator.

When did the TA arrive, and when did class begin? How much class time
IS spent on lecture, lab work, announcements, worksheets, etc.? When
did class end?

my TAC was Iinvaluable in
Improving my teaching and
provided me with a unique
opportunity to obtain
documents very useful for
professional development.
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