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Getting Started: The First Day of Class 

Introduction: 
 

There is no question that the first class is an important one. It is your opportunity to establish 

the basic goals and expectations for your tutorial or lab as well as to set the tone for the entire 

semester. With luck, things will go so well that students will be excited to return for the next 

session meeting. Here are some ideas to help you start out on the right track. 

 

Initial Research: 

 

Conduct some research before the semester even begins. The most important things to be 

familiar with are: 

1. Course content and Professor‘s expectations 

2. Classroom/lab location 

3. Students 

Meet with the course coordinator 
Talk to your professor or lab coordinator before you do anything else. Ask him/her about: 

Goals for the course  
Expectations: 

1. Of you 

For example, the professor may expect you to: 

 Go over the material covered in the lectures and clear up any misunderstandings 

or confusion the students have about it 

 Review course readings 

 Help the students develop oral and/or written communication skills 

 Help the students with difficulties with problem sets 

 

2. During tutorials 

    

Leading discussions: 

 Will you be leading discussions regularly? Occasionally? When the instructor is 

absent?  

 Should you encourage all students to talk? Do most of the talking? 

 

Presenting material in class: 

 Will you be required to do presentations in class regularly? Occasionally? 

When the instructor is absent? 



 Tomlinson Graduate Teaching Resources  3 

  

During lab sessions 

 

 Will you conduct/supervise laboratory exercises?  

 Do you keep track of and obtain supplies and materials? 

  Will you design or revise experiments? Will you give demonstrations?  

 How should you handle emergencies? Are you responsible for preparation and 

clean up? 

 

What your responsibilities are regarding designing, marking and grading 
assignments and examinations: 

 

For example: 

 Who designs the tests, examinations and assignments, you? The course 

coordinator? Professor? 

 How will grading standards be set to ensure that they follow University 

standards and that they are applied in a consistent manner across all sections of 

the course? 

 Will the course coordinator hold a group marking session as soon as the first 

assignments are submitted or when it is time to mark the first term test? 

 Are criteria for assigning grades defined and clear? 

 

Required material:   
 

Find out where you can obtain a copy of the: 

 Syllabus, course outline, course name and number  

 Assignments and tests 

 Textbook, lab manual 

 Grading record book (where you record grades and attendance) 

 Official class list 

 Undergraduate course calendar 

 Academic Handbook, if available (a booklet that contains the important rules 

and procedures of the faculty). 

 Any other course materials.  

 

Your office: 
 

Determine: 

 Where it will be ( know the exact address) 

 Whether it will have a telephone in it (ensure that you know the telephone 

number) 

 Whether you will be sharing it with another TA 

 Your office hours accordingly 
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Missing a session: 

 

Ask what you should do and whom you should contact if you are unable to attend a class 

because of an emergency or illness. 

Departmental Procedures: 
 

Find out about the departmental procedure for handling issues such as: 

 Plagiarism 

 Cheating  

 Grade appeals 

 Disputes 

 

Your evaluation: 
 

 Will you be evaluated?  

 By whom: professor, department, students?  

 Will you have access to evaluation results? 

 Will you be allowed to include questions on student evaluation forms? 

 

 

Talk to professors and TAs who have taught the course before. 
 

1. What types of students enroll? 

2. What did they like or dislike about teaching the class?  

3. How did they approach the first day?  

4. What materials did they use? 

5. What content was most challenging for students? 

6. Ask if you can, sit in on the class the semester before you have to teach it. This 

will give you a clearer idea of what is expected of you. 

 

Mark Your Territory: Check out the Classroom 
There are a number of reasons to visit your classroom before the first day: 

1. Firstly, you definitely do not want to get lost on the first day. You wouldn‘t want 

to be running frantically through the hallways in desperate search of your 

classroom. 

3. If you have been given a key to your classroom, you will want to make sure that it 

works.  

4. You want to feel as comfortable as possible with your surroundings. Get to know 

the classroom:  

 

 What space do you have to move around in?  

 How big is the room?  

 Can you move chairs around?  

 If it‘s hot outside, make sure you can get the windows open or work the air 

conditioning.  
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 If it‘s cold out-side, find out how the heat works (assuming you have any 

control over it). 

 Do you know how to control the lighting? 

 If you plan to use an overhead projector, is there one left in the room or do you 

have to arrange to either pick one up or have one delivered each week? Are you 

familiar with how the projector works? 

 If you are going to be showing slides or films and the room has windows, check 

to ensure that there are blinds or drapes on the windows that can be closed to 

shut out the light. 

 

Find out about the students who will be taking your course 
1. How many should you expect?  

2. What skills and abilities will they bring to the class? (For example, in a 

biochemistry lab course, will the students be expected to have prior knowledge of 

how to set up and run an agarose gel?) 

3. What prerequisite courses can you expect them to have taken? 

4. What years will they be in? (For example, all freshman? Mixture of year 1 and 2?) 

 

Plan your goals for the first session: 
These goals will indicate what you want to cover and do during the session.  For example, 

your goals could be that, by the end of the session, the students will: 

1. Know what is expected of them in this section: 

 

 types of assignments 

 how much they are worth and when they are due 

 your policy regarding accepting assignments submitted past the deadline date 

 their responsibilities in this class, for example: 

 

 to arrive on time 

 to be prepared for the session 

 to participate in the discussions 

 to respect the opinions of others, even when they do not agree with 

them 

 

2. Know what they can expect from you (fair treatment, respect, help with academic 

difficulties, etc.) 

3. Know how the sessions will operate, for example, have a recap of the previous 

session‘s main points then proceed with the current session‘s material. 

4. Know something about you and about the other students who are in the course, 

for example, your name and how you would like the class to address you, your 

field of study and those of the students. 

5. Know the scope of the course content 
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Obtain handouts for the first session 
The course coordinator may distribute the course outline at the first lecture or ask you to hand 

it out during the first tutorial session. If you are expected to distribute it, be sure you get 

sufficient numbers for the class. There may be more students in your section than are 

registered, since during the first week of classes some students ‗shop ‘ for courses – i.e. they 

attend a number of courses or sections, then decide which ones they will stay in. You might 

want to prepare a handout to supplement the outline. The handout could include: 

  

1. your name, office number and telephone number 

2. your office hours 

3. study or guiding questions for each reading assignment 

4. hints about how to learn effectively in the course 

5. your policies regarding assignments submitted after the deadline, missed 

classes,... 

 

Collect what you need for the first class 
Having a check list like the one below can help you to remember what you need to bring to 

class: 

 copies of the syllabus 

 textbook(s) 

 your attendance/record book 

 a pad of writing paper or a notebook 

 pen and/or pencil 

 your notes for the first class 

 a couple of pieces of chalk (sometimes there is no chalk in the room) 

 your prepared handouts 

First Day of Class! 

 

Your attitude: 
Remember, YOU were selected to be a TA. Your department had every reason to believe in 

you when they chose you, so believe in yourself and have a positive attitude! 

 

Your attire: 
The way you decide to dress depends on what image you are trying to convey. The table 

below illustrates the advantages and disadvantages of both types: 

Attire Pros Cons 

 

Formal 

 

Sets an authoritative tone 

Might create some distance between 

you and your students 

 

Informal 

Creates a more comfortable 

atmosphere for you and the 

students 

You might have to work a little 

harder at establishing your 

credibility 
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Your arrival at the classroom: 
Arrive a few minutes early and greet the students as they arrive. This helps establish a friendly 

atmosphere and creates a conducive environment for learning. 

Introducing yourself: 
1. Write your name on the board along with the course number and title so your 

students know that they are in the right room. 

2. Tell your students your name and indicate how you would like them to address 

you, for example, by your first name. Give a brief summary of your academic 

background, for example what degrees you have, where you obtained them and in 

what discipline they are in. You could also mention your current research 

interests. 

3. Tell your students why you are enthusiastic about leading this session. 

4. Emphasize the positive: your current interests and your awareness of what student 

life is like. 

Introducing students: 
If the class size is not too large, you may want to have the students introduce themselves. This 

way you get to know your students and the students, in turn, get to know each other. There are 

various approaches to this: 

1. You can have the students sit in pairs, introduce themselves to each other and then 

have each pair introduce their partner to the rest of the class. 

2. You can start off from an unexpected place in the class and have each student say 

their name and the program they are in.  

 

If the class is a large one, you can ask students to introduce themselves briefly to two people 

they do not know who are sitting near them. This ensures that everyone has an opportunity to 

get to know at least one person in the class, something that is important in a large university. 

 

Expressing your expectations: 
In this section of the session: 

1.  Discuss what you expect of your students and what they expect of you, for 

example: 

 

 Explain clearly the preparations required for class (such as assigned readings, 

etc.) 

 Describe assignments, quizzes and tests 

 Outline the learning goals or outcomes for the course and how they will be 

evaluated. 

  (Your prepared handout will come in handy for this) 

2. Discuss policies regarding participation, attendance and meeting deadlines. 

3. Describe penalties for late submission of work, plagiarism or missing 

assignments. If you are willing to make exceptions, specify the circumstances and 

criteria. 

4. Show them a copy of the textbooks and tell them where to find the assigned 

readings (e.g. on reserve in the library). 

5. Encourage the students to ask questions and to make comments. 
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Introduction to the course content 
Spend a few minutes introducing the content of the course so that the students an idea of the 

depth and breadth of what will be covered. 

 

Evaluation of the session 
Stop two or three minutes before the session is scheduled to end and ask the students to write 

on a piece of paper (no names included) what they liked best and least about this first session 

and also any comments they have at this time about the course. This will give you immediate 

feedback about how the session went from the students‘ perspective. It also lets them know 

that you are concerned about how they feel about the session and about the course. You can 

then begin the next session with a summary of their comments and what you are going to do 

about what they liked or disliked. If you cannot change something, explain why. 

 

First Class Survival tips 

 

Start on time: 
If you want your students to arrive on time for the rest of the term, you must start on time, 

beginning with the first class. 

Make eye contact with your students when you are speaking to the group as a whole:  
Instead of speaking only one section of the room, look directly at different students in 

different parts of the room. Students then feel more involved and are likely to be more 

attentive. 

Be sensitive to student note taking needs.  
Whenever you can, use phrases like, ―There are four applications of this theory... The first 

one is...‖ Your care in phrasing and pacing what you have to say lets students know you are 

aware of their presence.  

Be aware of your students’ body language:  
Slumped bodies, rustling papers, private conversations, etc., may all be signs that students are 

not paying attention, are bored, or do not understand. To refocus students, you can try: 

 Moving around the room 

 Asking questions 

 Varying the tone and speed of your speech. 

Avoid being the hidden TA: 
Avoid simply standing behind the teacher‘s desk or lab table, speaking to your students from 

there and occasionally raising your eyes from your notes. Move around the room. Stand near 

various students. Look at different people! This not only helps you maintain contact with 

students and break the monotony, but also allows you to see the room from a student‘s 

perspective 

Avoid the private conversation syndrome: 
When a student asks you a question, repeat the question to ensure all students have heard, 

then respond not only to the asker but to the other students in the room as if they were equally 
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interested in the response. Otherwise, the other students in the room may feel left out or 

bored. 

Avoid the end of period rush:  
There are five minutes left and you realize you will not finish the material. Rather than 

rushing through the material, let your students know that you are running out of time and 

outline the unfinished material on the board. Refer students to relevant places in their 

textbook and begin the next section with a brief review of what you covered or should have 

covered at the last meeting.  



 

  

The Teaching Assistant’s Role and Responsibility: 

The Role of The TA: 

Student: 
As a graduate student, you should be concerned with your responsibilities to yourself and 

your department. You have been accepted into the graduate program primarily as a student 

and should therefore ensure that: 

 you do the best job possible on your own work and assignments. 

 this work is completed within a reasonable amount of time; 

 

Teacher: 
As a teacher, your responsibilities are primarily to the students. Show that you want to help 

the students with their learning. You should: 

 ensure that the students know who you are; 

 keep up with the progress of the course; 

 be familiar with the course material; 

 be available to the students, especially during your stated office hours; 

 use appropriate teaching methods and techniques. 

 

Whether you instruct in labs or tutorials or mark essays, you are a teacher and must help the 

students learn. This involves much more than knowledge in your specific discipline. Teaching 

can be an exciting and interesting process, and there are many ways of doing it effectively: 

1. Try out new ideas, watch the results, discuss them with your colleagues, and 

make further changes to accommodate what you have learned.  

2. Provide feedback: When students reach university, they should be taking control 

of their own learning but they can do this effectively only if they have good 

feedback. If you see your job as helping students develop their ability to learn, 

you will give them a different kind and quality of feedback than if you think you 

are just presenting a subject or determining a mark. 

 

“Learning is facilitated when the student participates responsibly in the learning process. 

When he (sic) chooses his own direction, helps to discover his own learning resources, 

formulates his own problems, decides his own course of action, and lives with the 

consequences of each of these choices” (Gibbs, 1981).  

 
Assistant: 

As an assistant to a faculty member, your responsibilities are primarily directed towards that 

individual. It is your responsibility to: 

 discuss with the course instructor exactly what your duties and responsibilities 

will be for the course; 

 be familiar with the text book and course outline; 

 know the technical details of the course (e.g., the number and weight of 

assignments); 
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 keep in contact with the instructor of the course. 

 

Professional Representative from your Department:  
Each discipline has its own methods and standards. Chemistry, for example, operates on 

different kinds of premises than does Psychology. You are responsible, with the professor, for 

establishing reasonable standards for the students, and for helping them meet these standards. 

Your responsibilities are to: 

 do sufficient background reading so that you may answer the students‘ 

questions carefully and accurately 

 remember your position in the department, and do not represent  yourself as 

THE authority 

 be intellectually honest and admit when you don‘t know the answer to a 

student‘s question. 

 

Role Model:  
Graduate and senior undergraduate students can be excellent role models for undergraduates: 

they are often just a little older, they have clearly been successful at university, and they show 

the undergraduate students what they can aim for. TAs should take their positions as role 

models seriously. The most important assets of graduate students are their idealism, 

enthusiasm, and high standards. TAs will be ideal role models if they display these traits in 

their teaching. 

Advisor: 
Students will come to you for advice. In your capacity as an advisor you should: 

 respect the student who comes to you for help, being especially careful not to 

become patronizing or manipulative 

 refer students with extreme personal or academic problems to the appropriate 

counselors or resources  

 ensure that in your role as a mediator, you remain neutral. 

 

Friend:  
All teachers must show respect for and interest in their students as well as enthusiasm for their 

subject. TAs are still aware of what it is like to be a student. They appreciate the frustration 

involved in 

 having to live by the rules of others  

 in being forced to meet deadlines even when they seem arbitrary or unrealistic  

 in being judged by others when they are not in a position to criticize in return.  

 

Therefore, TAs are in an ideal position to treat each student as a unique and worthwhile 

individual. You will be creating the learning atmosphere for students both in the classroom 

and while marking assignments. If you are enthusiastic, helpful, knowledgeable, and fair, you 

will be serving your students well. 
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Intermediary:  
Teaching Assistants are perfect intermediaries between faculty and students because they 

understand, ideally speaking, both sides. You can explain the rationale of the faculty member 

to the students, but you can also provide an early warning system when things are not going 

well by telling faculty members what the students dislike. 

Colleague: 
You are a colleague of other teaching faculty, an instructor who is expected to act 

professionally in all circumstances. 

 

The Responsibilities of TAs 

 

The responsibilities of a TA will vary from department to department. Some general tasks 

include: 

Attending classes 
Many departments encourage TAs to attend faculty lectures and presentations. Check with 

your coordinator and your colleagues. 

Making up any cancelled classes 
Practices vary in the University. In general, you should make arrangements with your students 

respecting classes that you have had to cancel.  

1. If you are unable to attend a class: 

 

 inform your department as soon as possible so that your students can be notified 

if a session has to be cancelled 

 ask to have someone put a note on the classroom door so that students will 

know as soon as they arrive that the session will not be held.  

 

2. In the case of very bad weather: check with your department to find out whether 

classes have been cancelled. Some radio stations announce the cancellation of 

classes. Check with your department on its policy regarding rescheduling 

cancelled classes. 

 

Keeping office hours 
Many TAs follow faculty practice and schedule weekly office hours so that students can 

consult on a one to one basis about academic difficulties or concerns. At the first class 

session, give out: 

 the times of your office hours 

 the location of your office 

 a telephone number or address where students can contact you.  

 

One decision you will need to make is whether or not to give your students your home 

telephone number. TAs who do give out their home phone number, usually tell their students 
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the hours when they can call (e.g. between 7:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m., Mondays through 

Fridays). 

 

Keeping accurate records 
Check with your department about the type of records you are required to keep. For example, 

some departments require attendance records, others do not. You are normally required to: 

 keep a record of marks and grades and to submit them to the department by the 

deadline date. 

 make a note about any special arrangements pertaining to the course made with 

an individual student (e.g. permission to submit an assignment after the 

deadline because of an emergency). Keeping a record of such conversations can 

protect both you and the student, particularly if a dispute occurs later or if the 

student appeals a grade. 

Handing back assignments within a reasonable length of time 
Since students learn from the feedback they receive on their assignments, it is important to 

return their assignments and examinations as soon as possible. As soon as you know the dates 

assignments will be submitted and tests and exams written, schedule adequate marking time 

into your diary. 

Starting and ending classes on time 
Many TAs find it useful to inform their students that they expect them to arrive on time for 

class. It is advisable to: 

 Tell them what time your class will start 

 Tell them that if they do arrive late for some unavoidable reason, you expect 

them to come in quietly in order not to interrupt or disturb the class session.  

 Vacate the room immediately after class ends since your students may have to 

go across campus to another course that follows right after your session or 

another class may be scheduled in the room immediately after your class ends. 

If students want to speak to you after class, hold the conversation in the hall or 

invite them back to your office.  

 

The TA and the Professor 

Generally, you will be working under the direction of a professor in your 

department who will determine the content and methods used for your 

teaching assignments. However, not all professors clearly explain what they 

expect of their TAs. Rather than explaining their expectations to TAs, 

professors often expect their TAs to ask questions and seek clarification as 

the need arises. Thus, it becomes the TA‘s responsibility to contact the 

professor for clarification and to check his/her perceptions about how the 

professor wants specific situations handled.  

Negotiating Responsibilities 
New TAs may find role as a faculty member very rewarding since it provides them with a sort 

of apprenticeship in teaching. The TA-faculty relationship may also require a delicate balance 
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of diplomacy and compromise, though, because the boundaries of the TAs responsibility and 

authority may be somewhat fuzzy. It is advisable, therefore, to attempt to determine early on: 

 what your supervising faculty member‘s expectations are 

  the range of responsibilities you will have for the quarter.  

These responsibilities will vary from professor to professor and across departments, some of 

which have well established roles and responsibilities for their TAs. Therefore, the following 

suggestions are offered as broad possibilities, not as imperatives for operating. Some of the 

questions you might want to discuss with your supervising professor early in the quarter 

include:(Segerstrale, 1982) 

 What do you want the section to accomplish? 

 How much leeway do I have in running sections? 

 Will there be separate readings assigned for sections by the professor 

or may I make my own assignments? 

 Is section attendance mandatory? Will there be a section grade? 

 How much responsibility for grading will I have? 

 How can I get some help for my teaching? 

 How often will I meet with the professor? 

Other Things to Check with your Supervisor: 
1. Supervision: Who will supervise me? How? How often? 

2. Goals: What are the goals of the course? Is it a prerequisite for majors? general 

education for non-majors? 

3. Classes: When are the classes? How many students will I have? 

4. Discussions: Will I be leading discussions regularly? when the instructor is 

absent? When leading discussions, should I stay close to the text or the lectures? 

encourage all students to talk? do most of the talking? deal only with their 

problems? 

5. Tutorials: Will I be tutoring and/or giving individual assistance? How much help 

is too much? What kind of assistance shouldn‘t I give? Should I organize group 

help/review sessions? 

6. Labs: Will I conduct/supervise laboratory exercises? Do I keep track of and obtain 

supplies and materials? Will I design or revise experiments? Will I give 

demonstrations? How do I handle emergencies? Am I responsible for preparation 

and clean up? 

7. Presentations: Will I be giving presentations regularly? when the instructor is 

absent? 

8. Grading: Will I be grading papers? projects? reports? quizzes? examinations? 

student participation? Are criteria for assigning grades clear? Is the process for 

determining grades clear? Will the instructor review disputed grades? How do I 

handle disputes about grades given by the instructor? How much time will I spend 

grading? Should I keep records of grades? 

9. Audio-Visual aids: Will I be using AV equipment? What equipment? Am I 

responsible for getting/returning it? How do I schedule it? 
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Getting answers from your professor: 
There are numerous ways of obtaining answers to these questions. Here are some suggestions 

to keep in mind as you begin to negotiate your responsibilities as a TA: (Adapted with 

permission: Bailey, 1986) 

 Exercising diplomacy, ask directly: In negotiating your responsibilities as a 

TA, deciding what to ask, how, when, and of whom requires some subtle 

judgment capabilities on your part. Marching into a professor‘s office and 

making demands is certainly not advisable, yet you do have the right to have 

some idea of what will be expected of you throughout the course of the quarter. 

Your experience as a TA may go more smoothly if you learn to practice the fine 

art of negotiation in establishing a working relationship with your supervising 

faculty member. 

 Wait until the instructor offers information. For example, some professors may 

tell you exactly what to cover in sections and assign particular readings for 

discussion.  

Scheduling meetings: 
Some faculty members may want to structure some kind of weekly meeting into your 

relationship where current issues and concerns pertaining to the course can be addressed. 

Others may accomplish this more informally by meeting now and then, before or after class, 

etc. This setting is where your role as a spokesperson for students is likely to be carried out. 

Once again, it is advisable to learn to negotiate these situations with subtlety and diplomacy. 

Policies and procedures:  
It is important that you familiarize yourself with the policies and procedures that the professor 

has outlined since you will most likely be called upon to implement them at some point. Be 

sure to clarify any policies which are unclear or problematic since you want to avoid a 

situation in which there is a discrepancy between your actions and the professor‘s policies. 

Syllabus: 
As a teaching assistant you may or may not have the opportunity to construct your own 

syllabus. Many TAs will simply follow the syllabus as it has been outlined by their 

supervising instructor. If time permits, some instructors may attempt to include the TA in the 

construction of the syllabus by including his or her: 

 Personal details: name, office, office hours and telephone number. This practice 

can be helpful in establishing rapport with students since they will know who 

you are and where they can find you when they have questions or need help. 

 Responsibilities as a session leader and grader: This will make students aware 

from the start that the TA‘s authority as a teacher and evaluator is supported by 

the faculty member teaching the course. 
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Dealing with Problematic Relationships 

Misunderstandings between TAs and professors 
(Adapted with permission from Unruh, 1986) 

Misunderstandings occur between TAs and professors when both take each other for granted 

and expect one to guess the needs and feelings of the other. One professor might want course 

materials brought from the library. Another might want you to come to his or her office 15 

minutes before class. Professors who have worked with many TAs sometimes assume every 

TA knows of their wishes. And TAs who are new to a professor need to be told what is 

expected.  

1. Ask questions: Experience shows that it helps to ask specific questions: ―Shall I 

come up before class tomorrow? Are there any handouts?‖  

2. If you have too much work or if there are problems of other kinds, it almost 

always helps to talk to the professor. Let the professor know that you respect and 

trust him or her, and that you understand his or her situation and point of view, 

too. 

3.  If the problem is beyond your control: Should your relationship with a 

supervising faculty member become so problematic that you feel unable to 

address him or her directly: 

  

 Speak to an experienced graduate student to get a second opinion before 

consulting faculty members or department administrators. Other graduate 

students can be a great resource for finding out what is considered ―normal‖ in 

terms of TA rights and responsibilities for your department. 

 Decide whether or not to bring the issue to others such as the department 

chairperson or a graduate committee member or chairperson.  

 Consult your academic advisor for advice. In any event, you should remember 

that these are serious steps and you should be very certain that a situation truly 

warrants such measures before they are undertaken. 

 

What if a student creates a difficulty? 
No matter how well prepared you may be, at some point in your teaching career, you may 

encounter a student whose behavior threatens your authority and smooth running of your 

class. Here are some suggestions for dealing with difficult situations: 

Situation: The student who tries to know it all. This student challenges everything you say 
and quotes Hegel in every discussion, regardless of Hegel’s relevance to your course.  

Suggestions:  

Give the student the benefit of the doubt at first, but do not allow such a situation to continue 

for very long: 

 First try to deal with the situation privately. Talk to the student outside of class, 

tell the student you value his or her good contributions, but point out the 

difficulty she or he is causing. Try to enlist the student‘s good will.  

 If a private, non-confrontational conversation does not work, you may end up 

publicly intervening in class, saying, for example, ―What you said is very 
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interesting. However, it’s not quite related to our topic so let’s try to stay 

focused…” 

 If the student has questions and comments outside the assigned material, you 

might suggest that these be presented during office hours. Often these students 

are really insecure about their abilities and have trouble focusing on one subject 

at a time. By offering the student the attention she or he needs but limiting it to 

course content, you can help improve the student‘s class performance and boost 

confidence so that the need to show off won‘t be so great. 

 

  

Situation: The student who tries to intimidate you. This student attempts to coerce a grade 
change by threat, intimidation, and badgering.  

Suggestions:  

 Don‘t be intimidated. Be fair but set strict, clear standards. Don‘t allow your 

time to be taken up unconstructively. Sometimes, just a simple but firm 

reminder that you are in charge does the trick. 

 In the extreme case of physical threat, let the student know that you take it 

seriously and inform the proper authorities. 

 

Situation: The student who tries to take advantage of your goodwill. This student may try 
to get his or her way by flattering, lying to, and exploiting you. Usually, this behavior is 
as easily recognizable as outright intimidation. 

Suggestions: 

 The same suggestions apply to this behavior. Although these students probably 

won‘t cause disturbances in the classroom, they can tempt you to become 

cynical about students in general and to lose your compassion and flexibility in 

teaching. 
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Teaching Tips: 

Motivating students to learn: 
1. Make an effort to know the learners, and help learners to know each other. Find 

out about your students‘ interests, experiences, hobbies, career goals... As often as 

you can, relate the content to students‘ interests. 

2. State goals clearly. Learners should know what to expect - one way to help them 

is to provide an agenda for the session. 

3. Select activities and materials that are relevant to the learners’ goals. Many 

learners will want the content to be immediately applicable to their life and work. 

4. Try to use a variety of teaching/presentation techniques to reach a variety of 

learning styles. For example, some people learn best by speaking, others by 

listening or writing. 

5. If you plan on using visual materials, make them clear and simple. To 

emphasize important points, use more than one medium (e.g., saying and writing; 

overhead and handout). 

6. Be supportive, positive, and reassuring with all learners. In a new situation, 

some usually confident learners may feel unsure of themselves, and may resist 

learning. 

7. Respect learners’ values, attitudes, and beliefs. Be patient in allowing them to 

express and consider their own values. If you are hoping for change, accept that 

change comes slowly, and allow learners to take the time they need.  

8. Use appropriate self-disclosure. Be a ―real‖ person. Let students know some 

things about you. 

9. Talk less than your students do. 

10.  Use lots of examples, illustrations, anecdotes, stories. 

11.  Encourage students to make decisions about their own Learning—give them 

CHOICES, act on their suggestions. 

12.  If possible, encourage students to have input into how they will be evaluated. 

13.  Get feedback from students. Ask students how the sessions could be made 

more interesting. 

14. Consider providing a brief written summary of your presentation, especially 

useful if you have presented a large amount of information. 
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Preparing and Delivering Presentations: 
 

Introduction: 
In your role as a teaching assistant, you may need to present information to a group of 

students as the foundation for further discussion in seminars or tutorial groups. The following 

guidelines can be used in planning an effective presentation.  

The best presentations use methods that suit the: 

 personal style of the presenter 

 learning needs of the students  

 material to be presented 

 

Benefits of presentations: 

Giving a presentation is most appropriate when you want to: 

 provide information that is not readily available to your students (e.g. recent 

research findings not covered in their textbooks or in assigned readings) 

 organize information in a particular way, illustrating how scholars in the 

discipline develop their case or argument 

 create interest in a topic 

 provide structure and organization to scattered material 

 help pace student learning 

 reinforce assigned reading by providing an alternative perspective or source of 

information. 

Disadvantages of presentation: 

Giving a presentation is less effective if you want: 

 your students to apply their knowledge to new situations or to new concepts 

 to effect a change in their values or attitudes 

 to develop critical thinking skills 

 

 

Tips for Effective Presentations 

Preparation 
 

Review the material 
There is no question that as a TA, you have some level of subject matter expertise in your 

area. However, you must ensure that you have an in-depth understanding of the subject in 

order to deal with the bright, inquisitive student who asks a relevant question that is not 

covered in the text, for example: “Why didn’t you use that same formula to solve the last 

problem?”. Ideally, you will be assigned to a course in the area of your particular expertise, 

but it is suggested that you: 
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 review material to refresh your memory  

 try explaining the material to someone else as a way of anticipating 

students‘ questions and problems. 

 

Consider your audience: 
 

1. Knowledge level 

Undergraduate students represent a broad cross-section of backgrounds and skills, and as a 

result may arrive at college with varying levels of competence. You neither want to talk over 

their heads nor patronize them. You will be more effective if you try as much as possible to 

draw on knowledge they already have or appeal to experiences that, by analogy, suit the topic. 

Consider the following: 

 How interested are they likely to be in the topic, how informed? 

 What preconceptions might they have about the topic and how can you link this 

new information to what they already know? 

 

2. Goals 

Before preparing the presentation, ask yourself:  

 How does the presentation fit into the course as a whole? 

 What are your goals? 

 Do you want to: 

  provide the students with an overview of the subject? 

  give them some background information? 

 provoke them into further contemplation?  

 

3. Time 

Once you‘ve decided that the nature of your topic is indeed suitable for a presentation and 

considered both your goals and the knowledge level of your audience, you still want to make 

sure that what you need to cover will fit within the time allotted. Good organization will 

enable you to eliminate irrelevant material so that you may cover important points more 

thoroughly. 

Assess your own role: 
 

Consider the following: 

 What do you already know about the topic? 

 Where do you need more information and what are the most efficient ways 

to get it? 

 Can the subject matter be covered in one presentation? 

 Should the subject matter be divided into a series of presentations, or 

handouts, or a combination...? 

 What information must be presented, and what information can be 

considered ―interesting but optional‖? 
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Generate an outline:  
 

A good outline can help planning and organizing the content effectively. Once you have 

determined your subject: 

 Formulate one general question which covers the heart of it, that is, one 

you could answer in a single presentation. Take time to write it down and 

study it.  

 Generate three or four key points which you could develop to answer this 

question.  

 Note these key points down under the general question.  

 

Fill in the outline 
 

Your next task is to: 

 Define the elements of your key points and generate effective examples or 

analogies for each. Examples generated ―on the spur of the moment‖ in class 

tend to be trivial; if prepared in advance, examples can both: 

 illustrate a particular point and 

 broaden students‘ understanding of the subject.  

 Think the examples through carefully and consider ways to illustrate them with 

chalkboard diagrams, slides, overhead transparencies, demonstrations, or case 

studies, any of which can increase students‘ understanding and interest.  

 Remember to have your supporting material prepared (page references or 

statistics clearly marked or listed on a handout or overhead).  

 Make sure all your illustrations are clearly related to your arguments or main 

points. 

 

Determine presentation structure 
 

Once you have determined your key points, you need to adopt an appropriate format for 

structuring the presentation. A good presentation has three essential and visible elements: an 

introduction, a body and a conclusion: 

 The introduction should create interest, set the scene, and indicate how the 

subject matter fits into the structure of the course as a whole. The introduction 

should also link the last session to this one. 

 The body of the presentation expands on the topic, goes into details, and 

provides examples. 

 The conclusion summarizes the main points and sometimes gives a hint as to 

what will follow in the next session. 
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Presentation Style, Delivery of Content 
 

Unlike an essay which can be read and reread, an oral presentation is transitory – once 

spoken, it‘s gone. You must make every word count. 

Be engaging 
 

Your first words must capture the audience‘s attention, engage them, perhaps  surprise them. 

Some good capture techniques are: 

 a startling statement or unexpected fact; 

 a quotation; 

 a question for the class to ponder and answer internally or orally; 

 a short story—either funny, exciting, or tragic. 

Make sure whatever method you choose is clearly related to the topic. 

 

Be enthusiastic 
 

Show your enthusiasm for the subject by: 

 your voice:  vary the tone and pitch of your voice 

 your body language and your gestures: smile, stand confidently, look around 

the room rather than focusing on the notes in front of you. 

 

Be coherent 
 

It‘s good to... 

 Speak slowly and clearly 

 Pronounce correctly 

 Breathe!! 

 

Inform the class 
 

 Preview:  

 

Tell the class briefly what you are planning to do, and give them a preview of your main 

points. This will focus their attention and help them to follow the presentation. They must 

feel confident that you will not waste their time, that you are well-organized and know 

your subject. This will motivate them to listen to you. 

 Assess student needs: 

 If the audience is unfamiliar with the topic and needs some 

background knowledge, give it to them now. This could be definitions 

of terms or factual information.  

 If the ideas are difficult or complicated, use a handout, overhead, or 

blackboard diagram. 
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 It is a good idea to put an outline of the presentation on the blackboard 

or on an overhead at the beginning of the session.  

 

Adopt different styles and techniques for delivery 
 

 Distribute prepared text:  

If you read your presentation, you may bore your audience. If you have a prepared text, 

consider having it duplicated and distributed to the students; this will ensure that they get 

―good notes ‖! 

 Use cue cards:  

Reduce your presentation to point form and put the points on overhead transparencies. If you 

put the main points on transparencies, they will serve as cues for you as you present and as 

guidelines for note taking for your students. Be sure to number them (so that if you drop them, 

you can easily put them back in order). If you are using slides or overheads, you can code 

your notes by putting an ―S ‖ or ―OH ‖ in colored ink at the appropriate place, to remind you 

to show the slide or overhead. 

 Emphasize principles and generalizations.  

 Repeat your points in two or three different ways: 

Your listeners may not have heard it the first time, or understood it, or had time to write it 

down. Remember to: 

 Include examples or concrete ideas.  

 Use short sentences. 

 Stress Important Points: 

This can be done with your tone of voice. It  can also be done explicitly, e.g., “Write this 

down”; “This is important”; “This will be on the test.” 

 Pause: 

Give your listeners time to think, and to write. 

 Try not to… 

 memorize 

 read 

 lean on the desk or blackboard 

 hurry 

 dawdle 

 mumble or drone 

 grunt, groan, sway, weave, bob, fidget, ―um ... ah ... eh‖ 

 

Check the time 
 

Place a watch on the lectern or on the table so you can unobtrusively pace yourself. Leave 

time to summarize and bring the presentation to an end. 

Conclusion 
Do not end with ―Well, I guess that’s it” and walk away. 
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Briefly summarize your main points and relate them to your thesis or opening. Tie all your 

points together neatly and make them see why what you said was important, answer their 

questions as completely and correctly as you can, smile—then walk away! 

 

Presentation Aids 
 

Audio-visual aids can be a great advantage for any oral presentation as long as you remember 

their one main purpose: to help make a point. They should not be used randomly, but should 

be chosen carefully to reinforce or illustrate your message in the best possible way. 

Choose the medium that best suits your purpose from the following list: 

 overhead transparency 

 blackboard 

 large pieces of paper (Bristol board, chart paper) 

 slides 

 filmstrips, films 

 objects, displays, demonstrations 

 tapes or records 

 handouts 

 

Whatever you choose, remember the following: 

 Make sure each audio-visual aid can be read or heard without strain by 

the whole class. 

 Keep it simple! Highlight main ideas, use point form - not sentences 

 Present material in small chunks as it relates to your content 

 Print all lettering neatly, checking spelling and spacing to ensure 

correctness 

 Face the audience at all times, do not read from the screen, or stand in 

front of the screen or board. 

 

Ways to Begin 
Having prepared a presentation, it is still sometimes difficult to decide upon a way to begin 

delivering it once you are in the classroom. Here is a list of possible techniques for beginning 

a presentation, many of which rely on some kind of ―hook‖ to capture students‘ attention from 

the start. (Adapted with permission: Bailey, 1986) 

 State a question which will be answered (or at least better understood) by the 

end of the presentation  

 Pose a problem. The difference between this and stating a question is that a 

question is typically a single sentence, while a problem may require paragraph 

or two. 

 Give an example of the phenomenon to be discussed. 

 Tell a personal anecdote or one about a friend or famous colleague. 

 Create a demonstration which illustrates the topic, or puzzles the students. 

 Provide a review of some previously covered material which directly relates to 

and is essential for understanding the current presentation. 
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 Provide an overview of the presentation 

 State the goals to be accomplished. 

 Tell a funny story or joke, if relevant to the material. 

 Give the presentation a title. 

 

 

How can you create and maintain interest and variety throughout the presentation? 
Firstly, watch for cues from your audience: 

 puzzled looks, restlessness: an indicator of boredom  

 students near the back leaning forward: they probably cannot hear you 

 

The attention level of a presentation is high at the beginning, then drops, then increases just 

before the scheduled end. 

To maintain interest: 

 Include humor 

 Show a clip from a film or video 

 Refer to current events 

 Give a demonstration, do an experiment. 

 

How can you involve your students actively in the presentation? 
 Use buzz groups:  

Have students in pairs discuss something for a few minutes with a partner, then ask two or 

three people to tell the rest of the class the results of their discussion 

Take an opinion poll: 
Ask students to show how many agree with a statement by raising their hands or by 

responding using a personal response system. 

Use of questions: 
 Asking questions: 

 Start the session by presenting five multiple-choice questions on the 

overhead projector or blackboard and asking the students to write 

down the answers to the questions.  

 Then tell the students that the answers to the questions will be  

 revealed during the presentation (this guides their listening). 

 Take up the answers at the end of the session or start the next session 

by reviewing the ‗test ‘. 

 

 Invite questions from among students 

 

How much is enough? 
During a 15-20 minute presentation, only a limited number of main points can be covered. 

Provide time for questions and examples, and check students‘ understanding. 
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Summary of presentation guidelines  
When you have decided that giving a presentation is the appropriate technique, here are some 

guidelines to ensure that you use it successfully: 

1. Prepare the presentation in advance. 

2. Establish goals for the class and ensure that your presentation meets them. 

Present the goals to your students at the beginning of the presentation 

3. Organize the material appropriately so that your students can understand it 

clearly. Chronological order may be the best way, but consider alternative 

approaches: Comparison and Contrast; Cause and Effect; Inductive; Deductive. 

4. Make eye contact with your students; move around if you can; use gestures. 

Don‘t just stand there reading notes! 

5. Make sure that everyone can hear and understand your presentation: 

 Use vocabulary which all the students will understand. 

 Define complex terms. 

 Avoid jargon. 

 Do not talk too fast. 

 Write difficult words or concepts on the board. 

 Use overhead transparencies to outline and clarify your presentation. 

6. Enliven your presentation with concrete examples, personal anecdotes, or 

references to today‘s news. 

7. Capture interest at the beginning of the presentation with a question, a powerful 

or popular quotation, or a dramatic or startling statistic. 

8. Build suspense into your presentation as a way to maintain class attention, within 

the context of information flow. If at all possible, save the main point until the 

evidence has accumulated, giving others an opportunity to deduce the conclusion 

before it is revealed. 

9. Vary teaching methods. Do not talk for the entire time. Give students a chance 

to participate as a means to holding their attention:  

 Pose a question to stimulate student interest. 

 Ask your students to turn to their neighbors and solve a problem. 

 Invite questions from the class. 

 Ask your students to write a one-minute paper on ―The three advantages of . . .‖  

or   ―The importance of . . .‖ 

 Invite the class to make up exam questions on the material you have just 

covered. 

10. Reinforce and repeat the points you want to emphasize. 

11. Summarize the main points at the end of the presentation 

Conclusion: 
The requirements for content and organization of material are much the same as for an essay 

or written report. You must: 

 Do the necessary reading and gather the necessary support material 

 Arrive at a thesis or main idea and organize your supporting proofs or details 

 Prepare an effective introduction and conclusion, and lead the audience through 

your argument with clear transitions and connectives between the ideas. 
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Leading a Class Discussion: 
 

Why choose discussion? 

Discussion groups can serve the following functions: 

1. Help students learn to formulate and apply theories or concepts in their own 

words.  

2. Support students‘ discovery and/or definition of problems in a reading or 

lecture.  

3. Introduce alternative points of view. 

4. Promote the development of students‘ critical and dialectical skills within an 

environment of respect and tolerance. 

5. Provide the opportunity for students to voice their ideas, and therefore actively 

engage in a critical part of the learning process 

Preparing yourself for discussions sections: 

 

1. Review all subject matter. 

2. Familiarize yourself with current applications. 

3. Think about the material in light of the students‘ experience. One of the 

challenges of preparing a discussion is catering for a range of student 

preparedness, from those who lack necessary background to those who are 

well prepared. The process outlined below will support you as you develop the 

discussion: 

 Identify a topic (for example: Evolution). 

 Identify key concepts related to the topic (for example: natural selection, 

 migration, extinction). 

 Review the key concepts you have identified within the context of: 

 Students’ prior knowledge: ask faculty members or other TAs about 

the expected level of student preparedness. 

 Assigned readings and lecture material: to identify potential 

challenges for students.  

  This process will help you: 

 Choose appropriate topics. 

 Ensure that you have the necessary information and knowledge to 

support the discussion process effectively.  

 Ensure that you adopt a suitable line of questioning. 

 

4. Determine the kind of discussion you want to have.  

 Is a conclusion to be reached?  

 Is there subject matter to be learned?  

 

5. Set goals, for example, if the goal is to assess students‘ comprehension of 

course material or review or summarize content, targeted discussions will serve 

best. A possible introductory question could be ―What is the definition of an 

organelle?‖ If the objective is to promote critical thinking, curiosity about the 

topic, or tolerance for opposing viewpoints, open-ended discussions are most 
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appropriate, for example: ―What are some ways we might solve the energy 

crisis?‖ 

 

6. How to handle missed sessions: 

 Encourage the development of a buddy system at the beginning of the 

semester. Have students exchange phone numbers with two other individuals 

in the class. 

 Stress the importance of students taking responsibility for missing discussion 

sections by following up with other students or asking you for handouts of 

the material covered. You should be available and open to students‘ inquiries 

about missed material. You can follow up at the next discussion section and 

ask the class if everyone is up to date. 

 Since discussion sections are relatively small, you could take attendance 

(roll call) every section by passing around an attendance sheet and making it 

clear that this counts towards the grade for participation. In case of 

absenteeism, the students will be more inclined to come to you for a review 

and the issue of grading can be discussed. 

 

Preparing students for discussion sections: 

Include tasks that require the students to take some responsibility for the discussion: 

1. Clearly identify discussion questions in advance. 

2. Use questions that will enable the students to think about the material in new 

ways, that is, to connect what they are already familiar with to the new 

concepts they are learning. (Refer to section on Questioning: Asking Questions 

for a detailed example.) 

3. Give assigned readings so students have something to work with. 

 Alternatives: 

 Short writing assignments can be used as a basis for discussion. Asking 

students to write a short paragraph or two on a specific topic helps students 

prepare for discussion. If you have a chance to look at the writing ahead of 

time, it may help you identify students whom you can call upon to make 

different points. Even preparing a few brief statements in advance on each 

article assigned for a section, can greatly improve participation. 

 Encourage group presentations by asking students to prepare in advance to 

take a certain position during discussion. The students can pair up or divide 

into small groups to represent different views or concepts. If students know 

ahead of time that they will be asked to represent a particular view, they can 

get together to plan beforehand. 
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Tips for interaction with students: 

Body language: 
To create a comfortable atmosphere conducive for creativity and learning in a non-verbal 

manner, you can: 

1. Show enthusiasm when listening to student responses by smiling expectantly 

and nodding as the student talks. 

2. Keep eye contact with the student talking. 

3. Walk toward the person who is talking, even if there is only space to take a few 

steps in any direction. 

4. Looking relaxed by leaning against the wall, sitting on a desk, or pulling up a 

desk or chair and joining the class. 

5. Be approachable and open to students‘ questions by being attentive. 

6. Arrange students‘ chairs in a circle or in a configuration in which they can see 

each other talking. 

   

Verbal Cues: 
During a session, you can promote an atmosphere of trust and rapport in several ways: 

1. Offer some of the following questions or comments: 

 Can you think of a situation in which this notion might apply? Might not 

apply? 

 That is an interesting idea, tell me more. 

 I do not know either, but that is a very interesting question. Can anyone help 

us unravel ourselves here? 

 I am not sure I understand. Were you saying that the survey questions were 

too personal? Can you give me an example? 

 

2. Respond to questions with respect and courtesy. 

3. Do not show off with big words at such a high level of abstraction that will 

leave your students confused. 

How to lead the discussion: 

It is important to take on a neutral-guidance-questioner role as a discussion leader. 

Remember, your purpose is to encourage discussion among the students. Restraint and 

patience are often called for. You could adopt the following approach: 

1. Introduce the topic and its importance, briefly. 

2. Mention sub-areas to be covered and timing for each. 

3. Provide simple ground rules, for example: 

 

 Participation: participants should speak up without being called upon and 

address each other, not the TA. 

 Confidentiality: Instructors can encourage students to take concepts and 

ideas from class and discuss them freely; however, they should suggest that 

personal stories or issues raised by individuals are to be kept confidential 

and the property of the class. 
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 Respectful listening: Instructors can point out that if someone raises a point 

that others disagree with or find offensive, it is important to remember that 

the human being behind that question or comment deserves respect. 

 No ‗put downs‘: Tied to the notion of respect is the ground rule of no put-

downs in class. To put a person down even in the name of fun merely serves 

to discourage open and honest exchange of ideas among the whole group. 

 

4. Initiate discussion with a prepared first question: short, stimulating, easy to 

have an opinion about. Wait it out - someone will pick it up. 

5. Guide group thinking, impartially and without talking too much yourself. Use 

questions as your guidance tool to probe, challenge, rephrase student‘s 

comments. 

6. Monitoring group progress: 

 Approach groups one by one, listening to their conversations to see how far 

they have gotten with the discussion so as to maintain task focus and stay on 

topic. 

 Periodically take a random route through the class to assess students‘ needs. 

As you do this, be observant and look out for those who appear to want to 

say something and ask them if they would like to say something (Refer to 

students by name.) 

7. Summarize what has been said periodically and redirect the group to the next 

topic sub-area with a new question. 

8. Be generally accepting; avoid evaluative comments that punish and reward, 

rather ask examining questions to promote students‘ evaluation of their 

comments themselves. 

9. Encourage general participation by using questions such as: ―How do the rest 

of you feel about this?‖ or ―Are there other reactions?‖ 

10. Ensure that the discussion stays ―on track‖ by refocusing students with 

questions about the connection to the subject. 

11. Listen carefully and ask impromptu probing questions encouraging students to 

examine their views carefully by asking them to:  

 provide evidence for their views 

 verbalize their assumptions 

 relate new information to things they already know. 

How to end the discussion: 

Allow time at the end for a summary. There are several approaches: 

 

1. Provide a summary of the discussion that will emphasize important points, 

acknowledge the insightful comments students have made, and provide a 

framework for the next week‘s discussion. You do not want your students to 

go away from a good discussion feeling great while retaining little substance. 

2. Let the students take ownership of the summary by developing it themselves. 

Acknowledge those times when there has been a fruitful exchange of ideas, 

giving the class a feeling of accomplishment. Finally, reflect upon what has 

happened in class. Consider whether issues were ignored or key questions only 

partially considered. 

Commonly Faced Problems and Suggested Solutions: 

Cannot get discussions off the ground on a regular basis: 
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This could be due to the choice of topic or line of questioning being too narrow. To 

circumvent this problem, re-evaluate your choice of topic/questions and ensure that it is 

broad enough, for example. “What are some ways we might improve our health?” (Refer 

to section on Questioning for more examples of open-ended questions.) 

Students monopolizing the floor: 
There are several approaches to this problem: 

 Throw the discussion back at the class so more students can get involved 

without rejecting the eager student. (For example: ―That‘s a good point. 

Would others like to comment?‖ 

 Acknowledge the comments and try to offer another outlet. (For example: 

―Those ideas are good. They deserve a lot more time so perhaps we can 

discuss them after class‖). 

Lulls in the discussion: 
Relax and take a deep breath. This does not mean that you have failed! The lull could be 

because: 

1. You are inadvertently shutting down the discussion by dominating rather than 

facilitating. Remember to throw questions at the class and ask for students‘ 

comments so as to encourage their participation. 

2. There is a pause as students digest what they have heard. Give students some 

time to absorb the material. 

3. The topic is exhausted. If this happens too frequently and too early on in the 

discussion, re-evaluate your choice of topics and line of questioning to ensure 

that they are broad enough. (Refer to section on Questioning: A taxonomy of 

questions for examples of broad/ open-ended questions). 

4. Students are drained intellectually. At this point it is useful to change the mood 

of the class entirely. Always keep a very different task in reserve so that you 

can shift your students‘ attention enough to refresh their thinking. For 

example: When discussing theoretical articles in your course, bring an article 

from a newspaper that reflects the application of the theory. 

5. Students are physically tired, especially in classes that last over an hour. A 

short break will refresh them enough to participate until the class ends. If you 

bring food to class, have it during a break in the middle of a long class, rather 

than at the beginning. You‘ll find that the last half of your class will be more 

lively. 
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Students who seldom or never talk: 
 

Silent students may be shy or confused. To encourage their participation: 

1. Look for clues that students may want to speak up, for example:  

 making eye contact with you 

 facial expressions that indicate they know the answer 

 tentative gesture of raising their hand.  

 

You can then ask them what they think but be careful not to embarrass them, for example, 

“Alan you seem disturbed by Dan’s idea? What do you think?” 

2. Avoid always calling on those who put their hand up first. Wait to see if other 

students volunteer to answer. 

3. Build group sizes gradually by first pairing students and then combining pairs. 

Presenting  ideas to a small group helps students more fully develop their ideas 

and  gain confidence in their worth. . 

 

The discussion gets off the topic: 
 

Be prepared to intervene if the discussion goes off in 

an irrelevant direction. Bring the group back to the topic, 

by saying something like, ―That is an interesting point, 

but it is not directly related to what we are discussing. 

If some of you would like to discuss that point further, 

see me after class and we can arrange time for that 

during my scheduled office hours ‖. 

 

 

If you run out of material before the end of class: 
 

Do not despair! Take this as an opportunity to: 

1. Elicit questions. Ask the class if there is any material that is still unclear.  

2. Summarize the session collaboratively with students by asking questions like 

“What are the key concepts we have covered today?” or “How does what we 

covered today relate to the material we dealt with last week?” 

3. Seek feedback from students regarding the way the session was organized. 

 

Common Problems 

 Getting it off the ground 

 Students monopolizing the 

floor 

 Silent students 

 Lulls 

 Gets off topic 

 Running out of material 

 Unprepared students 

 Discussion turns to 

argument 
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Students come to class unprepared: 
It is frustrating to try and start a discussion, only to discover that many students have not 

done the assigned reading. You can encourage students to do the reading in one of the 

following ways: 

Guiding questions 
 

Provide them with questions that will guide them through the assigned readings for the 

next class. Tell the students that next time, you will assume that everyone has done the 

reading, so will feel free to ask anyone to provide an answer to any of the questions you 

have given out. Be sure that the questions are open-ended ones, for example, ―Given the 

medical data before you, how would you go about diagnosing this patient’s problem?”  

(Refer to section on Questioning for more examples of open-ended questions). 

“Comments, everyone!” 
 

Begin the class by asking everyone, in turn, to make one comment or raise one question 

about the assigned reading. List the comments and questions on the blackboard and use 

them as the basis for the discussion. Do not always start with the student sitting beside you; 

start in a different section of the room each time you use this technique. 

“Let ’s have a mini-quiz!” 
 

Start a class with a mini-quiz. Put five true/false or multiple choice questions on an 

overhead transparency. Students write down their answers on a piece of paper. Each 

student has the student sitting nearby mark the quiz. Sometimes you can collect the quizzes 

and use the mark as part of the mark for participation. 

Study moments 
 

Give the students 10 minutes at the beginning of the session to ‗review ‘the assigned 

readings. Then, ask one or two students to summarize key points of the reading. 

 

The discussion that turns into an argument.  
In good discussions, conflicts will sometimes arise. If such conflicts are left ambiguous, 

they may cause continuing trouble. Here are some ways to resolve them: 

1. If the solution depends on certain facts, you can ask students to refer to the text 

or another authority or offer to find out and follow up in the next discussion. 

2. If there is an experimentally verified answer, you can use the opportunity to 

review the method by which the answer could be determined. 

3. You can list both sides of the argument on the board to illustrate more clearly 

the different views on the discussion. 

4. You can take a strong position as moderator, preventing students from 

interrupting each other or speaking simultaneously.  

 

 

 

Using Questions: 

A Taxonomy of Questions 
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An awareness of the various types of questions that a teacher can draw on is useful in 

effectively planning for discussion. The following is one taxonomy of questions (described 

by C. Roland Christensen, David A. Garvin, Ann Sweet in Education for Judgment: The 

Artistry of Discussion Leadership, Harvard Business School Press, 1992). 

Open-ended  
What are your reactions to the story? What aspects of this case were most interesting to 

you? 

Information-seeking  
What was the gross national product of France last year? In what year was photography 

invented? 

Diagnostic  
What is your analysis of the problem? What conclusions did you draw from these data? 

Challenging and Testing  
Why do you believe that? What arguments might there be to counter that view? 

Action  
What would you do in order to implement the government‘s plan? 

Priority and Sequence  
Which of the two things you‘ve mentioned is more relevant to Faulkner‘s narrative form? 

Given the state‘s limited resources, what is the first step to be taken? 

Predictions  
What will be the result of a heavy increase in lobbying against this proposed legislation? 

Hypothetical  
What would have happened if Elizabeth I had remained in power for ten more years? In 

what ways would this play be different if set in the South? 

Extension  
What implications might this observation about childhood development have for how we 

see adolescents? 

Relational  
How might your observations relate to what Jane said about Hindu belief structures? 

Generalization  
Based on your study of the computer and telecommunications industries, what do you 

consider to be the major forces that enhance technological innovation? 

Summary  
What two or three key lessons have we learned about how cognitive biases affect human 

judgment? 
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Formulating questions 

Questions that you ask in order to start or push on a discussion are a key element to 

success, but they vary enormously in their effectiveness. Consider the following when 

formulating questions: 

Be clear and concise: 
 

Phrase your questions with words which give stronger clues about the type of explanation 

sought: 

1. Avoid questions which are too broad, otherwise, students will not know 

where to begin. For example, ―What is life?‖  Although this question has great 

potential to get a discussion going, it is not clear what is expected from the 

students. Do we mean ‗life‘ in the biological, physiological, psychological, 

mental or emotional sense? A clearer, more specific question could be ―What 

does it mean to be alive from the physiological perspective?”   A student can 

then launch into the functioning of the heart, brain, lungs and so on. 

2. Avoid beginning your question with the words “why” and “explain”. For 

example, instead of asking, “Explain how evolution occurred?” try 

“According to Darwin, how was natural selection  the driving force of 

evolution?”. Again, this gives students a clearer understanding of what is 

expected of them. 

 

Avoid closed questions: 
 

These are the type of questions that require ―yes‖ or ―no‖ answers and do not get 

discussions very far. These questions do not encourage critical thinking and make the 

discussions much less interesting for the students.  

 

For example:  

1. Are ribosomes involved in translation? 

 

Suggested alternative:  

 What is the role of ribosomes in translation? 

 

2. Does the speed of light change from one medium to another? 

 

Suggested alternative:  

 How is the speed of light affected when it travels from one medium to 

another? 

 

Building on students’ understanding and thinking: 
Experienced instructors learn to prepare a mix of questions—those that are easily answered, 

mildly challenging, or highly complex—that they can draw on as the discussion develops. 

What follows is a common questioning pattern: 



 Tomlinson Graduate Teaching Resources  36 

  

1. Begin with material students are familiar with or feel comfortable with. This 

might be a question that can be answered with information from general 

experience or from basic data in the subject area. 

2. Move on to questions that require students to explain relationships among 

 the units of information and to form general concepts. 

3. Have students apply concepts and principles they have developed to new data 

and different situations. For example, suppose you are discussing transcription 

of RNA: 

 

 You might begin by asking questions such as:  

 

 What are the basic components of a transcription unit?  

 What is a promoter?  

 What are the proximal and distal regions? 

 

These kind of questions usually call for definitions and serve to find out how well the 

students know the material. 

 To establish that students understand the material, you can begin to explore 

relationships with questions like:  

 How is transcription initiated, elongated and terminated by the 

 transcription unit?  

 How does it work in conjunction with RNA Polymerase? 

These kind of questions serve to find out how well the students understand the material by 

creating relationships between different key ideas. 

 Finally, you can ask the students to apply the material to themselves and 

their own lives: 

 How do errors in transcription lead to mutations in human beings? 

 What kinds of diseases are associated with such mutations? 

These kinds of questions encourage the students to critically think about the material. 

 

Improving your use of questions: 
Framing questions is only half the battle, however. How you ask them, whom you ask 

them of, and when you ask them can also influence their effectiveness with the group. 

Important aspects to consider are: 

The One Question Rule:  
 

Ask only one question at a time. Do not ask a string of questions one after the other in 

the same utterance. For example, ask, ―Compare the skeleton of an ape with that of a 

human.” Do not ask, ―How are apes and humans alike? Are they alike in bone 

structure and/or family structure and/or places where they live?” A series of 

questions tends to confuse students. They are not able to determine just what the 

questioner is requesting from them. 
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Wait time after asking a question: 
 

1. Students‘ responses to questions: 

 

Appropriate wait time: 

 Gives students time to think: Students need time to think about the question 

and prepare their responses. The research indicates that with a wait-time of 

three to five seconds, students respond more, use complex cognitive 

processes, and begin to ask more questions. In this regard, it is advisable not 

to answer the question yourself, repeat it, rephrase it, modify it, call on 

another student to answer it, or replace it with another question until you 

have waited at least three to five seconds.  

 Demonstrates interest in students’ responses: Waiting after asking a 

question expresses your expectation to receive a response and your 

willingness to listen to it.  

 

2. Reactions to fellow students‘ responses: 

 

Do not call immediately on the first person who indicates an answer or approve 

immediately of a correct response a student has given. This prevents other students from 

evaluating the response for themselves and interrupts their own thinking process. 

 

3. Avoid programmed answers.  

 

Programmed answers turn discussion sections into games of guessing and giving the 

section leader what he or she wants rather than thinking critically about the material. Here 

are some questions with answers programmed in: 

 What reasons did you have for using that procedure? Was it in the lab book? 

Did you see it in a demonstration? 

 What are some of the basic rules about misting plants? Do you mist the ones 

with the fuzzy leaves? 

 

All of these questions have answers programmed into them. By asking only the original 

question and leaving off the ―hint‖ questions that follow, you can avoid this pitfall. 

 

4. Use a variety of probing and explaining questions.  

 

Ask questions that require different approaches to the topic, such as causal, functional, or 

chronological explanations.  

 Causal: These kind of questions relate the cause of an event or 

circumstance with its effect or consequence, for example, ―How has air 

pollution contributed to global warming?‖  Air pollution is a cause of 

global warming and the question requires the student to explain the 

relationship between cause and effect. 

 Functional: These kinds of questions require the student to explain the 

function or use of something and can be used as a means to describe a 

process, for example, ―What role do organelles in the cell play in 

synthesizing and sorting proteins?‖  Students are then cued to provide 
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answers like ―The nucleus is responsible for transcription where enzymes 

in the nucleus unwind DNA thus allowing an RNA transcript to be 

transcribed.....‖ 

 Chronological: These kinds of questions requires an explanation in a 

specific order and can be used to describe a series of events, for example, 

―Describe how the composition of the atom was deduced from experiments 

in the early 20
th

 century.‖ The student could thenrespond, ―First, the 

electron was discovered through the deflection of particles towards the 

positive end of the cathode ray oscilloscope, secondly...”. 

 

5. Deciding who to ask: 

 

Questions could be asked of a particular individual or the whole group. Be especially 

careful about putting shy students on the spot. 

The pros and cons of both approaches are tabulated below: 

 

TARGET PROS CONS 

Individual 
Can get a slow class 

moving 

Releases other students 

from the responsibility of 

formulating answers 

Whole group Engages the whole group 
Entails waiting longer for 

an answer 

 
 

6. Creating a safe environment: 

 

Respond positively to students‘ responses whether the answer was correct or incorrect. 

This helps create a safe environment for students to speak out and try new ideas. Take note 

of the following: 

 Reinforcing correct responses can be done with verbal comment or facial 

expression 

 Reinterpreting incorrect responses is more difficult. If you asked an 

informational question, e.g. ―Who is associated with the discovery of double 

stranded DNA?” you must simply acknowledge the answer as incorrect 

without disparaging the person who offered it.  

 Avoid teasing comments. If you ask an analytic question in an organic 

chemistry lab, e.g. ―Why do you think your yield was so low?‖ and the 

response is: ―human error,‖ you can: 

 

 ask the student to enlarge upon what he or she specifically means 

by ―human error‖ or 

  redirect the response by asking a follow-up question such as: ―Do 

you think a possible reason for low yields could be due to heating 

the substrate for too long?‖ 

 

Maintaining topic focus: 
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Never cut a student off without giving a brief explanation!Given limited class time, 

develop skills to maintain topic focus. For example, you might: 

 respond briefly to a divergent question, then 

 invite the student to pursue the topic further in office hours, or 

 you might explain that the topic is a good one but too complicated for this 

course or for this point in the term.  

 If the question refers to a topic that will be covered later, say so and follow 

up on it at the appropriate time.  

 

Promoting Participation: 
Minimize your role: 
Use the following strategies to get the whole group involved: 

 Encourage students to sit at the table or in only one row of a circle, so that 

they can all see each other as well as you. Some students like to hide behind 

others; try to bring them out.  

 Look around the whole group after asking a question, making eye contact 

with each student. 

 Ask students sitting in all parts of the room or places around the table for 

their responses during a section. After a response has been given, ask 

another person to comment on it rather than commenting on it yourself. 

 

Elicit questions from students:  
 

When student questions are desired, request them explicitly, wait, and then acknowledge 

student contributions. For example, you may wish to solicit questions about free fall. You 

might say, ―Are there any questions or clarifications of points we have raised?‖ or ― In 

light of Larry’s response that all objects fall to earth with the same acceleration regardless 

of mass, I invite you to ask her some questions for embellishment or clarification.‖ Indicate 

to students that questions are not a sign of stupidity but rather the manifestation of concern 

and thought about the topic. Be very careful not to convey subtly or even jokingly the 

message that a student is stupid for asking for clarification or restatement of an idea 

already raised in class or in the text. 

 

Rewarding Student Participation and Providing Feedback 
In responding to students there are some guidelines which can positively reinforce good 

student responses and facilitate further discussion. 

 Praise the student in a strong positive way for a correct or positive 

response. Use such terms as ―excellent answer‖, ―absolutely correct‖, 

―bull’s eye‖, etc. These terms are quite different from the common mild 

phrases often used such as ―O.K.‖, ―Hmm Hmm‖, and ―All right‖. Especially 

when the response is long, try to find at least some part that deserves praise 

and then comment on it. 

 Make comments pertinent to the specific student response. For example, 

suppose that a student has offered an excellent response to the question, 

―What is the cause of sickle cell anaemia at the molecular level?‖ You might 

say, ―That was excellent. Youmentioned amino acid substitution as well as 

including the fact that phenotypically, the disease affects homozygotes and 

heterozygotes differently.‖ This response gives an excellent rating to the 
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student in anexplicit and strong form. It also demonstrates that you have 

listened carefully to thestudent‘s ideas. 

 Build on the student’s response. If you continue to discuss a point after a 

studentresponse, try to incorporate the key elements of the response into the 

discussion. Byusing the student‘s response you show that the points made 

were valuable. By referringto the student explicitly by name (eg. “As Pat 

pointed out, the sickle cell trait....”) you give credit where credit is due. 

 

 

 

Answering questions: 
It is important to know your boundaries and remember that you should not do the students‘ 

work for them. Therefore, if a student asks you a good question, for example, ―How is it 

possible that hypomethylation of DNA can cause both reduced cancer occurrence and 

increased mutation rates in cells?‖, resist the temptation to answer it yourself. Rather, turn 

it around by acknowledging that the question is a good one, and say, for example,  

“Well, let’s run through this together. What do we know about cancer cells? We learned 

that cancer is likely to occur if the expression of tumor suppressing genes is decreased. We 

also know that if a region of DNA is methylated significantly then the transcription 

machinery cannot access the DNA to transcribe genes. So what do you think would happen 

to the expression of tumor suppressor genes if the DNA was not as methylated?” 

(Student‘s thinking process is supported and is encouraged to think about how 

hypomethylation reduces cancer)  

“Moving on to mutations. What do you think causes mutations in DNA?”  

(Student is encouraged to think about possible causes).  

“Now if a region of DNA is excessively methylated, do you think mutations are more likely 

to occur or not?” (Student responds).  

“Do you now see how hypomethylation can cause both these phenomena? Great! You did 

very well.” 

Generally, try not to give outright answers to questions but rather try to encourage the 

student to explore answers and think more deeply. 

 

Responding when you are not sure of the answer. 
Be open and honest that you are not sure of the answer and: 

 Encourage the student to find out the answer by referring him/her to text 

books or online articles and follow up in the next session to assess what the 

student was able to find out. 

 Offer to find out the answer and get back to the student in the next session. 

 Explore together by checking through textbooks, online and other similar 

resources. 

 Clarify the question to ensure you understood what is being asked, for 

example. ‗Could you restate your point? I’m not quite sure I understand’. 

This could clear things up and you may discover that you do know the 

answer after all. 

 

Responding to incorrect answers: 
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 Try to find out how the student arrived at his/her answer. For example, ask 

‗how did you arrive at that response?’ 

 Try to extract important points and use it to clear up confusion, for example, 

‗You‘re right regarding X and that‘s great, however you‘re not quite on the 

right track concerning Y. Let‘s think of a way to correct Y so your entire 

response will be correct.‘ 

 Try to get responses from other students in the class. Say ‗Thanks. Is there 

someone who wants to respond to the question or comment on the response 

we‘ve already heard?‘ 

 Give immediate feedback, tell the student why the answer is wrong and try 

to go through carefully what is expected to avoid repeating mistakes. 

 Clarify what the student is trying to say. The answer could appear incorrect 

because of the way it was phrased, language problems etc. You could ask, ‗ 

If I understand you correctly you mean...’ 





 

Motivating students to get more involved in class discussions: 
 

1. Appeal to your students’ interests. For example, you might pose the 

following question to a student majoring in biochemistry: ―John, you’re 

interested in genetic diseases? What do you think of the recent developments in 

cancer research?” This tactic opens the discussion up to John‘s expertise and 

also stimulates him to apply himself more vigorously to your biochemistry 

course. You have made a connection between your subject and a subject that 

John finds intrinsically motivating, plus you have publicly commended John 

for having helpful knowledge. His contribution to the class is likely to be 

characterized by deeper thought than usual. 

2.  Be enthusiastic about your subject. Explain what you find intriguing about 

your discipline, and how it applies to the real world. Your students are 

investing in themselves through their education, no matter how much they 

appear to denigrate this fact in conversations with peers. It is not right for you 

to degrade the effort they are making. Do not let yourself become apathetic or 

cynical—your students will imitate you. If you do not value what your students 

are learning, they certainly will not. The most successful teachers inspire their 

students through example; mediocre students can be converted into passionate 

concentrators through genuine enthusiasm on your part. 

3. Appreciate that students are used to a variety of learning styles. While 

some love to debate a point abstractly almost like a game, others need to 

ground concepts in their own experience; some work best in groups, while 

others need to work alone; some need specific, concrete tasks, while others 

need freedom to investigate on their own; some work best verbally, others 

visually. Teaching assistants will enhance their teaching by learning about and 

appreciating the variety of learning styles in their students, i.e., by 

acknowledging that ways other than their own are also valid. 
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