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An innovative course for graduate teaching assistants
at the University of California at Berkeley aims to famil-
iarize TAs with techniques besides lecturing (i.e., question-
and-answer, discussion, small-group problem-solving) and
to demonstrate how teachers’ classroom behaviors affect
students’ learning. The format is threefold: (1) Each TA is
videotaped while teaching; (2) each analyzes his videotape
privately and with the instructor; (3) weekly seminars are
held. The authors concluded that, as a result of this course:
(1) TAs felt freer to experiment with a variety of tech-
niques, (2) verbal interaction between students and TAs and
among students increased; {3) TAs’ behavior changes were
noted and appreciated by students.

INTRODUCTION

At the University of California’s Berkeley campus, ap-
proximately 40% of the teaching is done by graduate
teaching assistants (TAs) who are given little if any train-
ing or background in principles of learning and tech-
niques of teaching. Further, it has been ascertained that
more than 50% of all graduate students (exclusive of
those trained in the School of Education) are eventually
employed in an academic setting. These men and women
have received nothing in the way of training for becom-
ing effective teachers. The situation on this campus is not
unique, but typical of that at most (large) academic in-
stitutions. However, more and more professors are begin-
ning to pay attention to the dynamics of the
learning-teaching relationship and are experimenting with
ways of ameliorating the situation described above. The
American Journal of Physics alone has published several
articles during the past decade which bear directly on this
problem.'~? The paper which follows describes one such
innovative experiment which is being used in the physics
department and is stimulating an interdepartmental in-
terest at U.C. Berkeley.

After methodological observation of TA-taught discus-
sion sections (the name given to the small group break-
downs of the large faculty-taught lecture courses), several
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constants emerged which characterize present TAs’ teach-
ing methods:

(1) There is a very high percentage of teacher-talk,
amounting in most instances to a lecture.

(2) Interaction usually takes the form of questions
which are rhetorical (i.e., requiring no answer or so in-
volved that they become part of the lecture) or are of the
yes/no variety, offering the TA little feedback and the
students little opportunity to manipulate verbally the ideas
and material of the course.

(3) There is a widespread insensitivity to students’
needs and problems. This can be attributed to the lack of
communicative interaction in these ‘‘discussion’’ sections.

The U.C. Physics Department hires approximately 70
TA’s each quarter, most of whom participate in the un-
dergraduate program responsible for the instruction of
physics to between 2000 and 3000 students each quarter.
An experimental course was set up by the authors .in
order to satisfy the obvious needs of graduate assistants to
be exposed to learning principles and to experiment with
teaching behaviors which facilitate students’ significant
(as different from ‘‘rote’’) learning as demonstrated in the
research literature.®

The goals of this innovative course were (1) to sen-
sitize the TAs to the important role which is played by
their behavior in setting a facilitative learning ‘‘climate’’
in the classroom, i.e., providing the kinds of psychologi-
cal comfort for students which will free them to ask ques-
tions, respond to questions, and participate in learning;
(2) to enable the TAs to become facile in raising the level
of students’ thinking from low-level recall of factual in-
formation to higher-level analysis via a structured ques-
tioning strategy; and (3) to encourage the TAs to become
aware of their roles as ‘‘model learners’’ and, in this
role, to model analytical, methodological thinking be-
havior in problem-solving.

THE COURSE

The format of this ten-weeks’ course is described in
Table I. Depending on the particular needs and interests
of each group, the syllabus was added to, varied from, or
modified slightly. However, there were basic constants; it
is these which are mentioned.

OBSERVATIONS

The course, which is being offered on a volunteer basis
for the sixth consecutive quarter in two years, has at-
tracted approximately one-third of the graduate physics
TAs and has already demonstrated positive results, both
from students and TAs.

The physics students have responded to the TAs’ new
methods by according them higher ratings and perceptive,
appreciative comments. This was documented by a study
of pre- and post-evaluations of participating TAs by their
students, plus a comparison of these ratings to all physics
TA ratings during the same period. The following exam-
ples of student comments have been chosen to illustrate
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