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Abstract: Graduate students in Public Administration or Public Policy who are considering teaching careers need the opportunity to have meaningful teaching experiences during their graduate studies.  Many colleges and universities have either eliminated or reduced opportunities for graduate students to serve as instructors of record for undergraduate and lower-level graduate courses.  Furthermore, in colleges and universities that do not offer undergraduate majors in Public Administration or Public Policy, teaching appointments may have never been available to interested graduate students.  Without access to opportunities, some graduate students will never discover their gifts for teaching, while others may enter the classroom after completing their degrees with unrealistic expectations.

This paper explores three strategies to prepare graduate students for teaching careers:

· Enhancing the roles of teaching assistants beyond grading and tutoring duties

· Having graduate students and professors “co-teach” courses
· Offering graduate students teaching opportunities via supplementary instruction
Introduction

As of early January 2005, a university in south Georgia was running a radio advertisement extolling the virtues of its campus.  Besides discussing the vast assortment of majors and making general appeals, the ad only mentioned two specific attributes of the university.  First, there has been a recent increase in the numbers of National Merit Scholars matriculating to the school.  Second, the ad claimed that professors teach all classes.  

Now, certainly this is just an anecdote, but an underlying theme emerges.  As post secondary education becomes more expensive, consumers demand more from their college experience.  One major demand is for classes led by experienced teachers -- not graduate students.  The purpose of this paper is not to examine fully whether colleges and universities should have policies that expressly prohibit graduate students from serving as instructors of record, especially for undergraduate courses.  Rather, we accept both the merits of this practice and its increasing prevalence.  Given this context, we address ways to give graduate students in the policy sciences meaningful opportunities to gain teaching experience, without giving them complete authority over graded classrooms.  

The need for research and discussion in this area is particularly pertinent for public administration and public affairs.  Because some departments and schools, such as the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas, only offer graduate degrees, there may never have been as many undergraduate teaching opportunities in public administration and public affairs as there were in other departments.  Likewise, if the demand for fewer graduate student-taught classes diminishes teaching loads for graduate students in political science, economics, sociology and other related fields, then there will likely be fewer opportunities for public administration and public affairs students to build their teaching skills in those departments.  Finally, because the policy sciences are still emerging, there is a need to train more talented professors to help grow the field in the coming years.

In this paper, we explore three strategies for developing graduate students’ teaching skills: expanding the responsibilities of teaching assistants, allowing selected graduate students to co-teach courses with seasoned faculty, and giving graduate students a chance to lead supplementary instruction.  In the next three sections we briefly describe each of these strategies before concluding with some synthetic issues.

From Graders to Super TA’s

In their handbook for graduate teaching assistants, the University of Georgia emphasizes the opportunities for future professors to gain valuable experience:

If college teaching is your ultimate career goal, the future benefits of your teaching assistantship are obvious. You will have an opportunity to find out what teaching is really like and to confirm or revise your career aspirations and philosophy of teaching on the solid basis of experience.

This quote represents a best-case scenario that will only come about if professors give the teaching assistants (TAs) challenging responsibilities and fully leverage the TA role to introduce the graduate student to the teaching profession.  Nonetheless, because research assistantships and teaching assistantships are key components of the financial package for graduate students, enhancing the responsibilities of TAs is often the easiest way to expand teaching opportunities for graduate students.  

In this section, we discuss four ways to expand the role of the TA: giving TAs authority over recitation or tutorial sessions, asking TAs to construct homework assignments and exam questions, allowing TAs broad discretion over grading authority, and having TAs give occasional lectures.  

Giving TAs the opportunity to run recitation or tutorial sessions is a first step towards independence.  In many classes there are topics that do not merit full treatment during the normal class period but may aid the students’ understanding of the course material.  For example, at the LBJ School, an experienced Public Financial Management Professor requires her TAs to direct a weekly tutorial session that covers example problems, homework and exam solutions, and remedial topics.  These sessions are elective for students, but participation consistently runs at seventy-five percent or above.  This responsibility allows the TA to gain comfort preparing and executing a weekly class session, without having the pressure of being the primary presenter of new material.  

A task outside of the typical TA’s purview is the construction of homework assignments and exam questions.  Identifying or writing good problems is a key task for faculty members.  TAs will benefit from learning how challenging it can be to develop appropriate assessment tools. From the perspective of the instructor, asking the TA to construct problems may help to freshen stale assignments and broaden the pool of available exam questions. 

Another way to broaden the TA’s responsibility is to give her the-buck-stops-here grading authority, at least in limited cases.  When a professor asks a TA to grade an assignment but does not give her the authority to address student concerns about the correctness or fairness of the grading, the TA misses an opportunity to develop important negotiation and communication skills.  One strategy employed by an Adjunct Professor of Applied Quantitative Analysis at the LBJ School is to split homework grading such that the professor grades the more qualitative assignments, and the TA grades the assignments that have clear “right” and “wrong” answers.  For the non-professor graded assignments, the TA has the task of designing a grading rubric, which covers how many points each question is worth and what steps are necessary for partial credit.  When the TA grades an assignment, she has near complete authority in assessment and directly deals with students that have questions or concerns about their grades.

Finally, professors can ask TAs to give a brief lecture or presentation during the normal class period.  There is a qualitative difference between meeting students during office hours, or even running a tutorial session, and giving a lecture during the fully attended class period.  Giving TAs the chance to prepare and deliver a lecture, and then giving them feedback on their performance, is a relatively safe way to introduce graduate students to the lecturing process.  

If a TA were given all of these responsibilities without enough support, he might be overwhelmed, but carefully expanding the role of the TA is an effective tool to give graduate students in public administration and public affairs a taste of what it takes to teach at the undergraduate or graduate level.  

Co-taught classes

An interim step between the teaching assistant and the stand-alone instructor is the co-teacher.  While this may be an unfamiliar and unusual arrangement, it has been successfully employed at the LBJ School.  In each instance the graduate student has already proven successful as a TA and shown interest in developing more teaching skills.  

Co-taught courses are listed with two instructors - one a professor and the other a graduate student.  Ideally, the professor and the graduate student are equally responsible for the direction of the class.  They choose the readings, design the assessment tools, and deliver the content collaboratively.  In some instances, the graduate student actually takes more of the initiative, and the professor’s main role is to lend authority and credibility to the classroom.  
There are many advantages of this arrangement for the student instructor.  The graduate student has the opportunity to take part in most or all of the elements of teaching a formal class, but has a safety net of experience to rely on in the professor-collaborator.   Likewise, this arrangement provides maximum flexibility, as the professor can give the graduate student a lot of leeway but gently rein him if the classroom gets out of hand.  The co-teaching arrangement is also subject to some significant challenges.  The graduate student should bring a level of expertise that would be comparable to that of a normal instructor.  In addition, the student instructor needs to enter the classroom with some teaching experience and a good working relationship with the professor.   Because of these considerations, it may be more difficult to formalize the co-teaching arrangement and implement it on a wide scale.  

Supplementary Instruction

Another way to provide graduate students meaningful teaching experience is through supplementary instruction.  This could include leading professional development activities or seminars for other students, or could be part of an ongoing program of remedial or introductory instruction.  One instance of supplementary instruction that may be particularly appropriate for training future professors is the “camp” context.
  For instance, at the LBJ School, the Camp LBJ program employs PhD students as the principle instructors in courses dealing with quantitative skills, policy analysis, financial management and political economy offered to incoming masters students.  The Camp LBJ staff always contains at least one professor, but is led by a senior PhD student – the Camp Master.  Each graduate student on the camp staff has input into course design and has ample opportunity to have his teaching critiqued at weekly staff meetings.  

There are many advantages to developing teaching skills through supplementary instruction.  First, in the absence of a strict curriculum, administrators can design supplementary instruction to feature the strengths of the graduate student instructors.  A graduate student who is an excellent writer can lead a seminar on effective written communication, while a student with strong quantitative skills can review foundational mathematical skills.  Teaching material that is familiar will give the graduate student a greater sense of comfort, as will the fact that the audience is self-selected and in a less formal setting than the traditional classroom.  Furthermore, when a team of professors and students collaboratively works to provide supplementary instruction, as is the case at Camp LBJ, the team members can use the opportunity as a teaching practicum to gain insights into other teaching methods and receive feedback on their own techniques.

The key disadvantage of using supplementary instruction to develop teaching skills is that working with an elective audience does not expose the graduate student to some of the situations she will face in the regular classroom.  Because the elective audience is self-selected, supplemental instructors may not have exposure to the types of poorly motivated students that make up a segment of the graded classroom.  Nonetheless, supplementary instruction allows graduate students to take part in the course design and seminar preparation phases and gives extra opportunities to give lectures, lead problem sessions, and direct group exercises.  Supplementary instruction roles can complement work in the graded classroom and expose graduate students to additional responsibilities.  

Issues for Administrators, Professors, and Students

Each of these strategies poses challenges and benefits for administrators, professors, and students.  In this section we address some potential impacts on the various stakeholders.  

Issues for Administrators

In developing teaching opportunities for graduate students, administrators face a number of challenges, the foremost being the need to balance the interests of classroom students, student-instructors, and professors.  Because the infrastructure for hiring and training TAs is already in place in many departments, and most graduate students are familiar with the role, expanding TA responsibilities may be the easiest way to add teaching opportunities.  Obstacles might include institutional policies that restrict the roles of TAs, professors’ unwillingness to re-imagine the TA position, and apathy on the part of TAs who are not interested in pursuing teaching careers.  .

Co-teaching and supplemental instruction pose a new set of considerations.  If possible, the graduate students’ pay should reflect the added responsibility involved in co-teaching or supplemental instruction, but this may not be feasible in times of tight budgets.  In departments where co-teaching arrangements have never taken place, there may be a perception that co-teachers are simply and incremental step towards student-instructors.  Once a graduate student has co-taught a class as an equal with a professor, there is a less clear distinction between teaching assistant, assistant instructor, and lead instructor.  Thus, it is important to review institutional policies that differentiate between TAs and other types of instructors.  For instance, at the University of Texas, there is an institution-wide policy that once a graduate student achieves the designation of Assistant Instructor, she cannot return to the level of Teaching Assistant.  On the other hand, because the student’s responsibility is more formal, it may be easier to get official university teaching evaluations, which may be difficult to arrange for TAs.  
Issues for Professors

For professors, graduate students are not merely time saving devices -- i.e. graders and researchers -- but potential future colleagues. Developing teaching abilities in graduate students will positively impact the fields of public affairs and public administration.  However, working with TAs, co-teachers, and supplemental instructors can be time consuming for professors with many other responsibilities.   For instance, if a professor asks a TA to lead regular tutorial or recitation sections, the professor and TA might have to meet regularly to ensure that the topics covered in the tutorial sessions dovetail with the materials taught in the normal class periods.  On the other hand, when professors have to miss classes for illness, conference travel or other contingencies, the TA might be able to step in and run the class, eliminating the need to find guest speakers or ask other colleagues to cover the scheduled topics.  TAs often have the requisite mastery of the material and will be more acquainted with the class dynamics than an outside lecturer.  If the TA is given broad grading discretion and there is a need to insulate the instructors from charges of bias or arbitrariness, the professor can consider having students turn in assignments that do not have identifying personal information.  

In a co-teaching arrangement, the collaborative association between the professor and the student allows for extensive mentoring from the professor, but this arrangement might result in more work for the professor who has an added responsibility for counseling the graduate student and filling in gaps in instruction.  Furthermore, the students in the class may attempt to manipulate the instruction team by playing the instructors off of one another and asking each of them to re-grade assignments assessed by the other.  

Likewise, to be most successful, a supplemental teaching assignment requires significant attention from the guiding professors, but these professors can give student-teachers more room to struggle and fight through difficult teaching moments, because the consequences of not covering all of the material in the most efficient manner are usually not as dire when the audience is elective.  
Issues for Graduate Students 

Graduate students do not have as many competing interests as administrators and professors.  Those who want to develop their teaching skills need opportunities for growth, and students who do not intend to teach need some exposure to teaching responsibilities in case they change their minds.  For the graduate student, TA, co-teacher, and supplemental instructor positions each provide unique learning experiences.  

Of the three strategies discussed, co-teaching arrangements expose the graduate student to a more complete range of teaching duties, however, they require a well-suited professor/graduate student pair to make the arrangement work effectively.  Supplementary instruction can give less experienced graduate students opportunities to develop organization and lecturing skills, but working in an elective context does not prepare the graduate students for the tasks of assessing students and negotiating the grading process.  Additionally, because supplementary instruction is usually less subject to evaluation and less familiar to potential employers, graduate students may find that this type of experience is not highly valued.

Many future-professors gain their first teaching experience as TAs.  As discussed above, TA positions can provide opportunities to grade, give occasional lectures, construct assessment tools, and lead recitation or tutorial classes.   However, not all professors are willing to explore all of these roles.  As with the other arrangements, graduate students will get the most out of teaching assistantships when they work with professors who have developed their own teaching gifts and are willing to mentor developing students.   

Conclusions

When a graduate student completes her dissertation, she does not suddenly become a gifted teacher.  However, that is the logic that is implied by policies that exclude graduate students from serving as lead instructors.
  While we do not support the wholesale use of graduate students as instructors-of-record, we do recognize that graduate school is an appropriate time to prepare future professors for the rigors of leading a classroom.  Experience in the classroom is an essential part of learning how to teach and unless graduate students are given real, meaningful teaching opportunities, they will be unprepared to move into teaching careers.  Expanding the responsibilities of teaching assistants, allowing selected graduate students to co-teach courses, and giving graduate students a chance to lead supplementary instruction are three strategies to ease the transition from student to colleague.  
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