MATH 180/184 Workshops – End of Term survey for TAs

# of responses: 7 (out of 8) GTAs, 10 (out of 15) UTAs

Summary: TAs’ comments were unanimously positive. All of them enjoyed their experience in running the workshops and thought the workshops are a good learning experience for students. They regard a positive workshop atmosphere with students eager to participate as the main aspect of a successful workshop.  They also recognize the value of being a “good” TA (although we don’t know how they define a “good TA”).
The biggest challenge for TAs seems to be group/time management for GTAs and facilitation for UTAs, which is not surprising because GTAs are more formally in charge of running the workshops and more UTAs are new to the workshop program so they have less experience. Despite being a challenge, facilitation is recognized by most as being an effective teaching style. Most of the TAs seem to agree with the idea that when students “do the thinking”, they learn more. They also view group work and the possibility of giving immediate feedback to students as effective learning activities.  
UTAs reported to have spent more time than GTAs working through the problem sets to get ready for their workshops. Also, they both reported they would have appreciated having more time to prepare for their workshops, including having access to problem sets and solutions earlier and a better knowledge of what students did in class. Some unhappiness was reported with regard to the quizzes (Problem to Hand In, or PHI).
It is interesting to notice that most of these TAs regard practice and independent work as what makes a student successful in calculus, while little or no mention was made about  problem-solving skills.  

Overall, both GTAs and UTAs enjoyed their experience and seem to buy in the idea of group work and facilitation as opposed to a more traditional tutorial session. 

Suggestions for next year: allowing TAs more time for reviewing problem sets; have solutions ready by the beginning of the week; give more training on facilitation at the beginning of the term (e.g. more time on role-play during the first meeting in September, repeat training in, say, week 2-3 to let TAs reflect on how best to implement facilitation strategies); make PHI difficulty more homogenous across different workshop sections; bring attention to key steps in problem-solving strategies so that TAs can focus students’ attention on these better. 

Q1: How did your workshops go?

Everybody had a positive response here, from “they went OK” to “excellently”.
Q2: What do you thing are the main aspects of a successful workshop? 

(many gave more than one answer)









GTA

UTA
*Focus on facilitation 





2

*Group work/balanced groups



3

*Good TAs






2

2

*Positive atmosphere





1

3

(students know they have to work and feel a 

sense of enjoyment from doing so)


*Good classroom 





2

*Eager students/student participation



1

3

*Opportunity for learning




1

2

*Constant TA/student interaction





1



*TA able to understand student difficulties


1

1

Q3: How do you prepare for your weekly workshops?

(many gave more than one answer)








GTA

UTA

*Look over problems, work solutions in my mind

3

2

*Solve problems by myself (all or some)


2

7

*Think about where students may have problems

3

2

*At the Monday meetings




2

*Talk to GTA/use textbook when in doubt




4

*Nothing








1

Q4: Did you receive any feedback from the Head TA about your workshops?









GTA

UTA

No, I didn’t






2

3

No, but I wish I did







2

Yes, I did and it was useful feedback





4

I don’t remember





5

1

Q5: What did you find most challenging in your job as a Workshop TA?









GTA

UTA

Keeping groups together




1

Dealing with slow/fast groups at the same time

1

Facilitation 






1

7

(helping students who are so lost that have no questions;

recognize student difficulties)

giving all groups enough attention



1

time management issue 




1

(have all groups do the PHI-like problem)






admin







2

dealing with unprepared/inexperienced UTA


2

dealing with problematic students



1

back to back workshops






1

dealing with unknown content (for Math 184)



1

encourage uninterested students to get engaged



1

Q8: What did you find least challenging in your job as a workshop TA? (some blanks)









GTA

UTA

Problem solving





1

1

Admin/class organization




2


Time with students





1

1

Getting students to work






2

Explain math








1

Marking PHIs








1

Decide who needs help






1

Q9: What do you wish you had known before the beginning of the workshops?









GTA

UTA

I had a textbook/knew what was covered in class

1

1

I knew that workshops focus on facilitation, not tutoring


1

I had more time on problems before the workshops

1

1

I had solutions to workshop problems in advance



3

I had more time to review PHI from the week before
1

I knew about the amount of admin required


1

I knew about how tiring the workshops can be

1

Nothing (first meeting in Sept helped)/blank


3

4

Q10: What do you see as the advantages and disadvantages of the workshop facilitation-style teaching: for you? for the students?









GTA

UTA

Advantages

*Students have to do the thinking, they learn more

3

6

*I find it easy to help students by facilitating their work


1

*It helps me become more aware of hidden challenges of 

   mathematical communication



1

*it’s beneficial for students to get the immediate feedback
1

1

*Group work helps students to communicate


1

1

*I like interacting with students





1

Disadvantages

*The gap between “good” and “bad” students is bigger
1

*Given the short time frame, a tutoring style may be

 more efficient style







2

*Some students don’t engage as much as expected and slow 

  down the whole group




1

*Facilitation is harder than tutoring





1 

*If students are too unfamiliar with the concept, 

   facilitation won’t help them 





1

*students may be frustrated and prefer a tutoring style
1

1

*it’s easier not to get involved





1

Q11: How would you recommend tweaking the current workshop format?









GTA

UTA

No group evaluation





1

Participation mark must be simplified


1

Less quizzes/no quizzes




2

1

Changing groups





1

More challenging problems




1

Give a 10-15 min lecture at the beginning




3

PHI level changed too much across different sections
1

Prepare marking scheme for PHIs

Have student present solutions



1

No participation marks




1

Move the PHI to the beginning





1

Incorporating discussion on homework problems



1

Improve correlation between problem sets and PHIs

1

Increase the workshop’s worth of total percentage



1

Not taking attendance (quiz is enough for that)

1

Q12: What do you think makes a student successful in calculus?









GTA

UTA

Practice






3

5

Not rely too much on solution manual/external help



3

Technical skills





1

1

Organize solution steps




1

Willingness to work and get confused




1

Inquisitive mind







1

Explain to others





1

Deep understanding as opposed to rote memorization
1

1

Be interested in and get enjoyment of calculus



1

Q13:  Do you think the students in the workshops are learning better, worse, or the same as they would in a regular tutorial-style session?

100% responded “better”


From an earlier Midterm survey, TAs reported the following as their main challenges in the workshops: 

· getting through the PHI problem    (n=4)
· cannot help all groups at the same time, slow groups get too behind, spending equal amount of time with all groups  (n=4)
· giving useful hints vs giving the answers (n=2)
· getting the students to work at the board not just standing there (n=1)
· dealing with problematic groups  (n=1)
· maintaining a balance between toughness+rigour/encouragement+emphaty (n=1)
· make students understand purpose of workshop is not to check the answers but to figure out themselves  (n=1)
· dealing with complaints about unfair marking of quizzes (n=1)
· avoiding the use of chalkboard to help groups, especially weaker groups (n=1)
· keeping the students in their groups (n=1)
· realizing what students know and do not know and work around that to help them (n=1)
· moving away from a group (n=1)
· being aware of other groups while working with one (n=1)
· trying to get students to approach from other directions (n=1)
