V. RELATING TO STUDENTS

The following sedions of Rishel’s bookshoud aso beread at this point.

“What was that question again?’

What is a Profesgona ?

Problems of, and with Students

Student Types: Whoisthe Audience?

Adviceto International TAs: Cultural Aspeds of Teading

* ... AndNot So Silly Stuff
¢ | etters of Recommendation
e CaseStudies: I, V, X, XI

Youshoud also rea the sedionsin the UCR TA handbook(The Next Step) onrole
conflicts (pp. 12-13), professonalism and personal attributes (pp. 24-26), clasgoom
environment and equity in the dassoom (pp. 56-55), clasgoom logistics (pp. 66-72) and
individuals' styles of leaning (pp. 72-76) for additional information from a somewhat
different perspedive.

Generalities
Most of the speafic comments can be separated into afew simple cdegories:

1. Perspective. Thisincludesreagnizing and accepting diff erences between
yourself and the students, and maintaining the balance between “being friendly
and keing afriend.”

2. Communication. Thisincludes your resporsibiliti es to spe&k to the students as a
classand the need for acairacy, consistency, pasitivity, organization and
confidence

3. Consideration. Thisincludes maintenanceof officehours, deding with
absences, keguing your composure, respeding students’ rights, and showing
fairnessand resporsivenessto students in a manner consistent with your role &
an authority figure.

4. Sdf-awareness. Thisincludes understanding how youtendto operate and trying
to view yourself from the students' perspedive.

Thisis an areawhere informal advicefrom fell ow graduate students can be extremely
valuable, and asking other students abou these isaues can go along way towards
answering such guestions whenever they come up.

Themost basic rules
We shall now discussthings more spedficadly. Once ajain, much of the material isjust

common sense, bu sinceviolations of afew of the precepts can be grounds for dismissal
it isimportant to go through them somewhat expli citly.



1. Your age andinterests may leal you to identify more with your students that with the
faaulty, bu the students will view you more a afaalty member rather than afell ow
student at the same University. Thisis one reason for maintaining a professonal
distance Although this does not mean that TAs canna be friendy to students, some
boundiries must be respeded. Theseinclude wntroversial issues not diredly related
to your areas of competence (paliti cs and religion are obvious examples) and seang
students ona socia basis whilethey arein a dassfor which you have direa
resporsibility. In particular, attemptsto date students have the potential of generating
sexual harasgment charges, and you may be foundguilty even if your intentions were
good povided ahers percaved they werenot. — In arelated vein, your officeis not
your private sanctuary. Items not related to mathematics that could be offensive to
students like controversial padliti cd or religious materials, suggestive materials, or
materials items intended to degrade some group d people shoud na bein sight. —
Frequently students and TAs are on afirst name basis, bu thisis definitely not arule.
One way of clarifying your chaiceto the studentsis the way youintroduceyourself at
the beginning of the term. For example, “My nameis Mill er,” indicates a preference
not to use your first name, as oppased to, say, “My nameis Michad Jagger but you
can cdl me Sir Mick if you like.”

2. Maintain abalanced perspedive aou your students. They might nat be &
enthusiastic bou mathematics or proficient in the subjed asyou are, bu thisis
definitely not proof of lazinessor stupidity. On the other hand, they have the main
resporsibility for leaning the material, so you shoud na take it personally if the
students do poaly even when you go beyondthe cdl of duty to help o motivate
them. The need for abaanced perspediveis particularly important when fielding
guestions from students; the sedions of Rishel’s book onstudent problems and “What
was that question again?’ contain a variety of useful comments abou such matters.

3. Youare animportant avenue of communication with your students. Be sure of your
fads 2 that false informationis naot circulated. In particular, it isimportant to know
and understand the padli cies regarding your course. Be very careful abou saying, “I
asumethat ...” It isbetter to say youwill ched with thasein authority and get
badk to the students next time. — One important reason for not bluffing you way
through uncertainties is that it sets a horrible example for studentsto follow. If the
instructor does this, many students will conclude it isfair and acceptable for them to
do so too.

4. Youare expeded to suppat the pdlicies establi shed by the Department and your
instructor. Of course you have the right to dsagreewith these padlicies, but you shoud
enforcethem and refrain from criti cizing them in front of your students. Similarly,
don t criticize the book,the instructor or his’her techniques; on the other &nd, if you
fed strongly abou something, it might be gpropriate to mention aternatives to the
class — Ingenera, differences of opinion between you and the primary instructor
can tend to confuse students for no worthwhil e reason (and leave them dissatisfied
with bah of you), so uriessthereisadifferenceof opinion between you and the
instructor on someisaue that is major and very important to you, it i s probably best to
avoid mentioning the divergence of opinions. However, in cases where you fed
strongly that something must be said, you could say, “There is a diff erence of opinion
among mathematicians here ébou how things shoud be dore, and | don t entirely



agreewith the goproach that the instructor has given. It seensto me that ... However,
for the purposes of this classwe ae going to adopt the gproach given by the
instructor ...” Thekey points here ae that the instructor is not wrong and your view
isnat the only corred one. In such cases you shoud finish by restating the instructor' s
approach and remind the students that it isthe official view for the course.

. If you have officehous, be resporsible @ou the way you condict them. Thisis not
atimefor friendsto dropin and visit or to talk with ather TAs at length. Avoid ddng
things that will give students a message that they shoud na have wme. Don't make
comments abou a student making mistakes or not knowing something even if he/she
has |eft, for it islikely that ancther student will overhea you. Be ontime and don t
leave ealy even if no ore shows up. Cancdl ation and rescheduling of officehous
are strongly discouraged. In cases where cancdlation is unavoidable, past abig note
onyour doa andinform the Department office of the cancdlation. If youcan finda
substitute, that is grea, bu you shoud still | et the Department know, among other
thingsto have areword in case of student complaints. Also inform the murse
instructor. It is very risky to assume that telli ng your students of a cancdlation a
substitution duing classis sufficient. — Accesshility by eledronic mail is often
very convenient for bath you and the students, eliminating the need for many office
visitsand phore cdlsand allowing ead of youto communicae dficiently withou
the frustrations of trying to read ead ather or caching one ancther at abad time.

. Act resporsibly in cases when absence from classis unavoidable. Emergency
situations such asill nessor transportation celays (e.g., car troude or EXTREMELY
unexpededly bad traffic) shoud be the only reasons for such absences. Inform the
Department as onas posshle if youwill be dsent due to an emergency, even if
you have founda substitute. If you are teading a discusgon sesson, also inform the
primary instructor. You do nd have the right to require students to attend a makeup
meding at times diff erent from the regular classtime.

. Maintain your compaosure in class nomatter how much you are being baited.
Students recognize if someone in the dassis being obnoxious, and most will probably
be sympathetic to youif you ke your cod and resped youif you hande the
situation effedively. On the other hand, if the TA respondsin kindto an offending
student' slevel, the other students will probably view this more a &ight between two
students, and you may lose their resped.

. Inamaost every classthere will be instances where one student is talking with
ancther, andif these aeisolated occurrencesthat do nd interfere with the dass
discussonit is best to ignore such conversations. However, if students are disrupting
classdiscussons with separate cnversations, giggling or similar behavior, the usual
suggestionisto first try lowering your voice and al owing pee presaureto quet the
students. If that doesn't work, you might want to cach their eye and frown to show
you dsapprove. The next step would be to make astatement to the entire dassthat it
isredly important not to have badkground nase becaise people in some parts of the
room cannd hea what is being said. If nore of these work, try to cach the students
after classandtalk to them abou their disruption, including the way it makes you
fed. The method d last resort is to say something diredly to the student in the dass
Thisis often very embarrassng, and it will turn off many of the students, bu if the
choiceis embarrassng afew students and all owing others to lean, then embarrassng



the offendersis appropriate. However, you should try other approaches first.

9. Deal equitably with all the studentsin your class. Don' t ignore one group of students
while recognizing others, and be careful to pay attention to students seated at the
edges of the classroom as well as those in the front and center. Avoid stereotyped
remarks about groups of people; for example, it istotally inappropriate to say that
mathematicsis especialy hard for a particular gender or ethnic group, even if itis
meant to be helpful. Never make jokes to your students that are based upon gender,
ethnicity, culture, religion or sexual orientation. Don' t refer to students by
relationships or outside interests (e.g., if you have a student who iswell known for
some extracurricular activity, ignore thisfact). Although it is now well understood
that discrimination against specific groups of people iswrong, you should also avoid
giving very special treatment to studentsin such groups. This can build resentment
among others and even among the students you are trying to help (it might seem to
suggest that you regard the latter asinferior).---Don" t be afraid to seek advice from
TAs or senior graduate students who are in a group that is different from your own.

10. Check your mailbox regularly. At least once aday is strongly recommended, and
preferably before you go to teach (as noted before, there may be some important last
minute information).

11. The use of humor is a delicate issue. If you are naturally inclined to tell jokes, then
you do so PROVIDED that you avoid subjects that might offend anyonein or out of
the class. On the other hand, if you generally do not tell jokes, you should not do so in
class. If you are an international student, you should be particularly cautious about
using humor until you are extremely confident that you will not say something that is
offensive or whose humor will not register with the students; these rules apply
equally well to students whose English is fluent, including native speakers from other
English speaking countries (for example, peoplein the U.S. and Great Britain often
do not get the points of each others’ jokes).

12. One award winning TA compared has teaching approach to an evangelist trying to
save people’ ssouls. This may well be overstated and is not the best approach for
everyone, but the motivation of studentsis an important factor in teaching. Most
studentsin the class are, or should be, capable of learning the material, and one
objective should be to persuade the students that they can really do so. Try to create a
common sense of purpose with your students. The relationship with students aways
involves some confrontation, but it should aso involve some cooperation. Make it
clear that you want them to learn, but remember that knowledge cannot be given ###
it must be taken.

Common concer ns expressed by students about instructors

These are taken from student evaluations, both here and € sewhere

Lo

Not being in their offices during office hours.

2. Insulting, humiliating, and being rude to students, either verbally or in written
comments on their papers.

3. Not knowing the material or coming to class unprepared.

4.  Having a negative attitude about the course, saying things like “l really don' t like



to teach this’ or “I really don' t want to be here,” or reflecting this attitude by
missing class, coming late or unprepared, or dressing inappropriately.

5. Not returning tests and homework promptly, giving minimum feedback on tests
and/or not going over tests.

6. Adding extraassignmentsto syllabi or asking students to spend extra money for
books or materials not indicated in the course syllabus.

7.  Extending adeadline for students who have not completed an assignment when
others worked to meet this deadline.

8.  Showing favoritism.

9.  Not being honest with the students.

10. Beingimpatient, defensive or angry when students ask questions.

11. Locking the classroom doors to prevent latecomers from entering.

12. Téelling inappropriate (e.g., ethnic, political, racist or sexist) jokes.

Advice from other teaching assistants
Now it' stime for some feedback from TAs on things thatt®ould be done. This comes
from a survey done at the Purdue University Mathematics Department by an outside unit
in the University. Many comments restate advice already given, so we shall concentrate
on points that seem new in some sense.

Question: If new TAs asked your advice about teaching undergraduates, what would
you tell them?

1 Explain why each step was taken, how to decide which step to take, steps not

to take.

2. Be open to constructive criticism from your students. Much can be learned
from their suggestions.

3. Y ou have to remember to be very patient and understanding of some of the

guestions they ask. Something that seems trivia or obviousto me, isn' t to
them. | try to keep in mind how my teacher (and professors) must have felt
when | asked questionsin class.

4, Be friendly with students but make sure you' rein charge of the class. Don' t let
students take advantage of you [and many are quite skilled at this!].

5. Don' t promise anything.

6. Never assume a student knows the reason for a particular step in a problem, so
always explain thoroughly.

7. Students learn more when they feel comfortable to ask questionsin class.

8. If you are not sure you understand a student' s question, don' t hesitate to ask

him/her to repeat it ... Remember that the students are as intimidated by you as
you may be by them ... Never let a student feel that he has asked a stupid
question even if you think he has. Phraseslike “that’ sagood point” or “I' m
glad you asked that” seem to build their confidence alot.

9. Remember that some students will fail no matter how hard you try with them.

10.  Set your standards right away because the pattern is quickly set.

11.  Useyour common sense ... Care about your students and make it obvious to



them that you care and that being a TA is more than away to finance your
own education.

12.  Explain grading and tell the students why points were deducted.

13.  Don' trushthrough material. If students don' t understand don' t expect that they
will ask questions ... If you see them getting writer' s cramp becauseyou' re
speeding along, pause to let them catch up.

14.  Teachthings CLEARLY (as opposed to rigorously) and accurately.

15.  Bewilling to spend time to learn teaching techniques. Do not regard teaching
asan easy job.

M ore suggestions for improving rapport with students

These are taken from the study guide, Student—Teacher Relationships, distributed by the
Center for Instructional Services at Purdue University.

16.  Learnyour students names. Seating charts, conferences and photographs are
ways to do this.

17.  Listento your students thoughtsand feelings.

18.  Observe the nonverbal behavior of your students to see how they are
responding.

19.  Beclear in your written and spoken communications.

20.  Beaware of the assumptions you have made about your class, and be willing
to adjust if these assumptions appear to be incorrect.

21. Identify your verbal behaviors. Do you primarily lecture? Do you ask
guestions? When your students answer, do you give recognition and support
to what they say?

22.  Askopen — not closed — questions.

23.  Look at your students and check their general well being, noting any visible
differences.

Student interaction outside class

Earlier we discussed the advantages of encouraging this at the beginning of the course. It
may also be worthwhile to offer to match students who have no one to work with but
want study partners.

Allowances for cultural differences

We shall concentrate on special issues facing non-domestic teaching assistants. Some
other issues concerning non-domestic students are discussed in the section on
international teaching assistants (pp. 14—20) in The Nex Sep. Teachingin one’ sown
culture and first language is not easy, and doing so in aforeign language and a different
culture is of course even more difficult. Student backgrounds and expectations about the
instructor and course may be very different from their counterparts back home. Here are a
few general comments.



Elementary and high school requirements are set at the state and local level rather than
the national level, and therefore there are considerabl e differences between the educations
inindividual school districts. In the same vein, high schoolsin the U.S. do not have
comprehensive exams at the end of studies which enforce a minimum level of
competency, and in a state as large and diverse as California the differences between high
schools can be enormous. Acceptance to a university is not necessarily based upon
entrance exams requiring minimal knowledge (although the Mathematics Department at
UCR has adopted a system of screening exams for elementary courses). In particular, the
default criterion for admission to the University of Californiais being in the top twelve
per cent of one's graduating class; given that some schools in the state are outstanding
and others have serious quality problems, student abilities vary widely from one
individual to another. Many students start college in the U.S., but substantial numbers
never finish. Thereis an underlying belief that everyone should have a chance to obtain a
college degree. The students have widely varying levels of preparedness, study skills,
motivation and maturity. Most beginning students and non-majors expect to be told what
isrequired of them and to have the material explained to them in detail (previous
colleagues of mine often used the phrase “spoon feeding” to characterize the level of
explanation). American classrooms might be less formal than classrooms back home. In
particular, interrupting the instructor with questions is common and not necessarily asign
of disrespect. Many undergraduates in the U.S. have had little contact with people from
other cultures and have never interacted with people for whom English is not their first
language. In particular, students often will not spend much effort to understand English
with an accent much different than theirs (at my previous institution there were even
complaints about an American TA and an American faculty member from the East Coast
with distinct New England accents, and even with afairly standard North Central accent |
have had extreme difficulties conversing with some Americans who were born and raised
in the Deep South). If students are fearful of a mathematics course, having a non-
domestic instructor can intensify these fears, and it is not uncommon for them to blame
the instructor if they perform poorly. — Although some students have the ability to look
beyond the surface and appreciate and understand other cultural backgrounds, aforeign
born TA must recognize that others are quite ethnocentric and will make little attempt to
understand their TA' s personality, attitudes and culture. Studies have indicated that the
single most important factor influencing communication between foreign born TAs and
domestic students may be the extent of the students'  ethnocentricity. Amnternational TA
must be aware of the situation and take steps to reduce the negative effects that cross
cultural misunderstandings will cause. For example, learning as much as possible about
American culture is advisable. Books are one source, but watching people and observing
body language are a so important, particularly since communication plays such alarge
rolein the work of ateaching assistant.

Difficulties with English will not only cause problems with teaching, but they can also
prevent you from finding employment in an English speaking country if thisis something
you planto do. It isto your advantage to work on improving your English as much
aspossible, even if you have passed through the basic screening processes. —
YOUR willingness to work on thisis the most important single factor. It takes practice
time and a certain quality of attention to improve, just like playing a game or amusical



instrument. Don' t avoid speaking English, and don' t stick to speakers of your own native
language(s). Get atelevision and watch it when you can. News and documentary
programs are generally the first things that people are able to understand reasonably well
(but local news can be difficult because the language tends to involve unfamiliar
references). Game shows are also useful, but comedy shows are surprisingly difficult
because they often use plays on words that appeal to a lengthy experience with a
language and culture. When you feel at ease with television, get aradio and listen to it
when you can (TV comes before radio because the pictures are avauable aid to
understanding). Read campus, city, state and national newspapers and magazines; even
tabloid type magazines that you wouldn' t even think of reading in your native language(s)
can be useful because of their level and their use of idiomatic expressions (Extremel
ironic point — Even if one does not use the “ censored” words in aforeign language it
isimportant to know what they are and how they are pronounced if you are going to be
using the language extensively. One obvious hazard is that a person will mispronounce
an ordinary word or phrase so that it sounds like something that is taboo. Unfortunately,
few “respectable” sources of language instruction and reference say much if anything
about such words and expressions). Pay careful attention to pronunciation and soundsin
American English that have no counterpart in your native language(s). Also, athough
English does not use voice tone as extensively as other languages, voice tone can affect
the meaning of the spoken language, and it is al'so good to pay careful attention to this
aspect of spoken English too. Of course, an exhaustive list of hints for mastering English
is beyond the scope of these notes, but the preceding may help you get started in
upgrading your skillsif necessary. — Last but not least, the longer one speaks a
language the harder it isto change one' s speech patterns, and satisfaction with one's
progress should lead to complacency . Don' t wait until you are lookng for ajob to
improve your skills,.— DO IT NOw!!!

The wholeissue of English proficiency can be summarized asfollows: Y ou should take
problems in stride without ignoring them or worrying excessively about them, you should
speak at a moderate speed with very clear pronunciation, and you should recognize the
continuing need for someone holding a teaching job in this country to maintain and
improve his or her American English skills. These apply to native speakers as well asto
international teaching assistants.

The book, Culture Shock! USA, by Esther Wanning (Graphic Arts Center Publishing,
Portland OR, 1991, ISBN 1-55868-055-1), gives avery readable overview of the basics
of lifein this country with considerable emphasis on the differences between the U.S. and
other lands. Even though many aspects of American culture are highly visible throughout
much of the world, the view of the U.S. from elsewhere is necessarily incomplete and
often inaccurate or oversimplified in some respects. No matter whether one likes or
dislikes certain things about a particular country, it is necessary to adjust to them if oneis
going to live there, and a good understanding of a country’s ways allows one to make the
necessary adjustments more easily. There is another book in the same series for
Californiathat might also be interesting; however, reviews of this book are somewhat
less favorable.



Advice from nondomestic teaching assistants
Theitems below are taken from the TA survey mentioned above.

24.  American students are not trained (expected) to be army-disciplined.

25. Taktoalot of people ... Speaking at banks and shops helps more than
speaking to people at the University!

26. Do not talk too fast and pronounce words clearly.

27.  Beprepared and confident when you go to the classroom.

28.  Don' tbeafraid of students. Most American students are really nice and
willing to give you a chance.

29.  Get some advice from older non-native speaking TAs [regarding English
fluency]. If possible observe suchaTA' s performance.

30. Themost important thing is to understand the students' questions. Most can
understand at |east some “broken” English.

31l.  Usethe standard American terms and pronunciations for certain expressions;
for example use “ @solute value” rather than “mod” and say “zee” rat  her than
“zed.” [ Differences between American andBritish pronurciationsare
usualy not a problemin themselves, bu there are also words that are viewed
as acceptable on ore @ntinent but have meanings on andher that make them
totally unacceptable — thisis omething that even naive speakers must think
abou!]

32. Takeiteasy! Don' tworry about complaintsif only one student doesn't like
you.

33.  Work on English diligently because that is a part of culture, not only teaching.

34.  Trytotak more with American students and learn more about America.

Allowancefor other differences

Even if you come from the same culture and general area as your students, it isunlikely
that most students you will be teaching will be alot like yourself. The students are often
in the course because it is required, they probably are not as positive about mathematics
asyou are, and they will not be interested in theorems, proofs or clever counterexamples.
A career that makes extensive use of advanced mathematics is often one of the last things
they would want. They are more interested in knowing the bottom line answer rather than
in understanding how to find it. On the other hand, this does not mean that you should not
require the students to be able to show their work clearly and correctly.

Classr oom contracts between students and instructors

Large lectures are necessarily held in lecture halls rather than ordinary classrooms. The
physical properties of these rooms and the numbers of students require specia classroom
procedures for both instructors and students. Things that are usually understood or
handled informally in a class of 20 to 40 often must be spelled out, formalized and given
special attention in larger lectures. As the number of studentsincreases, the level of



contact also decreases. Even with 40 studentsiit is possible to interact, conducting face to
face discussions, soliciting and answering questions, and becoming familiar with
essentially the entire class if desired. When the number of students is between, say, 80 to
200, the chances for dialog with students are much less, but afew questions are still
possible and generally the instructor can see everyone in the class and lecture without
props like a microphone or an overhead projector. In larger classes the instructor is more
of a performer than ateacher in the usual sense. The students tend to become a faceless
mass, and the instructor tends to become a disembodied combination of avoice and a
hand holding a pencil or similar instrument. Aswith all performances, mistakesin alarge
lecture are less likely to be forgiven by the listeners. Preparation is therefore more
crucial, good public speaking techniques are indispensable, and the relative importance of
style compared to substance is significantly greater. One way of being explicit about
expectations for students and the instructor is to prepare some sort of contract describing
the rules of conduct for both sides. Although many instructors probably feel that formal
signed documents are too bureaucratic for their tastes, it still seems worthwhile to
consider the underlying ideas behind a contract, even for regular sized classes. If an
outline is handed out at the beginning of a course, information on student-instructor
expectations seems like a natural part of the writeup. The rulesfor an instructor should
tell the students what they have aright to expect, and rules for students should be simple
and reasonable. The students should be informed about their rights to appeal if they feel
the instructor is breaking the rules (e.g., speak with him/her privately or in class,
complain to the appropriate office if things aren' t worked out) and the consequences of
violating the expectations for students (e.g., in some cases repeat offenders might be
dropped from the course). Here are some typical rules for instructors. These were taken
from alarge lecture sociology class, so the rules for a mathematics class would probably
be at least a bit different.

1. Beingontimefor class, more precisaly, being in the room when the bell rings [as
noted before, minor lapses in large lectures are not forgiven as easily asin ordinary
classes).

2. Being willing to spend at least five minutes after class at |east once aweek for
individual questions or discussion (this seems to assume that the instructor does not
have another classimmediately afterwards). Putting lecture outlines on display, say
on the overhead projector, during each class to indicate the structure and content of
the session.

3. Making general announcements about course matters not covered in the syllabus at
least twice on successive days.

4. Answering questions about class matters to the best of his/her ability and never using
sarcasm or humiliation in responding (i.e., respecting al questions and students as
serious).

5. Whenever possible, announcing class cancellation ahead of time or, in unexpected
emergency, getting word to the class at the beginning of the class period.

6. Accepting written or oral questions before or after the class period and responding in
class. When written, these may be submitted anonymously. [ Electronic messages
should be included with allowances for anonymized messages, however, learning an
anonymization process would seemto be the responsibility of the student].



7. Discussing in class any substantive suggestions or criticisms received, and
incorporating suggestions whenever possible.

8. Never holding the class for more than thirty seconds after the closing bell and, when
possible, to dismiss before the bell.

Conversely, here are some typical rules of conduct for studentsin alarge lecture. Some
of these clearly apply also to smaller classes.

Being seated before the bell whenever possible.

Ceasing to talk after the bell.

Refraining from speaking to seatmates during class (including movies or videos).

Remaining seated and attentive (or at |east not restless) until dismissed, and

refraining from preparing to leave until dismissed.

When unavoidably arriving late or having to leave early, entering by the main

door and sitting near this entry.

6. When arriving on time, leaving empty the seats near the entry for late arrivals or
those who must leave early.

7. Submitting written questions if you do not wish to speak in class.
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