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The TA and Faculty Career Preparation Program

in the

School of Oceanography,

University of Washington

Goal


The New TA Orientation is the first part of the TA and Faculty Career Preparation Program for graduate students in the School of Oceanography.  The second part consists of courses during the academic year that are open to all graduate students in the School.  The goal of the entire TA and Faculty Career Preparation Program is to prepare graduate students sufficiently so that they can succeed in performing the duties and meeting the responsibilities of teaching, from the beginning of their teaching career as a new TA to as far into their teaching development as they wish to progress while a graduate student.  For graduate students contemplating a career as a future faculty member, the TA preparation merges into preparation for a faculty career.

Background

The Program was created in response to the complaints by graduate students in exit surveys over several years about a lack of preparation for teaching and a lack of teaching opportunities in the School.  Such complaints were not unique to graduate students in the School of Oceanography.  In fact, the complaints are not restricted to graduate students.  Employers of Ph.D.s, from business and industry, government agencies, and colleges and universities that are not research intensive, have long complained that new Ph.D. students are too narrowly educated in their research specialty for the positions available.  These concerns led to a study by the Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy of the National Academy of Sciences (Reshaping the Graduate Education of Scientists and Engineers, 1995), http://books.nap.edu/catalog/4935.html, that, while in no way suggesting the weakening of research preparation, urged a change in graduate education that would “allow students to gain a wider variety of academic and other career skills” (p. 78).

Complaints about the narrow research preparation of graduate students continue nationally.  In April 2000 a conference on Re-envisioning the Ph.D. was held in Seattle, funded by the Pew Charitable Trusts (http://depts.washington.edu/envision/).  Representatives from community colleges, liberal arts colleges, and master’s-programs universities reported that they are still vainly seeking new Ph.D.s to teach who know how to teach.  Business and industry representatives and government employers of scientists still vainly seek new Ph.D.s who know how to communicate (teach) their science to other members of the group with whom they must work. 

Complicating the issue has been the change in attitude toward the teaching of science during the 1990s.  A reform in the teaching of science is underway.  For K-12 education, the plan is stated in the National Science Education Standards (National Academy of Sciences, 1996), http://www.nap.edu/catalog/4962.html.  For undergraduate education, it is stated in the publications Shaping the Future (NSF, 1996), http://www.ehr.nsf.gov/ehr/due/documents/review/96139/start.htm, and From Analysis to Action (National Research Council, 1996), http://books.nap.edu/catalog/9128.html.  Most faculty in research-intensive universities, being so deeply involved in their research, are not acquainted with these reforms in teaching.  Thus, graduate students have little opportunity to learn about them, let alone put them into practice.  The TA and Faculty Career Preparation Program in the School of Oceanography is an attempt to answer these complaints by providing graduate students with opportunities to broaden their education through teaching.

Developing the Program Plan

Following a review of the TA program in the School by a committee of the Graduate School in 1997 and a review of the Graduate Program by the Graduate and Professional Student Senate in 1998, I was asked by the Director of the School in July 1998 to prepare a plan for a TA Preparation Program.  During the 1998-1999 academic year I surveyed the teaching interests, experience, and concerns of graduate students present in the School and held a discussion with the students.  I also met with undergraduate Oceanography majors to discover their expectations and needs for a graduate TA Preparation Program.  In addition, I e-mailed a questionnaire, very similar to the one sent to graduate students, to former Oceanography graduate students who now hold positions as faculty members at liberal arts colleges or research universities or are employed by government agencies.  Finally, after these data were analyzed, I presented a summary of the data to the faculty at a special one-hour meeting, and received their expectations and needs for such a program.

After this research was completed, I surveyed the literature on TA preparation that is in the library of the Center for Instructional Development and Research (CIDR) at the UW and benefited from a review of the first draft of the proposed program by consultants at the CIDR.  A second draft was sent to the Oceanography graduate students for their feedback at a meeting.  It was likewise discussed with undergraduate Oceanography majors at a meeting.  And with the recommendations received from these students it was presented to the Oceanography faculty as a Program Plan at the faculty meeting on 9 June 1999.  The faculty approved the plan at the faculty meeting of 6 October 1999.  During the 1999-2000 academic year, several planning meetings were held under my facilitation to prepare the workshops for the New TA Orientation.  These meetings were attended by volunteers who were mainly graduate students and postdoctoral fellows, with a few faculty members.

On 19 and 21 September 2000, the first New TA Orientation will be held.  Such an orientation is required by UW Executive Order 28: "Teaching appointees with no previous teaching experience shall attend an introductory departmental program which shall include training appropriate to the type of teaching expected of the appointee. In addition, close supervision of new teachers by the appropriate department is expected" (http://www.grad.washington.edu/fellow/execor28.htm).

The orientation is required of all second-year Oceanography graduate students.  These are students who have not been TAs in the School of Oceanography previously.  The purpose of the orientation is to prepare new TAs for teaching responsibilities that will consist primarily of grading papers, holding office hours, and leading class discussions and review sessions in undergraduate Oceanography courses that lack quiz or lab sections.  Other topics to be covered will include the opportunities to TA in the School, the expectations of the School for TAs, the responsibilities of TAs, and the resources available to them to carry out their duties.  Faculty who supervise TAs will be invited to attend a lunch on the second day to improve communication about the purpose and accomplishments of the Orientation.
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