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Abstract: A graduate teaching assistant professional development program was designed and implemented as part of an
effort to provide pedagogical training to those instructors who generally receive little to no training and who historically
teach large, gateway courses. A formative evaluation was conducted to determine the effectiveness of the program. Participant attrition during the second semester impacted the data collection, but attitudinal data was used to make formative
revisions for subsequent program offerings.
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Over the past decade, student enrollment rates in
higher education institutions (HEIs) have seen a sharp
increase with no indication of regressing. A recent
study conducted by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) indicated that in Fall 2015, 20.2 million students were expected to attend colleges and universities within the United States. This statistic is, upon
first glance, quite appealing in that more and more individuals are deciding to further their education and professional endeavors. However, it must be noted that
U.S. university student enrollment rates will have increased by 4.9 million from the year 2000 to the projected enrollment rate of 2015 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). With such a large increase in
student enrollment rates combined with expected future
projections, the need for a more acceptable teacher to
student ratio merits attention. As of 2011, the NCES
(2013) indicated that after calculating the number of
faculty at public, private, and private for-profit degreegranting institutions, a total number of 1,524,000 employed faculty were identified. This elicits an alarming
need for a higher prevalence of employed faculty in
U.S. universities and degree-granting institutions.
Thus, the history of utilizing graduate teaching assistants (GTA) remains a common method for reducing
the ever-increasing workload of university faculty employees, particularly when resource constraints
(funding, facilities, and staffing) are present (Park,
2004). However, the sole use of GTAs is not to reduce
faculty workloads, but also to foster teaching and research skills necessary for professional development.

The larger and more research-led North American
universities have a long history of using GTAs to teach
undergraduate courses, assist in research projects, lead
laboratory sections, and other scholarly duties (Park,
2004). A vast majority of graduate students presumably
seek assistantships to aid in financial support and often
secondarily do so to acquire valuable teaching experience skills; others may simply be testing the novel waters of duties related to university faculty positions.
Lowman and Mathie (1993) highlighted an important
relationship between teaching and graduate school by
noting, “Experience in teaching undergraduate students
as a teaching assistant to a professor or as a novice instructor with full responsibility is almost a universal
part of contemporary higher education in psychology” (p.1). Many prospective or current graduate students anticipate such a task, whereby teaching an undergraduate course(s) fosters their overall academic experience by challenging their interpersonal and time management skills, and particular competencies (Lowman
& Mathie, 1993).
Teaching a course can potentially be a very nerveracking task, particularly for a first-year graduate student with no formal training in teaching methods.
Some individuals find teaching to be relatively easy,
while presumably most will find that effective teaching
practices are not simply intrinsic, but rather are learned
over time from a variety of different resources and experiences. In fact, many U.S. universities have developed and implemented GTA training programs based on
the premise that teaching can be learned, practiced, and
improved (Park, 2004).
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The quality of such GTA training programs is of
paramount importance in that a number of challenging
ethical and social issues could arise that must be handled with extreme care, so as not to inadvertently cause
harm to someone. For example, learning basic cultural
competency and communication skills will help foster
healthier student-teacher communication while also
decreasing accidental instances of micro-aggressions.
The following section will provide readers with a brief
review of two existing teaching assistant programs.
Existing Graduate Teaching Assistant Training
Programs
Muhlestein and DeFacio, in their (1974) study,
sought to assess the direct effects of a course designed
to prepare physic graduate students for their subsequent
teaching experiences. The University of MissouriColumbia requires all first-year physics graduate teaching assistants (GTA) to take a two to three-hour course
entitled “Study of Techniques of Teaching College
Physics”. Muhlestein and Defacio (1974) laid out an
extensive curriculum to cover a number of primary
goals which included: (1) improve the quality of the
undergraduate physics laboratories and (2) improve the
teaching quality of GTAs. Further, the required course
consisted of three major concepts: (1) formal learning
theory and teaching techniques; (2) special student projects; and (3) on-the-job training and evaluation.
Throughout the course, four informal lecture discussions were held to emphasize the importance of critical
and effective thinking during the actual act of teaching.
The topics of discussions included important issues
regarding departmental procedures and constraints
placed on courses, formal learning theory, important
teaching techniques, and methods for evaluating and
grading undergraduate assignments. During the second
and third week of the course, all individual graduate
students were required to meet privately with the professor, to discuss student short and long-term goals and
what experience they expect to gain from the training
course. Based off the private discussion, the professor
and graduate student jointly decided on a potential project that was to be completed by the student and presented via written and oral reports during three informal
meetings held at the end of the course. Results of the
study indicated a number of positive outcomes stemming from the class which included: (a) a dramatic increase in the quality of physic laboratories; (b) GTAs
were much more aware of their influence on students;
and (c) the graduate students became involved in teaching as active participants.
Sharpe (2000) conceptualized a useful framework
that helps prepare and support new teaching assistants
at the University of Plymouth in the UK. Sharpe’s
framework is based on the underpinning theory of how
professionals learn and develop professional skills as
well as accounting for the variety of experiences and
responsibilities participants endorse. Three steps were
highlighted within the framework that were ultimately
designed to foster individual development: (1) discipline-specific briefing and training events; (2) further
development of an original one-semester short course;
and (3) building a portfolio for Staff and Educational
Development Association (SEDA) Associated Accredited Teacher status. In the first step, participants took
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part in a number of informal workshops where concerns
related to teaching were expressed. Subsequent workshops were designed to target the specific concerns by
collectively tackling issues regarding: roles and responsibilities of demonstrators; characteristics of ideal demonstrators; preparing for courses; supporting students;
and providing an overview of health and safety policies.
The second step consisted of a comprehensive, one semester course designed for GTAs. The course was designed to take participants through a learning cycle
based on their own teaching styles, while also providing
participants with methods for tackling new situations in
the future. The final step in Sharpe’s framework offers
GTAs the opportunity to develop the reflective skills
required to develop a teaching portfolio. Additionally,
Sharpe noted that GTAs should, at this stage, be able to
notice patterns in their teaching style as well as to be
cognizant of any changes they have experienced regarding the development of their personal teaching style.
A number of effective GTA training programs already exist within the realm of higher education, however, research on training programs based on the Teacher Concern Model had only recently been conducted.
The present study aims to assess the effectiveness of a
year-long, innovative professional development GTA
program developed based on the Teacher Concern Model, and designed to provide pedagogical training to
GTAs who typically receive little to no formal training
in effective teaching methods.
Teacher Concern Model
Staton-Spicer and Bassett (1979) further developed
Fuller's (1969) Concerns-based Adoption Model into
three stages that new teachers progress through as they
enter either pre or in- service. Cho, Kim, Svinicki, and
Decker (2011) summed up those stages as:





concern about self - concern about adequacy
and survival as a teacher;
concern about task - concern about instructional duties;
concern about impact - concern about pupil
learning (p. 268).

This developmental model is widely used in PK-12
education and for teacher education but has only begun
to be used as a framework for supporting Graduate
Teaching Assistants in higher education. It is regarded
as a useful lens through which to view educational
change, whether that is through traditional education or
professional development and training (Saunders,
2012).
Nyquist and Wulf (1996) extended the three stages
of concern to those of GTAs as they move through their
teaching duties, adding clarification to Staton-Spicer
and Bassett's (1979) model:


“Concerns about the self and survival, (e.g.
What shall I wear?). Will the students like
me? Will I fit the role of teacher? GTAs here
want to feel needed by their students. Not
feeling very different from being a student
themselves, they struggle with the type of
personal relationships they should have with
their students.





Concerns about their level of teaching skills,
e.g. How do I discuss or lecture? Will I be
able to mark papers? Will I be able to maintain discipline? Here, GTAs begin to view
their students in a more detached way.
Concerns about whether the students are
‘getting it’, e.g. How are students learning?
How do I know what they are learning?
They start to develop professional tutor/
learner relationships with their students
without taking their behavior too personally” (Sharpe, 2000, p. 134).

According to Nyquist and Wulf (1996), GTAs also
experience five different types of concerns that are all
inter-related: control over the class, external evaluation,
tasks, impact, and time/communication. All five of
these concerns were positively correlated with the perceived value of the concerns themselves. Class control,
external evaluation, task concern, and time/
communication concerns were all negatively correlated
with the perceived confidence of the GTAs (Cho, Kim,
Svinicki, & Decker, 2011).
Program Design
In coordination with the Director for the Center for
Excellence in Teaching and Learning and the Dean of
Graduate Studies, an instructional designer planned and
implemented a year-long professional development program for Graduate Teaching Assistants. The program
was designed for monthly face-to-face meetings over
the course of two semesters. Participants who completed the program were issued certificates from the Center
for Excellence in Teaching and Learning.
The course was planned as a blended course, with
prerecorded lectures and readings loaded into the learning management system. Participants were expected to
come to each session prepared to complete active learning activities. Group and individual activities were designed to allow participants to both explore the content
and practice teaching methods at the same time. Roleplay, think-pair-share, one-minute essay, audience response polling, muddiest point, and other classroom
assessment techniques were used to provide formative
feedback to students and to create an open environment
of learning and dialogue.
Individual assessments and a capstone project were
designed to assist participants in both creating artifacts
for their own courses and also to encourage participants
to begin thinking about professional development and
scholarly activity as a whole. Participants began by
creating their own syllabus and move into creating a
prerecorded lecture and posting it online. The final
project required students to submit a teaching philosophy, submit a professional development plan, and to
resubmit their original syllabus revisions based on what
they learned over the course of the program.
The goal of this certificate program is to empower
GTAs to develop, create, and execute innovative and
engaging lessons in their courses that map to good principles of teaching. The following course-level objectives were identified as aligned with the program goal:








teaching needs and select appropriate resources to address those needs.
Learners will apply instructional design theories and techniques to their own teaching
experiences.
Learners will examine teaching techniques
that engage learners in their classroom.
Learners will compare techniques to create a
21st century learning environment.
Learners will discuss opportunities to participate in the Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning.
Learners will apply the principles and techniques to their own course syllabus.

From these objectives, five main areas of concern
were identified as content module topics for the program. These areas were scaffolded according to the
Teacher Concern Model, moving from areas of immediate need on to areas of long-term need.







Immediate Teaching Needs (concern about
self)
Designing Instruction (concern about task)
Engaging the Learners (concern about task)
Creating a 21st Century Learning Environment (concern about impact)
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
(concern about impact)

Following a backwards-design model (Wiggins &
McTighe, 2005), learning outcomes were identified and
assessments and activities were constructed to align
with those outcomes (Appendix, Table 1).
The program was advertised through email, brochures, and word-of-mouth. Graduate program coordinators were contacted at the end of the Spring 14 semester and again just prior to the Fall 14 semester. The
Graduate Studies office sent out a notice to all graduate
students prior to the beginning of the Fall semester.
Twenty-two graduate teaching assistants committed to
enrolling in the program.
Method
Participants
At a medium-sized public comprehensive university
in the Mid-West, there are approximately 250 graduate
assistants who either teach or conduct research. During
the 2014-2015 academic year, 22 Master’s-level graduate teaching assistants participated in the certificate program. The participants were evenly split between male
and female between the ages of 23-30. 12 (54%) of the
participants were in their first year of their graduate
program, with the remaining 10 (46%) completing the
second year of their graduate program. Three of the six
academic colleges at this institution were represented by
the participants:




College of Arts and Humanities (14%)
College of Allied Health and Nursing (18%)
College of Social and Behavioral Science
(68%)

Learners will identify their own immediate
Journal of Applied Instructional Design ∙ Volume 7 ∙ Issue 1

37

Participants were either teaching a course or planning to teach a course within one semester. All participants were planning on either pursuing a Ph.D. or teaching positions in higher education at the time of graduation.
Procedure
A mixed methods research study was planned as
part of the formative evaluation process for this program. Quantitative data were collected using a pre and
posttest design and qualitative data were collected from
participants to expand upon and explain the quantitative
data. Institutional Research Board permission was
sought and granted to complete this study.
Participants were asked to sign consent forms at the
beginning of the course if they agreed to participate in
the study. Those who agreed were randomly assigned
participant numbers to preserve anonymity. They were
issued a pretest which was scored and recorded only by
the participant number. The researchers were not aware
of the identity associated with each participant number.
At the end of the program, a posttest was administered, and participants identified themselves only with
the same participant number as was used with the pretest. Changes in scores between the pretests and posttests were analyzed to determine if the program had
impacted participant knowledge on any of the five critical topics identified during the analysis phase.
Examples of questions from the pretest and posttest
include (correct answers are marked in bold):
What purpose does a syllabus serve?
a. It is a contract between you and your
students
b. It is a chance to sell your students on the
class
c. It is a type of resume for the instructor
d. All of the above
e. A and B
f. B and C
Accessibility means:
a. Being in your office during office hours
b. Captioning your videos
c. Making special accommodations for
students who require them
d. Designing your course for every learner
e. All of the above
f. B, C, and D
Attitudinal surveys were designed for both participants and their departmental mentor faculty. Example
questions from the participant survey include:


What was the most helpful or constructive
aspect of this course?



What could have been most improved about
this session?

Faculty were asked questions about their observations regarding the skills and behaviors of their graduate
teaching assistants who participated in this program.
Example questions from the faculty attitudinal survey
include:
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What was the most helpful or constructive
aspect of this course based on what you have
observed in your graduate assistants this
academic year?



What could have been most improved about
this session based on what you have observed in your graduate assistants this academic year?

No mentor faculty responded to the request for survey completion, therefore, no data on that instrument
are included in this report. In addition, due to scheduling and other unforeseen conflicts, only three participants who completed the pretest were able to complete
the post-test. While the analysis data are included, the
results cannot be used to empirically support formative
changes in program design. Additional implications of
this attrition will be addressed in the discussion section.
Results
A formative evaluation was conducted to assess the
effectiveness of the GTA program through the use of
descriptive pre and posttest assessments. Due to attrition rates, a subsample of nine participants from the
original sample (N = 22) completed the pretest before
the GTA intervention was implemented. Further, only
three participants of the pretest subsample (n = 9) successfully completed both pre and posttests and were
used in the data analysis for Tables 2 and 3.
Table 2 (see Appendix) provides participants' (n =
3) mean and standard deviations for pre and posttest
assessment. As seen in the evaluation of the GTA professional development program, there is not sufficient
evidence to determine the effect on participant learning
and instruction. Data were further analyzed to identify
if there was an improvement in participant pretest
scores based on the five test domains.
Table 3 (see Appendix) provides participants' (n =
3) pre and posttest mean scores and standard deviations
for each of the five test domains. As indicated, participants displayed the largest improvement in the domains
SoTL and Engaging as well as a decrease in mean
scores in the domain Creating.
Table 4 (see Appendix) includes the study's pretest
subsample of participants (n = 9) in order to identify
what types of knowledge participants seem to be lacking upon entering the GTA professional development
program; analyses were based on the five test domains.
As seen in Table 4, within the domain Immediate, 7
(78%) participants in the pretest subsample incorrectly
answered the question "What purpose does a syllabus
serve?". Additionally, within the domain Scholarship of
Teaching and Learning (SoTL), 6 (67%) participants of
the subsample incorrectly answered the question "What
does SoTL stand for?". These results suggest that participants interested in enrolling in a GTA training program, similar to the one used in this study, may benefit
from initially familiarizing themselves with information
regarding the use of a syllabus and what SoTL stands
for, before the program's initiation; generalizing these
results to a diverse population is difficult given the
small sample size and lack of diversity.

Half of the original sample of participants (n = 11)
completed the attitudinal survey at the end of the program. The results of the survey indicated that the majority of respondents (73%) found the resources helpful.
Moreover, 45% of respondents indicated that the most
useful part of the program was the exposure to technology tools. The majority of the respondents (73%) indicated that they were able to attend all of the in-person
workshop sessions. However, only 55% indicated that
they completed all of the required readings and activities after the sessions. All participants indicated that
they expected to receive a certificate of completion for
the workshop.
The qualitative results from the attitudinal survey
indicated three major areas of the program that the participants found useful. The availability of resources
both in the learning management system and on campus
was cited as the primary useful aspect of the program
by 64% of the participants. Other useful aspects of the
program included technology tool training (18%) and
exposure to the idea of the Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning (9%). Suggestions for improvement of the
program included a reduced workload or higher meeting
frequency. Multiple participants (73%) indicated that
they felt that additional meetings would be beneficial to
explore topics in more detail in a guided way rather
than having a heavier workload of “homework” for
each session. Technology tool training (27%) and department-specific professional development (27%) were
cited as two areas for additional professional development for graduate students. In addition, participants
indicated that they would like specific training on various teaching techniques and methods such as role-play
and flipped instruction (18%).
Discussion
The two-semester model with in-person meeting
sessions seemed to contribute to the participant attrition
as schedule conflicts and capstone project requirements
conflicted with attendance and program workload.
From the small number of participants who completed
both pre and posttest assessments, no conclusions are
able to be drawn about the effectiveness of the program
on learning and instruction. Without the ability to triangulate the data with supporting evidence from mentor or
supervising teachers, the researchers were also unable
to verify any direct impact the program had on teaching
and learning in the courses facilitated by the GTAs.
The data from the pre and posttests combined with
the attrition rate for the second semester may indicate
that once the concerns about Self and Task are met, the
concerns about Impact, while considered interesting, are
less of a motivator for program completion. The Teacher Concern model is useful in implementing GTA training, particularly as incoming or first-time GTAs are
truly concerned with their immediate needs as a new
instructor. However, to truly impress upon participants
the need for both scholarship and professional development in the pedagogy of their respective fields of study,
cooperation from the departments must support those
notions. Maintaining motivation for what GTAs do not
see as “immediate needs” is a challenge if no department support or resources reinforce the importance of
scholarship and development in pedagogical arenas.

The attitudinal data would seem to indicate that this
pilot program provided GTAs with much needed resources and support during their initial weeks as new
instructors. Additionally, the attitudinal data provided a
series of suggestions that could be used to reformat subsequent iterations of the program for future GTAs.
Based on the data acquired, a second program was
rolled out in Fall of 2015. Revisions to the original
program included a more self-paced model and required
in-class observations towards the end of the program to
determine the extent to which program content was actually being implemented in the classroom. Readings
and resources were condensed to address the concerns
over the amount of material presented. Additional resources were added for the areas in which the pretest
data indicated a higher need for practice. More specific
activities were designed to give students the opportunity
to explore both the purpose and importance of the syllabus. Arrangements were made to provide graduate students opportunities to participate in other professional
development programs offered by the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning, specifically in the area
of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.
A third iteration was also developed, specifically for
the College of Social and Behavioral Science GTAs.
This college-specific program condensed the content
into one semester, meeting every week. Guest speakers
were scheduled to cover the content areas and no course
observation or capstone project was required from participants.
Future research opportunities in this area include
additional empirical studies to determine the impact of
the program on classroom practices of the GTAs. Additionally, a study that could quantify the impact of the
program on the learning of the students in the GTAs’
classrooms would have the most significance in determining the program’s worth to the university as a
whole.
Limitations to this study included the attrition rate
during the second semester, particularly in regard to the
pre-post test data. The present study's small sample size
made statistical analyses difficult to conduct, hence the
use of descriptive statistics. It is nearly impossible to
control for attrition rates; however, the authors of the
present study highly recommend a large sample size so
as to ascertain whether the intervention elicited statistically significant results, and more importantly, provides
researchers with an opportunity to run a greater number
of statistical analyses that would allot greater insight
into the variances between subjects. Also, the lack of
feedback from the GTA mentor faculty severely limits
the conclusions that can be drawn from the study.
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Appendix-Tables 1-4
Table 1. Program Outcomes, Assessments and Activities
Topic/Theme
Session 1:
Immediate Teaching
Needs

Session 2:
Designing Instruction

Session 3:
Engaging the Learners

Session 4:
Creating a 21st Century Learning Environment

Essential learner outcomes

Assessments

In Class Activities

The learners will:
1.
identify the essential elements of a syllabus
2. identify the components of their D2L course shell
3. describe various classroom management techniques
4. locate immediate university teaching resources
5. locate accessibility resources
6. identify the processes for submitting grades and issuing a grade
change or an incomplete
7. identify the proper contacts for escalation of student issues
8. review graduate student policies
9. recognize data privacy and safety requirements and administrative
resources available
10. to them
The learners will:
1. compare major learning theories
2. write measurable learning outcomes based on Bloom’s Taxonomy
3. select classroom activities that support their course’s learning outcomes
4. create classroom assessments that align to the learning outcomes
5. design rubrics to support their assessments
6. review the quality matters template and rubric
The learners will:
1.
practice Socratic methods of engaging learners
2. apply active learning techniques to classroom activities
3. construct student-centered activities for their own course
4. describe the culture of their classrooms and identify best practices
for culturally responsive pedagogy
5. use SMARTboards
6.

Discussion:
1. List the parts of a
syllabus
2. Questions about the
LMS
3. LMS Future Plans
4. Addressing Accessibility
5. Discovering plagiarism
6. Who to contact list

 Q&A
 Classroom Manage-

Discussion:
1. Revise or create learning objectives
2. Creating aligned assessments
3. Creating rubrics




Discussion:
1. Writing Socratic Questions
2. Create a SMARTboard
activity




The learners will:
1.
describe various instructional techniques
2. explain the importance of developing critical thinking skills
3. identify technology tools that they can use in their classrooms
4. discuss the availability of open and/or electronic resources in their
discipline
5. explore the options for lecture capture

Discussion:
1. Create a PBL problem
for your course
2. Create an audience
response poll



Assignment:
1. Create a flipped classroom video

ment Role Play

 FERPA case studies and
audience response

 Pretest














Session 5:
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning

The learners will:
1.
Identify multiple Professional Learning Networks and Communities
in the area of pedagogy and technology tools
2. Select multiple professional organizations and explain their relationship to teaching and learning
3. compare various resources for teaching and learning
4. create a teaching portfolio
5. identify opportunities for continuing professional development
6. explain the benefits of mentorship and identify potential mentors
within their department

Discussion:
1. Identify 3-5 professional learning networks or communities
Assignment:
1. Create a graphic organizer of the available professional organizations in your discipline
2. Create a teaching
portfolio
3. Create a teaching
philosophy
4. Create a professional
development plan





Q&A
Think pair share
learning objective &
assessment creation
activities
Muddiest Point
exercise
Fish bowl Q & A
Peer teaching activity - SMART boards
One-minute paper what’s the most
important thing you
learned today
Technology scavenger hunt
Overview of Web
2.0 Tools
Think Tank group
brainstorming session
How can you flip
your classroom?
Tech tools you can
use
Implementing PBL
Power of reflection
What can you take
from this workshop?
OERs
Professional Network Concept Mapping
What will your
classroom look like
in 10-20 years?
Post-test

Table continued on page 42.
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Table 1 (continued from page 41). Program Outcomes, Assessments and Activities
Session 6:
Capstone Projects
Presentations

The learners will:
1.
Analyze a syllabus and identify areas for improvement based on
workshop guidelines

Assignment:
1. Revise original syllabus using concepts
and theories from this
program

 Go over changes to
syllabi

 What have you



changed/
implemented from
the program?
Certificates

Table 2. Pre and Posttest Mean Scores for GTA Professional Development Program
Pretest

Posttest

N

M

SD

M

SD

3

.80

.05

.80

.09

Note: Only the scores from the subsample of participants who completed both pre and posttests were included in the
analysis.

Table 3. Pre and Posttest Scores for All Five Domains in Terms of Percentages

Domain
Immediate
Designing
Engaging
Creating
SoTL

n
3
3
3
3
3

Total Items
9
4
1
3
3

Pretest
M
.74
.83
.67
1.0
.66

SD
.06
.14
.58
0.0
0.0

Posttest
M
.78
.83
1.0
.78
1.0

SD
.11
.14
0.0
.39
0.0

Note: Only the scores from the subsample of participants (n= 3) who completed both pre and posttests were included in the
analysis. Total items= number of questions within each domain.
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Table 4. Most Commonly Missed Questions During Pretest for Each Domain

Domain
Immediate
Designing
Engaging
Creating
SoTL

Question
What purpose does a syllabus serve?
Which of the following are learning theories?
Which of these are instructional techniques?
Technology tools that you have available to you
at MNSU include:
SoTL stands for?

N
9
9
9
9

IC
7
3
3
2

%
78
33
33
22

9

6

67

Note: N= number of participants who took the pretest. IC= number of participants who got the question incorrect. % =
percentage of participants who got the question incorrect.
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