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Program Outline: What follows is a breakdown of the Brown math department’s teacher training program as 

of Spring 2013, when I met with our six first-year graduate students once a week in 50-minute sessions. The 

content and format of this program in the past has varied heavily from year to year (more on that below), and 

as this was my first time running it, it is still very much in flux. I welcome questions and/or suggestions. 

 

Week 1 - Math Department Curriculum and Policies 

 Description of the department’s calculus and linear algebra courses 

 Discussion of typical expectations of Teaching Fellows, Teaching Assistants, Graders 

 

Week 2 - Brown University Policies 

 Discussion of sexual harassment policies 

 Discussion of cheating policies 

 Discussion of disability policies 

 General discussion of “What do I do if…?” 

 Presentation by representative from Sheridan Center for Teaching & Learning 

  

Week 3 – NO MEETING (TA Observations) 

 Each student makes arrangements to observe an 80-minute calculus TA session 

 

Week 4 – TA Observation Discussion 

 Discussion of observations from last week 

 Assignment of TA micro-teaching presentations for next week 

 Discussion of case studies as time allows 

 

Weeks 5 & 6 – TA Micro-Teaching Presentations 

 Students give 5-to-7-minute TA presentations on a calculus topic “already introduced” 

 Volunteer faculty and upper-level grad students observe and give feedback 

 

Week 7 - Interactive Grading Exercise 

 Students in small groups develop rubrics for calculus exam problems 

 Groups apply rubrics to sample responses, reconvene, and discuss results 

 

Week 8 – Teaching Assistants vs. Teaching Fellows 

 Discussion of the difference between TAing and teaching as a primary contact 

 Discussion of ways to promote interaction in the classroom 

 Discussion of case studies as time allows 

 

[SPRING BREAK – NO MEETING] 

 

Week 9 – NO MEETING (TF Observations) 

 Each student makes arrangements to observe a 50/80-minute calculus lecture section 

 

Week 10 – TF Observation Discussion 

 Discussion of observations from last week 

 Assignment of TA micro-teaching presentations for next week 

 Discussion of case studies as time allows 

 



Weeks 11 & 12 – TF Micro-Teaching Presentations 

 Students give 5-to-7-minute TF presentations introducing a new calculus topic 

 Volunteer faculty and upper-level grad students observe and give feedback 

 

Week 13 – Wrap-Up (Optional) 

 Possible wrap-up session, depending on progress from previous weeks 

 

Context: Most calculus and linear algebra courses at Brown are multi-section, with students attending a 

lecture section 2-3 times per week taught by a faculty member, postdoc, or graduate Teaching Fellow; and a 

recitation section once a week run by a graduate Teaching Assistant. Lecture sections taught by graduate 

students are automatically capped at 30 students; other sections have unlimited enrollment, and can 

occasionally have over 100 students. Different sections typically use common homework and exams, and one 

non-graduate-student instructor, the Course Head, is in charge of organizing the course. (As of Fall 2012, I am 

the default Course Head for most introductory-level calculus courses.)   

 

Graduate students at Brown do not teach during their first year; during that year, they typically take a full load 

of graduate-level classes (three or four per semester) in order to earn qualification credits. In the spring of 

students’ first year, they attend some sort of teacher training program, the current version of which is described 

above. In their second year, students typically act as a Teaching Assistant in one or both semesters, and then in 

each subsequent year they act as a Teaching Fellow in one or both semesters. Students may occasionally serve 

as a Teaching Assistant further into their program if there is a language issue, or if there is simply a need for 

additional TAs. 

 

The teacher training program has varied heavily over the years depending on who has been the graduate 

student liaison; the amount of contact has ranged from an hour every two weeks for two semesters, to meeting 

for 90 minutes four times during the semester. My primary changes to the program have been to try to 

formalize it more than in the past, to hold it weekly to establish regularity, and to emphasize training for both 

the TA and TF roles. In the future, I hope to adapt the program into a credit course, so that students receive 

some formal recognition of their work, and also so that those students with a more casual approach to the 

program might take it more seriously. 

 

Case Studies: The case studies mentioned in the outline above come from the Boston College Case Studies 

Project. Currently, we don’t set aside any full sessions to discuss case studies (as much as I would like to); 

instead, at the beginning of the semester I ask students to read and think about a particular study, and when we 

have some extra time at the end of a session, we discuss this study. After discussing the study, I assign a 

different case study for students to read so that we have another to discuss the next time an opportunity 

presents itself. 

 

The idea of always having a case study “banked” has pros and cons; the obvious pro is flexibility, and the 

obvious con is that a lot of time may pass between students’ reading of the case studies and our discussions, so 

that their reactions are less fresh (and as Sol Friedberg mentioned to me, their opinions may become more 

entrenched over time). In a perfect world, I would like to set aside a session or two specifically for the case 

studies, but I’m not convinced our allotted time allows for that, and the culture of the math department (and the 

heavy coursework assigned to first-year graduate students) makes it difficult to increase the number of contact 

hours. 


