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and academic professionals who supervise laboratory instruction have the most direct contact
with TAs. While the chair and director of graduate studies likely receive information about the
course from the ESL program, this information may not be conveyed to those overseeing
laboratory instruction on a regular basis. Neither of the two Biology academic professionals |
interviewed, JG or AH, reported knowing about ENG 600. As mentioned above, after hearing

about the course in our interview, AH later informed his TAs about it.

4.1.5 Teaching Excellence Support Services

The final university-level support available to ITAs comes from an SWU office,
Teaching Excellence Support Services (TESS). TESS provides opportunities for all instructors at
SWU to receive additional training in teaching, for example, through regular in-service
discussions and trainings. TESS is also involved in putting on an annual pedagogy conference
for TAs, and some of the TAs, especially those teaching in AH’s Biology laboratory, reported
that they had attended the conference. In addition, TESS hired DA and then DB (both from the
English department) to provide support services especially targeted toward nonnative English
speakers. TESS also recently underwent a search for a new director and specifically listed the
following as one of the director’s responsibilities: “playing a leadership role in the university in
training graduate teaching assistants, including international graduate students”. Thus, TESS
continues to make efforts to include training sessions targeted at ITAs in its schedule of events.
These services are available to ITAs if they are aware of them and choose to make use of them,
although the voluntary nature of the services and events means that they are only occasionally
utilized by relatively few ITAs.

As | mentioned previously, despite some university-level requirements and available

forms of support, most of the policies and procedures governing whether international graduate
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students may serve as TAs and how they will be prepared to do this stem from individual
academic departments. In the next several sections | provide an overview of the way these
decisions are handled and opportunities afforded across five departments in the College of Arts
and Sciences at SWU: Computer Science, Mathematics, English, Biology, and Physics. The
order of the departments, which are presented in the order listed above, is intended to present
them according to defining features of their instructional contexts. In particular, Computer
Science, Mathematics, and English all assign TAs to serve as the instructor of record for their
courses. This affects both the policies that determine who is eligible to teach and when as well as
the type of instruction that TAs engage in. In contrast, Biology and Physics both employ TAs as
instructors of laboratory courses attached to other lecture courses. These TAs are not the

instructors of record, and this has an effect on when they are deemed eligible to teach.

4.2 Department of Computer Science

The Computer Science department employs graduate students to teach some of its
courses offered to undergraduate students, often large lecture courses with student enrollments
around seventy students, although one of the six Computer Science ITAs that I interviewed, SK,
reported that he was teaching a graduate-level Computer Science course. In most cases, those
individuals who are assigned to be the instructor of record for these courses are PhD students,
although AC, chair of the Computer Science department, reported in an interview that on
occasion (he suggested once or twice a year) the department allows a Master’s student to serve in
this capacity.

Before they can be assigned to teach, they must meet several requirements: taking at least
eighteen graduate credit hours (per accreditation requirements), taking a one credit hour seminar

in pedagogy (CSCI 900), and, for ITAs, taking and passing any ESL coursework recommended
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from their ILPT results. These requirements mean that most Computer Science graduate students
are not appointed to be instructors of record in their first year, and none of the ITAs |
interviewed reported that they had taught in the first year. In fact, WM, NT, and SK reported that
they were first assigned to be the instructor of record for a course at the beginning of their third
year in the program. During the time between admission and being eligible to serve as an
instructor of record for a Computer Science course, Computer Science graduate students serve as
instructional aides and lead recitation sections (they also serve in these capacities throughout
their time in the program when they are not teaching). Once they have been assigned to teach,
the department tracks their performance via annually-submitted portfolios that include, among
other things, reports of their teaching. In the following sections, | elaborate on policies that affect
ITAs in the Computer Science department, specifically admission into a Computer Science
graduate program, the Computer Science pedagogy class (CSCI 900), requirements to take ESL
classes, serving as instructional aides, leading recitation sections, matching graduate students to

specific classes, and the yearly portfolio.

4.2.1 Program admission

As with any of the other departments, before someone can be considered as a candidate
for a TA position, s’he must be admitted into one of the department’s graduate programs, most
likely the PhD program. Although the Computer Science PhD students constitute the
department’s primary candidate pool for serving as teaching assistants, and, according to AC,
half of the students’ responsibilities connected to their assistantships are teaching-related (the
other half is research-related), the department does not place much (if any) emphasis on teaching
experience or preparation during the admissions process. In his interview, AC reported that

teaching experience, training, or abilities are not really considered in the process of admitting
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PhD students into the Computer Science department. He said that the Computer Science
department seeks out candidates who have backgrounds in research, especially those with “a
good research fit” with one of the department’s sub-groups in addition to other requirements like

GRE scores and past GPA.

4.2.2 CSCI 900: A course in teaching computer science

Before being allowed to teach in the Computer Science department, graduate students
must take CSCI 900, a one credit-hour course in teaching computer science (a requirement that
may also be intended to fulfill accreditation guidelines, see my discussion of university
accreditation above). The instructor of this course did not respond to my requests for an
interview, but | obtained a syllabus for the course from his website and discussed the class in my
interviews with AC and Computer Science ITAs. The course is structured around readings from
two books (The Joy of Teaching and McKeachie’s Teaching Tips), which the students present on
and lead class discussions of. AC’s evaluation of the course during his interview was quite
positive, calling it “very rigorous and very fruitful”. My research did not reveal that the course
involves any practice teaching or observation of other instructors. This is not included in the
syllabus, and none of my Computer Science informants reported it in their descriptions of the
course.

When | discussed the course in interviews with ITAs, | heard mixed reviews. A few of
the ITAs mentioned having gained some important information from the course. For example,
WM mentioned that he had learned from the course that the US teaching context is marked by
relatively more egalitarian relations between instructor and student than in his home country; he
also reported receiving and following the advice of the instructor with respect to keeping records

of his correspondence with students. SK mentioned that he had learned about laws governing
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IR:

({...)) have you gotten any training, (.) toc be &
better teacher?
yeah.
or to be a good teacher?
yeah. [the]

[froem] wour department?
yeah. the there iz a teaching pedagogy [class, ]

[mhm. ]

which all the graduate students ars uh man- i mean
we have to attend it,
mhim .
no matter what. =so, uh in my first semester, um 1
had no choice. but 1 had to attend that. and it
was GREAT actually. got to learn a lot, (.} the
ethics beshind teaching.

mhm.
it’s not just how to teach, and other other stuff.
that’'s definitely uh it can be (.) uh (.)

zomebody’ =2 perspective, like, my wh— one of the
(.} instructor of that teaching pedageogy class,
maybs he iz given his ins— vy know perspsctive on
how to teach, kbut {(.) the ethics is ethics. it's a
itf=s in the policy of (.) how to teach. 8o, (.)
the the things that i have learned over thers is
kind of the rules, uh (.)

mhm.

what STUDENT (.) have. like kind of law, what
student can do, what law uh what what teachers, or
professors can do. as per se. like, for example,
(.} uh plagiari=m. uh that’s kind of rough in the
united states. and uh (.) you need to be wvery
careful about that. =z2o how do you (.) vy " know (.)
if you have & =situation like that, wh- how do you
tackle that? how de you 1- go forward? whom to
contact? all those things. and, kind of
maintaining the discipline among the students. you
vou cannct babysit them. you cannct uh go them,

{.) and say something directly, because it it it's
against some policiss. so how do you k- how can
how can you handle that? how can you (.) ¥ know,
implement that? all those kind of rules, and

v know we had discus=sicn= in the class, and it wa-
it was great. it w— that that that class was
great.
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Excerpt 4.1. NR discusses his experience taking CSCI 900, the Computer Science department's
course intended to prepare its graduate students to teach.
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({...)) 1 know you toock (.) um the writing class,
right.
did you take any other [classes?]

[um] yeah. actually,
{.) uvh we I (.) take and i (.) it was purely MY

OWN (.)

mhum .

uh decision to take this um (.) pedagogy, like uh
for (.) for new mm (.) whatever doris was
teaching. how it’s called,

mhm .

like, um (.) teaching for graduate assistants,

something like that, because we HAVE our CWN (.)
seminar,

mhm.

at computer scisnce department,

mhim.

and i tock it in fall, it wasn't very helpful,
kay.

i mean (.} we were talking about something which i
already knew,

mhm.

we (.) 1 i taught for a year, before, anyway,
[mhm. ]

[in univer=ity,] (.) nothing specific about y" know

likse BMERICEN classrocm, (.} 2o it wasn't very
helpful. and i =aid, v know what? maybe uh fr-
from just one of ocur profesors.

mhm.

=0 he's not big in to pedagogy. he would just

v’ know, just (.) maybe for some people, 1t was
okay, just to make them feel comfortable,

mhm.

for me, it was honestly waste of time.

okay.

but with doris, i felt, (.) it was funny, and we

reglly made like presentaticons in front of the
cla=ss, and she wvidec recorded us,

mhm.

2o, it was good for me (.) kind of in terms of (.)
mostly in terms of pedagogical. not really in (.)
v’ know in english.

mhm .

Excerpt 4.2. YV discusses her experience taking both CSCI 900 and ENG 600.

students’ privacy (e.g., FERPA). NT claimed that the course was generally helpful because even

though “you learned technical stuff, [that] doesn’t mean you know how to deal with a class”. The
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most positive review came from NR, who hadn’t yet been assigned to be an instructor of record
in the SWU Computer Science department at the time of his interview but had taught as a
Master’s student at another university. In Excerpt 4.1, Ramesh describes his experience taking
the course.

One Computer Science ITA, YV, expressed dissatisfaction with the course. In Excerpt
4.2, YV mentions that she elected to take ENG 600 (lines 324-331) and found the Computer

Science department’s course lacking in comparison.

4.2.3 Taking ESL courses

According to AC, the Computer Science department requires graduate students to
complete any ESL coursework that they were officially recommended to take by the ILPT before
they may be assigned to serve as the instructor of record for their own course. As a result,
Computer Science international graduate students are required to complete the Writing and
Listening/Speaking courses offered by the ESL program, if either has (or both have) been
recommended per their ILPT results.

Because of the nature of ILPT recommendations, Computer Science graduate students are
never required to take the ITA pedagogy course offered by the ESL program, ENG 600.
However, during his interview, AC mentioned that he was aware of ENG 600 and said that it is a
“fantastic” course. He also reported that he and his department recommend that ITAs take the
course and that some Computer Science graduate students have taken ENG 600 in addition to the
required Computer Science pedagogy course.

Of the six Computer Science ITAs I interviewed, only one, YV, reported taking both
CSCI1 900 and ENG 600 (see Excerpt 4.2 above), although she did not mention AC’s or any

other Computer Science department faculty member’s recommendation as the impetus for this.
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None of the other Computer Science ITAs | interviewed took ENG 600. They offered a range of
reasons for not registering for it, some of which | mentioned above. Of particular importance
were ITAs’ concerns about not having enough time to take a non-required course while trying to
manage all of their other responsibilities. I also previously mentioned that SK reported during his
interview that he believed ENG 600 would be too similar in content to CSCI 900. The result
seems to be that while AC, the chair of the Computer Science department, spoke quite positively
about the ITA course, few Computer Science ITAs apparently take the course, even though ENG

600 may offer additional, useful preparation.

4.2.4 Serving as instructional aides

Computer Science graduate students do not typically serve as instructors of record
immediately upon entering the department, in part because they must complete the requirements
discussed in the previous sections in their first few semesters. Instead, newer graduate students
are often assigned to serve as instructional aides, assisting another instructor (sometimes
including fellow graduate students who are serving as the instructor of record for a class, more
on this below), usually by holding office hours and grading assignments under the direction of
the instructor. All six of the Computer Science ITAs that | interviewed reported that they had
been instructional aides at least once, and most had served in this capacity numerous times. As
shown in Excerpt 4.3, AC, the chair of the Computer Science department, suggested that these
duties could serve as a form of preparation for TAs who eventually wish to be the instructor of

record for the course they assist in.
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so there’'s a lot of work thers. and of courss,
this i=s uh scmething uh it's a good idea to DO
zome GRALDING, and get in on a class, before
teaching the same class. you =ze=s7?

mhm.

so typically the p h 4 students will request,
hello, can 1 (.) grade for the ¢ 3 tweoc oh one?
because,

mhm.

next year 1 wanna teach i1t. you se=?

ckay.

=0 they get familier with the clas= as well. [you
zee?]

[mhm. ]

uh what is invelwved, and and so on. you see?

mhm. and when they GRLDE for the class,

yes. yes.

are they also OBSERVING the class?

umrn uh wvery rarsly, some professors reguire uh the

their (.) their £ a's to come and attend the
class, as well. you see?

mhrmn.

uh but I would =ay that's exception. very,

mhm.

a few. mkay? but most (.) uh student (.) uh uh uh

graders will be (.) just holding office hours and
and (.) and grading the paper=s. mkay? mhm.

Excerpt 4.3. AC discusses Computer Science graduate students serving as instructional aides.

Of the six ITAs | interviewed, only one reported that she had attended the class sessions

of one instructor that she assisted. During her interview, LX reported that she attended all of the

class sessions of the discrete mathematics course taught by her Computer Science adviser during

her first semester at Shrinking World University. Excerpt 4.4 and Excerpt 4.5 present part of

LX’s discussion of this experience during our interview.

LX’s experience appears to be unusual in the Computer Science department, since the

other ITAs I interviewed reported that they graded assignments without attending the class and

also held office hours, which most claimed were rarely attended by students. This suggests that

the degree to which assisting another instructor actually serves as preparation for TAs later



serving as the instructor of the same course varies substantially with most only becoming

familiar with potential assignments through this process.
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Excerpt 4.4. LX describes her experience observing another instructor teaching a Computer

{{...)) did you have to cbserve the class, that
they were (.}

uh

taking?

fuh it it depend=. it’=s in in computer science
department, becauss y " know right now, (.} 1t =eems
like computer science 12 a very (.) popular major.
mhrn .

=20 we hawve (.) more, and more students,

mhm .
and, (.) that results in, we are lots of labor,
(.} 5o we get (.) a= long as you want a job, you

can get a teaching Bassistant.

mhm.

no matter you are familiar with that class a lot.
mhm.

uh (.) when 1i'm a teaching assistant, the first
time 1i'm 1i'm i1'm be a teaching assistant, 1'm
assisting my adviser.

mhm.

and she i= the one that who RELZLLY take teaching
zerious. he think that teaching is a wery
important part in her career. even though she’s
alrsady got her (.) tenurs. since.

mhm.

zhe's really kind of like care about (.) if the
zstudents learn well from her class,

mhm.

zo (.) at that at that that time, and she wants mse
to (.) do the quiz question, exam— (.} ins- (.} uh
besides grading part, 1 need to prepare fox
prepare the guiz gusestion, the exam guestion, the
homework gquestion,

mhm.

and i need to provide all thosze scluticn=.

mhm.

Science course she would later herself teach (part 1).
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Excerpt 4.5. LX describes her experience observing another instructor teaching a Computer

=0 1'm really kind of like (.) that’'=z= a first time
1'm teaching as=zistant. and, the discrete
mathematics (.)
mhm.
in (.) HERE (.) is wery differesnt from what 1
learned in china.
mhm.
because that’s the first semester 1 cams here,
even though 1 learn english, but it’s kind of like
VERY (.} GENERAL english, it"s not likes (.)
zpecific to computer science major.
mhm.
=0 even though there are =ome concepts, i don't
know how to say them in english. so 1t's really
hard to {.) for me to finish th- that task.
mhm.
so (.) 1 attend the class, thes whole semsster.
mhm.
i i'm full attendance.
mhm.
my attendance i= even better than Bmost Bof Bthe
@student=s @1in [Ethat @Bclas=ss.]

[@ER] right.
yeah. 1 attended the clas=s, but, it it turns ocut,
{.) 211 that semester that i spent =o much time on
that topic, so that it makes me, very familiar
with the content, so i'm wvery CONFIDENT when
=ztudents ask me for gquestion, or, when i give the
gquestion or sclution since i'm really confident
about that. so that’s why 1 gst to teach that
class, twice.
mhm.
yeah.

Science course she would later herself teach (part 2).

of the instructional aide duties. In some cases, graduate students are now assigned to lead
recitation sections, in which a smaller number of students (AC reported the maximum number
was twenty five) receives more hands-on instruction such as carrying out a practical exercise

related to what has been introduced in the larger lecture course (similar in organization and

4.2.5 Leading recitation sections

86

AC reported in his interview that the department had recently begun to offer a variation
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structure to the laboratory courses that TAs in Biology and Physics teach, as | discuss below).
During our interview, AC suggested that international students in particular benefited from or
felt more comfortable leading recitation sections, especially since the classes were smaller in size
and involved the instructor leading students through a pre-planned activity to demonstrate a

concept students had already become familiar with.

394 SK: ({...)) em 1t'3 a it's & one hour class.

3595 IR: uh huh.

396 SK: it's basically, like 1 have to (.) uh IMPLEMENT
357 what uh instructor had my adviser i= the

398 instructocr for that class. so,

359 IR: mhm.

400 SK: what he had taught, so 1 have to implement, and
401 zhow the =tudents, this is what they actually {.)
402 IR: mhm.

403 SK: MERN. this iz what it actually means.

404 IR: mhm.

405 SK: =o, 1 just had to show it them, and make sure they
406 do the same.

407 IR: mhm.

408 SK: so, (.) and there i1z uh it’'s like a propsr class.
409 v'know, it has an attendance, and participation
410 grade. Sc, (.)

411 IR: ckay.

412 SK: it's a it"s like a proper class 1 would say.

413 IR: =0 the students cams= (.}

414 SK: [yes.]

415 IR: [attended] class regularly?

416 SK: regularly. they HRD TO for to get grades.

417  IR: ckay. (.} um and you =said it was helpful, for you?
418 SK: yes, that was like my starting point, you can =ay.

419 20, as an ilnstructer, sc, (.) uh there will ke
420 like twenty students, [there won't]

421  IR: [rhm. ]

422 SK: there will be like twenty students, =so (.} 1 (.)
423 teach the students like, this is what it 1s, and
424 then, 1 sxplain in detail, =so, (.]

425 IR: mhm.
426 SK: i would say that's my starting point as

427 instructcr. 1'm not like a COMPLETE instructor, 1
428 would say, it"=s like a (.) & a ERRT of
429 instructor’=s job.

430 IR: mhm. mhm.

Excerpt 4.6. SK describes his experience teaching a recitation section for a Computer Science
course.
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Perhaps due to the fact that, at the time of my data collection, recitation sections had only
been recently implemented in the Computer Science department, only one of the ITAs |
interviewed, SK, reported that he had led a recitation section. SK reported in his interview that
leading the recitation section provided him with “a very good experience”. In Excerpt 4.6, |
present his discussion of his experience leading the recitation section for his adviser, who was
the instructor of record for the course that the recitation section was part of.

Although none of the other ITAs reported leading recitation sections themselves, LX
raised some potential concerns about the implementation of these recitations. In particular,
graduate students serving as instructors in the Computer Science department are assigned
instructional aides, who are also Computer Science graduate students, including instructional
aides to lead recitation sections. In her interview, LX expressed dissatisfaction with one of the
instructional aides who had been assigned to her and was supposed to lead a recitation section for
her course. Specifically, she felt that her peer did not possess the appropriate level of knowledge
about the subject matter such that when he was asked questions during recitation he was unable
to respond to them. LX reported that she had received at least one complaint from her students
about this recitation leader. Although she reported speaking with this instructional aide, she
suggested that she did not have any recourse over him, since he is a fellow PhD student. She said
“it’s hard for me”, because this person “is also a PhD student”. She continued, “that’s my peers;
that’s my colleague”.

LX’s situation then contrasts with SK’s in that, whereas SK appeared to take his
recitation duties seriously, perhaps because he was being supervised by his adviser, other

graduate students may not be as committed to using their recitation leading as an opportunity to
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prepare for their later teaching assignments. This suggests that the dilemmas of power created by
having PhD students assigned their fellow PhD students as instructional aides may require more
direct oversight or intentional policy making by the department to ensure that assistants are
performing their duties adequately and benefiting from the experience in the intended manner.
Furthermore, LX’s fellow graduate student may lack the preparation or guidance necessary to
perform his recitation duties adequately, suggesting that greater departmental efforts toward
preparing graduate students for these responsibilities would be warranted so that the burden of
dealing with student dissatisfaction does not fall to their fellow graduate students serving as the

instructor of record.

4.2.6 Course assignment

Once they have met the requirements | have described above, Computer Science graduate
students are eligible to be assigned to be the instructor of record for a course. They are usually
assigned specific classes according to their research interests or expertise, although the
department also has a number of introductory level courses for which any of the graduate
students would have the necessary mastery of the material to be qualified to teach. For these
assignments, AC reported that the department considers the TAs’ preferences and abilities
particularly with regards to whether they are well-suited to teaching introductory courses or more
advanced ones (see Excerpt 4.7 below). AC also mentioned that graduate students would request
to serve as instructional aides for particular classes with the goal of signaling their interest in

teaching the course and strengthening any argument for allowing them to do so.
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so um uh and also, we we review their (.) uh =ach
of cur p h d student=s is expected to submit =
teaching portfolio.
ckay.
at the end of the ye=ar.
okay.
you see? if they've taught somsthing, they have to
tell us,
mhm.
uh what they did. you se=?
ockay.
which includes the student evaluations, and so on.
mhm.
ckay.
=0 we monitor THOSE, and uh we 1f there’s scome
trocukle spots, we talk to the (.} yeah we we (.)
talk to the person invelved. [mkay?]
[nhm. ] mhm.
if they haven't dons a good job in the teaching,
and there were some complaints, or many
complaints,
mhm.
and (.) we makse sure that, (.) they've understood,
{.) an— and that they can do better (.) job, the
next time, sometimes, 1t's uh (.) 1t's uh uh 1t's
it's a particular as=signment.
mhm.
uh this particular class, they don't teach well,
but maybe =some other class they would teach well.
[yvou =zee?]
[mhm.] mhm.
o we maks those adjustments as well.
ockay.
gsome= some uh p h d students are comfortakle
teaching advanced topics.
mhimn.
um to to students who'wve already gone through (.)
uh the uh mayks a couple of classes, and then
{ {(inaudikle) }.
mhm.
whereas other students are very good at uh other t
a’s are good at teaching the the intreo intro
classes. [okay?]
[mhm. ]

Excerpt 4.7. AC describes the Computer Science department's requirements for TAs to submit
portfolios and their use in assigning graduate students courses.
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the TAs working under them, and also teach sections of the corresponding lecture class. For
example, I interviewed two of these academic professionals in my research: JG and AH. JG
oversees a teaching laboratory used for an introductory sequence of two Biology courses.
Students who are not majoring in Biology take one or both of these courses to satisfy general
education requirements. JG teaches lecture classes for these two courses and also is involved in
training and supervising the TAs who teach the laboratory classes. AH performs the same duties
for a sequence of courses for Biology majors.

Both AH and JG are also aided in their considerable administrative duties by laboratory
coordinators. | observed AH’s laboratory extensively, and noticed that the laboratory coordinator
working with him, AD, exercises considerable direct control over decisions related to which
graduate students are assigned to teach laboratory sections and is very involved in their
preparation. Thus, in the case of the sequence of courses for introductory Biology for Biology
majors, both AH and AD serve instrumental roles in screening, supervising, and preparing TAs
for their duties.

It is important to note that, as both JG and AH reported in their interviews, policies and
practices related to TAs’ preparation and screening are largely determined at the level of
individual teaching laboratories. Hence, while I will describe the policies in operation in these
two laboratories, practices differed, sometimes radically, across labs. In particular, there was
apparently considerable variation in how weekly lab meetings were used. For example, one TA
that I interviewed, FR, reported that she had been an apprentice (I explain apprenticeship
procedures below) in both AH’s laboratory and another that offered courses for more advanced
Biology majors. She reported that the meetings in the other laboratory (which she had not gone

on to be a TA in) were brief and did not involve TAs giving demonstrations of their teaching, a
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routine feature of AH’s laboratory meetings. As will become clear from my discussion below,
these weekly meetings serve as one of the principal sources of support that Biology TAs receive.
Hence, while my discussion will focus on the two laboratories that my informants worked in
(and in particular AH’s, which I collected a great deal more data from), it should be noted that
policies related to Biology TAs differ substantially across different labs.

In my research on policies pertaining to ITAs in the Biology department, five major
considerations emerged. First, admission into a graduate program is a requirement for being a
TA (as it is for any department), and which program (Master’s or PhD) the student enters affects
when, how much, and how often they will teach. Second, all prospective TAs are required to
attend an orientation about teaching in the Biology department prior to beginning their teaching.
Third, prospective TAs must complete a semester-long apprenticeship in which they shadow an
experienced TA in the lab they wish to teach. Fourth, new TAs are often assigned to team teach
with a more experienced TA in their first semester. Finally, Biology TAs are required to attend
weekly meetings in which pedagogical issues are frequently discussed. In the following sections,

I discuss these five points in more detail.

45.1 Program admission

Although much of the policy-making and implementation regarding TAs in Biology takes
place at the level of individual labs, there are some department-level requirements that
prospective Biology TAs must meet before being allowed to teach. First, they must be admitted
into a PhD or Master’s program in Biology. However, which program they are admitted into
impacts their experience with teaching, because, as my informants reported, Master’s and PhD
students often have different incentives to seek out TA positions. Both AH and JG mentioned

that Biology Master’s students are more likely to depend on teaching lab classes as a way to pay
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for their education and receive a stipend. In contrast, PhD students are usually funded through
another source, usually as research assistants, and teach lab classes as a way of supplementing
their income and fulfilling a requirement of their program that they teach for at least five
semesters during their first four years in the program (as specified in a policy document from the
Biology department).

Since admission to Biology graduate programs and teaching assignments are handled at
different administrative levels (i.e., department-level administration versus laboratory-level
administration), it seems unlikely that decisions about admissions into Biology graduate
programs consider teaching experience or preparation (although | was unable to interview any
department-level administrators from the Biology department). Instead, my informants report
that most Master’s students are admitted without funding and must seek out teaching
opportunities after enrolling in the program, and most PhD students are admitted with some other

form of funding, usually tied to the laboratory research of a Biology faculty member.

4.5.2 Orientation

A second department level policy requires that all prospective TAs attend a one-day
orientation offered every summer before being assigned to teach laboratory courses. More
experienced TAs are permitted to attend (and some do as, as PS reported), and some more
experienced TAs serve as panelists during the orientation. My informants from the Biology
department provided insight into the range of issues that can be covered in this orientation in any
given year. They include general expectations for Biology TAs, instructions for dealing with
disruptions, handling dangerous situations in the laboratory, handling two sets of responsibilities
as research and teaching assistant (as well as presumably graduate student), and dealing with

student academic dishonesty.
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The ITAs and administrators | talked with about the orientation seemed mostly positive
about it, while attempting to remain realistic about the amount of preparation TAs can truly get

from a one day orientation.

4.5.3 Apprenticeship

Although the orientation | have described in the previous section serves as a minimal
level of required preparation for all TAs in the Biology department, the additional preparation
that is offered to Biology TAs is largely dependent on which lab they are teaching in, as the
academic professionals and lab coordinators that supervise these laboratories take on the
responsibility of ensuring that TAs are prepared to teach sections of the courses they are in
charge of. All of the laboratories that my informants were knowledgeable of required a semester
long apprenticeship from all prospective TAs before they could begin teaching and receive
compensation for their work. In addition, an apprenticeship is referenced in the requirements for
all Biology PhD students, so it is likely that all other labs require the completion of an
apprenticeship semester as well, although the expectations for apprentices appears to vary across
labs.

According to my informants, apprentices shadow a more experienced TA for an entire
semester and also attend all laboratory meetings; they are then evaluated at the end of the
semester to determine whether they will be eligible for a teaching position in the laboratory the
following semester. During his interview, JG described this requirement as it pertains to his
implementation of it in his lab. JG reported that “the best” (already experienced) TAs in his lab
are assigned graduate students who have expressed interest in becoming a TA in the lab. JG
reported that it was his intention that, through shadowing the experienced TA for a full semester,

the apprentice would gain a basic knowledge of the laboratory, the course, and the students.
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Toward the end of their apprenticeships, JG reported that the apprentices are evaluated on their
ability to present at least one of the introductory lab lectures to a class. In making final decisions
as to whether they will be hired as TAs, JG also reported considering criteria like whether they
put in effort and whether they know how to take attendance and grade tests. According to JG,
some prospective TAs may have to repeat the apprenticeship if their performance is

unsatisfactory.

174 IR: ((...)) what were you doing (.) as a £t as an

175 LPFRENTICE, what were you [doing, ]

176 M=: [mhm. ]

177 IR: before that demo?

178 M™MZ: mm so you just go to the (.) lab class, every time
173 they have a class,

180 IR: mhm.

181 MZ: =o like you uh (.} how to =ay? you paired with a
182 experienced t a.

183 IR: mhm.

184 MEZ: and you go to that £t a’s class.

185 IR: mhm.

186 MEZ: =very week.

187 IR: mhm.

188 MZ: and you &lsoc go to the t & meeting. which happens
189 {.) for us, every friday.

150 IR: ckay.

191 MZ: mm so in that teaching class, you can cbserve the

152 experienced t a, how they (.} deliver the (.)

153 information, and how they interact with student.
154 IR: mhm.

155 MZ: and in the t a meeting, you can (.) hear soms pe-
156 zome (.} t & talking about their (.) thin- the
157 things they met in the class. like, (.} if =

198 ztudent do this, what 1 what should 1 do?

159 IR: [mhm. ]

200 MZ: [1f 1] met this =ituation, what should 1 do?

201 IR: mhm.

202 MZ: and i think that’'s very (.) useful. like, at least
203 vyou (.) you have an idea what things vou may (.)
204 f- face too. when you teach.

205 IR: mhm. mhm.

206 MZ: and, alsc, (.} you can lesarn how you should deal
207 with that.

Excerpt 4.24. MZ discusses being an apprentice in AH's Biology laboratory.
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to GH, this format is particularly conducive to providing a space for newer PhD students to be
peripheral participants in teaching activities, allowing them to receive preparation both in the
form of a pedagogy course as well as through their experiences in the classroom working
alongside a more experienced TA and instructor. GH reported that the studio laboratory format
has many advantages for the SWU Physics program including allowing the program to use
resources efficiently by placing new PhD students immediately into the classroom (instead of
keeping them out of the classroom in their first semester as was the practice before), while also
providing continued support for them, in the form of co-instructors to work alongside. In
addition, the format gives TAs training in a teaching style that GH reports is currently “a
growing trend” in undergraduate physics education, which may help graduates of the program
secure teaching positions.

Of the five Physics ITAs that I interviewed, three had taught in the studio laboratory
format: AE, BG, and KY. Interestingly, | received somewhat conflicting reports about the
instructional demands of studio and traditional formats. KY claimed that the traditional format is
“easier” in part because “there is less interaction between the student and the TA”. In contrast,
AE’s comments in Excerpt 4.30 suggest that he preferred to teach in the studio format (he had
not yet been assigned to the traditional format, per his requests, although he was familiar with it,
having, for example, served as a substitute instructor for his peers), because of the support the

studio format offered for him as a “newcomer” who was not confident in his teaching or English.
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Hence, | believe that the institutional discourse around ENG 600 should more clearly
frame it as adding value to prospective and current teaching assistants who complete it, rather
than merely remediating deficits. One possible way of attempting this would be to reframe ENG
600 as a course that aims to prepare TAs for communication in linguistically and culturally
diverse classrooms. This would allow for a continued focus on ITAs making themselves
understood in the classroom, but it would also open up the possibility of examining cultural and
linguistic diversity of the student population at SWU, something that several of my ITA
interviewees suggested often caused difficulties for them (e.g., ND in Excerpt 5.13).
Furthermore, it would allow the course to engage more critically with questions about the roles
and responsibilities of students in promoting successful communication (Lindemann, 2002),
prejudice (Kang & Rubin, 2009; Rubin, 1992), microaggressions (Gomez et al., 2011), or other
relevant topics. Making such a reframed course fulfill a requirement in a higher education
teaching certification program (such as that recently begun by TESS at SWU), may also help
provide greater incentive for teaching assistants, or prospective teaching assistants, with diverse
backgrounds to take it (Winter, Turner, Gedye, Nash, & Grant, 2014). Indeed, it would be
unwise from a legal perspective to restrict the course to international teaching assistants, since
any course purporting to offer additional preparation to teaching assistants should, for legal and
ethical reasons, be available for any wanting to take it (Brown, Fishman, & Jones, 1990).

Another major form of preparation that many teaching assistants receive is the chance to
be peripherally involved in instructional practices. In the Biology department, this takes the form
of the semester long apprenticeship. In the Computer Science department, graduate students
assist instructors of record by grading and holding office hours. In the Mathematics department,

new graduate students are required to serve as tutors. Finally, in the Physics program, new
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graduate students work in studio laboratory settings where they work alongside other more
experienced peers and faculty members to deliver instruction. Such peripheral participation is
generally reported by administrators and ITAs alike as useful preparation. However, these forms
of preparation also have apparent limitations with respect to the quality of preparation that TAs
can receive, some noted by my participants, others that | surmised myself. Here | consider the
potential shortcomings of Biology’s and Computer Science’s modes of peripheral participation,
since | believe that, in the other departments, other forms of preparation (especially required
coursework) come much closer to addressing areas important to teacher development that cannot
be fully addressed through such peripheral participation.

As I reported above, the Biology department’s requirement of a semester-long
apprenticeship was regarded as excellent preparation by several of the ITAs | interviewed (see
MZ’s comments in Excerpt 4.24). Nonetheless, while apprentices have the opportunity to
observe and even participate in ongoing classroom activities, they do not receive much explicit
theoretical guidance in instructional practice. While core topics of educational theory and
practice, like student diversity (racial, gender, socioeconomic, etc.), motivation, learning styles,
dialogic learning, or assessment, might be broached momentarily in laboratory meetings, they
are unlikely to be discussed at any length, because the focus of these meetings is not on long-
term professional development but rather on preparation for the next week’s lesson. This in itself
is not necessarily a problem, since discussing concepts like motivation within the context of a
lesson could help to bridge the oft-reported divide between theory and practice. However,
without preparation in such educational theories, TAs may not have conceptual frameworks that
allow them to consider the full range of possible benefits or consequences of their pedagogical

decision-making.
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A further issue of relying on peripheral participation such as that used in Biology
laboratories is that the more experienced TAs that apprentices are implicitly asked to view as
models do not always model effective or ethical teaching practice. In my own observations of
these meetings, | personally found much of the advice offered to less experienced TAs and
apprentices by more experienced TAs to be productive, but there were moments where
worrisome messages, especially unproductive negativity about students, were disseminated. On
more than one occasion, | observed veteran TAs openly disparage the student population that the
laboratory served during meetings where newer TAs and apprentices were present, for example,
using insulting language to characterize the students as less capable than their peers at other
universities, especially those that the veteran TAs had attended. Of course, such discourse is
quite common, so | do not mean to imply that any particular TAs are themselves problematic.
Rather, my point is that a TA preparation system that merely asks TAs to observe and emulate
the practices and discourses of its more experienced TAs is likely to continue to reproduce the
practices and discourses, both the good and the bad, that already dominate within the teaching
setting. Ultimately, | believe it would be best if prospective TAs were encouraged and prepared
to examine and reflect on their own and others’ teaching practices and discourses, such that they
can carefully and critically consider what they hear, especially through lenses provided by
educational theory.

| believe a course in pedagogy (along the lines of MATH 850) that could be taken at the
same time as the apprenticeship would help to address some of the apprenticeship’s limitations.
Such a course would give apprentices greater structure to reflect on how the instructor in the
laboratory courses they are observing incorporates elements of effective instructional practice (or

not). For example, after reading about student learning styles, apprentices could engage in guided
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observation in which they try to observe whether different learning styles are accommodated in
the laboratory. As a group, apprentices could discuss what they saw in their classrooms and share
effective strategies for accommodating different learning styles. Furthermore, such a course
would ideally also provide aspiring TAs with alternative perspectives on the diverse student
population that they serve, beyond the dominant deficit ideological framing. Such a course
would also have the added benefit of allowing apprentices to receive course credit for completing
their apprenticeship. Apprentices currently receive neither course credit nor financial
compensation for their apprenticeship semester. This has the added problem of making the
apprenticeship essentially officially invisible, meaning that it may be difficult for TAs to later
claim the apprenticeship as part of their training in teaching.

The Computer Science department likewise provides prospective TAs with opportunities
that are similarly intended, in part at least, to offer some preparation for their later teaching in the
form of peripheral participation in instructional responsibilities (see AC’s comments in Excerpt
4.3). Computer Science graduate students assist instructors especially by grading and by holding
office hours, although the ITAs I interviewed suggested that students rarely ever utilized these
office hours. While the act of grading for the course provides, among other possible things, some
degree of familiarity with the course content and the possible forms of assessment used, for the
most part, Computer Science graduate students do not actually attend the course they are
assisting in. As a result, most ITAs have very little, if any, exposure to classroom instructional
practices used in US undergraduate education generally or in their department specifically, by
the time they assume responsibility for their own courses (although some of my informants
reported that Computer Science graduate students are encouraged to pay attention to the

instructional practices of the faculty teaching the graduate courses that they take). Since their
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office hours are rarely attended, they also have very little interaction with SWU undergraduate
students before they begin teaching. LX’s comments about the benefits of attending a course
while serving in an assistant capacity before later serving as the course’s instructor present some
suggestion of the possible benefits of Computer Science TAs observing the teaching of the
instructor of record they are assigned to (Excerpt 4.4 and Excerpt 4.5).

While the opportunity to observe is always in principle available to Computer Science
graduate students, | believe that few can be reasonably expected to take advantage of such an
opportunity, given that they are incentivized to devote their time and energy to other pursuits,
particularly research. Furthermore, implementing a more formal requirement for new Computer
Science graduate students to attend one or more of the courses they assist in would open up the
opportunity for more structured observation through the introduction of an additional course (or
the expansion of the existing one credit hour CSCI 900) with a similar focus as what | described
for Biology: guided observations focused on allowing graduate students to discuss, reflect on,
and critique what they see in the classroom and what they read about in required theoretical

readings.

4.7.3 Continuous development for (international) teaching assistants

Finally, in most of the five departments | examined, there appear to be scarce policy
efforts made toward encouraging further professional development among already practicing
TAs. One potentially effective way of encouraging such growth is through regular, formative
observations with opportunities to discuss the observation with the observer, but three of the
departments | studied, Biology, Computer Science, and Physics, lack systems for formal
observation of practicing TAs, although, as | noted above, there are reports of some informal

observation ongoing in both Biology and Physics, and the Computer Science department requires
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a yearly portfolio from graduate students that includes a component on their teaching. The
Mathematics department has a formalized system of observation which includes mid-semester
feedback from students, but ITAs’ reports about it raise questions about the degree to which they
receive detailed or useful feedback, since most ITAs reported mostly receiving simple forms of
praise. In both the English and Mathematics department, there is some evidence to suggest that
observation requirements are not consistently met (i.e., TAs are not always observed when they
are required to be).

TAs who serve as instructors of record receive student evaluations with feedback on their
teaching. Such feedback may provide some opportunity for reflection on teaching practice and
growth as an instructor. However, many TAs in Physics and Biology do not receive such
feedback since it is not elicited and disseminated via formal university systems and must
therefore be elicited via ad hoc evaluation by the department or laboratory and then later
distributed to the TAs. I did observe that the two Biology laboratories | examined had systems
for eliciting such feedback and then providing it to TAs, but there is not yet a similar system in
place in the Physics department.

Furthermore, few ITAs reported utilizing resources from Teaching Excellence Support
Services, including attending the annual teaching assistant pedagogy conference. However,
reports of attendance at this conference were quite high among TAs working in AH and AD’s
Biology laboratory. Having observed some of the group’s meetings, I believe that this has to do
with efforts made, especially by AD, to encourage TAs to attend. The group’s weekly meeting
was cancelled on the day of the conference, and TAs were encouraged to go to the conference
instead. | also observed that she encouraged and facilitated an opportunity for some TAs to

present at the conference. These efforts seem to have resulted in a number of the ITAs |
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interviewed as well as other TAs taking advantage of the opportunities for development offered
at the conference.

In the next two chapters, | look at some aspects of ITA-student communication and the
difficulties that arise in it that are not addressed under the current policies at SWU. In Chapter 5,
I look at how students orient to communication difficulty and how ITAs understand students’ use
of avoidance strategies or their attempts to repair communication. In Chapter 6, | explore how
communication difficulties in the classroom are repaired and how they affect ITAs’ and students’

perceptions of each other.

5 ORIENTATIONS TO COMMUNICATING ACROSS LINGUISTIC

DIFFERENCE

In the previous chapter, | discussed how Shrinking World University attempts to deal
with communication difficulty through the socialization of ITAs into their roles as instructors.
Although different units on campus are perhaps more successful than others at preparing their
ITAs, it is important to note that the thrust of policy-making is on addressing ITAs’
competencies and experiences, as it is at most universities. To the extent that stakeholders
believed that ITA-student communication was problematic, they sought to deal with the issue by
assessing and remediating ITAs’ English and providing or requiring greater pedagogic training
for them. Even though administrators I spoke with sometimes alluded to students’ contributions
to difficulties in ITA-student communication, | found no evidence of sustained effort at SWU to
address students’ competencies, attitudes, or strategies for engaging in communication across
linguistic difference with their ITAs. Nonetheless, as | also pointed out in the previous chapter,

SWU, like many US and other Anglophone universities has made an explicit commitment to
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“globalizing” the university (Dippold, 2015; Gaffikin & Perry, 2009; Jenkins, 2014), including
calling for increased “global competency” among university stakeholders, including students and
faculty.

Given that communication across linguistic difference is a ubiquitous phenomenon in any
community that might be characterized as “globalized”, I take it as important that students and
ITAs be prepared to productively and respectfully use Englishes to undertake their common
educational purposes. In this chapter, | describe potential obstacles that remain unaddressed at
SWU and undertheorized in applied linguistics (and other research) literature specifically related
to how students and ITAs understand their communication with each other and how they orient
to and report dealing with the difficulties that may arise during it.

This difficulty I argue is a ubiquitous feature of communication in linguistically diverse
settings. Communication in any setting can hardly be expected to proceed precisely as all
interlocutors hope it will, but the presence of linguistic and cultural diversity raises the likelihood
that communication will be perceived as problematic. Research by Chiang has shown that
through actively and strategically repairing communication difficulties, students and ITAs are
able to arrive at mutual understanding during office hour interactions (Chiang, 2009a, 2009b,
2011; Chiang & Mi, 2008). Similarly, research into English as a lingua franca (ELF) used in
higher educational settings suggests that participants are able to ensure successful
communication in spite of the linguistic diversity that characterizes these spaces by relying on
similar strategies (e.g., Bjorkman, 2013; Kaur, 2010; Mauranen, 2006). Taken as a whole, this
work establishes the possibility for achieving mutual understanding in communication across

linguistic difference in higher education settings.
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him that he understood. For KY, this incident was clear indication that his language posed a

problem for classroom communication. Similarly, in Excerpt 5.13 and Excerpt 5.14, ND

describes an “uncomfortable” (line 1059) recurring situation, in which she struggles to

understand a student’s question (lines 1046-1054), and the students interact amongst themselves

to provide an answer to the question (lines 1062-1071). She also reports that, through listening to

their interactions, she often comes to understand what the original question was and is then able

to participate (lines 1073-1074).

1024
1025
1026
1027
1028
1029
1030
1031
1032
1033
1034
1035
1036
1037
1038
1039
1040
1041
1042
1043
1044
1045
1046
1047
1048
1049
1050
1051
1052
1053
1054
1055
1056

ND:

IR:
ND:
IR:
ND:

IR:
ND:

IR:
ND:

IR:
ND:

IR:
ND:

IR:
ND:
IR:
ND:

((...)) in my RUSSIAN class, there are many
AMERICAN students, and i find it more difficult to
understand american accent. especially when they
(.) speak FAST, and (.)

in russian?

no.

[oh.]

[yves.] in in in in (.) no- not in russian, in in
english. they ask me a question IN ENGLISH,

okay.

and (.) i don’t know. i feel like (.) american
students (.) their language sounds different to me
than what for example, our p h d @american
@students um (.) say. like i i don’t have problems
understanding @p @Gh @d @students (.)

okay.

here. maybe i’m like more used to their language.
or m- (.) maybe (.) their (.) variety of language
is more STANDARD, to me, y’ know?

mhm.

and um (.) 1 kind of (.) CATCH it (.) WELL. (.)
but (.) um maybe it is more stressful situation

there in the classroom when 1 hear some questions
(.)

mhm.

um that (.) 1 don’t understand, and 1 ask to
repeat, 1 ask them to repeat several times, and
(.) everybody knows what they were asking, @and
@y’know @i QDON'T.

uh huh.

@and @i Ghave @to Canswer. @

uh huh.

so that’s a little bit um (.) difficult.

Excerpt 5.13. ND discusses difficulties understanding students' questions (part 1).
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recordings that the episodes I discuss below were drawn, and each was also presented to the ITA

and some of the students in the class during an interview or focus group. | was able to recruit

four students from each of the ITAs’ classes (for a total of eight students). In both cases, one

student was interviewed individually and three others participated in a focus group. Table 6.1

contains some biographical information about the eight students.

Table 6.1. Demographic information for focus group and interview participants.

pseudonym? gender race/ethnicity languages® major standing  ITA®
Hannah (H6) female White Neuroscience Sophomore MZ
Isabel (16) female Hispanic Psychology Junior MZ
John (J6) male  Black Exercise Science Junior MZ
Kyung-Hee (K7)  female Asian Biology Sophomore  MZ
Manesh (M8) male Indian Guijarati Biology Junior PS
Naveen (N9) male Indian Gujarati Biology Sophomore  PS
Parth (P9) male Indian Tamil Neuroscience Sophomore  PS
Rebecca (R9) female White/Black  Danish Psychology Junior PS

a. Codes used in transcription (a letter and number, e.g., H6) are included in parentheses.
b. Languages participants reported having strong proficiency in, in addition to English. All

participants reported strong proficiency in English.
c. Instructor of the class the student was taking.

6.3 Whole-class instruction and communication difficulty

6.3.1 Scenario 1: MZ explaining resolution

When | observed the lectures in these classrooms, it appeared, on the surface, that

communication difficulty was infrequent. In particular, I observed very few instances in which

the instructors and students engaged in overt conversational repair during whole class

instruction. | came to find, however, that participants, especially the students, perceived

difficulties. In particular, students reported that they occasionally could not understand ITAs’

explanations during these lectures but that they remained silent in these situations.
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(lambda) and numerical aperture (lines 13-19). She also presents a picture illustrating how the
numerical aperture is usually labelled on a microscope (lines 22-24).

I met with MZ the day after she taught this lesson, and we discussed how she felt about it.
In my field notes, I recorded that MZ was generally satisfied with the lesson, but she felt the
students had become bored and started to pay less attention by the end of her introductory lecture
recalling that fewer students were actively watching her while she was explaining the difference
between magnification and resolution. Later in the semester, when | played the video recording
of this excerpt to her, MZ remarked “From their response, I’'m not sure whether everyone
confident in distinguish the two concept”, since she only heard one of the students respond
enthusiastically; the others provided only half-hearted responses or remained silent.

MZ’s suspicions about students’ less than enthusiastic response were confirmed when [
played the video recording of this excerpt for four of her students. All of them reported that they
had difficulties understanding the recording and that they had found it difficult to understand at
the time as well. | present portions of their responses from one focus group in Excerpt 6.2, which
begins immediately after | played the video, and Excerpt 6.3, which begins with me asking
whether the students in the focus group remembered whether they responded to MZ’s question.

All of the students I spoke with about this segment reported that they remained silent or
falsely claimed to have understood when MZ prompted them for questions. They justified their
response in various ways. Sympathy for MZ, as nonnative English speaker, was one motivation.
Isabel (I6) mentioned that she did not want to cause MZ to “struggle” in explaining the concepts
to her (Excerpt 6.3, lines 1048-1051). She apparently imagined MZ struggling specifically with
English, since she alludes to her earlier comments in the discussion when she reported not

wanting to “put more strain on her” by forcing MZ to “find different words™ to explain herself
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Excerpt 6.3. Students from MZ's class discuss how they responded when faced with
nonunderstanding of MZ's explanation of resolution.

(to see these remarks inside of a fuller context, see Excerpt 6.7 below). While such explanations
appear to show sensitivity toward MZ, they also portray her as communicatively incompetent to

some degree.
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have discussed in this chapter, a number of motivations appear to underlie this including the
perception that an ITA lacks the communicative competence to help them understand.

Language and linguistic difference are also clearly implicated in ITAs’ attempts to
construct an authoritative but likeable teacher identity in the classroom. For MZ, establishing an
authoritative identity was a constant struggle as she often talked with me about how she felt that
her students did not respect her or acted as though they did not have to listen to her or follow her
instructions. For her, potential ‘flaws’ in her English were a salient and ever-present threat to her
quest to construct an identity as a confident and knowledgeable, yet friendly and likeable,
instructor. Her students’ perceptions of her showed that they apparently liked and appreciated her
as an instructor, but their perceptions of communication difficulties suggested that they viewed
MZ with a certain amount of condescension or pity undermining MZ’s desire to be seen as an
expert in Biology and a competent teacher.

Discussions with PS and her students revealed that language and linguistic difference also
pose difficulties for PS as she attempts to construct an authoritative and likeable teacher identity
but that her challenges played out differently than MZ’s. It is possible that linguistic differences
(or differences in conversational style) are at the heart of the apparent miscommunication
between PS and her students.

Interestingly, some of the students I spoke with had South Asian heritage similar to PS’s
(e.g., Parth was the child of Indian immigrants; see Table 6.1). Early in our discussion, Parth
suggested that, despite appearing so to students because of their cultural backgrounds, PS was
not genuinely irritated but was merely expressing herself in a manner typical of South Asians, a
suggestion that Naveen (also of Indian heritage) initially agreed with but later seemed to dismiss.

Thus, in spite of the early suggestion of cultural differences, for some of the students,
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particularly Naveen and Rebecca, the way PS interacted with them and other students suggested
that she was irritated with them when things did not go completely smoothly in the lab. They
perceived her as attacking them, and so they launched their own counter-attacks, becoming quite
critical of PS’s language, which thanks to dominant language ideologies represents rather low
hanging fruit for criticism. The ‘flaws’ they identified in her language were often unfair both in
that they implied that any deviation from native English norms was somehow culpable for
communication difficulty, and in that, even accepting such a standard for the sake of argument,
they often distorted PS’s actual language use or misrepresented native English use in order to
judge her language as lacking. Hence, students’ complaints about PS’s language appeared to be
motivated by other sources of dissatisfaction but potentially had the ability to undermine her
credibility as an instructor by suggesting that she was less communicatively competent than she
IS.

MZ appeared to successfully be seen as likeable by her students, in part because of what
they perceived as the appropriately apologetic demeanor of a nonnative English speaker. Her
students seemed to be mostly unconcerned with her language, made excuses for it, and even
attempted to shield her from the anxiety that she apparently felt as a result of communication
difficulties. MZ’s anxiety about language which was apparent especially in cases where she
experienced pronunciation difficulties thus appeared to confirm for students that MZ was
appropriately cognizant of her linguistic inadequacies. It also, however, seemed to elicit in them
a sort of condescension toward her, suggesting it undermined her attempts to construct an
authoritative teacher identity.

In contrast, PS’s students viewed her as occasionally unlikable, in part because of what

they perceived as an unwillingness to acknowledge the ‘flaws’ of her language. Indeed, in her
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interviews and discussions with me, PS seemed to have far less anxiety about her language than
MZ. Despite PS’s apparent feeling that her English was not a real cause for concern, PS’s
students were hyper-critical of her language, at times seeming to mock it and even to
manufacture examples of its deficiencies.

Differing perceptions of these two ITAs appear to be partially based on how they orient
to their own language as nonnative English speakers and specifically whether they perform in a
manner that communicates an appropriate (for the students) amount of regret for their linguistic
‘inadequacies’. In this regard, many ITAs (and perhaps nonnative English-speaking instructors
more generally) appear to be in a double bind that offers two unsatisfactory options. On the one
hand, they can orient to communication difficulties in a way that suggests they are anxious and
apologetic about their language, in a sense performing awareness that they are linguistically
‘flawed’. By choosing to do so, they may elicit feelings of sympathy from students which might
translate into students liking but not necessarily fully respecting them as authority figures.

On the other hand, international instructors can choose to appear relatively less concerned
about their language and the potential communication difficulties that might arise, in a sense
making the difficulties that arise from communication across linguistic difference appear
‘normal’. By choosing to do so, they may avoid being seen as less authoritative, but they may
also elicit feelings of resentment about their alleged lack of concern for students’ difficulties in

understanding.

7 CONCLUSION

In this chapter, | review the findings of my study, discuss implications for HEI policy

related to ITA-student communication, and suggest paths for future research. | first discuss my
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reframing of ‘the ITA problem’. I then summarize findings, discuss implications, and discuss the
need for future research related to the two sides of the communicative equation in this situation:

ITAs and students.

7.1 Rethinking ‘the ITA problem’

As I argued in Chapter 2, ‘the ITA problem’ has commonly been understood by
policymakers and even applied linguists as chiefly an issue of ITAs’ linguistic ‘deficiencies’.
Even when policymakers and researchers have acknowledged the contributions students make to
‘the problem’, for example through their prejudices toward nonnative speech (Kang & Rubin,
2009; Rubin, 1992), they have often framed students’ responses as merely incidental to the core
issue, as understandable if inexcusable responses to a difficult situation (e.g., Bailey, 1984a;
Plakans, 1997), or as impractical to address (e.g., Kaplan, 1989).

A recent article in the Chronicle of Higher Education (Patel, 2016, April 24) illustrates
how this approach has played out in policies at several HEIs. The article contains quotes from
educators working with ITAs at a few institutions: Cornell University, Georgia Institute of
Technology, Ohio University, and the University of Illinois. The article describes “the language
problem” as “a particularly stubborn one” that institutions continue to try to address today and
suggests a few “creative ways” that HEIs use to address the problem.

These solutions are mostly aimed at improving ITAs’ competencies and include
commonly used simulation tests to assess ITA’s spoken classroom language, a mobile app
designed to provide ITAs with pronunciation practice, a curriculum influenced by drama, and the
suggestion that ITA curricula focus on “cultural skills”. The remaining solution that the article
discusses is addressing students’ attitudes toward ITAs’ speech. The article provides a summary

of Rubin’s work on how nonlinguistic factors (i.e., instructors’ apparent race) influence students’
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perceptions of their language and then quotes Dawn Bikowski, director of Ohio University’s
English Language Improvement Program, saying

We don’t want to give the message that only the international teaching assistant needs to

change... As listeners, we bear responsibility to have a willingness to work harder, within

reason, to understand an individual who speaks in a way we’re not accustomed, instead of
assuming you can’t learning anything from that person.

To this end, Bikowski reports that she and her program recruit undergraduate students to
rate ITA oral proficiency tests and to reflect on how this process has affected them. Bikowski
also reports visiting classes “to encourage patience and empathy for international teaching
assistants”.

While Bikowski’s efforts and the Chronicle author’s inclusion of this element in the
article are both commendable, the article nonetheless illustrates the imbalance that the typical
approach creates in terms of pedagogical and research focus as well as, notably, institutional
resource allocation. While these institutions spend a great deal of resources developing
assessments and resources for ITAs, the examples of concrete efforts made to address students’
attitudes and contributions to communicating across linguistic difference are sparse at best
amounting to the inclusion of a small number of undergraduate students in the testing process
(notice that this particular effort made to address students’ roles still positions them as arbiters of
their instructors’ language) and occasional visits to classrooms by those working with ITAs to
encourage “patience and empathy” from students. If HEIs are serious about integrating
international instructors and international graduate students and fostering global citizenship,

international cooperation, or other competencies among their stakeholders, then I believe that
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there is a need for a shift in how we understand the difficulties encountered in ITA-student
communication.

In Chapter 2, | argued that the problems of ITA-student communication ought to be seen
as a failure to communicate across linguistic difference or a failure to develop and promote the
orientations and competencies necessary to do so successfully. In the chapters that followed, |
showed how this failure arises. Crucially, | argued that this failure does not arise from linguistic
difference itself but rather from ITAs’ and students’ responses to and perceptions of linguistic
difference and the communication difficulty that is a natural, generally manageable aspect of
linguistically diverse settings.

In Chapter 5, I showed that students preferring an Avoidance orientation to their ITAs
responded to communication difficulty in ways that did not resolve such difficulties through
interaction with their instructors. For example, some students reported that they routinely chose
not to ask their ITAs questions when they did not understand (and | also examined this more
closely in Chapter 6) or reported that they preferred not to register for classes taught by
international instructors or ITAs. Students offered a number of justifications for their Avoidance
orientations. For example, they reported that certain instructional contexts (e.g., large lectures)
did not promote Collaboration. Furthermore, many students expressed negative assumptions
about their ITAs’ communicative competence which led them to see communicating across
linguistic difference with their ITAs as an ineffective or inefficient means of fulfilling
educational tasks and goals. Finally, these students’ comments also suggested that they did not
view the cultivation of “global competency” as an important aspect of their experience at SWU
or did not see interacting with ITAs as an opportunity for developing such competencies.

Students’ Avoidance orientations clearly represent challenges to HEIs’ missions of integrating
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ITAs and developing “global competency” since students’ tendencies not to interact with them
represent a subversion of the expectation that the presence of international instructors and
students will result in contact between stakeholders from diverse backgrounds, contact which is
expected to bring about increased understanding, tolerance, and cooperation (Dippold, 2015).

Furthermore, in Chapter 6, | argued that how ITAs and students responded to and
perceived linguistic diversity and communication difficulty represented serious threats to ITAs’
ability to successfully integrate into the HEI, since it created difficulty for them in establishing
themselves as respected and liked instructors. In particular, | argued that in trying to address
communication difficulty and their own Englishes within the classroom ITAs appeared to have
two fairly unsatisfactory choices available to them. On the one hand, ITAs can perform an
identity as nonnative English user who is ‘appropriately’ apologetic about their language. I
observed that for MZ such an identity made her likeable to her students but invited
condescension from them, suggesting that it undermined her authority as an instructor. On the
other hand, ITAs can simply treat linguistic difference and their own Englishes as normal. |
observed that PS’s students perceived her as unconcerned with what they imagined were her
linguistic ‘shortcomings’, and, in conjunction with other forms of apparent miscommunication,
they occasionally viewed her as uncaring and unlikable. These ITAs’ double bind suggests that
the ways their Englishes are perceived and responded to are a structural barrier to integration into
the HEL.

Reframing these problems as failures to integrate ITAs and failures to be accepting of and
actively protect linguistic diversity at HEIs is important because it invites different priorities and
solutions both in terms of the preparation of ITAs for their roles as instructors as well as

promoting competencies and orientations related to communicating across linguistic difference
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not only for ITAs but also for students. In the following sections, | consider implications and
future directions for ITA-student communication by discussing first those pertaining to ITAs and

then those pertaining to their student interlocutors.

7.2 ITA preparation

The past several decades of research on ITAs have contributed to assessments that move
HEIs closer to ensuring that students and ITAs arrive in the classroom with some degree of
shared linguistic knowledge. This research has also helped develop programs to prepare ITAs to
become instructors by teaching them about their students’ cultural expectations as well as
helping them to adapt their language to be more intelligible for students. In Chapter 4, |
presented evidence that such forms of preparation provide excellent support for and are greatly
appreciated by some ITAs at SWU, and the same is likely true for ITAs at other institutions.
Nonetheless, there are areas where this preparation could be strengthened both in terms of
institutional policy and in terms of how ITA training proceeds.

At SWU, there are aspects of institutional or departmental policy that lead to missed
opportunities for ITAs to gain meaningful experience communicating with students across
linguistic difference and being socialized into instructional contexts and practices at the
institution. Perhaps the most striking example of this is the Computer Science department’s
policy of using graduate students as instructional aides who are never expected to enter the
classroom but rather spend their time simply grading assignments. The experience of one
Computer Science ITA who did attend the class she was assisting with and was actively
mentored by the instructor of record suggests the potential benefits of giving instructional aides a
more active role in the courses that they assist with. In general, institutional policy should seek to

give TAs opportunities to engage in instructional interaction with students, to observe classroom
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communication, and to be mentored by other instructors (especially those within their
disciplines) as much as possible.

Support services for ITAs, especially courses designed for them specifically, are also in
some need of expanding their focus to assist ITAs in preparing to communicate across linguistic
difference. In addition to the suggestions | made in Chapter 4 about the need to reframe the
discourse around these courses such that they acknowledge the added value the courses add to
ITAs’ preparation (rather than simply appearing to be remedial), I believe there are areas where
the approach such courses take could productively frame ITA-student interaction as
communication across linguistic difference and help ITAs participate and promote cooperative
dialogue in their classrooms.

In particular, I believe that ITAs can be better prepared to deal with some of the aspects
of classroom communication that compel students to engage in Avoidance, especially how the
instructional context is structured and how they approach face threats inherent in conversational
repair work. In Chapter 5, I showed how SWU students saw some instructional contexts as an
obstacle to engaging in Collaboration with their international instructors, particularly large
lectures although also forms of whole-class instruction in smaller classes like lab classes. This
was also apparent in Chapter 6 when students interacted more and dealt more actively with
communication difficulty when they were working one-on-one with their instructors. | believe
this suggests that ITA preparation should exert less effort toward preparing ITAs to engage in
monologic forms of instruction that are used commonly at US HEIs and should instead exert
more effort toward reshaping their own instructional settings to promote dialogic forms of
pedagogy. | believe this could be relevant to the forms of preparation targeted specifically at

ITAs, usually offered through ESL programs, as well as preparation delivered within academic
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departments. As | discussed in Chapter 4, the lab in which MZ was employed and trained placed
quite a bit of emphasis on preparing TAs to lead students through introductory materials, and |
observed this being done almost exclusively through lectures. A shift in how ITAs are prepared
is in line with calls for more active forms of participation in higher education regardless of the
background of the instructor (e.g., Thompson & Kleine, 2015), and may be particularly
beneficial to ITAs who will be able to recruit students to engage in Collaboration more readily
and be better perceived by their students in settings where they work with smaller groups of
students in a dialogic fashion.

As an example of the type of reshaping of the curriculum and setting that I have in mind,
| consider one of the lessons that the ITAs in the Biology lab | observed (see Chapter 6) taught.
The lesson is about blood typing, and | observed MZ teaching it. At the beginning of the class
session, MZ spent about thirty minutes presenting information about blood types to the students,
using a PowerPoint and writing on the board. The information she discussed is also presented in
the section of the lab manual that the students were supposed to have read; in addition, the
students that | spoke with reported that they had previously learned this information elsewhere.
MZ elicited some student participation by asking them to use certain pieces of information, like a
person’s blood type, to deduce other information, the possible genotypes the person has (e.g., if
Type A, then AA or AO).

MZ’s presentation of this information was, I believe, reasonably clear. She presented a
clean and clear PowerPoint that illustrated what she was saying nicely. When sufficiently goaded
to do so, the students seemed able to respond to her questions correctly, and when | played clips
from the lesson to some of the students later in the semester they seemed satisfied that they could

understand it, in part because the material was very familiar. Furthermore, based on my
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observations of weekly lab meetings and the TA demonstrations delivered during these, | believe
that MZ’s approach was in line with the type of teaching prevalent among the TAs in the lab.

Nonetheless, my field notes make it clear that, during the lesson, there were moments of
difficulty related to students’ participation. Several students were not paying attention, instead
engaging in side conversations while MZ was speaking. MZ struggled to elicit student
participation throughout the lecture. At one point she asked a question for which she expected a
choral response, but very few students responded. As a result, she said to the class “everyone, I
want your answer”, which did succeed in getting more students to respond.

When she did manage to elicit a response from a student, MZ sometimes found it difficult
to understand or hear them, which forced her to ask them to repeat themselves on a few
occasions. Her difficulties were exacerbated by the ambient noise in the room and the fact that
the students did not always speak loudly enough. At one point, MZ mistakenly said that people
with Type AB blood are called universal donors. One student did attempt to draw attention to
this, but MZ did not seem to hear her. The student did not persist; none of the other students
raised the issue. MZ later correctly called people with Type AB blood universal recipients, never
realizing she had misspoken earlier.

In general, | had the sense that the lesson had been delivered adequately (despite the
minor mistake MZ made), but that the experience was not terribly comfortable for the ITA or the
students. The students seemed unengaged, and the ITA seemed uncomfortable with the
difficulties she encountered when trying to understand the students. Once they were allowed to
begin working on their lab activity, however, most of the students became more engaged. They

actively worked through the procedures, and many of them interacted with MZ, asking her
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questions about procedures and trying to understand the theoretical concepts that were central to
the lab.

I believe that MZ’s introductory lecture could potentially have been better approached
not as a lecture but instead as a group activity that invited students to review the material they
were supposed to have read in their lab manual before coming to class. For example, at the end
of her lecture, MZ asked students to predict the blood types that a hypothetical couple’s children
could have based on their genotypes. These questions could easily be adapted as an activity that
the students complete in discussion with their lab groups. For example, the students could be
asked to list the possible blood types of the children of a father with AO genotype and a mother
with BO genotype and to discuss how they know. MZ could walk around the room aiding
students in completing such an activity and engaging in discussions about the material as she did
during the lab activities, and certain groups could be put in charge of reporting out to the whole
class what they had determined when the activity was over. This would also help MZ check in
with each of these groups so that she would already know what they are going to say, and would
not need to struggle to hear or understand students in a noisy room. She could then engage in any
necessary conversational repair and provide any necessary feedback in a setting that did not
center her in the classroom.

| believe these rather slight modifications would be a more engaging way of introducing
the material for the students, and I also think that it would be more comfortable for MZ.
Importantly, it would give her a great deal more feedback from the students, which she seemed
to be eagerly attempting to elicit during the lesson with only limited success. Such an approach
warrants further research to determine whether it is indeed effective in increasing students’

active participation and minimizing face threats for ITAs, as well as whether it poses other



282

problems for the ITAs. For example, does such an instructional style create greater need for
explicit classroom management that could also prove troublesome for ITAs?

It would also be fruitful for those engaged in the preparation of ITAs to experiment with
and report on ways of helping ITAs to approach their teaching in a dialogic fashion. In particular,
it would be easy enough to suggest to MZ that she could use a group activity for this one lesson,
but the ultimate aim of such preparation should be to instill in ITAs an alternative pedagogical
approach from which they can undertake all of their lesson planning. The teacher education
literature would surely be of some use in this case, and further research could explore how ITA
courses could effectively prepare ITAs to approach their instruction in a more dialogic fashion.

Another priority for an approach to ITA preparation that prioritizes communication
across linguistic difference and developing “global competency” for HEI stakeholders would be
to prepare ITAs to more actively attempt to socialize students into positive attitudes toward
linguistic diversity and productive, respectful means of dealing with communication difficulty
when it arises. The accent disclaimers many ITAs report using and which | discussed in Chapter
5 (brief acknowledgments of their nonnativeness issused at the beginning of the semester usually
as a way of inviting students to speak up when they do not understand at any point in the ensuing
semester) are a productive place to begin the discussion on this topic. I argued in Chapter 5 that,
while I think the intention of being open about linguistic difference and encouraging students to
engage in conversational repair is a commendable one, accent disclaimers have two important
flaws. First, I have serious doubts that they have any substantial effect on addressing students’
very real concerns about the potentially face threatening nature of Collaboration. A single
mention of linguistic difference at the beginning of the semester is, | think, unlikely to get the

message across, and students sometimes reported this themselves during focus groups. Second,
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in issuing such accent disclaimers, many ITAs frame their own Englishes in a deficit manner,
helping to perpetuate deficit perspectives on nonnative language and also potentially
undermining calls for native English speaking students to accept responsibility for ensuring
communicative success.

What | believe is needed is a more substantive and sustained discussion between ITAs
and students on their shared responsibility for ensuring that communication is successful. In
place of an accent disclaimer at the beginning of the semester, ITAs might be encouraged to rely
on the type of negotiation of classroom procedure that Shaw (1994) suggests. He recommends
that ITAs begin their courses by having a discussion between instructor and students about how
they, as a class, should deal with communication difficulties, questions, and other interactional
phenomena. | suspect that a single conversation is unlikely to completely assuage students’
discomfort with threatening their instructors’ face, so I believe that this will likely have to be
brought up again throughout the semester.

How exactly ITAs might go about leading such discussions productively and in a way
that does not represent their Englishes in a deficit manner is a topic that is still in need of being
addressed in research. Furthermore, future research exploring how an ITA preparation program
might effectively prepare ITAs to undertake such a conversation would also be important. Most
of these topics, | believe, are fertile ground for forms of action research undertaken by those

directly involved in ITA preparation.

7.3 Addressing students’ competencies and orientations
The little attention that has been paid to how students might better communicate with
their ITAs both at SWU and at other US HEIs represents a major missed opportunity for HEIs to

carry out the mission of internationalizing their curricula and fostering international cooperation
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and “global competency” among their stakeholders. As | suggested in Chapter 5, SWU students
appear divided in terms of how they orient to communication with international instructors.
Some students expressed commitments to Collaboration, stating that they usually cleared up
communication difficulties by interacting with their instructors and were generally willing to put
in effort to understand them. Other students, however, favored Avoidance, seeing
communicating across linguistic difference as too face-threatening, inefficient, or uncomfortable
to make any serious commitment to.

In Chapter 5, | argued that one of the major differences between these groups of students
was the degree to which they appeared to echo the same discourses about the need for
international cooperation that HEIs espouse in their strategic plans. Students who favored
Collaboration saw a need to learn to function productively and respectfully in linguistically
diverse spaces, and they believed their interactions with international instructors represented an
opportunity to develop and practice these skills. It seems then that HEIs need to explore ways to
get other students to buy into commitments to the internationalization of the curriculum. Future
research could explore how HEIs might go about promoting such commitments among their
students.

My findings from Chapters 5 and 6 also revealed that students are not always fully
prepared to communicate across linguistic difference. In particular, some have clearly negative
attitudes toward their instructors’ Englishes. In particular, a few expressed resistance to even
taking courses from international instructors. Some students appear to lack a sense of the range
of strategies that might be available to them to help facilitate mutual understanding in these
contexts. Such students represented the range of possible types of conversational repair as

artificially narrow, restricted to only things like asking the instructor to repeat an entire stretch of
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talk. This artificially narrow range of possible strategies was part of a larger attempt by students
to portray communication across linguistic difference with their instructors as hopeless.

A few recent studies have already shown the potential for programs grounded in social
psychological theories of attitude change to help improve students’ negative perceptions of their
ITAs and communication with them (Kang, Rubin, & Lindemann, 2015; Manohar & Appiah,
2015; Staples, Kang, & Wittner, 2014). Work exploring how such programs might be more
widely implemented is still needed. Furthermore, there is still a need to examine how students
might develop interactive strategies for communicating across linguistic difference productively
and respectfully (Subtirelu & Lindemann, 2014, online access).

One possible space for the implementation of programs designed to begin substantive
conversations about linguistic diversity and the need for communication across linguistic
difference may be the first year composition classroom, since most university students have to
take such courses and there is often some degree of flexibility concerning the content that can be
covered in the course (see Matsuda & Silva, 1999 for a related approach to composition
instruction). Other spaces could include programs offered during orientation. Again, this is an
area where action research would be particularly enlightening, particularly if researchers are able
to show how they used existing infrastructure within an HEI to create space for efforts to help
cultivate more positive attitudes and more productive and respectful strategies for dealing with

communication difficulty among students.

7.4 Final thoughts
Any study that utilizes case study methods will inevitably be asked to engage with
questions of generalizability, whether what has been observed and documented in great detail

can be taken to be representative of other ostensibly similar cases. My study undoubtedly raises
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these very questions. Is SWU like other US HEIs? To what extent does its uniqueness impact
upon our ability to draw more general conclusions based on an analysis of SWU? While there are
many factors that could be discussed, and I have already mentioned SWU’s lack of a central
administrative unit for enforcing policies related to ITAs which likely makes many of the policy
issues discussed in Chapter 4 difficult to apply to many HEIs, | will limit my discussion to one
particular aspect of SWU that appears to differ especially from institutions that have been
traditionally discussed in the applied linguistics literature on ITAs.

As can be seen from the demographics of the students in Chapters 5 and 6, SWU is
substantially more racially and linguistically diverse than other predominantly White institutions
that have featured in discussions of ITAs, such as Oklahoma State University (Halleck & Moder,
1995) or lowa State University (Plakans, 1997). Certainly, this is likely to make some degree of
difference in the views of students about their ITAs. Its impact is directly visible in Chapter 6
when PS, a South Asian TA, finds herself instructing some students with South Asian heritage
(three of whom participated in my study), some of whom understand her language and identity
through their own experiences with South Asian culture. | heard similar comments from a
student with East Asian heritage who was taking MZ’s class. More generally, it is possible that
SWU students are more experienced in communicating across linguistic difference and, because
of the experiences many have with linguistic discrimination targeted toward themselves, their
family members, or others they know (as the students often shared in focus groups), they may be
more cognizant of negative attitudes toward ITAs’ language and more sympathetic toward ITAs.

While this remains a possibility that could be fruitfully tested via a comparative study of
multiple HEIs, |1 would caution that there is clearly no deterministic effect of multilingual

background or minority status on attitudes toward ITAs. Some of the most ardent defenders and
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some of the most vocal critics of ITAs were students with multilingual backgrounds, including
students of color. I listened to students whose parents had immigrated to the US use their
parents’ experiences not only to make pleas for tolerance toward ITAs and their language but
also to legitimize deficit views of ITAs’ Englishes. Even though some of its stakeholders seemed
to feel that its diversity protected it from issues like linguistic discrimination, SWU is certainly
not immune from many of the same challenges that other HEIs have reported with respect to
students’ responses to ITAs.

Nonetheless, SWU is unlike many of the universities that have been discussed with
respect to ITAs, but this is not because SWU is somehow an outlier amongst US HEIs. There are
numerous HEIs in the United States where ITAs are employed to teach a racially and
linguistically diverse undergraduate student body, for example, in the various campuses of the
University of California system (e.g., Menard-Warwick, 2014). Such contexts may be in some
ways more sympathetic to ITAs, but they also potentially pose specific challenges for ITAs.
Some of the ITAs | spoke with, for example, reported that they were unclear about their students’
linguistic and racial identities, how to talk about diversity and social identity, and what effects
their students’ positionalities might have on how they communicate or how they engage in
learning. Future research might consider how ITAs understand the racial and linguistic diversity
of their students and what kind of preparation might help them to respond productively and
respectfully to it.

Undoubtedly, there remain other ways in which SWU is different from other HEIs in the
US and elsewhere. | hope to have provided a rich enough description of SWU, the policies in
operation in some of its departments, the ITAs that are employed there, and the students taking

their classes to allow readers to draw their own conclusions about the applicability of my work to
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their own contexts (Smart, 2008). The question of how best to go about integrating ITAs and
other international instructors into the internationalizing HEI is one that will undoubtedly require
an approach specific to each institution. However, | hope to have identified a few aspects of the
situation that cut across different HEIs. Of particular note, there is an urgent need to address
students’ competencies and orientations. In order to take seriously their stated commitments to
improving the “global competency” of all stakeholders, HEIs will need to address the ways
students orient to and carry out communication with those whom they have daily access to by
virtue of attending an internationalizing university, their instructors.

Finally, I have restricted myself in this project to a particular aspect of international
inclusion within higher education, specifically regarding ITAs and their communication with
students. ITA-student communication is certainly an important challenge for institutions of
higher education as they move toward international inclusion, but I believe it is important for
further inquiry into other challenges that linguistic diversity poses for (international) inclusion.
For example, many US-born or native English-speaking instructors require greater preparation
for instructing international students. They need greater understanding of the linguistic and
cultural diversity that exists within their classrooms, and they need strategies for making
instruction accessible to everyone. Addressing all of these issues is important for ensuring that
diversity is respected on campus and all stakeholders are genuinely being prepared to engage in

global communities.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Interview protocol for administrators
1. Why does your department hire international teaching assistants?
a. What roles do they play?
b. About how many of your department’s TAs are international students?
c. Are there positive aspects of hiring ITAs?

2. Can you describe to me how you understand the steps and assessments an individual who
has not yet been accepted to the university or your department must go through to
become an ITA?

3. Areyou, in any way, involved in the determination of whether ITAs are eligible to teach
or are allowed to continue to teach at Shrinking World University?

a. What do you look for as indicators of a successful potential ITA?
b. What criteria do you apply?
c. Do you believe that the procedures for determining ITA eligibility are adequate?

4. Are you, in any way, involved in ensuring that ITAs develop as instructors?

a. What things do you attempt to help ITAs improve on?
b. What support do you provide ITAs?
c. Do you believe that the support for ITAs available at the university is adequate?

5. In your opinion, are the procedures for screening, assessing, and supporting ITAs at
Shrinking World University adequate? Why or why not?

6. Have you received or been aware of any student complaints about ITAs at Shrinking
World University?

a. What do you think causes these complaints?
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b. Do you believe these complaints to be legitimate?
In your experience, do ITAs generally have the English proficiency necessary to be
effective instructors at Shrinking World University?
a. In your experience, what factors are related to strong English proficiency for
individual ITAS?
b. In your experience, what factors are related to weak English proficiency for
individual ITAS?
c. Do you believe that there are systemic problems with ITAs serving as instructors

at Shrinking World University? If so, what is the nature of these problems?
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Appendix B: Interview protocol for international teaching assistants

1.

2.

9.

Tell me how you came to be a student at Shrinking World University.
Tell me about learning English.
What requirements did you have to satisfy in order to become a TA?
a. Do you think these requirements are adequate?
b. Did you feel prepared to become a TA?
What kind of help or support have you received to help you prepare for your TA duties?
a. Do you believe that you have received enough support?
b. Are there additional forms of support that you would like?
Can you describe your experience as an instructor at Shrinking World University?
a. What courses have you been (or are you) involved with and when?
b. What duties have you had as a TA?
How would you evaluate your experience as an instructor at Shrinking World University?
a. Have you had any successes in the classroom?
b. Have you experienced any difficulties in the classroom?
What kinds of things do you do to help your students learn?
How do you believe that your students view you?
a. Have you received any specific praise or complaints?
b. How do you feel they react to you when you’re up in front of the classroom?
c. Would you mind sharing with me how they have evaluated you on their end-of-
semester evaluations?
Do you believe that there are problems related to language in your classroom?

a. Do students experience difficulties when trying to understand you?
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b. Do you experience difficulties when trying to understand students?
10. What do you do to try to cope with communication difficulties?
a. Do you have any specific strategies for determining if students understand?

b. Do you do anything specific to prevent communication difficulties?
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Appendix C: Protocol for student focus groups
1. What classes have you taken with an instructor who was a nonnative speaker of English?
a. What were these classes?
b. Where were the instructors from?
2. How would you describe the experience of having a nonnative speaker of English as your
instructor?
a. What were the positive or negative aspects?
b. In your opinion, how do nonnative English speakers compare to native English
speakers as instructors?
c. Would you avoid taking classes from nonnative English speakers?
3. Did you or any of your fellow students experience difficulties in communicating with
your instructors who were nonnative English speakers?
a. Can you give some examples and describe them?
b. What do you think caused these difficulties?
c. What did the instructor do to address the difficulties?
d. What did you or your classmates do to address the difficulties?
4. In your opinion, what can be done about communication difficulties between students
and their instructors?
a. What can instructors do better?
b. What can students do better?

c. What can the university do better?
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Appendix D: Transcription conventions

Symbol Explanation

@ Laughter

@) Untimed pause

CAPS Emphasis, contrastive stress

(@) Transcriber comment or description
[] Overlapping speech

I Phonetic transcription using IPA

Lengthened vowel (or other sound)
- False start
? Question contour
, Slightly rising intonation, continuation

Falling intonation indicating end of idea unit
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Appendix E: Questionnaire for students participating in focus groups

Age: Place of birth:

Class standing:

Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior Other:
Major(s):
Minor(s): Current GPA:
Gender: Ethnicity:

Nationality (i.e., country of citizenship):

Language(s) you speak, please indicate proficiency from 1 (beginner) to 5 (expert), (e.g.,

English - 5, Spanish - 2):

Language(s) your parents speak/spoke at home:

Have you lived or travelled outside of the United States? Yes No

If yes, please give locations and lengths of time (e.g., “Mexico City, Mexico — 1 year”):

Please describe any relationships you have with nonnative speakers of English (for example,
family members, friends, coworkers). State how frequently you interact with each person.
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Appendix F: Protocol for student playback sessions
1. How do you feel about your Biology 201 lab?
a. Are you satisfied with what you are learning?
b. Isitengaging?

c. Does the class sufficiently challenge you?

o

. Are you experiencing any problems with the class?
2. How do you feel about communication in the class?
a. Are you satisfied with the instructor’s communication skills?
b. Is there anything the instructor could do to make communication better?
c. Have you done anything to help yourself better understand?
d. Do you think you or your classmates could do anything to help communication in
the classroom?
3. I’'m going to play short excerpts from class. I’d like to hear your reactions to it when it’s
finished, or if you’d like I can stop the video in the middle.
a. Do you remember this? Do you remember what you were thinking at the time?
b. Do you remember if you understood what was happening?
c. If you thought it was difficult to understand, what did you do in response?
d. What do you think the instructor could have done to help you understand better?
e. What could you or your classmates have done to better understand?

f. Does this remind you of any other events in class?
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Appendix G: Protocol for ITA playback sessions
1. How do you feel about your lab class?
a. Are you satisfied with your teaching?
b. Are you satisfied with the students’ learning?
c. Do you think the students are challenged and engaged?
d. Are you experiencing any problems with the class?

2. How do you feel about communication in the class?

i

Are you satisfied with your own communication skills?

b. Is there anything you could do to make communication better?

c. What are students doing to help ensure communication is successful?

d. Are you satisfied with the students’ efforts to communicate with you?

e. Is there anything you think they could do to help make communication better?
3. I’'m going to play a short excerpt from class. I’d like to hear your reaction to it when it’s

finished.

a. Do you remember this? Do you remember what you were thinking at the time?

b. Did any students tell you later that they didn’t understand this information?

c. Do you think students found it difficult to understand? If so, why do you think

students might have found it difficult?
d. What could you have done to make it easier for the students to understand?

e. What could the students have done to make communication better?



