
Political Science 495:  
Teaching Political Science 

Syllabus  
Fall, 2018 

Instructor:    Mack Eason       
Email:    mack.eason@ucla.edu  
Class Time:   Wednesdays, 12:00pm-1:50pm 
Class Location:  Bunche 2150 
Office:   Bunche 4240 
Office Hours:  Thursdays from 1:00 - 3:00, location TBD 
Moodle Website:  https://moodle2.sscnet.ucla.edu/course/view/181C-POLSCI139-1 

Course Description: 
This course is a weekly graduate seminar designed to help you excel in your first year of 
teaching political science in the context of a large American research university.  In this, it is 
unique among graduate seminars in our department in its focus on the craft of teaching political 
science at the university level.  Our discussions will thus touch on such foundational questions 
as: What does it mean to teach “political science” given the disciplinary, conceptual, and 
methodological breadth of this discipline?   How does one go about beginning to teach political 
science?  And how can one teach political science well and what tools can one use to improve 
their ability to teach this subject?  Throughout the course of this quarter, you will participate in 
discussions that will help to inform your own answers to these questions.  Indeed, the purpose 
of this seminar is not to teach you how to teach, but rather to share with you a set of approaches 
and resources that you can use to become a more effective teacher and to hone your own 
teaching style.   

That said, the content of this course is designed to be practical and tailored to the unique 
experience of teaching political science as a teaching assistant at UCLA.  Given this, we will 
also focus on more specific questions including: And what does it take to be a good Teaching 
Assistant (TA) in a political science course here at UCLA?  What is the role that TAs play in 
the UCLA experience?  What responsibilities do TAs have to their their students, their 
supervising instructors, their department and the University as a whole?  And what resources 
are available to help new and returning TAs excel?  In answering these questions, this seminar 
will provide you practical and timely teaching tools and best practices and opportunities to 

https://moodle2.sscnet.ucla.edu/course/view/181C-POLSCI139-1


practice these techniques throughout the course of the quarter.  To this end, this course is 
structured around the natural course of the undergraduate quarter, addressing important tasks 
like syllabi, lesson planning, and grading at least a week before you’ll need to complete them.   

Schedule permitting, this course will also include a number of 30- or 45-minute presentations 
from guest speakers.  Each of these presentations will be incorporated into the theme of the 
session in which they are scheduled and will take place at the beginning of the seminar session.  
The discussion afterward will focus on distilling and applying the skills and insights presented 
and adapting them to our experiences as TAs. 

Course Objectives 
By the end of this course, students will: 

• have completed their first quarter teaching discussion sections in UCLA Political Science; 

• have learned about a range of teaching styles and techniques that can help them conduct 
discussion sections effectively and confidently; 

• have been exposed to a range of resources – in hard copy and online, on- and off-campus –
 that they can refer back to for further teaching ideas;  

• be aware of their responsibilities as TAs to their supervising instructor, to their students, to 
our department and to the University as a whole; 

• be aware of some of the challenging situations that can arise for TAs both in- and outside the 
classroom, how to avoid some of these situations and what resources exist on campus to help 
deal with those that do arise. 

Requirements and Grading 
PS 495 is a required course for all first-time TAs in the Political Science Department.  This 
course will be graded on a satisfactory/unsatisfactory basis only.  In order to successfully 
complete this course, you must meet the following requirements and complete the following 
assignments: 

Attendance: You are expected to attend every session of this course that takes place during the 
course of the quarter.  Attendance will be taken each week.  You are allowed one unexcused 
absence.  Students that miss more than one class session without a valid excuse will be given a 
grade of unsatisfactory and will need to retake this course in a later quarter. 

Participation: You will be expected to come to class prepared to participate in the discussion 
scheduled for that session.  The readings assigned for each course session are intended to 
support our discussion that week so you should plan to read each week’s assigned materials 
before the beginning of our class.  You will also be expected to participate in the in-class 
activities planned by the TAC.  These activities – including group discussions, curriculum 



brainstorming, role playing, etc. – are meant help you practice the ideas and skills we are 
discussing each week and will be most beneficial when everybody participates. 

Microteaching: On October 3 or October 10, you will be required to deliver a 5-minute 
lesson to your fellow students/TAs on a subject that will be covered in the course you are 
TAing.  (If you need help picking a topic, talk to me during one of our TA Camp sessions or ask 
your supervising instructor.)  The purpose of this exercise is to give you an opportunity to 
practice planning a lesson, communicating an important idea in the classroom, and answering 
questions about that idea all within a finite time constraint.  I have scheduled this exercise one 
week before you will have to conduct your first substantive discussion sections so that it can act 
as a dry run – hopefully bolstering your confidence and giving you ideas for your lessons later 
in the quarter. 

TAC Observation/Observations Workshop:  There will be no class sessions during the 
weeks of October 30th or the week of November 10th.  The students in this course must arrange 
with the TAC to have the TAC attend and observe one of their discussion sections during these 
weeks.  The TAC will video record the student while (s)he conducts their discussion section.  
Each student will be given access to this video and will be asked to choose a two-minute clip 
that will be shown to their classmates in this course.  These clips will then be compiled and 
shown in our course on November 13th as part of an Observations Workshop.  In this workshop, 
we will use these clips in order to have a discussion about what we can learn from watching 
others teach and what we can learn by using technology to observe our own teaching. 

Peer Observation: During the same two-week span in which the TAC will be conducting 
observations and gathering video footage for the Observations Workshop, the students in this 
course will be required to arrange to observe at least one discussion section led by an 
experienced TA in this department.  The TAC will compile and provide a schedule of discussion 
sections being taught by experienced TAs willing to be observed as part of this exercise.  
Students will then be expected to write up a critical review of what they observed.  This review 
should address instructor demeanor, teaching techniques, content addressed, classroom 
management or any other salient observations.  The review should then discuss at least one 
technique or insight that the student would like to incorporate into their own teaching. 

Educational Needs 
If you have any specific educational needs as a result of a non-native proficiency with English 
or a documented learning disability, please schedule an appointment with me as soon as 
possible so we can discuss how best to accommodate those needs. 



Readings and Resources  
Assigned Readings:  The assigned readings for this course will include selected passages from 
a number of articles and books on the subject of university teaching.  All assigned readings will 
be posted to this course’s Moodle page in PDF format.   

Two of the books that are prominently featured in this course are:    

• Lieberg, Carolyn. Teaching your first college class: A practical guide for new faculty and 
graduate student instructors. Stylus Publishing, LLC., 2008. 

• And Curzan, Anne, and Lisa Damour. First day to final grade: A graduate student's guide 
to teaching. University of Michigan Press, 2006. 

If you would like to purchase hard copies of either of these texts, they are available in the 
UCLA book store. 

Additional Readings: For more information on teaching in general or teaching as a TA, you 
can look to the following books among many others: 

• Hedengren, Beth Finch. A TA's Guide to Teaching Writing in All Disciplines. Macmillan, 
2004. 

• Prégent, Richard. Charting Your Course: How To Prepare To Teach More Effectively. 
Magna Publications, Inc., 2718 Dryden Drive, Madison, WI 53704, 1994. 

• McKeachie, Wilbert, and Marilla Svinicki. McKeachie's teaching tips. Cengage Learning, 
2013. 

• Davis, Barbara Gross. Tools for teaching. John Wiley & Sons, 2009. 

For more information about teaching political science in particular, you can look to the articles 
published in Teaching Political Science (available here: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/
vztp20) or in the Journal of Political Science Education (available here: http://
www.tandfonline.com/toc/upse20/current).   

UCLA Resources 
UCLA’s Office of Instructional Development page dedicated to TA resources (located here: 
http://www2.oid.ucla.edu/units/tatp/resources/) contains useful information on both logistical 
and professional topics pertinent to working as a TA.  This page hosts videos, books and 
articles on topics ranging from UCLA’s hiring procedures for TAs and the scale used to 
determine their salary to reserving equipment for your classroom to applying for TA grants and 
teaching awards.  They also offer this handy notations FAQ for TAs (located here: http://
www2.oid.ucla.edu/units/tatp/faq). 

Beyond OID, you should also be aware of a number of other departments and offices on 
campus, including:  

http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/vztp20)
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• Counseling and Psychological Services: (310) 825-0768, www.counseling.ucla.edu 

• The Office of the Ombudsman, Mediation and Dispute Resolution Resources: (310) 
825-7627, http://www.ombuds.ucla.edu 

• Title IX Office / Sexual Harassment Prevention: (310) 206-3417, https://
www.sexualharassment.ucla.edu 

• College Academic Counseling: (310) 825-3382, http://www.ugeducation.ucla.edu/
counseling/ 

The Role of the TAC (Teaching Assistant Coordinator) 
The role of the TAC is to provide guidance to TAs new to teaching at UCLA.  My job is to 
answer your questions about teaching and to offer you resources to help you succeed.  I have 
no role in employment decisions made by the department so you can feel free to contact me 
with any questions or concerns you have regarding your teaching.   

I will be available to chat on a walk-in basis during my regular office hours and by appointment 
outside that time.  The best way to contact me is by email.  I will attempt to return your emails 
as soon as possible.  If I have not responded within 24 hours, please feel free resend your email.  
I may not have seen the original or may not have addressed it yet.  Either way, I will certainly 
not be offended if you send a follow-up email.  

http://www.counseling.ucla.edu
http://www.ombuds.ucla.edu
https://www.sexualharassment.ucla.edu
https://www.sexualharassment.ucla.edu
http://www.ugeducation.ucla.edu/counseling/
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Course Schedule 

September 26 (Week 0) Pre-Quarter Workshop  

Schedule 

10:00 - 10:15  Welcome, Course Overview, and Introductions 

10:15 - 11:00  The Job: TA-ing in UCLA’s PoliSci Department 

11:00 - 11:30  Presentation by UAW 2865 Rep on Student Worker Union 

11:30 - 12:30  Lunch (and scout your classroom) 

12:30 - 2:00  Preparing for your First Day of Section 

Working and Teaching at UCLA, and in the UCLA PoliSci Dept 

Discussion questions: 

• Why do you think our department requires new TAs to take this course?   

• What are a TA’s responsibility to their students?  What are a TA’s responsibilities to the 
professor teaching a lecture course (their supervising instructor)?  Where would you look for 
that information?  

• What does your supervising instructor expect of you?  How do you know?  What role do 
discussion or lab sections play in large lecture courses? 

• What technical and logistical information do you need in order to fulfill those expectations 
and responsibilities? 

Skills: 

• Understanding the role of a UCLA TA: We will discuss the structure of large lecture courses 
at UCLA and the role that TA-led discussion sections play; the responsibilities that UCLA 
TAs take on and protections afforded to UCLA TAs. 

• Communicating with your supervising professor:  Although the University as a whole sets the 
basic parameters of the TA’s job description, it is your supervising instructor that sets the 
majority of the expectations for you as a TA in their course.  We will discuss how new TAs 
should go about contacting their supervising instructor to clarify the instructor’s expectations 
for the TA throughout the quarter.  Students will receive a handout with a sample set of 
questions that each student should go over with their supervising instructor, whether in 
person or by email. 



• Navigating logistical and technological hurdles:  Students TAing in this department for the 
first time face an often-confusing set of technological tools and logistical issues.  We will 
address some of these concerns by discussing the following technological tools and tasks: 
MyUCLA to locate your courses and send group emails to the students in one or more of your 
discussion sections; and using Moodle to set up a TA site, access rosters of your students, and 
upload documents.  We will also discuss logistical issues like finding the copy code for each 
course and when to speak to Jim Bondurant about changing the location or time of your 
discussion sections. 

Guest Presentation: 

• A 30-minute presentation by a representative of the UAW 2865.  The UAW2865 is the 
student-worker union on campus that represents TAs, Tutors, and Readers, advocating for 
student-workers' rights and negotiating on our behalf in contract negotiations with the 
University of California system.  In this presentation, we will hear about current efforts to 
improve the pay and benefits offered to TAs and other Academic Support Employees, and the 
limits and protections that our union contract places on our employment with the University. 

Afternoon Session: Preparing for your First Day of Section 

Discussion Questions:  

• How should you prepare for your first discussion section?  How should you plan out the 
content of the first session?  Do you need to go over any substantive material during your 
first section?  What can you do to start building a rapport with and among your students? 

• What strategies can you use to deal with anxiety about teaching?  

• What image of yourself do you want to present to your students? How do you strike a balance 
between authority and familiarity?  How, given your own personal style and the demands of 
the social role of the instructor, should you dress?   

Skills: 

• Delivering information:  We will discuss what information you should give to your students 
on the first day of your discussion sections.  You should all check with your instructors to ask 
if there is any information they would like you to convey.  We will also discuss how best to 
reinforce the crucial logistical points - particularly about deadlines and requirements - that 
your instructors may have mentioned in their initial lectures. 

• Setting out your materials:  We will also the reasons to write and distribute a TA section 
syllabus.  You will be given a few sample syllabi and we will discuss important information 
that should be included in such documents, including: your contact information, your office 
hours and location, the best way to contact you, sections on University policies regarding 
educational needs and academic misconduct, and any rules you would like to establish in 
your classroom. 



• Getting a lay of the land: You should visit your classrooms before your first discussion 
sections in order to get a sense of where they are, how long it will take you to get there, and 
most importantly to check to make sure that the room is in acceptable condition and any 
electronics or furniture you might need are present and functional.  We will discuss what to 
do if there are any problems with the condition or location of the rooms in which you'll be 
teaching. 

• Putting your best face forward: We will discuss strategies you can use to balance the need to 
project both authority and approachability in your classroom.  We will also discuss behavioral 
and sartorial tricks you can use to bolster your confidence.  

Assigned Readings: 

• Lieberg "Beginnings" (pp 1-8 in Teaching Your First College Class) 

• Lieberg "The First Day" (pp 27-46 in Teaching Your First College Class) 

• Lieberg "Creating a Syllabus" (pp 47-61 in Teaching Your First College Class) 

Optional Readings: 

• General advice on TAing: Webb (2005), “Twelve Easy Steps to Becoming an Effective 
Teaching Assistant,” PS: Political Science and Politics: 757-761. 

• For non-native English speakers: Berardo (2011), “Speaking with an Accent: Some 
Practical Advice for Foreign First-Time Teachers”, PS: Political Science & Politics: 421-423.  

• Svinicki, M. (2013). “The teaching assistantship: A preparation for multiple roles.” In 
McKeachie, Wilbert, and Marilla Svinicki. McKeachie's teaching tips. Cengage Learning. 

Homework for next time: 

• Schedule a meeting with your supervising instructor to go over the list of questions we 
discussed in class (or at least email the questions to them). 

• Write your discussion section syllabi and email a copy to the TAC.  Due Sunday, Sept. 24.  

• Prepare a 5-minute “Microteaching” lesson to be delivered to your fellow TAs on either 
Wednesday October 3 or Wednesday October 10.  



October 3 (Week 1): How to plan a discussion section  
Discussion Questions:   

• How do you prepare for discussion section sessions after your introductory session?  How do 
you identify what material should you cover?  And how should you present that material? 

• What teaching techniques should you use in presenting that information?  Are there 
technological tools or classroom activities you can use that will help students learn the 
concepts you are teaching them?   

Skills: 

• Identifying learning objectives: The best place to start when lesson planning is a short list the 
most important facts, ideas, or techniques that you want students to have learned by the end 
of your section.  And the best way to generate that list is by looking to your supervising 
instructor.  How many of your instructors have written up lesson plans for you?  How many 
of those lesson plans require you to present new information?  And how many of you have 
been given no direct guidance about what to cover in sections?  We will discuss techniques 
for gleaning specific learning objectives from lectures even in the absence of guidance from 
the instructor.  

• Building a safety net: Here we will discuss the virtues over-planning. Writing detailed lesson 
plans that include more material than you will can be useful for a number of reasons, not least 
of which being that it will provide you the confidence and flexibility to adapt to the interests 
and needs of different discussion sections.   

• Leaving room for discussion:  We will then discuss ways to incorporate unstructured 
discussions into your structured lesson plans.  

Activities: 

• Microteaching – During this session, the first group of students will give their 5-minute 
lessons that they have prepared on a subject that pertains to the course they are teaching.  The 
TAC and your classmates will watch your presentations and then give feedback to each 
presenter. 

Assigned Readings: 

• Lieberg “Preparation for Discussions" (Ch. 7 in Teaching Your First College Class) 

• Curzan and Damour, “Weekly Class Preparation” (Ch. 3 in First Day to Final Grade) 

• For those teaching methods classes: 

• Bos, Angela, and Monica Schneider. 2009. “Stepping Around the Brick Wall: 
Overcoming Student Obstacles in Method courses.” PS: Political Science & Politics: 
375-383 

• For those teaching theory classes: 



• Best, Judith. 1984. “Teaching Political Theory: Meaning through Metaphor.” 
Improving College and University Teaching 32 (4): 165-168 

Optional Readings: 

• The downsides of PowerPoint: Wolff, Jonathan. “PowerPoint failure” http://
www.guardian.co.uk/education/2007/mar/06/highereducation.news 

• Teaching methods classes: Buchler, Justin. 2009. “Teaching Quantitive Methodology to the 
Math Averse.” PS: Political Science & Politics: 527-530 

• Rosemary O’Leary “Advice to New Teachers: Turn It Inside Out”, PS: Political Science & 
Politics 2002: 91-92 

Homework for next time: 

• Write a lesson plan for your second discussion sections and email a copy to the TAC by 
October 2nd. 



October 10 (Week 2): Getting Students to Talk and Managing 
Classroom Climate  

Guest Presentation:  

• A 45-minute discussion with a panel of undergraduate students who have taken courses in our 
department discussing the qualities and practices they’ve most appreciated when attending 
courses with TA sections.  The rest of the seminar will focus on distilling their insights. 

Discussion Questions:  

• What do you do when students don’t talk?  How do you respond if it becomes clear that 
students have not completed the reading?  What do you do if one or more students are talking 
too much?  How do you handle a student that is dominating the conversation?  How can you 
encourage students’ interest in the course while still maintaining structure and – if necessary 
– imposing discipline in your classroom? 

• What can you do to include students who are unwilling or unable to contribute in the same 
way as other students, whether it be because they do not speak English as their native 
language, because they have a physical or learning disability that impacts their processing or 
speech, or simply because they are less inclined to speak up?    

Skills: 

• Priming the pump:  Students are often reluctant to talk in class.  We will discuss strategies 
that you can use to make students more comfortable speaking up, including: sending out 
discussion questions or posting them on a Moodle message board and assigning students to 
post their answers to the message board or bring them to class; handing out discussion 
questions at the beginning or writing them on the board at start of class and giving students 
time in class to generate and discuss answers; and setting a conversational mood by chatting 
with students as they enter the classroom before the start of class. 

• Orchestrating the discussion or delegating authority:  If the issue is either that the 
conversation is being dominated by a small group of students or is going off topic, a TA needs 
to step in and correct.  But how?  We will learn how to address situations where the 
conversation is being dominated by one or more students by either eliciting answers from 
students who have yet to talk or by enlisting the help of any “over-eager” students in leading 
the discussion. 

• Facilitating communication:  Many political science courses address issues that are 
contentious and that elicit contentious responses.  We will discuss ways that TAs can manage 
heated discussions during class while by mediating between opposing views, asking probing 
questions of each side, encouraging students to restate or translate the views of students they 
disagree with, and posing hypotheticals or reframes that help bring out the strengths and 
weaknesses of each side.  These techniques will by no means always lead to reconciliation or 
agreement but, by helping each side hone their argument and understand their reasoning, they 
will encourage understanding and avoid miscommunication.  



• Managing time: Discussion sections are limited to 50 minutes.  We will discuss ways to 
manage this time so that you address all the administrative tasks, substantive discussion and 
reminders about upcoming deadlines you need to fit into each section. 

Activities: 

• Microteaching – During this session, the second group of students will give their 5-minute 
lessons that they have prepared on a subject that pertains to the course they are teaching.  The 
TAC and your classmates will watch your presentations and then give feedback to each 
presenter. 

Assigned Readings: 

• Lieberg - “Facilitating Discussions" (Ch. 8 in Teaching Your First College Class)  

• Lieberg - “Group Work and Presentations” (Ch. 11 in Teaching Your First College Class) 

Optional Readings:  

• Curzan and Damour, “Problem Sets and Laboratories” (Ch. 5 in First Day to Final Grade) 



October 17 (Week 3): Teaching Study Skills & Academic Methods  

Guest Presentation: 

• A 45-minute discussion with a panel of experienced TAs from across the sub-fields 
discussing tips, tricks and best practices they’ve gleaned from their time as TAs.  The rest of 
the seminar will focus on distilling their insights. 

Discussion Questions:   

• How can you help students learn skills that will be necessary to their academic success?  
What if those skills are not the subject of your course?  How can you build instruction in 
these methods into your lesson plans without losing your focus on the substantive content of 
your course?   

• What resources exist on campus to help students learn these necessary, if often overlooked, 
academic skills? 

Skills 

• Teaching students the methods that are central to your subfield:  Contemporary approaches to 
political science employ a bewildering array of methods.  Comparative and American politics 
currently emphasize statistical or formal methods.  These methods are also employed by 
scholars in IR and REP.  While currently out of fashion in some circles, all these sub-fields –
 to one degree or another – also include work that employs more qualitative approaches to the 
study of politics.  And political theory, ever the outsider, relies on its own idiosyncratic mix 
of approaches to tasks like textual interpretation, historical analysis, and moral philosophy.  
This methodological diversity brings with it a similarly diverse set of pedagogical tools that 
can help you teach your students.  We will explore them in this session. 

• Teaching students about bedrock academic skills: University instructors often complain that 
“students these days don’t know how to write.”  Other common complaints include that these 
same students don’t know how to read difficult texts or conduct academic research.  We will 
discuss techniques that TAs can use to incorporate reading, writing, and outside research into 
their discussion sections.  We will also learn about resources on UCLA’s campus available to 
students who need help in any of these essential academic tasks. 

Assigned Readings: 

• Israel Weismal-Manor & Daniel Sherman “Get it in Writing: Using Politics to Teach Writing 
and Writing to Teach Politics”, PS: Political Science & Politics (2003): 755-757. 

• Lisa Baglione. “Doing good and doing well: Teaching Research Paper Writing by Unpacking 
the Paper”, PS Political Science & Politics 2008: 595-602. 

• Staudinger, Alison. "Reading Deeply for Disciplinary Awareness and Political Judgment." 
Teaching & Learning Inquiry 5, no. 1 (2017): n1. 



• Schulten, Katherine and Amanda Brown, “Evaluating Sources in a ‘Post-Truth’ World: Ideas 
for Teaching and Learning About Fake News.”  Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/
2017/01/19/learning/lesson-plans/evaluating-sources-in-a-post-truth-world-ideas-for-
teaching-and-learning-about-fake-news.html 

Optional Readings:  

• Yale Center for Teaching and Writing.  “Teaching Students to Write Good Papers.” Available 
at: http://ctl.yale.edu/teaching/ideas-teaching/teaching-students-write-good-papers. 

• US National Archives.  “Finding Primary Sources for Teachers and Students.” Available at: 
https://www.archives.gov/education/research/primary-sources.  

• UCLA Library.  “Political Science Research Guide” Available at: http://
guides.library.ucla.edu/polisci-guides. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/19/learning/lesson-plans/evaluating-sources-in-a-post-truth-world-ideas-for-teaching-and-learning-about-fake-news.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/19/learning/lesson-plans/evaluating-sources-in-a-post-truth-world-ideas-for-teaching-and-learning-about-fake-news.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/19/learning/lesson-plans/evaluating-sources-in-a-post-truth-world-ideas-for-teaching-and-learning-about-fake-news.html
http://ctl.yale.edu/teaching/ideas-teaching/teaching-students-write-good-papers
https://www.archives.gov/education/research/primary-sources
http://guides.library.ucla.edu/polisci-guides
http://guides.library.ucla.edu/polisci-guides


October 24 (Week 4): Maintaining a Safe Space, both In- and Outside 
the Classroom  

Guest Presentation:  

• A 60-minute training and Q&A by a representative of UCLA’s Sexual Harassment Prevention 
and Title IX office explaining UCLA’s rules and guidelines regarding sexual harassment and 
discrimination based on protected characteristics including gender, race, sexual orientation 
and religion.  The rest of the seminar will focus on distilling these insights into some best 
practices for protecting your safety and the safety of your students.  [students will now go 
receive these trainings in sessions organized by the Title IX office directly.  See list of 
dates and times on last page] 

Discussion Questions:   

• How can you foster a classroom that supports students who bring a range of different 
experiences, backgrounds and perspectives to the classroom?  What if the conversation goes 
off topic or gets heated?  When does a heated discussion turn the corner into inappropriate 
speech or abuse?  How should you react to students who are being intentionally provocative 
or hurtful? 

• How can you create a similarly safe space in your interactions with students outside the 
classroom, whether online or in person?  How do you set clear standards for behavior on 
message boards and over email?  How do you tell the difference between appropriate and 
inappropriate contact with students? 

Skills: 

• Set clear guidelines for acceptable discourse:  Here we will build on our discussions from our 
second meeting, discussing how one goes about establishing the tone and the limits on 
acceptable discourse in your classroom.  We will discuss benefits and costs of adopting a 
more laissez faire approach to conversational standards versus a more directed and cabined 
approach.  We will also discuss the provisions of UCLA’s Student Code of Conduct that 
pertain to abusive or hate speech. 

• Dealing with violations of these guidelines:  We will learn about techniques you can use to 
defuse a disagreement that has gone beyond the point of acceptable discourse.  We will also 
discuss situations in which you may (or ought to) report the situation to your supervising 
instructor or another official on campus.  Such situations include those in which: a student 
demands an exception to the policy in the course syllabus; a student gets aggressive, whether 
physically or verbally; a student takes advantage of you; or if a student makes a credible 
threat against themselves, you, or another student. 

• Maintaining boundaries in interactions outside of class:  We will discuss where and when to 
meet with students outside of class, balancing your commitment to helping your students 
succeed with the need to avoiding private or inappropriate contact with students.   

https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=laissez+faire&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjTw_yuocHTAhVmilQKHXDNCWwQvwUIIigA


Assigned Readings: 

• [To be added later] 

• Pages 31-32 of The TA Handbook 

• “TA-Student Relationships.”  Statement by the Columbia University Graduate School of 
Arts and Sciences Teaching Center.    

Optional Readings:  

• [To be added later] 

Assignments:  

• Schedule TAC Observations:  You will work with the TAC to schedule a time for the TAC to 
visit one of your discussion sections during the week of October 30 or November 6.  You are 
expected to have confirmed which section the TAC will observe before October 30. 

• Schedule Peer Observations:  You are expected to contact one or more of the experienced 
TAs listed on the schedule of discussion sections provided by the TAC and arrange to attend 
one or more of their discussion sections.  You are expected to inform the TAC as to which 
discussion section you will be observing before October 30.  Your critical review detailing 
your observations and insights will be due on November 13th. 



October 31 (Week 5): Grading, Fairness and How to Respond to 
Grading Complaints  

Discussion Questions:   

• Many of your courses will have midterm exams or assignments due during this week.  How 
should you start the process of grading them?  What standards should you use?  If you are 
giving partial credit for partially-correct answers, how will you be sure to be consistent 
among the myriad ways that students’ answers can be “slightly wrong”?   

• How can you be sure your grading is fair across seemingly countless pages of student 
answers?  How can you be sure to apply the same standards at the start of the grading process 
as you do after hours or days of grading?   

• After this process is completed and you have handed the exams or assignments back to your 
students, how should you respond when students complain about the grades they’ve received 
or ask you to reconsider? 

Skills: 

• Setting up your gradebook:  We will discuss a series of different tools with which TAs can 
keep track of student grades, including Moodle’s grade book feature, a simple Excel 
spreadsheet and even hard copy notebooks.  You should defer to your instructor if they have a 
preferred medium, but in case you are given a choice we will learn the pros and cons of each 
of these tools. 

• Reiterating and clarifying the exam or assignment instructions:  You may or may not have a 
hand in writing the exam or assignments that your students will be asked to complete.  If you 
ask your instructor in advance, though, you will likely be able to glean information about the 
rough format of the exam or paper assignment.  We will discuss ways to communicate this 
format, and rough grading standards to your students well in advance of the assignment or 
exam. 

• Staying fair by using a rubric:  Some instructors will provide TAs with an answer key.  These 
can be more or less detailed but most include the instructor’s idea of an ideal answer.  We will 
discuss ways of building on such a key (or writing one yourself if your instructor does not 
provide one), including: sorting exam answers or papers into rough groups (e.g. “good, 
mediocre, and bad”) based on an initial read-through; generating a list of variations to which 
you’ve given partial credit and why; and when and how much of such a rubric to share with 
your students when returning papers.   

• Managing your time:  Grading takes forever and you could devote almost infinite amounts of 
time and concern to fair and comprehensive grading.  We will discuss techniques you can use 
to grade quickly while also grading thoroughly and fairly. 



• Your duties to protect student privacy:  We will discuss the regulations imposed by UCLA 
and various government agencies that protect students’ privacy and how you can avoid 
violating them. 

• Dealing with cheating:  In your teaching career, you will likely encounter at least one student 
who tries to cheat.  We will discuss how to deal with these violations of academic integrity. 

Assigned Readings: 

• Ch. 13, “Grading”, in Lieberg, Carolyn. Teaching your first college class: A practical guide 
for new faculty and graduate student instructors. Stylus Publishing, LLC., 2008. 

• US Department of Education summary of the provisions of the Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (FERPA) pertaining to students’ privacy rights regarding their grades and 
academic progress.  Available here https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/
index.html. 

• UCLA Office of the Dean of Students. “Student Guide to Academic Integrity”, available at 
https://www.deanofstudents.ucla.edu/portals/16/documents/studentguide.pdf. 

Optional Readings:  

• “Grading Student Work,” Teaching Guide for Graduate Students Instructors. University of 
California, Berkley, pages 1-9. 

• “Grading Rubric: Introduction,” Teaching Guide for Graduate Students Instructors. 
University of California, Berkley, pages 10-24. 

Assignments:  

• If you have not already met with your supervising instructor regarding grading, schedule an 
appointment to do so.  Specifically address any guidance your instructor has on the grading 
criteria and practices to be observed in your class.   

• Draft a grading rubric that you can use to grade the course paper/exam answers that you will 
be grading in your course and email the rubric to the TAC. 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/index.html


November 7 (Week 6): Observations I 

We will have no seminar meeting this week.  The TAC will be observing and recording 
discussion sections led by members of our class.  You will be attending one or more discussion 
sections led by experienced TAs. 

November 14 (Week 7): Observations II 

We will have no seminar meeting this week.  The TAC will be observing and recording 
discussion sections led by members of our class.  You will be attending one or more discussion 
sections led by experienced TAs. 

Assignment:  After the TAC gives you access to the recording of you leading your discussion 
section, choose a two-minute section of that recording that you would like to show to your 
classmates as part of the Observations Workshop and send the TAC an email that includes the 
relevant timecodes.  

November 21 (Week 8): NO CLASS (Thanksgiving) 

There will be no seminar meeting this week in observance of the Thanksgiving holiday and in 
order to facilitate holiday travel.  Have a wonderful break. 

November 28 (Week 9): Observations Workshop  

During this seminar we will view the two-minute clips selected by each TA, provide immediate 
group feedback for each TA, and then have a more general discussion about what we can learn 
from watching others teach and what we can learn by using technology to observe our own 
teaching. 

December 5 (Week 10): How to Conclude Your Sections 

Guest Presentation:  

• A 40-minute presentation by a representative from UCLA’s Counseling and Psychological 
Services (CAPS) on how to proactively identify signs a student is suffering from anxiety, 
depression or other mental illnesses, how to respond to specific types of distressing behaviors 
in ways that minimize classroom, and how to refer students to mental health resources here 
on campus. 

Discussion Questions:   

• How do you wrap up your discussion sections?  What teaching tools can you use to help 
students review the material presented during this quarter?  How can you help your students 
learn from their performance on midterm assignments or exams and apply those lessons to 
their final assignments or exams?  How can you encourage students to submit course 
evaluations?  Why are these evaluations important and how can you use them to get useful 
feedback on your teaching? 



Skills: 

• Concluding and reviewing:  After ten weeks, you’ll soon be saying goodbye to your first set 
of students.  We will discuss ways to wrap up your discussion sections that will reinforce the 
overall lessons of the course and provide both you and your students with a sense of what 
you’ve accomplished.  We will also discuss a few ways to make reviewing course material a 
bit more fun for students dreading their impending exams. 

• Helping students prepare for final exams:  We will learn about different ways that you and/or 
your students can generate study materials that they can use to prepare for their final exams.  
This will include: study guides written by the instructor or TA, guides written by individual 
students and shared within or across sections, or – my new favorite technique – study 
materials generated by all the students in your sections using collaborative tools like Google 
Docs. 

• Making the best of UCLA evaluations:  We will discuss the role of student evaluations in 
your later career success and techniques you can use to encourage students to submit 
evaluations online. 

• Generating your own additional evaluations:  We will also discuss tools – such as Google 
Forms and SurveyMonkey – that you can use to ask your students different questions than 
those asked in UCLA’s standard evaluations.  In this, we will discuss ways to incorporate 
feedback from these evaluations and ways to make it easy for students to submit meaningful 
and useful responses. 

Assigned Readings: 

• [To be added later] 

End of Quarter Debrief 

This seminar meeting will be an open-ended conversation about how your first quarter of 
teaching went, what we learned, and what we still have yet to master.  This will be a relaxed 
and celebratory discussion. 


