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Introduction
“When I first started working with TAs, I wish I had known how eager they were to discuss teaching issues. If you frame the 
questions right you can address the topics that mean the most to them.”

—Professor (Natural Sciences)

Welcoming new faculty to the University of Pittsburgh, the Provost emphasizes the importance of the quality of teaching at 
Pitt. In welcoming new teaching assistants (TAs), the Vice Provost of Graduate Studies stresses the influence that those TAs 
will have on the academic development of Pitt’s undergraduates. This acknowledgment from our leaders confirms that both 
faculty and TAs are essential to fulfill Pitt’s mission of high quality undergraduate programs. 

The instructional tasks associated with many large or complex courses could not be accomplished without the assistance of the 
TA. The faculty member takes the lead as the expert, assuming responsibility for the course while coaching TAs toward an 
understanding of what it means to teach well at a university. This mutually beneficial relationship has the potential to 
maximize the learning experience for students when the faculty member and TAs function as an instructional team.

Faculty and TA roles are optimized when they share these following characteristics:

1. Clear expectations of common instructional goals. Common goals include helping students to meet course and
lesson objectives by teaching towards the knowledge and skills that will be assessed. Both the faculty and the TA should
complement one another in the process of teaching the information or skills that students are expected to learn for each
class, including instructional activities and assessments.

2. Clear understanding of the roles of each team member and how the process will work. The expectations of faculty
for their TAs will vary based on the purpose of the course. The importance of clearly defined, consistent roles and
processes increases as the number of sections multiplies. Undergraduates who attend one recitation or lab should have an
instructional experience comparable to students in other sections of the same course.

3. Mechanisms for consistent communication. Regular communication helps to confirm expectations and establish
collegiality, thereby avoiding problems and making the process of problem solving easier. Regular meetings to review
upcoming content, tasks, or strategies help TAs to prepare. Consistent communication also alerts the faculty member to
common areas of misunderstanding among undergraduates and gives us the opportunity to provide proactive suggestions.

4. Respect for each other’s experience and perspective. Working closely together enables the faculty member to recognize
the developing skill sets of the TAs and to provide support or feedback so that TAs can improve.



4

A team approach should be established at the beginning of the semester before classes have begun by meeting face-to-face, 
assigning roles, clarifying expectations and establishing regular communication. Establishing a strong foundation will help you 
and your TA avoid pitfalls. The following examples from student evaluations of teaching reveal that undergraduates are acutely 
aware of dysfunctional professor-TA communication and the inconsistencies and uncertainties that may result: 

Undergraduates recognize and appreciate consistency in the following areas:

• The relationship of the course to the recitations or labs
• Clarity and fairness of test items relative to course activities
• Grades assigned across multiple recitations
• Expectations of students from different sections regarding the key concepts and skills for which they are responsible

This booklet provides concrete suggestions for establishing and managing an instructional team consisting of a faculty 
supervisor and one or more TAs. It begins by exploring the roles of TAs and faculty, followed by strategies for working together, 
assuring course quality, and managing difficult and challenging situations. It also addresses mentoring opportunities for TAs 
who aspire to be future faculty, or for those preparing for careers outside of academia. The last section includes worksheets, 
timelines, and tools that you and your TA can employ throughout your course, as well as policies specific to the University of 
Pittsburgh. 

A high quality education at Pitt is a significant financial, emotional, and social investment. This booklet hopes to ensure that 
TAs and faculty work together to provide the best possible return on that investment.

DYSFUNCTIONAL FACULTY-TA RELATIONSHIPS: COMPLAINTS BY UNDERGRADUATES

Attendance Expectations: “I am in the same large class as my friend, but we are in different recitations. Her TA 
tells her to come to recitation only if she has questions. My TA takes attendance and I get points taken off if I am 
not there. And this is for the same class!”

Course Objectives: “I don’t have a clue what will be on the final. The professor lectures on one topic and the TA 
talks about totally different things.”

Inconsistent Grading: “We worked together on this homework which we were told is okay. We didn’t copy but 
we did come to the same conclusions. I don’t understand why we received two different grades.”

Content Expertise: “My TA doesn’t even come to lecture. He’s from a different department and doesn’t understand 
any of the questions that we have. Then, he tries to figure out the problems in class. It is a waste of time.”
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ESTABLISHING ROLES AND WORKING TOGETHER
Before meeting with your teaching assistants (TAs), it is important to consider the roles that you and your TAs will play 
throughout the development, delivery, and evaluation of your course. Roles refer to the tasks that you and your TAs 
perform and to the type of relationship that can be established: 

• between yourself and the TAs;
• between the TAs and the students in your class, and
• among TAs if there are several working together in your instructional team.

Regardless of the roles adopted by you and your TAs, the primary responsibility for all courses taught at the university rests 
with the supervising faculty.

As lab facilitators, graders, and recitation leaders, TAs shape the educational experience of undergraduates. TAs are students 
who, in addition to the course of study for which they will earn a degree, are learning to teach, and many are aspiring 
educators. TA appointments present opportunities for students to acquire and practice marketable skills. 

CATEGORIES AND APPOINTMENTS

According to University policy (www.pitt.edu/~graduate/TATFGSAPolicyStatement.pdf ), TAs and teaching fellows are defined 
as follows:

• Teaching assistants (TAs): TAs are graduate students who are receiving support in return for specific instructional duties 
under the guidance of faculty mentors. Their appointment is made in accordance with the University regulations 
pertaining to TAs. According to university policy, no TA may teach post-baccalaureate courses.

• Teaching fellows (TFs): TFs are TAs who have progressed further in experience or education, typically holding the 
equivalent of a master’s degree. TFs should not be assigned to teach graduate courses except in rare occasions where there 
is clear evidence of outstanding skills in specialized areas. In those cases, graduate faculty directly supervise the teaching 
fellow. 
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Creating Materials
• quizzes
• rubrics
• exam questions
• entire exams
• problem sets
• assignments
• handouts
• online information
• lab activities

Grading and Feedback
• quizzes
• exams
• problem sets
• papers and essays
• lab reports
• class participation
• clinical skills

Administrative Duties
• mentor undergraduate students
• mentor new graduate students
• hold office hours
• proctor exams
• take attendance
• manage students grades
• update class CourseWeb
• update social media 

Other Duties
• organize, supervise students or drive vehicles for

field trips
• collect manage, and/or set audiovisual equipment

IMPLICATIONS FOR WORKLOAD

Clear and reasonable expectations for TA duties should be established. For example, keep in mind that leading a recitation each 
week requires a fixed amount of time, but the actual planning, along with other duties, can consume most of the hours allotted 
for TA appointments. 

Weekly assignments for a TA/TF with a full appointment should not exceed 20 hours of effort on average. Fractional 
appointments (i.e., three-fourths, one-half, or one-fourth) should not exceed the corresponding fraction of the 20 hour 
standard. For further information, see the university’s policy statement for teaching assistants, teaching fellows, and graduate 
student Assistants at www.pitt.edu/~graduate/TATFGSAPolicyStatement.pdf.

WHO ARE TAs?

Departments throughout the university have identified the following tasks that different faculty expect TAs to perform. 
Note the variety and breadth of these jobs in terms of the skills required to do them:

Course Planning
• assist in the planning or revision of a course
• create a syllabus
• review materials developed by the supervisor

Teaching
• labs
• recitations
• clinical skills
• pre-labs
• remediation sessions
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Providing a summary list of tasks that you expect TAs to perform, along with realistic estimates of the time that you would 
expect those tasks to take, helps to communicate your expectations. If you find that the time for these tasks will exceed 
the 20 hour a week average, it will be important to prioritize which tasks you will assign to your TAs to achieve maximum 
efficiency, while maintaining course quality. It may also be helpful to talk about realistic expectations with faculty colleagues 
or departmental chairs, directors of graduate studies, TA coordinators, or the Coordinator of the Graduate Student Teaching 
Initiative at the Teaching Center.

As you review the tasks that you will assign TAs, remember that many TAs will have little or no experience with those tasks 
and will likely need support and guidance. 

If you find that a task is taking much longer than you believe it should, talk with your TAs about their approaches and 
methods, and give guidance where appropriate. Try to be clear and specific with your advice because vague direction can 
compound the performance problem. Your experience can save TAs time, improve their performance, and reduce the number 
of hours that TAs are spending on their jobs.

FACULTY ROLES
As a faculty member working with TAs, you wear several hats as the course instructor, the 
course team leader, and as a faculty mentor.

Course Instructor. You are the content expert for the course and are in the best position to 
teach the key concepts of your course, to assess your students’ understanding and redirect 
students when misunderstanding occurs, and to engage your students as they acquire new 
knowledge and skills.

Course Team Leader. You are responsible for seeing that all aspects of the course run 
smoothly. As supervising faculty, you ensure that the design and development of the course 
should meet the curriculum and programmatic requirements of your department. The 
students’ achievement should reflect the rigor of your objectives and the methods in which 
you engage your students. It is your responsibility to convey these elements to your TAs 
and to ensure that your TAs demonstrate to students the connection between the in-class 
activities, assessments, and the learning objectives. These responsibilities should be clearly defined and communicated early in 
your relationship with your TAs and consistently maintained throughout the semester.

If you have just one TA, you have more flexibility in assigning tasks. If you find that your TA has an aptitude for or is interested 
in developing a particular skillset, then you may want to assign tasks accordingly. Your communication could be informal 
at times; a conversation in the elevator or briefly before class might suffice. Nevertheless, regular meetings are advised and, 
according to university policy, faculty must meet with their TAs at least three times throughout the term. Weekly meetings will 
keep the channels for communication open and expectations clear for your TA.

If you have several TAs and many course sections, it is likely that you will need to exercise greater efforts to standardize the 
student experience across sections. Furthermore, you will want to be cognizant that any communication which you convey in 
informal conversations with individual TAs may require reiteration with the other TAs. Consider the impact on fairness; for 
example, if you provided direction to a TA who asked you how best to handle a particular grading situation, you should share 
this example with the other TAs who may encounter similar situations. All members of the instructional team should be aware 
of the guidance and support that they can expect from you as the supervising faculty, as well as the tasks for which they are 
responsible as the TA.

Regardless of the number of TAs that you have, establishing protocols for TAs to reference can improve efficiency. Common 
protocols are useful for TAs who are proctoring, creating assignments, setting up equipment, developing a CourseWeb site, or 
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grading class participation. If this is your first year in teaching a course, you may wish to assign your TA the task of developing 
protocols for routine tasks as a common reference for TAs in the years that follow.

Faculty Mentor. Keeping in mind that many TAs have no prior teaching experience, it is your responsibility to:

• answer questions about specific practices of the discipline with regard to teaching.
• provide teaching and teaching-related experience.
• emphasize the importance of building a strong teaching portfolio.
• provide support for teaching and information about sources of support for teaching at the university
• prepare TAs for unexpected hurdles.
• provide advice about balancing the various demands of research, coursework, and teaching responsibilities.
• assist in problem solving.

TAs appreciate constructive criticism. According to University policy, any TA who is instructing a laboratory, recitation section, 
or course for the first time should receive feedback several times based on observation, either directly or by means of a video 
recording. Feedback should be provided in writing (as well as in person), and appropriate suggestions should be given for 
improvement. In addition to constructive feedback, you may also wish to write an evaluation of the TA which can be included 
in a teaching portfolio. (See Appendix 4 for an observation checklist).

Student surveys should be distributed at least once during an appointment period to the undergraduates in the TA’s class for 
the purpose of improving teaching. The survey results must be made available to the TA and the faculty member. In addition, 
you may wish to perform such surveys of your own teaching and share them with your TAs as a way of modeling your 
commitment to improve teaching. For more information, contact the Office of Measurement and Evaluation of Teaching: 
www.omet.pitt.edu.

TAs come to the university with varying degrees of real world 
experience and exposure to the culture of academia. Depending on their 
background, their past experiences may differ from the instructional 
roles that they will encounter at Pitt. Setting expectations around 
professional behavior may help prevent misunderstandings.

Two common areas where TAs may need guidance:

1. Electronic communication with students and other faculty and
staff. Recommend to TAs that they respond to all
e-mails within a set amount of time. Instruct TAs on matters of
confidentiality in e-mail, and provide examples of e-mail
communication that is appropriate and inappropriate.

2. The hierarchy of authority and the roles that different faculty
play. To address a misunderstanding between a faculty member and
a TA, the TA should first approach the faculty member to reach a
resolution. Subsequently, it may be necessary to consider contacting
the department chairperson. If a misunderstanding occurs between
a student and a TA, the TA should alert the supervising faculty.

Your influence on the performance of your TAs cannot be overstated. 
You are their coach, their instructor, their mentor and their model. 
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QUALITY ASSURANCE
THE FIRST MEETING

Ensuring the quality of your team begins during your first conversation as you establish trust, set expectations, and assess your 
TA’s instructional skills and knowledge about the content of your course. When you approach the first meeting as a time to 
get to know each other and other TAs, you facilitate an environment in which TAs can feel comfortable coming to you with 
questions. 

TAs often confide that they feel alone and unprepared for their assistantships. Some TAs are hesitant to approach the professor 
with questions. This reluctance can be more pronounced depending on a TA’s cultural background. Encouraging your TAs 
to bring questions about teaching to you will help allay any presumptions that TAs should be competent in areas in which 
they are actually novices. Approaching the first meeting as the team kick-off for the semester helps TAs feel less alone, since it 
becomes clear that everyone is working towards the same goal. 

Assessing the TAs’ skills and level of content knowledge will help you understand the areas where TAs need more support. For 
example, if a TA was an undergraduate TA (UTA) in the role of a peer tutor, that person might be better equipped to lead a 
discussion in a course that covers the same content. On the other hand, a TA who was never exposed to the content or who 
has not served in any instructional capacity may require more direct training to be effective in performing the job. While both 
TAs would need instruction in how to lead your recitations, the former UTA could begin with a better understanding of where 
undergraduates will make mistakes.

Specific answers to background questions prior to your first meeting can help you gain an initial assessment of your TAs. 
Copying and distributing New Teaching Assistants: Getting to Know You, in Appendix 1 of this booklet, can help you assess 
your TAs’ skills, motivation and content knowledge. The answers to the questions in Appendix 1 can alert you to ways to 
motivate your TAs in addition to areas that need focused training. For example, if your TA does not know how to manage 
the classroom during discussions, leaving extra time to address this topic may be warranted. If your TA has never proctored 
an exam, then directions are needed in observing students and the actions to be taken if a violation is suspected. If your TA is 
expected to lead recitations, meetings to connect the class to the recitation and to review the key concepts and objectives are 
essential.

Appendix 2, First Meeting Agenda, provides a checklist for setting expectations with your TAs before the onset of the course 
to help everyone move into a smooth routine. The purpose of the first meeting is to establish: 

• the overview of the course for the semester.
• each team member’s role.
• the value of approaching your work as a team.
• a general understanding of specific skills and motivation each TA brings to the table.

THROUGHOUT THE TERM

Just as with the students you teach, TAs benefit from constructive feedback in whatever task is performed. Scheduling time 
to observe your TA and provide feedback and then checking in to see that the feedback was followed helps TAs improve their 
instructional skills. Having TAs schedule informal mid-semester feedback from students about their facilitation of recitations or 
labs and discussing the feedback with you, also helps TAs improve. Setting time aside to review grading for exams guides TAs 
towards consistency in their grading. Even seasoned instructors perform tasks differently, which is why communication and 
standardization of expectations is important.
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Appendix 3, Ensuring Quality, includes strategies to help ensure the quality of the various tasks undertaken by TAs 
throughout the term in communicating with undergraduates, conducting office hours, developing or modifying course 
materials, creating assessments, grading, teaching recitations or labs, and administering the CourseWeb site. 

A myriad of skills come together for good teaching. Many of these skills are captured in Appendix 4, the Classroom 
Observation Checklist, and you can use all or part of this tool to provide feedback when observing teaching. Prior to 
observing your TA in the recitation or lab, you may want to have a conversation with your TA about the aspects of teaching 
that he or she feels could benefit the most from feedback. Then after the observation, schedule a feedback session as soon as 
possible so that the feedback is the most meaningful. If there are behaviors that you would like to see immediately improved 
(because they jeopardize learning), discuss these aspects of the observation in specific terms, and schedule another observation 
to ensure that improvement has been made.

Appendix 5, End-of-Term Meeting Checklist, is an end of term checklist or agenda for your last meeting of the semester with 
your TA. This is the time to review the progress over the term, what still needs to be accomplished, recommendations that the 
TA may have for course improvements, and recommendations for improving the process of the Faculty-TA relationship.

The TA Handbook online:

teaching.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/TA-Handbook.pdf

The handbook should be considered the first stop for TA instruction, followed by team meetings to discuss the 
details of how procedures should be applied. As the team leader, you should coach TAs as they learn about the art of 
teaching. 

https://teaching.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/TA-Handbook.pdf
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CHALLENGING SITUATIONS
Classroom management can be challenging for even the most experienced instructors. Teaching assistants (TAs) may have little 
or no practice in classroom management and will often welcome guidance and direction in this arena.

Different courses invite different challenges. For example, in discussion recitations, tangentially related or seemingly unrelated 
topics may result in the introduction of complex issues such as race, gender, ethnicity, religion, and sexuality. This may place 
a TA in a position for which he or she is unprepared. As the instructor, you are aware of topics that might trigger sensitive 
discussions, and you can help TAs by discussing potential scenarios before they arise. Point out that it is university policy, as 
well as good practice, to treat all students with the same respect and regard. Making TAs aware of reliable resources for support 
and providing opportunities for TAs to practice challenging classroom scenarios with other TAs will enhance their confidence.

Some students may not recognize the authority of TAs as instructors or as subject matter experts. These perceptions may be 
compounded by the fact that TAs may find it difficult to assert their authority in the classroom, particularly if they are close 
in age to the students that they are responsible for instructing. Help TAs establish and maintain authority in the classroom 
through effective and consistent enforcement of classroom policies and guidelines about out-of-the-classroom contact, such as 
office hours.

If a student complains about a TA to you or to the department chairperson, be sure to discuss the matter with the TA before 
making any determinations moving forward. Members of your instructional team rely on you to represent them fairly and 
to help build trust in your TAs as effective instructors. To avoid grounds for complaints, advise TAs to keep accurate records 
of student work, return graded assignments promptly, behave in a professional manner towards students, keep a record of 
encounters with students, and inform you about any disagreements. In addition, advise TAs about appropriate management of 
students with complaints, and step in if a student fails to adhere to institutional guidelines in the classroom.

HELPING TAs WITH DISTRESSED STUDENTS

Undergraduates may have more consistent contact with TAs than with any other University 
employee. Your TAs may encounter students who are distressed, grieving, depressed, or anxious, 
and TAs may be the first to recognize potential problems with substance abuse.

In these situations, it is important that the TA know that it is not his or her responsibility to 
diagnose, protect, or counsel the student but to direct the student to trained professionals. TAs may 
have difficulty distinguishing between the role of a trusted authority figure and that of a confidante; 
for this reason, it is important to stress to TAs that distressed students should be referred to the 
appropriate campus resources, and such interactions should be documented and discussed with 
supervising faculty. Further information for TAs about these matters can be found in the TA 
Handbook: teaching.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/TA-Handbook.pdf.

RESOLVING CONFLICTS WITH YOUR TAs

“The only time I’ve had a frustrating experience with a TA was when I had a TA who did not want to follow my course design.”
—Professor

In any working relationship, conflicts can arise. TAs are graduate students, and their priorities may change throughout the semester. In 
some cases, TAs may question the pedagogical methods, course design, or job duties. As with any professional relationship, divergent 
ideas about the best courses of action can be difficult to agree upon. Establishing clear roles and expectations, as well as open and 
consistent channels of communication, early in the term can go a long way towards diminishing difficulties between your TA and you.

http://teaching.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/TA-Handbook.pdf
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An open and honest dialogue about work standards and performance is the best approach to managing a professional 
relationship with a TA who is not performing his or her expected duties effectively. Try to analyze the situation and 
consider mitigating factors. Point out inconsistencies in performance and listen to the TA’s reasoning before reaching any 
conclusions. If you find the TA has undermined your instructional efforts, such as speaking negatively about you to students 
or undercutting the rigorousness of your grading scheme, be direct in explaining your rationale and why such behaviors are 
not acceptable. If such a dialogue does not result in a satisfactory improvement in performance, an informal discussion or a 
formal complaint with the TA’s department chairperson is an appropriate next step. Formal complaints must be copied to 
the TA as well as to the Employee Relations Department of the Office of Human Resources.

RECOGNIZING ISSUES OF RESPONSIBILITY AND AUTHORITY

Professional relationships between faculty members and students are of paramount importance. Be aware that your position 
as faculty mentor puts you in a position of authority over TAs, which may make them reluctant to refuse work-related 
requests. You should therefore only ask your TAs to perform tasks related to the course to which they are assigned, and 
avoid asking them to perform tasks unrelated to that course (e.g., research-related tasks, editing, grading papers or writing 
test questions for other courses, running personal errands, or performing personal favors).

Faculty and staff members are not permitted to engage in or solicit Consensual Relationships (any intimate, romantic, 
sexual, or marriage relationship willingly undertaken by the parties) with students over whom they have Direct Supervision 
or with whom there is a reasonable likelihood of Direct Supervision. (This includes but is not limited to advisors, coaches, 
graduate student teaching assistants, teaching fellows, instructors, post-doctoral fellows in a laboratory, thesis committee 
members, and members of a department’s graduate committee. It includes anyone appointed by the University as a teacher, 
researcher, or academic administrator, including graduate and undergraduate students so appointed). In the event such a 
situation is imminent or develops, the faculty or staff member must disclose the existence of the Consensual Relationship 
immediately to his/her supervisor, department chair, dean, or, where appropriate, higher administrative authority. The 
supervisor will then ensure that the faculty or staff member’s Direct Supervision of the student is terminated as soon as 
practicable or avoided. In addition, the supervisor will develop and implement a management plan with the faculty or staff 
member to transition supervisory authority and to otherwise assure objective evaluation and supervision and management of 
potential conflicts. The management plan shall be focused on maintaining an appropriate professional relationship between 
the parties in the academic environment […] Reference: Policy 07-14-01: cfo.pitt.edu/policies/documents/
Policy07-14-01web.pdf

WORKING WITH INTERNATIONAL TAs

“I work with many international TAs, and so I wish I had known how little they know about the American university system and 
how different it is from their home country context.” 

—Statistics Professor

International TAs are becoming more numerous at American institutions of higher learning, and the University of 
Pittsburgh is no exception. These students may have little or no experience with the settings and expectations of the 
American classroom and can be taken by surprise by teaching strategies, approaches to classroom management, and attitudes 
of their students stemming from cultural differences.

Each academic center or department is responsible for evaluating its instructional faculty and staff for English language 
fluency and certifying that those individuals will be permitted to teach. TAs who are non-native speakers of English must be 
evaluated through a test designed to assess spoken English approved by the Office of the Provost and administered by the 
English Language Institute (ELI). All TAs receiving unsatisfactory scores will be provided with remediation in the form of 
tutoring or a class. An unsatisfactory score at the time of reappointment is sufficient cause for non-renewal. 

http://cfo.pitt.edu/policies/documents/Policy07-14-01web.pdf
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In some parts of the world, students are required to be passive recipients of knowledge in higher education classrooms; students 
from those cultures may feel challenged or undermined by something as commonplace in the United States as a student raising 
his or her hand to ask a question. Differences in student and TA expectations can create a great deal of friction, resulting in 
disappointment for both parties. To make matters more complicated, cultural differences are often mistaken for something 
else; a student may assume, for example, that an international TA does not have sufficient English fluency to adequately 
explain an example, while a TA may assume that a student is being impertinent and wasting class time by asking for additional 
or alternative explanations. This type of misattribution can make it still more difficult to resolve the situation—if a student 
complains to the faculty supervisor of a TA’s poor English fluency, the faculty supervisor will likely take such a complaint at 
face value. Similarly, if a TA consults with a colleague or mentor about how to handle an impertinent or disruptive student, 
that colleague or mentor is likely to take the TA’s interpretation of student behavior at face value.

Thus, it is very important for a faculty supervisor to be aware of such pitfalls in order to avoid them. Before the semester 
begins, discuss the TA’s experience at some depth. What characterized his or her experiences in the classroom? What were the 
expectations of students in those contexts, and how might the expectations of students at an American institution of higher 
learning differ? What role will the TA be playing in this particular course, and what exactly does that role entail?

The more you and your international TA openly discuss past experiences and the ways that the American classroom might 
deviate from these experiences, the better you can prepare your TA for the coming semester.

Throughout the semester, check in regularly with your international TAs who have little or no prior experience in American 
classrooms. Ask about student participation, about classroom climate, and about managing both student and TA expectations.

The English Language Institute (ELI) offers formal and informal tutoring sessions in English language skills for international 
TAs and, in conjunction with the Graduate Student Teaching Initiative at the Teaching Center, offers informal meetings with 
other international TAs to develop teaching skills appropriate to the American classroom. Free, specialized workshops for 
international TAs on topics ranging from the culture of the American classroom to leading discussion sections are offered 
through the Teaching Center.

ACCOMODATING TAs WHO BECOME PARENTS

In the event that your TA becomes a parent following the birth or adoption of a 
young child, the Graduate Student Parental Accommodation Guidelines enable 
a full-time student to remain enrolled with all the associated benefits of full-time 
student status while enjoying a six-week Parental Accommodation period. This 
situation entails a modification of deadlines and academic expectations. Faculty 
members who supervise TAs who assume new roles as parents should offer 
flexibility to allow students to take advantage of the Parental Accommodation 
Period. During this period the students will continue to receive their stipend, 
benefits, and associated tuition support. Mothers who give birth must cope with 
the health consequences of childbirth and recovery in addition to new parental 
roles. Eligible graduate students with appointments who experience the health consequences of pregnancy will be excused from 
their regular duties for a period of time to be determined by a health care provider not to exceed the student’s appointment period. 
During this period, they will continue to receive their stipend, benefits, and associated tuition support. If a student is being funded 
by an external grant, and the funding agency has terms and conditions which do not permit funding pursuant to this guideline, the 
department or school will fund the parental accommodation period. Eligible students who are supported by University of 
Pittsburgh fellowships will experience no change in their funding arrangements during the Parental Accommodation Period; they 
will continue to receive their fellowship support and benefits during the Parental Accommodation period. For more information, 
see the complete Graduate Student Parental Accommodation Guidelines at www.provost.pitt.edu/documents/Grad_Parental_ 
Accommodation_Guidlelines2011.pdf.

http://www.provost.pitt.edu/documents/Grad_Parental_Accommodation_Guidlelines2011.pdf
http://www.provost.pitt.edu/documents/Grad_Parental_Accommodation_Guidlelines2011.pdf
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ACCOMODATING STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

If approached by a student seeking accommodations for a disability, a TA should seek the assistance of faculty mentors and 
Disability Resources and Services. Be sure that your TAs are aware of the support systems in place and how to access them. 
More information can be found at the Disability Resources and Services Web site: studentaffairs.pitt.edu/drs.

TAs with disabilities may require accommodations in order to effectively execute their jobs. TAs who believe that they 
have a disability necessitating an accommodation should contact both the faculty supervisor and Disability Services. More 
information can be found in the Staff Handbook: hr.pitt.edu/handbook. 

PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR VETERANS

The past decade has seen a dramatic expansion in the number of Veterans transitioning from military to University life. 
The facilitation of this transition, including support for academic success and integration into campus life, should be a 
consideration of the faculty supervisor. Veterans have special tuition benefits through the GI Bill and other avenues. This can 
mean that registration, benefits, and appointments require an extra set of steps to facilitate. Part-time versus full-time status can 
affect the status of Veteran benefits.

Faculty supervisors should be sensitive to the needs of Veteran TAs and help TAs to appropriately accommodate their Veteran 
students. Any student, undergraduate or TA, who is called to active duty should take a copy of their orders to the Office of 
Veterans Benefit Services. That office will work with the Student Appeals Office to determine any funds owed to the student.

In the event that class activities such as long-term group projects leave other students at a disadvantage, the faculty supervisor 
should work directly with other TAs and the students to make this change as easy as possible.

Veterans may have special medical needs and, as in the case of any student suffering from medical problems or distress, should 
be referred to appropriate campus organizations, including Student Health and Counseling Services. Make use of the campus 
Office of Veterans Services (more information can be found at www.veterans.pitt.edu).

To cancel registration due to military deployment or call to active duty, contact: Student Appeals Office, G-12 Thackeray Hall, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15260; payments.pitt.edu/tuition-adjustments; phone 412-624-7668 during business hours or phone 
412-624-7585 after business hours.

http://www.hr.pitt.edu/handbook
http://payments.pitt.edu/tuition-adjustments
http://www.studentaffairs.pitt.edu/drs
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FOSTERING TA DEVELOPMENT
As a supervising faculty member, you have an excellent opportunity to foster your TAs’ professional development. Your 
influence— positive or negative—will be substantial. It may be helpful to conceive of a course in terms of parallel and 
intersecting educational goals: promoting the intellectual development of both the students enrolled in the course and your 
TAs, who are not only graduate students but, in the context of your course, students of pedagogy within your discipline. These 
goals for your students and TAs intersect insofar as the more a TA learns and improves as an educator, the greater the quality of 
education for students enrolled in the course.

It is worth having an initial conversation with your TAs to emphasize that their participation as part of your instructional team 
is not merely an “assignment” or a method of subsidizing their own education—it is an opportunity for them to achieve their 
own pedagogical goals and prepare for their profession. Encourage them to articulate their own goals clearly: ask your TAs what 
pedagogical skills they wish to develop, and consider providing suggestions of your own, based upon your conception of the 
skillset necessary for a well-rounded and successful educator. It is helpful to frame those goals in terms of compiling their own 
professional teaching portfolio. Such goals provide direction, purpose, and meaning to the various tasks your TAs will be asked 
to perform as part of your instructional team.

The example that you present as a supervising faculty member and educator is likely to have an impact upon your TAs. The 
model that you present may continue to influence their pedagogical choices far into the future, when they themselves become 
faculty or other professionals. (It is very common for current faculty to indicate that they teach in the way that they do simply 
because that is how they were taught or what they observed.) Modeling is most effective when you occasionally point out and 
explain particular strategies that you use. Consider doing likewise when something you have done has not proved entirely 
successful— your TAs are likely to appreciate your candor and the learning opportunity.

TAs are more likely to seek out supplemental opportunities for their own pedagogical development if a faculty member 
recommends that they do so. You may recommend that your TAs read an article in a disciplinary teaching journal or 
collaborate on a pedagogy publication themselves, that they sit in on a particularly dynamic instructor’s class, seek out a class 
observation, attend a pedagogy workshop, or enroll in a pedagogy seminar.

SUMMARY

You are in the unique position to 
challenge, coach, guide, and support the 
next generation of graduate students along 
with the undergraduate students who are 
relying on your TA to help them navigate 
the academic challenges ahead. We hope 
that this booklet was useful to you as 
you think about how to manage your 
instructional team. If you would like to 
discuss any aspect of course development, 
teaching, or working with Teaching 
Assistants, please contact the Teaching 
Center’s Teaching Support unit at 
teaching@pitt.edu.
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Appendix 1

NEW TEACHING ASSISTANTS: GETTING TO KNOW YOU

COURSE_____________________________________

NAME ______________________________________

E-MAIL ______________________________________

1. Have you ever been a teaching assistant before? If so, what were your responsibilities?

2. Have you ever been taught how to teach, grade, or perform other instructional tasks? What was the training, and in what
capacity did you apply that training?

3. Based on what you know about the topic of this course, where would you anticipate that students may have difficulty?

4. What are your plans after graduate school?

5. What would you like to learn from being a TA? What are your goals from this experience?

6. What excites you about this field that made you want to pursue graduate studies? Do you think that this course will help
you on that path?

7. Why do you believe that this course is important? Have you taken similar courses in the past? Can you tell me some of the
key ideas that you remember?
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Appendix 2

FIRST MEETING
AGENDA

In this meeting we will address the following questions: 

What are the rationale and goals of the course?

What role will you play as a TA, and what are the tasks that you will be doing?

Why is a team approach necessary and how will we function?

When and where will meetings occur?

What will a typical meeting agenda be?

How will we communicate?

How will your work be reviewed and approved?

Who may I rely on as a substitute, should you miss a recitation due to an unforeseen circumstance?

Why is it important that everyone teaches to the same objectives upon which students will be tested?

How will our standardization and/or quality be ensured?

What avenues for support are available to TAs?

Do you expect to leave town before grades are due? If so, will you be available over e-mail?

Do you have any questions for me?

Bookmark for your reference, the TA Handbook, available online at:  

teaching.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/TA-Handbook.pdf

http://teaching.pitt.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/TA-Handbook.pdf
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Appendix 3

ENSURING QUALITY

OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Schedule weekly face-to-face team meetings with the TAs to review plans, answer questions,

and review progress. Use e-mails and texts for quick updates.

Having weekly meetings to plan and review activities enables the spontaneous problem solving that only

can occur face-to-face and is the best method for being proactive with your team. It is better to establish

regularly scheduled meetings at the beginning of  the semester, rather than trying to find a mutually

convenient time after problems arise.

2. Have TAs attend your lectures and ask them to take notes. Review the notes of  your TA(s), and,

prior to returning them, note major differences. Discuss any discrepancies with your team.

This strategy gives you a glimpse of  how students are interpreting and organizing your information. If

TAs misunderstand a concept, it is better to correct it before that misunderstanding is reinforced with

undergraduates.

HELPING TAs COMMUNICATE WITH UNDERGRADUATES

With TAs, discuss the following questions at the start of  the semester:

1. What kinds of questions should TAs address and what questions should be forwarded to the instructor?

2. Should TAs cc the instructor on all e-mail correspondence?

3. What timeframe is reasonable for responding to student requests?

4. What other guidelines should guide TA-student communication?

5. What topics of communication are appropriate in e-mail?

a. Example: Should TAs discuss grades through e-mail?
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HELPING TAs MAKE THE MOST OF OFFICE HOURS

1. In the syllabus, require undergraduates to come to office hours with specific questions, or problems

that they have attempted to work out. Having a TA review the entire lecture with a student is not a good

use of  office hours.

2. If  undergraduates have missed a lecture, require that they obtain notes from another classmate, and

come with specific questions based on those notes.

3. Decide how office hours will be handled:

a. How many hours a week should TAs make themselves available, and are the hours fixed or flexible?

b. Discuss professional conduct during office hours; e.g. always leave a door open when having a

consultation.

4. Prepare TAs for conducting office hours by presenting the following “what if ” scenarios:

a. What if  undergraduates begin complaining about the professor, how should they handle it?

b. What if  an undergraduate’s parent calls you and asks for the student’s progress?

c. What if  a student is irate about a grade on an assignment or exam and yells at the TA?

d. What should a TA do if  an undergraduate rarely attends lecture, but repeatedly wants help during

office hours?

e. What if  the TA believes that developing worksheets or other materials would help a student. Is that

within the TA’s realm of  responsibility?

f. What should a policy be for someone who misses or is late for his or her office hour appointments?
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GUIDELINES FOR HELPING TAs CREATE OR MODIFY TEACHING MATERIALS

1. With TAs, discuss the following questions prior to development:

a. What objective is the material supposed to support?

b. If  the material being developed is digital (e.g., PowerPoint or Prezi), how can best practices be followed

that enhance student learning? (e.g. avoid bulleted PowerPoints).

c. When are the materials due?

d. What kind of  review should take place with feedback before a final product is developed?

2. Recruit one or two undergraduates to read, watch, or respond to the materials for potential revision prior to

distribution.

3. Approve all materials before distribution.

4. Confirm that copyright laws are followed.

GUIDELINES FOR HELPING TAs CREATE QUIZZES OR EXAMS

1. With the TAs, identify the learning objectives to be evaluated.

2. If  the instructor develops the evaluations, have the TAs read the items for fairness and clarity.

3. If  a TA develops the quizzes or tests, direct them to the TA Handbook for instruction on developing items.

4. After TAs develop a draft of  items, the instructor should review, revise, and approve those items so that all TAs

administer the same evaluations approved for the course.

5. If  TAs select questions from a test bank, the instructor should approve the questions before the test is administered.

6. The instructor or the TAs should enlist the help of  a TA who has not developed the quiz or test and ask that  person

to take it. Record how long it takes, and ask for clarification about anything confusing.

7. Confirm that the options given in multiple choice assessments are indeed potential errors that undergraduates might

make.
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GUIDELINES FOR HELPING TAs GRADE EXAMS OR WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS

1. Distribute an answer key for all TAs to use that you have approved.

2. For written assignments, discuss the type of  feedback that should be provided. For example, how much emphasis

or points are on grammar and punctuation? How specific should the feedback be? What kind of  positive feedback

is encouraged? Is the gap between the objective and the current progress noted on the feedback?

3. If  exams include essays, develop a rubric for grading.

4. Make copies of  2-3 exam essay answers or assignments and distribute them between you and your TAs. Everyone

should grade the first exam and compare the type of  feedback and final grade. Repeat this process until you are

providing feedback that is consistent. This procedure is especially important when using rubrics.

5. Make sure that the grading scale is explicit.

6. With the TAs, discuss the following questions:

a. How much penalty should be given to late submissions?

b. If  a student argues about a grade, who is responsible for the resolution?

c. If  exams include problem sets, how are points recorded and what type of  feedback is expected?
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GUIDELINES FOR HELPING TAs LEAD LABS

1. Create standardized laboratory plans for all sections focusing on the key concepts and procedures, including

safety information.

2. Review key parts of  the pre-lab, such as helping students recall what they already know, and probing to gauge

understanding.

3. If  there is a lab syllabus, include the purpose for the lab, the objectives, weekly topics, directions for quizzes

or assignments to be collected in the lab, contact information for the TA, expectations regarding office hours,

and academic integrity and disability policies. If  there are several labs associated with a lecture, the syllabi for

each lab should be identical except for TA contact information, the date and the room where the lab occurs.

4. If  the lab is inquiry based, practice the questioning skills with your TAs in a meeting. TAs frequently confuse

the various forms of  questioning and the purpose of  the questions. Play “what if ” questions with the TAs to

practice how to respond to typical student statements.

5. Develop probing questions with TAs to help them identify common errors in thinking.

6. Each week, review the previous week’s lab to check on progress and identify potential problems.

7. Using a standardized observation form, observe each TA teaching a lab and provide feedback.
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GUIDELINES FOR HELPING TAs LEAD RECITATIONS

1. Create a recitation plan with the TAs for the weekly recitations, so that objectives, key concepts, teaching

strategies and assignments are consistent throughout all recitations.

a. Teaching strategies include developing in class activities that engage the students, for example:

i. sequencing discussion questions

ii. using informal writing activities to stimulate discussion

iii. asking students to draw connections between the materials and other information that they

have learned, or to their personal experiences

iv. presenting information that requires deductive or inductive reasoning

v. asking students to interpret, analyze or predict

vi. adopting different perspectives when referencing materials

vii. having students do boardwork for review

2. Establish a regular meeting time for preparation so that the lecture and recitations are aligned and focused on

the same objectives and key concepts. If  worksheets or other materials are used, standardize these among all

sections.

3. Review the previous week’s recitations and discuss common problems or areas where students may need

further support.

4. Brainstorm common misconceptions or mistakes in student thinking. Develop common examples or stories

that illustrate specific concepts. Develop questions with increasing complexity for discussion that targets these

concepts.

5. If  there is a recitation syllabus, include the purpose for the recitation, the objectives, weekly topics, directions

for quizzes or assignments to be collected for the recitation, contact information for the TA, expectations

regarding office hours, grading scale, and academic integrity and disability policies. If  there are several

recitations associated with a lecture, the syllabi should be identical except for TA contact information, the

date and the room where the recitation occurs.
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6. For problem solving recitations:

a. Require that the TAs work the problems out ahead of  time.

b. Teach TAs to stop during a demonstration and ask students what should come next.

c. Have TAs challenge students by either skipping a step or putting up an incorrect sequence and asking

students to identify the mistake.

d. Instruct TAs not to make the typical mistake of  talking to themselves at the chalkboard and ignoring

the class as they solve problems.

7. If  there are several TAs leading recitations, assign a leader/coordinator (usually a more experienced TA) to

review with TAs, the routine questions that arise. This person can be in charge of  coordinating materials and

details, and addressing the questions that face newer TAs.

8. For all recitations, observe your TA(s) at least once and provide feedback regarding the communication and

interaction. Use the same observation form for all of  the TAs.

GUIDELINES FOR HAVING YOUR TA WORK WITH COURSEWEB

1. If your TA is developing your CourseWeb site, check regularly to confirm that the site is meeting your

expectations. It is important that undergraduates be able to access your course materials easily.

2. If the TA will be loading copyrighted materials, check to see that copyright guidelines are being followed.

(www.library.pitt.edu/copyright-faq)

3. Be familiar with all of the capabilities of Blackboard including the ability to

a. randomize quizzes and automatically grade students,

b. conduct anonymous surveys within your class,

c. have online discussions,

d. distribute handouts and other materials,

e. check on students who are at risk for doing poorly in your course,

f. post or link to lectures or other multimedia,

g. have students keep journals or wikis.

4. Contact the LMS Support and Consulting team for help with using CourseWeb at lms@teaching.pitt.edu.
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Appendix 4

CLASSROOM OBSERVATION CHECKLIST

Instructor: __________________________Class/Date:_________________________________

BEHAVIORS RELATED TO GOOD TEACHING +Satisfactory
- Needs Improvment

L
E

SS
O

N

1 States objectives for class session

2 Captures attention by communicating relevance

3 Helps students to recall what they already know

4 Communicates a clear organizational scheme

5 Connects material to real world examples or students’ interests

6 Checks understanding through targeted questions or activities

7 Provides targeted practice opportunities and feedback

8 Defines new terms before using them

9 Provides opportunities for student to student interaction/discussion

10 Provides opportunities for student questions

11 Breaks down complex ideas into simple parts

12 Uses multimodal methods for teaching: Visual, auditory, kinesthetic activities, 
images, metaphors, cases, problem solving, writing activities, group work, etc.

13 Limits key ideas or concepts to fewer than seven

14 Provides a clear explanation of  assignments 

15 Provides a summary of  key points or ideas that includes a transition to the 
next lesson

E
N

V
IR

O
N

M
E

N
T

16 Addresses individuals by name

17 Exhibits enthusiasm about the topic

18 Demonstrates respect when responding to students

19 Manages discussions among the high/low responders

20 Makes eye contact with students in different parts of  the classroom

21 Uses statements or examples that do not assume that students share a com-
mon cultural perspective 

22 Prompts all students equally for responses to questions

D
E

L
IV

E
R

Y

23 Easily heard 

24 Enunciation is clear

25 Pacing is appropriate

26 Faces the class when speaking

27 Uses friendly gestures and facial expressions 

28 Provides explanations for visuals (as opposed to reading them)

M
E

D
IA

29 Visual information easily seen/heard

30 Audio easily heard if  used

31 Slides have minimal text

32 Diagrams, charts, and maps are labeled clearly

33 Purpose of  media explained
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What are the observed strengths of the instructor?

How could the lesson be improved?

Additional Comments:
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Appendix 5

END-OF-TERM MEETING CHECKLIST

Discuss your TA’s unique end-of-term responsibilities, such as grade submission.

Establish deadlines for grade submission and other final tasks.

Discuss expectations for TAs regarding record management after the term ends.

Discuss responsibilities of TAs to their students after the end of the term, and strategies for handling student 
contact after their appointment ends.

Provide constructive feedback on your TA’s efficacy as an instructor; time management in regard to balancing 
teaching, research, and personal life; and directions for future professional development.

Communicate to TAs if you are planning to write a letter for them to include as part of their teaching portfolio.



If	you	have	a	question	about	this	booklet	or	you	would	like	to	speak	with	the	
coordinator of the Graduate Student Teaching Initiative, please visit: 
teaching.pitt.edu/graduate-student-teaching or e-mail: tahelp@pitt.edu
or teaching@pitt.edu

If	you	would	like	to	see	a	listing	of	upcoming	Graduate Student Teaching Initiative	
workshops,	please	visit: teaching.pitt.edu/workshops

For general information about the University Center for Teaching
and Learning, please visit: teaching.pitt.edu
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