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Abstract

Teaching Assistants (TAs) are students who have done a course and are then employed by
the university to return and aid the professor with the course. TAs are still students while
aiding in the classroom. Their role both as students and teachers influences their education.
To understand this influence, the TA's perception of the effect on their education is assessed.
Based on this assessment, best- and worst-case scenarios are created. These scenarios
form a basis for advice to increase the positive effects on a TA's education.

Literature research was carried out to find what effects were already known. An
increase in knowledge and skills related to teaching and soft skills as common positive
effects were found. Common negative effects were an increase in stress and issues related
to balancing TA work with student tasks. Fieldwork was done by visiting a symposium on TA
education in the Netherlands. Additionally, a TA training was followed to gain an
understanding of the skills TAs learn in their training.

Based on the literature review, a pilot study with structured interviews was carried out
with six TAs. The interviews were coded for positive and negative effects. These effects were
then divided into different subcategories as described by the TA. The most common positive
effects were an increase in knowledge, satisfaction with being a TA, and the new perspective
gained by being a TA. The other positive effects fall in the categories of skill increase, social
value and outside value. The most common negative effects were issues related to
balancing responsibilities and conflict. Less common negative effects were students not
respecting boundaries, bad preparation, redundancy and impatience as a result of working
with students.

In a best-case scenario, the TAs have no issue with balancing their work and can
solve all conflicts easily. In a worst-case scenario, TAs suffer mentally from the workload and
don’t increase their skills or knowledge. Offering additional training to TAs to help develop
time-balancing skills could decrease the negative effect of balancing issues. Acknowledging
the role of TAs on a national scale could offer the TAs more outside opportunities.
Researching a way to increase the social value of being a TA could increase the positive

effect that having a good community has on a TA and the satisfaction experienced by TAs.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Many universities in the Netherlands make use of Teaching Assistants (TAs) [1]. The
University of Twente (UT) is no different and employs numerous TAs. A Teaching Assistant,
in its most simple form, is a student employed by the university to help a lecturer with a
course. Nearly always a TA has taken the course previously ensuring an understanding of
the course material and the course layout. Apart from the role of helping a lecturer, the exact
tasks of TAs can differ greatly from course to course. There are common forms TA mentoring
takes, with the most common one that of Cross-year small-group tutoring [2]. In this form of
teaching, a higher-year TA instructs students currently taking the course, commonly during
tutorials.

Because of their roles, TAs have a unique role in education by being both a student
and being part of the teaching context. A well-known model related to education is the Biggs
3P model [3] as seen in Figure 1. The model emphasises how all parts of education affect
each other. The teaching context influences how a student completes tasks, for example, by
how a task is explained to a student. A student affects how a teacher gives instructions
based on how the teacher perceives them. So, a teacher influences a student’s process and
product, and so does the student for the teacher. Therefore, it can be expected that when

TAs work in the teaching context this will affect their student process and product, and vice

versa.
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Figure 1 3P model.

A TA's part in the teaching context has been fairly researched [4], but their part as a
student has been less focused upon [4]. The effects are not entirely unknown, for example,
research has been done on the intended learning outcomes of TA programs [5]. These
studies have formed an understanding of the skills and emotional value gained by being a
TA. However in the literature, while time-management skills were discussed [6], there is not

a large focus on the effect on a TA's education in regards to their own study. For example,



how TA tasks might take away study time, or if grades improve or decline from being a TA.
By gaining these insights a clearer view of the effect on a students’ education, when they
become a TA, can be gained. Including the insight related to the skills and satisfaction
gained by being a TA will create an even higher understanding.

When the effects on a TA's education are understood better, multiple scenarios for
the effects could be imagined. When knowing what scenario is desired, advice could be
formed to try and reach the desired scenario. Forming an understanding of the effects on a
TA's education and utilising it to form advice is the goal of this paper. The goal has given

form to the following research questions (RQ):

R1: How is a student’s education perceived to be affected by being a TA?

R2: What are best- and worst-case scenarios for how a TA's education is affected?
R3: What can be done to help improve the positive effects on a TA’s education?

To answer these questions the perception of a TA on their education will be collected through
interviews. Fieldwork will be done to gain more insight. Researching the perspective of the
TAis a relatively new focus in the literature and the timespan of the project is relatively short;
for this reason, the research will take the form of a pilot study. Based on the 3P model [3] an
effect on a student’s education can be expected to be found. As being a TA takes time, an
effect exclusively about time will likely be encountered as well. A common known effect of
teaching course material is an increased understanding of the subject matter [7], this effect
can also be expected to be found.

In a best-case scenario, a TA would not suffer negative effects from being a TA.
They would learn many useful skills from being a TA and gain a large amount of satisfaction
from it. In a worst-case scenario, they would suffer purely negative effects. The workload
would be unbearable and lead to stress and mental harm. Finding solutions to negate the
negative effects and to promote the positive effects on a TA's education is the groundwork
for the advice.

In Chapter 2 a literature review is carried out regarding the available literature
relating to TAs. The review focuses on the effects experienced by TAs and discusses the
effects on teachers as well. Chapter 3 defines a case study research design as the one used
in this research. The data collection process of fieldwork and holding interviews is described
in Chapter 4. The results of this data collection are examined in Chapter 5. The answers to
the interviews are analysed and the fieldwork is discussed. Based on the results the found

effects are described and used to create scenarios and form advice in Chapter 6.



Chapter 2 Literature Research

In this chapter, a literature review on the effects on TAs is written down. After a short

discussion is written regarding the goal of education.

Literature review
Introduction

In 2013 the UT started with the use of the Twents Onderwijs Model (TOM). One of the
building blocks of this education method is its variety of teaching methods [8]. To facilitate
this as well as many other tasks present at a university, the UT makes use of Teaching
Assistants (TAs). Teaching Assistants can be both undergraduate and graduate students
who help with education in whichever way a lecturer sees fit. Having a TA present can be a
great boon to the students following a course as there are more people present to help. A
growing body of literature is focused on this effect [4]. Nevertheless, students are not the
only people present in a classroom and therefore not the only ones affected by the presence
of TAs. The teachers who have to organize all the TAs and ensure that they add to education
are affected by their presence [9]. The TAs themselves are also affected. The effects on TAs
are less researched [4] compared to the effects on the students, even though it is important.
Having an understanding of these effects can serve as the building blocks for the
graduation project related to this literature review. This project will investigate the effects of
being a TA at the University of Twente. To research this, qualitative research will take place.
Which areas will be researched will be partially based on the results of this review. The
results achieved can ensure that TAs get the best chance to develop on a personal level,
something the UT strives to do for all its students and employees [10]. To form the
understanding, first, the effects on the TAs are examined, where the positive effects are
examined before the negative ones. Then, the effects on the teachers are looked at in the
same order as for the TAs. The teachers are not the focus of the study, but their situation
could offer insights on the TA’s situation. At last, conclusions are drawn on how TAs are

affected.

Effects on TAs
There are many positive effects of being a TA found in the literature. To facilitate an easier
discussion of them they are divided into three categories.

The first category is the effects directly impacting a TA’s education. In this
category, there are three effects. The most discussed effect is that of a better understanding
of the subject matter [5], [6], [7], [11], [12]. Reynolds et al. mention the Latin proverb “by
learning you will teach, and by teaching you will understand” meaning when a TA teaches a

course to other students they will understand the course literature better themselves [7]. The



TAs interviewed by Murray support this proverb as their teaching abilities helped them to get
a better grasp of the course [5]. The TAs in Rompolski et al. discuss that the understanding
of the material was motivated by their role as authority [12]. The TAs interviewed by
Fingerson et al. do not mention that the teaching helped them, however, one TA does
mention that because the course was differently structured she grasped some subjects
better [11]. Felege et al. also do not report that teaching is what helps, simply that an
increase happens [6].

Interestingly only Sellnow discusses the second positive effect of a TA also learning
the subject matter better because there is a mentor figure present to help [13].

The third effect influencing a TA’'s education is that they get an increased agency in
their learning [5], [6], [7], [14]. As Reynolds et al. mention, TAs get higher control over their
learning when they discuss learning and its many facets. Part of this higher agency is that
the TAs create better study habits as they feel they need to “lead by example” [7] so they try
to be “more focused and participative student[s]’ [7]. Felege et al. and Murray also support
that TAs feel that they should be an example for the students [6], [5]. Breland et al. in
contrast assigned an increase in a TAs motivation and interest in their courses to the writing
of weekly reflection reports [14].

The second category of effects is the effects related to a TA’s teaching skills.
Naturally, when a TA enters a teaching role, they will develop skills related to that. There are
four effects related to teaching. Here the most frequently encountered effect is that of a TA
developing a better understanding of being a teacher [4], [5], [7], [11], [12], [15]. As Murray et
al. write TAs “understand the professor’s job more” and “understand the process of the
course better” [5]. Flinko simply explains they got a glimpse of the job of a teacher [4].
Rompolski supports this and also mentions finding it exciting that the TAs had become more
curious about finding out how to become professors themselves [12]. Reynolds reports that
TAs found teaching to be more multifaceted than they were expecting [7]. Fingerson et al
agree with the heightened understanding but add that also the negative sides were
encountered by the TAs as students were less motivated than expected [11].

The second effect is that of better leadership skills something found by both Murray
and Reynolds et al. [5], [7]. For example, in leading the conversation during group
discussions.

The third effect related to this is that of an increase in self-confidence which can take
the form of “helping to overcome shyness” as found by Murray [7] and feeling “comfortable in
front of the class” [7] reported by Reynolds et al. However, Murray finds that confidence-
building skills are less prevalent than other positive effects [5]. One effect he does find more

strongly and



The fourth effect related to teaching is that of an increase in communication and
public presentation skills [5]. This is supported by Reynolds et al. who also write about this
increase [7].

The third category of effects has less of a theme and is more a collection of
general positive effects related to personal development. There are five of general
positive effects found.

The first positive effect is the satisfaction that the TAs experience from teaching and
seeing their students understand the literature [6], [7], [12]. Reynold simply reports the
overwhelming satisfaction TAs experience [7]. The TA of Rompoilski felt incredibly proud for
being able to help [12], similar to this the TAs of Felege et al. described how they felt
satisfied if a student had a sudden understanding because of their help [6]. The TAs also
increase sKkills not directly related to either being only a student or a teacher. The increase in
these skills are the second third and fourth positive effects. These are an increase in writing
skills [4], [5], critical thinking and balancing/time managing skills [4], [5], [6]. Flinko et al. for
this increase refers to the State University of New York faculty senate “guide for Teaching
Assistantships” and also discusses Flinko’s own increase in skill [4]. Murray with writing skills
means both writing papers as public communication skills for time managing skills they put
planning lessons as a part of teaching skills [5]. Felege et al. identified that balancing skills
were improved as TAs balanced their tasks with other responsibilities [6]. These are skills
which can help a TA in general in life. The last positive effect is the only one which is not an
increase in skill, and it is the improved relationship with faculty that a TA develops. As a TA
works with their mentor/professor they develop a higher feeling of community as found by
Reynolds et al. and Felege et al [6], [7]. Most positive effects related to becoming a TA are
increases in skills. These skills are both related to being a student and to being a teacher
and some are related to both or neither.

Only five negative effects were found which are therefore not divided into sub-
categories. The first two negative effects are related they are the anxiety TAs feel for
grading their peers and how they feel stressed because they are leading their friends as
discussed by Felege et al. [7]. They use quotes by Julie Owen [16] to clarify how TAs can
experience anxiety when they have to grade (near)-peers whom they might even have a
close relationship with. Felege et al. continue to quote Owens to explain that this close
relationship can also lead to the TA feeling like more of a peer and therefore not seen as
important and seen as less valid than the teacher [7] [11] [16]. This is something Fingerson
et al. also reported from the student perspective [11]. The fourth negative effect of being a TA
is the workload of being a TA. In the positive effects it was discussed that TAs improve their
time management skills, regardless of this being a TA still takes a large amount of time [9],

[17]. McDonald et al. reported that a least, when a TAis in charge of communication, they
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can become overworked [9]. Marbouti et al. discuss that the workload of students is already
high and that TA training adds even more work [17]. Gller et al. add to this by explaining that
a TA might also get a ‘sticky task’ which is a task that is repeatedly assigned to a singular TA
as it is particularly bothersome and no one else wants to do it [18]. In short, there are many
more positive than negative effects. However, the negative effects are more related to the

emotional side of being a TA and to the time a TA has available to them.

Effects on teachers

Just as with the TAs, the teachers experience positive and negative effects. There are seven
positive effects for teachers. The first is the simple benefit of their being someone to help
with tasks such as taking attendance and grading [11], [13]. Fingerson et al. found that with
the help of Tas, the teachers had more time for other tasks [11], Sellnow simply mentions the
help TAs offer [13]. The second, third and fourth effects, as found by Fingerson et al. are all
effects directly related to the teacher themselves. The presence of a TA means there is a
peer who can give feedback on the lessons immediately which means a teacher can learn
from a TA and can learn to be more open to feedback. The presence of a TA also asks a
teacher to mentor them which helps them to increase their mentoring skills [11]. The fifth,
sixth and seventh effects are related to both the teacher and the students. As mentioned
previously a TA is a close peer to the students, and while this has negative effects it can also
be a positive thing. As Reynolds et al. mention, a TA can connect faculty and students as
they are more like a peer to the students [7] and can help motivate students to do well and or
be a TA themselves [7]. Fingerson et al. mention that students might find that TA more
approachable [11]. These positive effects on the students will help them in the lessons which
will make the teachers lessons more effective.

There is truly one negative effect of TAs on teachers which is the workload/time
spent. Most of this negative effect on teachers were found in papers related to finding
solutions to this negative effect. This contrasts with the effects on the TAs themselves which
had more studies focused only on the effects, and possibly offering advice. The main
negative effect of TAs on teachers is that managing them takes a large amount of time
which a teacher might not have [9], [18], [19]. There are a lot of constraints to assigning
tasks and Lim et al. describe it as the “most difficult duty of a department chair’ [19]. It can
be difficult to gauge a TA’s individual skill set as seen by McDonald et al. [9]. Lim et al. found
that if a TA does not know the material well enough it will take even more time for them to be
able to teach and this will take time from the teacher[19]. Gliler et al. also discuss the issue
of ensuring that the TAs are satisfied with the result [18]. One specific time-consuming part
of working with TAs which is mentioned are the weekly meetings needed to keep up to date
with the TAs which both McDonald and Henderson had [9], [15]. Teachers experience both
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positive and negative effects. The positive effects are more related to the skills of a teacher
and the work a TA does. The negative effects are more related to the work as a result of

having a TA.

In the literature, many effects were found to affect TAs. For the TAs the positive
effects are mostly related to skill increases. These skills are related both to being a student
and to being a teacher. The negative effects for TAs are mostly about the amount of time
spent. When researching the unique role of TAs, these effects need to be considered.
However, not all research bases their finding on the experience of the TAs themselves, so
there must be a possibility of the TA discussing effects which are not found in the literature.
Basing the research on the perspective of TAs naturally means that the view is biased, and
the effects will be the ones a TA perceives and might not be the ones found in the literature.
Because of this fact, the main research question focuses on the perceived effect of being a
TA.

The goal of education
The main research question asks how a TA's education is affected. To accurately answer this

question, one must decide what education is, otherwise knowing if it is affected will be hard
to know. The definition of education is: “the process of teaching or learning, especially in a
school or college, or the knowledge that you get from this.” [20]. According to this definition,
being a TA would fall under education as would the skills acquired by being a TA. However,
as Osberg and Biesta point out: “In contemporary discourse, ‘education’is generally
understood to name a particular kind of functional event: one that demands structured
teaching and learning of the ‘right’ things (and not the wrong things) to achieve pre-
determined, normative ends.” [21]. They continue saying this is achieved with the use of a
curriculum which are the specific educational events used to achieve the normative ends.
With this understanding of education, only the grades of a TA and their understanding of a
subject would qualify as their education. It could be argued that if the learning goal of a
program is that a student has didactic skills then being a TA should be considered as a part
of reaching the normative ends. Being a TA would, however, still not be part of the
curriculum. In short with this definition, only grades, as a measurement of having reached a
normative end, would be assumed as a part of education that can be affected.

Biesta himself offers another way to regard the goal of education [22]. He identifies
three domains of educational purpose which can be found in Figure 2. As described in the
figure, Qualification is the acquisitions of knowledge; Socialisation is about being part of
society; and Subjectification is about going from an object to the subject of their own

responsibility and initiative [22]. With this broader definition of the goals of education,
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multiple areas of being a TA would fit into the domains. The skills gained by being TAs are
part of a student’s education and would fall into the category of Qualification. The change in
attitude towards their learning process that was found in the literature [7] would fall into the
category of Subjectification. The increased feel of community as a result of a better relation
with their teachers [6], [7] would be part of Socialisation. Being a TA could help fulfil all three
domains of educational purpose. Because of this not only grades will be discussed when a

TA’s education is mentioned.

Gaining knowledge, skills,
dispositions etc. needed to
go on and do something.

Becoming part of society
(existing ways of doing and
being)- culture and tradition.

Qualification Socialisation

Subjectification

Becoming more autonomous and
independent in thinking and acting... the
opposite of socialisation?

Figure 2 The three domains of educational purpose [23]
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Chapter 3 Methods

This chapter will discuss the Methodology used for this research. It will first give a general
outline of the method used. After specific parts are elaborated on, it is described how this
research completed the steps of the method. At last, techniques used to help with the
methodology are explained. The method that this chapter is based on is the method
described by Robert K. Yin in his book “Case Study Research and Application” [24].

Case study research

Doing Case Study Res:arch: 7 N
A Linear but Iterative Process \

Figure 3 Case study method diagram [24].

In Figure 3, the central steps of the case study research method can be found. The first step

is to plan. In this step, it is decided whether doing case study research is a good way to

answer the research questions. The second step is to identify the case to research. The third

step is focused on preparing the case study protocol. The fourth step is about the collection

of the data which is analysed in the fifth step. In the final step, the results are processed in
such a way to communicate them well to the target audience. A further explanation of each

step is provided below.
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Plan
To decide to use case study research, the examined situation should meet 3 conditions. The

first is that the research question should be in the form starting with ‘how?’ or ‘why?’. The
second condition is, that there should not be a need to control the behavioural events. The
third condition is that it should focus on contemporary events. After ensuring the research

meets all these conditions the next step can be taken.

Design

In this step, the case to focus on is decided. Part of this is, deciding how many and what
type of case will be researched. Four different designs are shown in Figure 4. It is possible to
focus on a single-case or a multiple-case design. The case can be either holistic or
embedded. The case must not be too broad as that would make the research near
impossible to complete. The case chosen is based on the questions that need to be
answered. A case can be many things such as a person, a firm or a situation. After
identifying a case, boundaries must be identified. For a group case for example, it must be

decided who is part of the group.

TYPE1 single-case designs multiple-case designs TYPE3
CONTEXT CONTEXT CONTEXT
Case Case Case
holistic @& = S|l apg
(single unit
of analysis) : CONTEXT CONTEXT
Case Case
CONTEXT . CONTEXT
CONTEXT Case Case
-------------------------------- Embedded Unit of - Embedded Unit of
Case Analysis 1 Analysis |
] (mdedded Unt of {mdedded Uant of
embedded | | Embedded Unit of s S
(multiple | Analysis 1 ,
units of ; ' CONTEXT ~ CONTEXT
analysis) ' : Case ; Case
Embedded Unit of 1 s | | B et
Analysis 2 : :
) (mbedéed Und of | Embedded Unitof |

Figure 4 Different case study designs [24]
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Prepare

This step of the progress tasks the researcher with writing down the protocol for the

research. The outline for such a protocol can be found in Appendix 2. As seen the protocol is

divided into four groups with their focus. To prepare for the research the entire protocol is

filled out. This is particularly important if multiple cases are observed.

Collect

Section A. Overview of the Case Study

2
3

Mission and goals reflecting the interests of the case study’s sponsor (if any) and audience
Case study questions, hypotheses, and propositions
Theoretical framework for the case study; key readings

4. Role of protocol in guiding the case study researcher (notes that the protocol serves as the agenda for the

researcher’s line of inquiry)

Section B. Data Collection Procedures

1

2

3

Names of contact persons for doing fieldwork

Data collection plan (covers the type of evidence to be expected, including the roles of people to be interviewed,
the events to be observed, and any documents to be reviewed in the field)

fies specific infe ion to be d and issues to be covered

Expected preparation prior to fieldwork (id
prior to fieldwork)

Section C. Protocol Questions

1

The practice in operation and its innovativeness:
a. Describe the practice in detail, including the deployment of personnel and technologies, if any.

b. What is the nature, if any, of collaborative efforts across communities or jurisdictions that have been needed
to put the practice into place?

¢ How did the idea for the practice start?

d. Was there a planning process, and how did it work? What were the original goals and target populations or
areas for the practice?

€. In what ways is the practice innovative, compared with other practices of the same kind or in the same
jurisdiction?

f.  Describe whether the practice has been supported from the jurisdiction’s reqular budget or as a resuit of
funding from an external source.

Evaluation of the innovative practice:
What is the design for evaluating the practice, and who is doing the evaluation?

What part of the eval has been impk d?

b
¢ What are the outcome measures being used, and what outcomes have been identified to date?
d

What rival explanations have been identified and explored, for attributing the outcomes to the investment
of the federal funds?

Section D. Tentative Outline for the Case Study Report

Audience(s) for the report and stylistic preferences for communicating with the audience(s)
The law enforcement practice in operation

Innovativeness of the practice

Outcomes from the practice, to date

Law enforcement agency context and history pertaining to the practice

Exhibits to be developed: chronology of events covering the implementation and outcomes of the practice at
this site, logic model* for the practice, arrays for presenting outcome and other data, references to relevant
documents, and list of persons interviewed

Figure 5 Case study protocol outline.

In this step, data is collected from multiple sources. In case studies, six sources of evidence

are commonly present. Documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations,

participant observation and physical artefacts. These should be chosen to be used is based

on how well they are available to the researcher.

Analyse

Four general strategies are used for analysis. Relying on theoretical propositions, working

your data from the “ground up”, developing a case description and examining plausible rival

explanations. The one used in this paper is relying on theoretical propositions. In this

strategy, the one follows the theory to analyse the data. Apart from general strategy analytic
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techniques are used to analyse the data. One such technique is that of Pattern Matching.
This technique tasks the researcher with comparing an expected pattern with the data

collected. The matching of the patterns can add to the internal validity of the case study.

Chapter 4 Data Collection

This chapter discusses the progress of data collection. First the chosen case is explained,
second the fieldwork is written about. Last the process of the interviews is communicated

The research design met the requirements for case study research and that design
was chosen. For the specific case, it was decided to limit it to one group of TAs. Making it a
single holistic design or type 1 as found in Figure 4. This was decided to have a clear group
and not make the scope of the research too great. For the case, the TAs present in module 8
of technical computer science (TCS) at the UT were chosen. After a case was chosen the
case study protocol was written, see Appendix 2. For data collection, it was decided to
interview the TAs and observe developments regarding TAs and the training followed by
them. Because of relatively novel focus on TA's perspective and the time available, it was
chosen to make the study a pilot study.

To form a better understanding of the development done regarding TAs in the
Netherlands and to get a good grasp on the state of the art the Project Student Kwalificatie
Onderwijs (StuKO; student, qualification, education) symposium was visited. StuKO is a
project focused on helping TAs in the Netherlands develop professionally. The project has
three parts. The first part is to offer training to TAs to help them feel secure in their skills and
to ensure the quality of teaching provided by TAs. The second part is to get the trainings
acknowledged nationally and to offer certificates to TAs. The third part is to offer TAs the
possibility to try if teaching is a profession fitted for them. As part of this project, they hold a
symposium to discuss the state of the art and to exchange ideas. One of the recent
developments in the field is the use of Edubadges. Edubadges are a national program to
award students with certificates for courses. These Edubadges were given, for the first time,
to TAs for the courses they took. Edubadges would allow TAs to gain acknowledgement for
following TA trainings. This could have a positive effect on the TAs education as they have
more credits.

The UT employs TAs based on the number of hours they take on. To become a TA, a
student either asks the teacher or the teacher asks the student. During the first year of being
a TA, a student is expected to follow a course especially designed for TAs. This course
focuses on the didactic skills of the TA, which in the course are referred to as Learning

Assistants. The course can be taken before or after the student starts their job as a TA. The
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course takes around 4 hours spread out over 4 lessons. There are also homework
assignments to help the TA with reflection. The first of the training sessions focuses on the
goal a TA has for following the course and on the expected difficulties of being a TA. The
learning goals of the course are laid out [25].

Motivating students by being aware of how learning works.

Using adequate listening skills.

Asking the relevant questions, aimed at making the learner responsible.

Providing constructive feedback.

Helping students solve problems in a systematic manner.

Making contact and being approachable.

Explaining the module or course as a whole, including learning objectives, learning
activities and assessment.

Making his/her own learning experiences explicit.

Reflecting on his/her own role and performance as a Learning Assistant.

The TAs are tasked with choosing a learning goal to focus on and getting to know
each other. In preparation for the second session, the TAs are asked to reflect on their own
learning experience, to complete a task assigned to their students and to read a handbook
about learning and problem solving. The handbook explains the revised Bloom’s taxonomy
[26] and the self-determination theory [27]. During the session, it was discussed what
learning is. Additionally, the difference between a fixed and a growth mindset was explained.
The third session focused on communication and providing feedback. In advance, the TAs
are tasked with reflecting on what makes for active listening and effective feedback. In the
session, multiple scenarios in which communication with students is needed were roleplayed
in small groups. The roleplay was discussed with the whole group and advice relating to
communication was shared. The final session focused on reflection. The TA is tasked with
writing a reflection report in which they choose one of the learning goals of the training and
explain why it is important and then provide an example of using the learning goal.

To prepare for the interview for data collection the questions were shared with the
head TA of module 8. They were interviewed and provided feedback on the questions. The
questions focus on the effects and a student’s education, see Appendix 3. The TAs were first
approached with the use of an interest form. The form asked a TA to leave an email on which
they could be contacted regarding the interview. Only three reactions were acquired of this
and only one led to an interview taking place. After this, contact information for more TAs
was shared with the researchers. This way, three more TAs were contacted. A final TA was
tasked to be part of the research as a replacement for missing a session prior. In total, an n
of six was acquired. All interviews were conducted by a single researcher on a one-on-one

basis with the TA. Before the interview, the TAs filled in a consent form. After a recording was
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started. The questions were asked by the researcher. They were structured interviews. The
interviews took around 10-15 minutes to complete.

The recordings of the interviews were transcribed. After transcription, they were
coded. In the first round of coding only good and bad effects on education were coded. In a
second round of coding the effects were labelled based on what the effect was. A description

of each code can be found in Table 1 of Appendix 4.

Chapter 5 Result Interpretation

This chapter analyses the results gained from the collection phase. In total, 138 good and
bad codes were given. Five quotations were identified as both good and bad. There were 25
bad and 108 good codes. This gives a percentage of 21.0% bad effects and 79.0% good
effects. Some effects were given multiple subcategories. The distribution of specific effects
can be seen in Figure 6. To measure the reliability of the results the Kappa coefficient was
calculated. A peer unrelated to the project was asked to code one interview, the results of
which were used for the calculation. This resulted in a Kappa of 0,76 which can be classified

as a substantial agreement [28].

Frequency of codes

.

Figure 6 Frequency of codes.
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The most reported effect is the increase in knowledge a student gains from being a
TA. As mentioned previously, many people understand education to be the learning of the
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‘right’ thing to reach a goal such as passing a test [21]. It follows that a TA would then
mention an effect on passing tests when asked about their education. Two example quotes

are the following:

“If I'm the teacher’s assistant for my own study, kind of going back and reading on the same

subject, it helps me to recap the old studies.”
“I learned the material that | was teaching a lot better because we have to teach something.”

As seen in the first quote many TAs mention that repeating the material helped with
their increase in knowledge. They also mention that having to teach the material helped.
This second reason matches with the found reason in the literature which is how teaching
material will ensure a better understanding of the material [7]. The first and most common
option does not. This difference in perception could be because the TAs are less familiar with
the theory that teaching a subject can help them to understand the material. In the TA
training there is a theory discussed regarding learning, but this is applied solely to the
students not the TAs themselves.

The second most mentioned effect is the satisfaction that the TAs experience. An

example is the following quote:

“You solve the problem, and, in their eyes, you know you are like a superhero and that gives

you this kind of very warm feeling that you matter, that what you're doing is important.”

This is an emotional effect that TAs mention often, even when emotions are not
commonly regarded as part of education, shines a good light on a TA’'s experience. Part of
the satisfaction is from helping students. TAs also mention finding the whole experience fun.

The third most common effect is the new perspective gained by being a TA. This is
mostly related to how education works from the university perspective but also to the whole

learning process, as seen in the next two quotes.

“It really helped me to not stress about my own studies because | understand how lenient
administration could be like if you really have a good reason, you put enough effort into it

you will be fine”
“l had gained a lot of insight into how the administration works.”

The rest of the effects mentioned, fall in the category of skills increase
(communication, teaching, conflict management skills), the social value (relationship
teachers, social value) or the outside value (network, finance, job opportunities). These
effects were also found in the literature though the focus on networks was not often found in

the literature.
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The learning goals lined out for the TA training are the most described skills to have
increased after subject knowledge, as they would fall under the category of Communication
and Teaching skills. This could point to the effect of the training, however, one TA pointed out
they already possessed the skills taught in the training and therefore felt it to be redundant.
From these results, it is difficult to assess the positive effect of the training. The training does
focus on skills used by TAs as they report having an increase in the skills.

The most common negative effect is balancing, which here is the balancing of their

TA work with student work.
“It takes more time than you would want.”
“There was a bit of a negative effect because it was hard to balance it all.”

These answers agree with the literature that found that time effects and the
emotional effects are the common negative effects of being a TA. However, TAs also

mention increasing their time management skills by being a TA.

“I kind of learned how to manage both things [student work and TA tasks] and my study is

going to be quite well.”

The increase in balancing skills is less common than the mention of balancing
issues. Similarly, while TAs mention encountering conflict, they also mention gaining skills in
conflict management and it is the same for impatience and patience and boundaries and
setting boundaries. The only negative effects that do not have a positive counterpart are the
non-useful training, the bad preparation and the redundancy. The redundancy was reported
by a TAwho had been a TA for multiple years. Reducing these negative effects and ensuring
the positive counterparts of the other negative effects are present can be used as the basis

for answering the research questions.

The TAs report many effects that they experience while being a TA. Validating that
these effects are solely from being a TA is troublesome. The 3P model, as discussed earlier,
and seen in Figure 1, shows that all parts of the learning process affect each other.
Therefore, it can be assumed that being a TA affects the student. The effect of the time spent
on TA tasks is clearer than a difference in mindset. The model, however, shows that meta-
learning and teaching are also part of the learning process validating that being a TA can

lead to new perspectives on teaching and learning as well as other effects.
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Chapter 6 Conclusion and Discussion

TAs are affected in many ways by education. They have two different roles they fulfil at the
same time. They offer much to their students and teachers, but they also learn much.
Understanding the specifics of these effects is the goal of this research. This goal led to the

Research Question.

R1: How is a student’s education perceived to be affected by being a TA?

TAs experience many effects on their education. A large amount is positive with
knowledge increase, satisfaction and a new perspective on learning and university prime
among them. They also improve multiple of their skills related to education. In this, they are
aided by the teaching assistant course given by the university. TAs also suffer negative
effects. The prime effect being the time taken by their tasks and the stress produced from
this. Conflict also has a negative effect. These negative effects are partly negated over time
when the TA, by gaining experience, learns how to deal with the effects. Gaining experience
also offers a new negative effect on the redundancy of the TA tasks. Overall, a larger positive

effect is observed when a student becomes a TA.

R2: What are best- and worst-case scenarios for how a TA's education is affected?

In a best-case scenario, there will be no negative effects. This is an unlikely case;
however, the negative effects can be decreased. The more common negative effects already
have a positive counterpart to negate the effect of the negative one. These effects must be
boosted to balance the negative ones. The negative effects without a counterpart need a
different strategy. The non-flexibility is a result of the new contracts utilised by the university
which were required because of legal reasons and turning back this change is not possible.
The non-useful training can be decreased by changing the information covered by the
training or by not making the training mandatory. The redundancy could be a result of a TA
job not offering a large amount of variability after a few years. The system of different TA
levels could offer a solution in this regard. Other than negating the negative effects a best-
case scenario should also promote the positive effects. One possible option could be to
promote the social value of being a TA by promoting cohesion between TAs. Another positive
effect could be to offer TAs more opportunities related to their futures. This could be more
acknowledgement or by offering more ways for their skills to increase.

A worst-case scenario would decrease the positive effects and increase the negative
ones. Most of the negative effects are related to the time spent on TA tasks and the
emotional toll the work can take. TA tasks take up such a considerable amount of time that a
TA would not have time remaining for their own study work. Alternatively, a TA could be able

to complete their work but suffer mentally from the high workload. The TA could then also
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hand in non-sufficient work which could lead to conflict between the TA and their teachers,
team members, or students adding to the mental stress of the TA. A different scenario based
on the reported negative effects is that a TA could have sufficient time for their tasks but that
they are seen as dull and redundant which could still lead to a negative effect on the TAs

mental state.

R3: What can be done to help improve the positive effects on a TA's education?

Based on the best-case scenario described above possible ways to help TAs can be
formed. Aiding a TA with their time management and conflict management skills could help a
TA gain these skills. This could be incorporated into the current TA training, however, as this
would lay outside of the scope of the current training, a different, separate training could be
developed. Making this training mandatory would go against the feedback of the current
training already not being found useful by TAs. Another way to improve the situation for TAs
is something currently being developed in part by StuKO and that is the use of qualifications
given when a student finishes the TA training. This could make the training seem less
redundant to students and could increase the opportunity given by being a TA. A final option
would be to try and improve the social value of being a TA. Naturally, this should not be the
focus of being a TA but being part of a community can lead to an improved experience for
the student [29].

Many of the possible improvements mentioned need more research before they can
be implemented effectively. To offer a TA training focused on the organizational skills that
TAs need to develop, more research needs to be done, especially on what exactly this
training should include. This could be a future research avenue. Exploring the training given
at other universities in the Netherlands and abroad and comparing them could offer insight
into this. Understanding the current social community present between TAs could help with
improving it. Measuring a TAs skill increase during their time as a TA in a quantitative
manner, either by grade analysis or with different tests could give interesting results to
contrast with the findings of this research. It could offer a better understanding of the
situation of TA.

As this study was a pilot, conducting the study with more participants could help with
gaining additional insight into the case. The study could also include different embedded
units from different studies. If another study is done, it could be decided to change some of
the questions, as currently, some questions focus on a specific skill gained by TAs ensuring
this skill has a high frequency among the codes. The questions could remain the same but

then it should be considered while analysing the answers from a statistical viewpoint.
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Appendix 2 Case study protocol
Section A

1. The goal of the study is to discover the effects on students when they become TAs.

Based on the results advice can be created related to TAs.

a. R1: How is a student’s education (perceived to be) affected by being a TA?
b. R2: What are best- and worst-case scenarios for how a TA’'s education is
affected?
c. R3: What can be done to help improve the positive effects on a TA's
education?
3. This information can be found in chapter 2.
4. The role of the protocol is to gain an overview of the study and to ensure there is a

plan to follow.

Section B

1. The fieldwork contact person is the supervisor of the project.
2. The following data types will be collected in the following ways.
a. Interviews will be held with TAs to discuss the amount of time spent on being
a TA and how they perceive to be affected by being a TA.
b. Direct observation of TAs training will be done.

3. Ethical approval needs to be acquired. Interview questions should be prepared.

Section C

1. The practise

a. The practice is the use of TAs for computer science courses. There are
around 45 TAs for 360 students. 60% of these TAs are senior TAs meaning
they have already been a TA before. The other 40% are new TAs. There is
one main TA which is the direct communication point between the teacher
and the TAs. This is all for one course with one teacher.

b. The collaborative part of this practice is the TA training which is given faculty
wide. There are also university-wide rules over TA contracts.

c. The idea came to be probably because there were a lot of tasks and teachers
needed help and TAs already knew everything needed about the course.

d. The goal of TAs was to facilitate teaching at the university.

e. The use of undergraduate students is more common here than abroad. The
practice of senior and new TAs is not present in all UT courses.

f. Itis supported by the university which offers contracts to the TAs.
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2. Evaluation of the innovative practise
a. The evaluation will be done with explanation building.
b. The evaluation has been implemented.
c. The results of the interviews will be coded, and direct observations will be

made during the training.

Section D

Section D has been deemed unimportant presently as the CreaTe project requires a

specific outlay that will be followed.
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Appendix 3 Interview outline
Hi, thank you for participating in this interview. The interview is related to my graduation

project. I'm researching the effects of being a TA on a student. For this, | have some

questions related to your experience as a TA and how you believe it affected you.

How much experience do you have as a TA?

Why did you become a TA? What was your main motivation?

What are your expectations for being a TA?

Did you do the TA training already? If so, what did you learn there?

How do you respond if you don’t know the answer to a question?

Did you gain skills in Conflict management?

How are you finding it to be a TA so far?

What have you learned from being a TA?

How is your own educational progress going on?

Was there a positive or negative impact on your education while being a TA?

Is your understanding of the subject increased or decreased after being a TA for the subject?
How much time do you spend on TA tasks/ how many hours do you spend on being a TA?
Are the tasks manageable?

Have you gotten any study delay by being a TA?

After becoming a TA have you found a new perspective on the administration of the

university?
How is your relationship with your teacher?

On a scale of 1 to 10, how satisfied are you with being a TA?
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Appendix 4 Code Description

Table 1 Code descriptions

Codes Description of Code

Good A positive effect on the student's
education is found.

Bad A negative effect on a student's
education is found.

Good/Bad An effect is found that is both negative
and positive. Or the student perceived
the effect to be neutral.

Adaptability Being able to adapt to different situations

and work with people with different
backgrounds.

Bad preparation

A perceived bad preparation was given

before beginning TA tasks.

Balancing issues

When a TA is unable to balance
schoolwork with TA tasks or suffers

stress from balancing both.

Balancing skills

The skills gained by having to balance
TA tasks with schoolwork and the
positive effect of the gained skill.

Boundaries

A situation in which a student did not
respect the boundaries of a TA.

Code reading

The increase in the ability to read code

written by others.

Communication

The ability to communicate with others,

both teachers and students.

Confidence An increase in confidence was
experienced by the student.
Conflict Conflict present either between TAs or in

the teams a TA mentored. This includes
the negative effect of being a part of the

conflict.
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Conflict management

The skill gained by learning how to solve

conflict.
Experience The new experience of being a TA and
what it offers.
Finance The monetary gain of being a TA.
Impatience The impatience displayed by TAs in

situations found while being a TA.

Job opportunities

How being a TA helps with having more
access to job opportunities.

Knowledge An increase in knowledge, mostly in
subject knowledge
Leadership The skill of how to be a leader.

More time spent

When a TA spends more time than the

hours prescribed on TA tasks.

Network

The network gained by being a TA. This
includes the faculty members TAs work
with.

New perspective

A new perspective gained on learning or

the administration side of a university.

Non-flexibility

The experience of a TA with the new

non-flexible contracts.

Non-useful training

When a TA perceives the training to not

be useful to their learning journey.

Opportunities Opportunities offered by being a TA not
related to future employment.

Patience The increased ability to display patience
gained by being a TA.

Pride A pride experienced by a TA for the work
they do.

Redundancy The redundancy in TA jobs and how

there is little variability.

Relationship teachers

A positive effect on the relationship
between a TA and the teachers they

work with after becoming a TA.

Responsibility

The positive effect of being given

responsibility for the task of being a TA.
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Satisfaction

Fun and satisfaction experienced by TAs.

Setting boundaries

An increased ability to communicate

boundaries and keep them.

Social skills An increase in social skills when
becoming a TA.
Social value The community between TAs and it's

positive effect on a TAs wellbeing.

Teaching skills

An increase in teaching skills gained by
teaching students as a TA.

31



