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Suggestions for Developing Successful Undergraduate Teaching Assistants Through the Eyes of  

a Student and an Instructor of Psychology  

Many of us have felt less than prepared at one point in our lives. The anxieties of being 

called upon suddenly in a lecture, forgetting notes to an important job interview on the counter at 

home, or neglecting to study for an exam are all legitimate reasons to be nervous about being ill 

prepared. Having to teach or present in front of a class is similar as it takes time to feel 

comfortable with speaking and “performing.” Undergraduate teaching assistants (UTAs), who 

juggle between the roles of a teacher and student, may be more prone to imposter syndrome and 

subsequent anxious feelings. 

From the inception of the course to the very last day, UTAs can feel ill prepared mainly 

from the lack of preparation. (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000; Komarraju, 2008). With several 

UTAs using their experience as a resume builder for graduate school, the detrimental effects of 

not being able to adapt to the stress of being unprepared can be a crushing blow to their 

aspirations (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). Without any formal training, the duty falls upon the 

instructor and their UTA to train, teach, and learn through experience to become better prepared 

and more comfortable (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). Previous research has indicated that UTAs 

are an integral part of the classroom and can aid in student success, so feeling ill prepared can 

hinder this effect. For example, Crowe et al. (2014) pointed out that having an UTA is related to 

having a grade of a “C” or higher and grasping particular learning outcomes—identifying 

research methods, assessing limitations, and explaining data—more quickly. Moreover, UTAs 

can convey insight from a student’s perspective to the instructor and teach information on a level 

the students can understand better (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). Despite these benefits of having 

an UTA, it may take months, if not an entire semester, for a new UTA to become comfortable 
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enough to make the positive changes mentioned above in the classroom without any formal 

training beforehand.  

Many instructors, while understanding the importance of training students to be 

professionals, simply do not have the time, resources, or ability to sit down and develop skills 

with their UTAs to prepare them for the upcoming months (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). 

According to Soland (2017), around 79% of high school graduates went on to pursue higher 

education; of those, roughly 90% continued for at least a semester. With this influx in 

undergraduate students, we have seen instructors in our university not having enough time to 

teach, grade, or answer questions for the multitude of courses they instruct each semester. 

Therefore, UTAs, especially in programs that do not have graduate students, can be utilized to 

clear up the more trivial jobs of instructors, but proper training for them is critical (Filz & 

Gurung, 2013; Hogan, Norcross, Cannon, & Karpiak, 2007). With conflicting schedules, 

overloaded courses, and little face-to-face meeting time, it might seem impossible for an 

instructor to act as a mentor and teach their UTAs the necessary skills to flourish on their own. 

Therefore, devising a plan that involves multiple parties to foster those skills is a priority.   

One “simple” solution would be to implement a training regime close to what graduate 

teaching assistants (GTAs) must attend. However, with a lack of consensus in the literature on 

how and what skills to teach, UTAs are left in the dark in terms of developing their skills and 

being prepared (Filz & Gurung, 2013). A secondary solution would be to look for specific, pre-

existing qualities a potential candidate may possess that would make a smooth transition from 

being a student to UTA. Yet, the literature is divided on what is desirable depending upon the 

discipline, class, and what an instructor is looking for specifically (Filz & Gurung, 2013; Keeley, 

Furr, & Buskist, 2010; Komarraju, 2008).  
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In need of evidenced-based training for UTAs, this article aims to (a) analyze the 

literature on GTA and UTA training to make suggestions for implementing UTA training; and 

(b) analyze and summarize the literature on UTAs to develop their important qualities based on 

both empirical evidence and our own experiences. 

Literature on GTA and UTA Training 

As we mentioned earlier, an unprepared UTA can have a negative impact on the students, 

faculty, themselves, and the course overall. Studies show that implementing some sort of training 

before the course starts is highly beneficial (Hogan, Norcross, Cannon, & Karpiak, 2007). 

Unfortunately, only one-third of GTAs reported receiving any training on how to prepare and 

teach undergraduate classes (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). We presume that the number of 

UTAs that receive training is much less.  However, we believe the question should not be if we 

should train UTAs but rather what the correct training is to provide. To conclude on what to train 

UTAs it is beneficial to reflect on the duties of one. Wheeler, Maeng, Chiu, and Bell (2017) 

uphold that there are four main categories of work for a TA: (a) task-based, what the 

responsibilities are, (b) content-based, what is being taught, (c) affective-based, student-TA 

support and relationship, and (d) instruction-based, fostering student learning. In the classroom, 

an UTA could be asked to assist with classroom activates, answer student questions, and simplify 

difficult information or topics (Crowe, Ceresola, & Silva, 2014; Filz & Gurung, 2013). Outside 

of the classroom, an UTA could be expected to review course material prior to class, tutor 

students who are falling behind, be the first source for students to contact, and be a peer mentor 

(Crowe et al., 2014; Filz & Gurung, 2013). Similar to GTAs, holding review sessions and 

grading is not uncommon (Murrant, 2007). With this being said, we can understand why UTAs 

who receive no training feel like they are in an uphill battle.  
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The reality is that teaching assistants, including both UTAs and GTAs, feel severely 

underprepared. In fact, Bransterrer and Handelsman’s (2000) study reported that nearly 47% of 

GTAs felt that their training was barely satisfactory or insufficient and only 19% reported their 

training as satisfactory. UTAs are even more unprepared. In our university there is no training 

provided whatsoever. Training UTAs is, more often than not, placed on the shoulders of the 

faculty working with them (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). This can adversely impact the 

instructor’s workload, something UTAs are meant to lighten, as they now must teach the UTA 

everything they need to know (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). 

         The inadequacy or lack of training can yield unpleasant attitudes from teaching assistants. 

Around one-third of GTAs reported that the lack of decent training left them to teach outside of 

their comfort zone or expertise (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). Uncomfortable positions, 

much like this, yield those unpleasant attitudes. In fact, half of GTAs reported feeling too 

distraught to effectively teach the material (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). As UTAs likely 

have even less knowledge and training than GTAs, we believe that UTAs experience these 

similar emotions. Due to this, we advised that a training program similar, yet less intensive, to 

GTAs would be beneficial (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000; Pentecost, Langdon, Asirvatham, 

Robus, & Parson, 2012).   

         In our experience, being an ill-prepared UTA yields the same outcome. Without any 

formal training it was extremely stressful for the first few weeks before falling into a routine and 

becoming more comfortable with experience. The anxiety of answering a question wrong, 

learning how to effectively speak in front of a class, and having to learn the ins and outs of the 

responsibilities of an UTA, did in fact hinder self-confidence and a positive attitude. Fortunately, 

with time, we have adapted to the stressors. However, not every undergraduate has the luxury of 
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connecting well with their professor or being able to overcome long, anxiety-inducing periods 

before feeling settled in. For this reason, we believe that implementing a strong, experience-

focused training program close to what GTAs are required to attend is necessary. Specifically, 

we suggest a program focusing on three main areas: (a) realistic scenarios, (b) mastery of the 

course work, and (c) ethics. Development of specific skills will be discussed.  

Realistic Scenarios 

We agree with the many training programs documented by the research. Komarraju 

(2008) suggests that training should include realistic scenarios with immediate feedback. The 

scenarios are aimed to familiarize the UTA and become more comfortable with being in front of 

a class where anything might happen (Komarraju, 2008). The study goes on to explain that when 

an UTA feels more comfortable, the perception of their knowledge, impression on the students, 

and curiosity in teaching increases (Komarraju, 2008). Having roleplay opportunities to 

experience a plethora of potential situations would have been immensely helpful for us. These 

scenarios give way for further development of important skills such as public speaking, self-

efficacy, interpersonal, and creative/critical thinking skills (Filz & Gurung, 2013; Komarraju, 

2008). The transition from undergraduate to UTA would have been much easier as the fear of the 

unknown and answering wrong would have been quelled by having experience to draw from 

(Hogan et al., 2007). 

Mastery of the Course Work 

         As mentioned previously, the feeling of teaching outside our expertise can be detrimental 

to the UTA position (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). Spending time thoroughly going over 

the curriculum is a must before entering the first day of class, as UTAs face the issue of having 

to demonstrate they are knowledgeable to the students (Culley & Fingerson, 2001). Leaving an 
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UTA to figure out how the course will work and what is going to be covered, can have adverse 

effects. We suggest having an extensive outline of the course with a breakdown of tasks, what 

specifically is going to be covered in lectures, and access to all materials. Furthermore, having 

examples of each task, in our case sample quizzes, assignments, and activities, would have 

helped us to understand exactly where we differ in grading styles and how to match them as best 

as possible. Having samples would also foster more familiarity resulting in more comfort with 

the course in general. 

Ethics 

         Another predominant factor in UTA training should be ethical practices. According to 

Branstetter and Handelsman (2000), 5% of GTAs reported receiving an ethics course; however, 

69% say it should be a requirement. Shockingly, most of the GTAs who participated in this 

study, and even more who did not receive any ethical training, reported using the same 

practices/behavior they rated as unethical when judging others (Branstetter & Handelsman, 

2000). From experience, being an UTA to a group of your peers can allow for dual relationships. 

The class might include friends, colleagues, people we do not get along with, etc. We believe 

having an ethics course would allow the UTA to see what an appropriate professional, working 

relationship between UTA-student and UTA-professor is (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). We 

recommend an ethics training program somewhat similar to GTA and faculty; however, focusing 

more so on the relationship side (Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). We recommend teaching 

about dual relationships of all kinds, grading fairly and favoritism, reporting cheating even if the 

student is well liked, and what is appropriate to say to/about a student, just to name a few 

(Branstetter & Handelsman, 2000). 

UTA Qualities to Develop 
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         When instructors search for UTAs, there are innate qualities a student candidate can 

possess that align them to be more successful in the position. According to the teacher behavior 

checklist (TBC; Keeley, Furr, & Buskist, 2010), successful teachers should possess both teaching 

and behavioral skills including being approachable, knowledgeable of the subject, enthusiastic, 

realistic, caring, interesting, easy to reach, flexible, a great communicator, and respectful 

(Komarraju, 2008). Several studies have used the TBC to correlate specific behaviors to UTA 

success (Filz & Gurung, 2013; Komarraju, 2008). Komarraju (2008) suggested items like caring, 

being supportive, professionalism, good communication, generating excitement for learning, and 

establishing a good rapport with students are all markers for an effective UTA. Filz and Gruung 

(2013) further argued that being helpful, accessible, and the students perceiving the individual as 

qualified all make a good UTA. Thus, being caring and approachable seems to be common 

contributors to being an effective UTA. 

Through our own reflections and formal course evaluations, we found that undergraduate 

students value qualities such as being accessible, having a good relationship with them, 

knowledgeable, and being realistic. The UTA (first author) established rapport with students by 

speaking to them before and after class and during exam reviews about things such as common 

interests in addition to the course materials. In order to be accessible, the UTA made herself easy 

to reach through email, showed up on time and prepared when meeting a student, and frequently 

asked for questions or concerns. To demonstrate qualification and her knowledge of the course, 

the UTA was always well prepared for lectures and answered questions effectively both in class 

and electronically. Each of these qualities can be taught systematically to help UTAs succeed.  

In addition to the qualities listed in the TBC, self-efficacy is a common quality that 

contributes to UTAs’ effectiveness. Self-efficacy—one’s belief in their own capacity to execute 
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behaviors necessary to produce desired outcome— helps UTAs feel prepared and excel in their 

role to better help other students learn (Komarraju, 2008). In our experience, self-efficacy can be 

promoted by fostering a learning environment with positive and constructive feedback such that 

the UTA can feel comfortable developing their own skills and knowledge. We found that trying 

to better ourselves aids in establishing more open communication and acceptance of criticism. In 

contrast, working with an UTA who is unwilling to accept criticism or adapt to improve 

themselves and/or the course can be difficult. Finally, in line with previous evidence (Filz & 

Gurung, 2013), we noticed that providing professional resources for the UTA to develop better 

writing skills help the UTA better explain various topics and keep a professional dialogue with 

the students via electronic communication. An instructor can foster this skill by communicating 

electronically with the UTA frequently and upholding a level of professionalism that should be 

mirrored and is expected. 

Conclusion 

Throughout our student and instructor experience with the teaching assistantship, we had 

successes and challenges, but few evidence-based guidelines on how to proceed. Many times, we 

had to find our own footing which was difficult without formal training. Our experience, coupled 

with the literature on GTA training, has been laid out in hopes of bridging the literature gap and 

serving as a guide on how to develop UTAs. As undergraduate programs grow, the use of UTAs 

will grow as well (Wheeler et al., 2017). The selection of an UTA may be convoluted, but 

looking for our pre-existing traits and following an experienced-based training program can help 

prepare UTAs for the course. Further intervention research is certainly needed to solidify the best 

training regime for instructors and UTAs to follow.  
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