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Welcome from the Dean
Dear Graduate Students,

Teaching is Yale, the heart of Yale’s academic and intellectual mission. In Yale’s

Teaching Fellow Program, developed through Yale’s many departments and pro-

grams, Yale College, and The Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, you should

expect to learn the principles and techniques of effective teaching guided by Yale

faculty. Whether your career path leads to higher education or elsewhere, the com-

petencies, skills, and simple excitement of teaching developed in the Teaching

Fellow Program will serve you in many different capacities. The students with

whom you will interact at Yale are outstanding, and they, plus the faculty and your

fellow graduate students all will challenge you to refine your abilities to think clear-

ly, listen attentively, write precisely, and speak eloquently. 

Two members of the Graduate School administration and a special group of

graduate students play critical roles in making the Teaching Fellow Program work. 

judith hackman directs the Teaching Fellow Program. She administers the

teaching fellowships in coordination with the faculty, departments, and programs at

Yale in an effort to provide graduate students with meaningful and compelling

teaching experiences.

william rando, the Director of the McDougal Graduate Teaching Center,

designs workshops, group discussions, and multiple presentations that will support

you and your Teaching Fellow colleagues as you develop your pedagogical skills. 

The graduate teaching center fellows are selected from among

Yale’s most successful graduate teachers to work with Bill in every aspect of the

Center. They bring their disciplinary perspective and experience in labs and sections

to the Fundamentals of Teaching Courses, individual peer consultations, and all

GTC workshops. In return, Bill Rando provides them with training in consultation,

and introduces them to models, theories, strategies, and resources to share with

their fellow students. 

Becoming Teachers is an insightful, fascinating, and sometimes irreverent explo-

ration of teaching at Yale. Always helpful, we hope it exemplifies Yale’s deep com-

mitment to graduate and undergraduate education. And, of course, we also hope it

guides you toward pedagogical practices that would be effective anywhere, because

articulate, vibrant, and stimulating explanations stand at the heart of every success-

ful effort to explain and persuade—to teach—no matter the setting. 

Becoming Teachers represents a collaboration between the Teaching Fellow

Program and the Graduate Teaching Center. It provides essential information as you

begin your teaching experiences at Yale, and it is an excellent resource that will be

helpful as your semesters progress.

Please take the time to read the important information contained in Becoming

Teachers. All of us in the Graduate School hope you relish your Yale teaching as

among your most memorable and stimulating experiences in graduate study.

Jon Butler

Howard R. Lamar Professor of American Studies, History, and Religious Studies

Dean, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences
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Preface
If you’re opening this book, you are probably new to teaching, new to teaching at

Yale, or both. Most likely, you are a graduate Teaching Fellow, though you may be a

new faculty member, serving as an assistant professor, lecturer, or instructor. In any

case, welcome to Yale and to the classroom teaching that awaits you.

For the past six years, I’ve had the pleasure of serving as the director of the

Graduate Teaching Center. Our Center is dedicated to advancing the quality of

teaching and learning in the Yale classroom, and to ensuring that graduate Teaching

Fellows receive the training, guidance, and constructive feedback they need to

become the most skillful teachers they can be. We offer Becoming Teachers: The

Graduate Student Guide to Teaching at Yale University as one of many resources for

you to take advantage of while you’re here. I hope you find it enjoyable and useful.

A team of Graduate Teaching Consultants make up the GTC staff. They come

from the humanities, social sciences, physical sciences and foreign languages. They

are experienced and successful teachers in Yale’s labs, sections, and classrooms, and

they are specially trained to facilitate your teaching through workshops, discussions,

and individual consultations. They are your peer mentors, and I encourage you to

call on them for an individual meeting or to set up a teaching workshop with the

graduate students in your department. 

If you’ve never taught before, walking into the classroom for the first time can 

be intimidating, but here’s a thought that may ease the tension: I’ve been teaching

for almost twenty years, and I still get nervous at the thought of walking into a

room full of unfamiliar students. Most teachers I know feel the same way. What’s 

different from twenty years ago is that, in addition to the usual trepidation, I now

bring into the classroom experience, knowledge, and skills I didn’t have before. I

also bring a clear sense of the challenge ahead, which allows me to focus on teach-

ing and what I want for my students instead of my anxiety and what I dread for

myself. I think that’s what it means to become a teacher. It takes time to get there,

but a great way to start is a course we offer each fall: The Fundamentals of Teaching. 

Some of you come to Yale with teaching experience. I invite you to use your time

here to advance your stills and expand your teaching repertoire. You may want to

explore advances in instructional technology, or strategies for using collaborative

small groups, classroom writing, alternative assignments, or critical thinking 

exercises. The Graduate Teaching Center will offer sessions on each of these topics

while you are here, and if you’d like to explore a topic that you don’t see offered,

just ask us. 

Teaching is especially difficult if you don’t enjoy it, or don’t plan on an academic

career. To students in this category I want to say two things. First, focus on your

undergraduate students. Though not always apparent, your contribution to stu-

dents’ education can be profound. Second, use your time in the classroom to

advance your skills in speaking, leading, persuading, motivating, and explaining.

These talents will take you far regardless of your profession, and the GTC is 

happy to help you in any way it can. 

For everyone at the Graduate Teaching Center, I wish you a great year of teaching.

Sincerely,

Bill Rando

Director, McDougal Graduate Teaching Center 
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Editor’s Preface
Hello and welcome! Pull up a chair. Would you like a beverage?

Thanks for taking the time to peruse our little book. What you hold in your hands

is the second edition of what began years ago as a scrappy little book—pamphlet,

really—full of sage advice on issues large and small. That primordial pamphlet has

become this glossy, high-budget affair, but the underlying principles are the same.

We’ve tried to strike a balance between the big picture and the small potatoes,

between the boldly conceptual and the ruthlessly practical. We’ve suggested that

you bring chalk to class and think about what the point of section is; that you call

Media Services well ahead of time and reevaluate the very notion of grading; that

you bring extra handouts to class and create a narrative arc for all of your sections.

Teaching is a performance, after all, and great performers not only know their moti-

vation but also have the necessary props. It’s all important. 

If you’re familiar with past incarnations of BT, you’ll find that the Second

Edition has much of the same information as its predecessor but with better—we

hope—organization. We’ve moved the Teaching the First Class chapter out of pole

position, reflecting our fervent hope that you’ll use BT not just as a pedagogical

paramedic at the start of the semester but as something to help guide the thought

and reflection that precedes all great teaching. We hope you’ll pay particular atten-

tion to Chapter 1, Teaching a Successful Section, which mixes the nuts-and-bolts of

teaching with thoughts on the Big Picture. Scientists will find the section on

Leading Labs expanded for the better. We’ve removed some extraneous material,

tweaked some of the humor, changed the look and format, and added a pretty cover.

What more could you ask?

While BT might be the first and most convenient place to go for information and

help with teaching, it shouldn’t be the last. This book is only one of several

resources available for Yale teachers—the Yale faculty and the McDougal Graduate

Teaching Center are two of the biggies, but there are countless other offices and

programs out there to make your life easier and your teaching better. We mention

them throughout the book, and contact information is available in the Appendixes.

Draw on everyone you can. We’re all in this together.

Thanks for dropping in. Have fun.

Rob Lagueux
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In March of 2004 the Graduate Teaching Center invit-

ed four Yale faculty members to speak on a panel at the

Spring Teaching and Learning Forum. We asked them

to describe the purpose of section in the courses they

teach and to illustrate the strategies they employ to

help teaching fellows achieve that purpose. 

Our four faculty panelists represented different aca-

demic areas—Christine Hayes from Religious Studies,

Amy Hungerford from English, Ben Polak from

Economics, and Stephen Stearns from Ecology and

Evolutionary Biology—so the specifics of their descrip-

tions were predictably varied. But disciplinary differ-

ences aside, these four faculty members painted

remarkably similar pictures of sections. Their perspec-

tives taken together provide us with an inspiring and

productive view of section.

Section and the Course

Section complements lecture. Lectures inspire, contex-

tualize, explain, and organize content. They enrich it

with stories, examples, paradoxes, and problems. They

lay out the broad narrative of what is known and what

is thought. They are macro. On the down side, listen-

ing to a lecture can produce, as one of our panelists

noted, the “illusion of understanding,” the sense that

once you hear it, you get it. Section tests that illusion.

Section provides the micro. It focuses on the individual

problem, the certain line or paragraph, the photo, the

scene, passage, transition, experiment, or theory.

Lecture is the map, and section is the trek. When facul-

ty members and teaching fellows teach together as a

team, with a “common intellectual agenda,” the course

coheres for teachers and, more importantly, for under-

graduates.

Section and the Undergraduate Student

Section should not attempt to mimic a dinner table dis-

cussion. It should be a structured environment that

makes use of discussion and problem solving as a

means to a specific end: learning, understanding, and

the development of skills necessary to succeed in a

course. Sections “fill the gap between being able to fol-

low a lecture and actually being able to use what was

discussed.” That gap is often quite large.

Section gives students the opportunity to encounter a

text, score, image, theory, or set of data as a way of

answering well-designed problems and questions.

Sections provide students with practice, and practice

requires feedback and the applications of standards—

right and wrong, clear and fuzzy, persuasive and

unconvincing, comprehensive and narrow, deep and

shallow, rigorous and slipshod. In section, students

transform knowledge and understanding into intellec-

tual power: the ability to do something new or to do

something better. At its best, section transforms under-

graduates into, as one panelist suggested, “colleagues

in an intellectual pursuit.”

Section and the Teaching Fellow

Section is an opportunity for graduate students to learn

how to teach. Here again the notion of the “common

intellectual agenda” is key. Faculty members plan the

course, then share that plan with their TFs, describing

how each aspect of the course—readings, lectures,

assignments, and sections—work together. Faculty

members mentor their TFs by providing them with

model problems, selected passages, sample debates,

and provocative questions that have proven effective in

the past. Teaching Fellows draw on these tools to

organize their sections and eventually use them to

develop their own strategies for helping students learn.

At its best, section encourages both TFs and faculty

members to reflect on all aspects of the course, learning

from each other how best to engage and educate

undergraduate students.

preamble: What is Section?



vii

Chapter 1: Teaching a Successful Section

what to do before the course starts  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1

preparing for class  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1

running class  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3

using media  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 13

on the web: the classes server  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 14

you’re your own worst enemy: teaching and time management  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 15

Chapter 2: Teaching the First Class

before the first day  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 18

the first day  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 19

managing anxiety  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 22

Chapter 3: Languages, Labs, and Review Sessions

the foreign language classroom  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 23

in the science lab  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 25

review sessions  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 28

Chapter 4: Increasing Critical Thinking and Motivation

active and experiential learning  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 30

instructional technology  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 33

Chapter 5: Grading and Evaluation

grades and grading  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 35

the tables turn! students evaluating you!  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 39

Chapter 6: Developing and Marketing Your Teaching Skills

developing your teaching  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 42

the job market & the teaching portfolio  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 44

Chapter 7: Teaching in Yale College

yale college: an introduction  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 46

beginning and ending the semester  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 48

grading and other academic issues  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 49

standards of behavior  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 54

Appendix A   The Teaching Fellow Program  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 57

Appendix B  Yale University Art Gallery  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 61

Appendix C   Sample TF Policy Sheets  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 62

Appendix D   Sample Evaluation Forms  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 67

Appendix E   Useful Phone Numbers  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 73

Table of Contents



teaching a successful section    1

chapter 1: Teaching a Successful Section

If you’re going to read only one chapter of this book,

read this one. It covers some of the most fundamental

aspects of teaching section, from asking good questions

to maintaining control in the classroom. Although

some of the specifics pertain uniquely to being a TF,

many of these suggestions will be useful even after

you’ve moved on, whether to a faculty position or

something else entirely. Teaching a good section, after

all, is a matter of developing good communication and

leadership skills. Those will come in handy no matter

what you do after Yale.

Teaching a successful section requires balancing the

needs and desires of three different parties: the faculty

member who’s in charge of the course, you, and your

students. You need to think about the relationship of

your section to the course overall before classes start,

but you can’t really figure that out until you know 

what the faculty member who’s in charge of the course

envisions that role to be. So do a little bit of ground-

work before the semester starts: talk to the faculty

member, then stroke your long, gray beard and ponder

your role.

what to do before the
course starts
Talk With Your Faculty Member 

In the weeks prior to the beginning of the semester you

should meet with the faculty with whom you’ll be

teaching. At this meeting, be sure to find out what the

instructor views as the goals of the course and how 

sections will contribute to that goal. If you don’t know

already, you’ll probably also find out whether you’re

the only TF or one of a dozen. Go over the syllabus,

find out what texts you’ll be using (be sure to request

“desk” copies, complimentary copies of texts that 

publishers provide for teachers), and ask how much

freedom you’ll have in terms of running section: will

everyone be running basically the same section, going

over the same topics in the same way, or will you have

the opportunity to devise your own sections? Set up a

schedule to meet with the instructor and/or other TFs

on a regular basis (once every one or two weeks is 

standard). It might also be useful to know where the

peaks and troughs of time commitment will fall during

the semester so that you can plan your own work

accordingly—you don’t want to be trying to write a

conference paper the same week you have to read 100

student essays. Above all, make sure you know what is

expected of you.

Five Questions to Ask Your Faculty
Member

1. What are the most important things you
want my students to learn in section?

2. May I see last year’s exams or paper topics?
3. How much uniformity do you expect among

TFs?
4. Do you have any teaching materials (activities,

examples, problems) that I can use?
5. If you were teaching a section, what would

you do?

What You Want 

The best teaching comes about from having not only a

good lesson plan for each individual section but also a

view of the big picture, a sense of how individual sec-

tions fit into the grand scheme of things. After all, if you

don’t know what each section is for, then you can’t com-

municate that to your students, and if they don’t know

why they’re in section, then why should they go? Bottom

line: once you’ve taken into account what your professor

expects, fill in the gaps and make the section your own. 

preparing for class 
What does it mean to be prepared for class? Lecturers

have an easier time answering this question because the

standard for a good lecture, while difficult to achieve, is

easy to identify. Preparing a section, or any class, in

which you want students to act on, think about, scruti-

nize, or practice using material requires a different

form of preparation. The most obvious and important

difference is that class can truly succeed only if every-

one—not just you—is prepared. You therefore need to

focus your preparation around the preparation and the

learning of your students. 

Where to Start

In general, being prepared for class has less to do with

how much or how little time you spend preparing, and 



more to do with how well and how wisely you use that

time. In this way, preparing for class is a lot like writ-

ing a paper or preparing to take an exam. That little

analogy may or may not be reassuring.

So what do you actually do to prepare? Alas, there’s 

no simple way, nor any “best” way, to prepare for class.

What TFs do in preparation for section varies signifi-

cantly among disciplines, courses, TFs, and sections.

The best sections are those in which the point of the

section is made clear, and this ties in with the pre-

semester preparation discussed above. Once you’ve

talked with your faculty member about the role section

is going to play in the course and thought about how

you envision your sections operating within that

framework, you can think about what each individual

section is meant to accomplish: are you introducing

students to a specific controversy? Getting them to

contrast the views of two different authors? Teaching

them a skill? Illustrating a problem? If you know what

a section is meant to accomplish, then you’ll have a

better idea how to prepare. Just doing the assigned

reading usually isn’t sufficient.

Have an Itinerary

Once you’ve figured out the role of a specific section,

you can move on to planning how that session will

unfold. Many sections begin with the TF asking that

most dreaded of questions, “So, what did you think of

the reading?” Ugh. Unless the reading was really inter-

esting or really controversial, you can almost guarantee

that such an opener will be met with the sounds of

paper being shuffled, gum being snapped, and brain

functions shutting down. 

College classes, after all, should be mental workouts.

Would you go to the gym, walk over to a treadmill,

and start sprinting right off? Probably not. Would 

you sprint non-stop for fifty minutes, then come to

screeching halt and leave immediately? Doubtful.

Think of teaching in the same way. No matter what

your subject, it’s helpful to conceive of each section

meeting as following a basic five-stage scheme.

A Five-Stage Game Plan for Section

Stage 1: Get students ready to learn
Stage 2: Present new material (if necessary)
Stage 3: Let students engage material 
Stage 4: Debrief that engagement
Stage 5: Prepare for the next section

stage 1 merely requires that you make it clear that

class–and, with luck, learning–are about to begin.

Your students are probably running in from lunch, or

another class, or field hockey practice, or a work-study

job. Their minds are probably not focused on the task

at hand. You simply need to quiet the usual pre-class

chatter, close the door, and take a minute or two to cre-

ate that focus. You should make clear what the goals

and expectations are for that particular meeting (or,

early in the semester, for section as a whole). This can

also be a good time to make administrative announce-

ments, comment on the previous week’s section, or

whatever else makes a smooth but discernible transi-

tion from life-outside-section to section.

In stage 2, you present any new material. This does-

n’t necessarily mean a lecture or anything formal, but

merely represents the stage when learning really kicks

in. It might be no more than a few minutes in which

you give some background on the authors or works the

students read, watched, or listened to for that meeting.

This is also the point when most students will take out

their notebooks, PDAs, or clay tablets and begin taking

notes. Remember that real, deep learning rarely occurs

when students are passive, so try to keep this stage as

short as possible while still doing everything you need

to do.

stage 3 represents the real meat of the class, and usu-

ally takes up the bulk of the time as well. This is the

“discussion” part of “discussion sections.” At this point

the learning process should shift from you to the stu-

dents. That doesn’t mean that you relinquish control of

the class—quite the contrary, in fact. You have to pull

off an amazing stunt: you need to skillfully and gently

guide the class discussion or activity where it needs to

go while simultaneously letting the class momentum

proceed without too much overt interference. Think of

it like that most favorite of winter sports: curling. You

set the stone a-coastin’ down the ice as best you can,

then grab a broom and sweep furiously before and

around it, guiding its path oh-so-gently to its intended

target. Not an easy task. But it explains why the

Swedes are such good teachers. 

After the meat of the section, you need to reflect on

what was done. That’s what stage 4 is for. This too

need not take up a lot of time, but it needs to happen.

If students have been engaged in discussion for forty

minutes, they’re likely to have lost sight of the big pic-

ture: the point of the discussion, the point of the sec-
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tion, the point of the course. So take a minute or two

to sum up what occurred (or ask a student to do this)

in Stage 3. Then place that in the context of the Big

Picture. All of a sudden, students know why they gave

up their afternoon naps and came to section instead.

Omigod–there’s a point to this!

stage 5 serves as a prelude to the next class. Give stu-

dents an idea of what to expect at the next section and

distribute any materials they might need. Since they’ll

be completely stoked following the stellar section you

just led, they’ll be all the more willing to return if they

know what’s on the menu. This is also the time to

return work to students.

Obviously, each of the five stages requires a different

amount of time, and you may find yourself moving

back and forth among some of the stages (particularly

the middle three) if you need to use section to address

more than one discrete topic or task. Nevertheless, con-

ceiving of section as a fifty-minute block of time with a

discernible “plot” will not only make preparing for it

easier, but will also make class more rewarding for your

students.

The Nitty-Gritty

Once you’ve figured out your game plan, then what?

The bulk of the time you spend preparing will be

directed towards Stages 2 and 3, which form the core of

any section meeting. You should think about what

you’ll say during Stages 1, 4, and 5, of course—though

they’ll take up less time, they’re no less important—but

it’s the presentation and discussion parts of class that

form the basis for learning. There are lots of things

that TFs do to prepare for section, and the accompany-

ing box presents a smattering of them.

When Are You Done?
You’ll likely feel most comfortable in the classroom if

you’ve over-prepared, especially if you’re a first-time

teacher. For at least the first few weeks, you’ll probably

find yourself preparing elaborately for each class, read-

ing extra background material, creating handouts,

working out a minute-by-minute schedule, and devis-

ing various means of fooling your students into think-

ing they’re being entertained when in fact they’re actu-

ally (gasp!) learning the material. 

But beware! Not only can over-preparing for class

become an easy way to kill hours and hours of your

week, it can also make students complacent by discour-

aging them from taking responsibility for preparing

themselves for class. As always, you need to be perfect-

ly explicit about what you expect from your students in

terms of preparation and participation. In addition,

you need to be perfectly explicit with yourself about

how much preparation time is reasonable given what

you want to accomplish in section and what other tasks

you have to attend to. For more tips on managing your

time, see “You’re Your Own Worst Enemy: Teaching

and Time Management” later in this chapter.

The Types of Things TFs Often Do to 
Prepare for Class 

• do the reading and problem sets
• take notes on the material
• review lecture notes for the week
• prepare an outline of issues to cover in class
• make a list of questions to use in class or write

on the board
• make a handout of topics to discuss in class
• make a study guide to hand out
• design a homework assignment or question

for students to prepare for a future class
• compile bibliographies or other outside infor-

mation related to the material
• assemble visual material 
• slides, videos, dioramas of the first

Thanksgiving
• prepare supplemental reading (be stingy!)
• prepare handouts on writing tips, research

methods, problem solving, lab techniques, etc.
• meet with the professor and/or other TFs to

discuss the material and how to present it in
section

• review students’ questions to anticipate their
concerns, problems, interests

• make up quizzes
• devise debates, small group discussion, or

other interactive projects (see Chapter 4)
• copy articles relevant to the discussion at

hand from newspapers and other periodicals

running class 
This section deals with the nitty-gritty of running a

class: what to do when you’re actually up in front of

Yale undergrads who sit wide-eyed with wonder and

anticipation, awaiting your magisterial display of eru-

dition and eloquence. Actually, all they really want—all
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any of us really want, actually—is a class session that

makes them feel like it was worth attending. You’re off

to a really good start if you walk into the classroom

knowing what the goals of the section are and having

prepared the material. Running the class itself, though,

usually requires a healthy dose of flexibility, since the

dynamic and unpredictable nature of any discussion

means that all of the participants, and especially you,

acting as the moderator, need to be able to roll with the

punches. Rarely will you have the luxury of presenting

material without being interrupted by a question or

comment (and that’s a good thing!), and it’s just as

unlikely that a discussion proceeds without needing

some form of intervention on your part. It’s all one big

fantastic circus, friends, so step on up.

In the preceding pages we mentioned a five-stage

scheme that serves as a useful framework for designing

and running sections. We’re going to use that very

framework here to guide our discussion about running

class. That’s wicked mise-en-abîme. A Lovecraftian

glance into the very abyss of teaching itself.

Stage 1: Getting Students Ready to Learn

Make Expectations Clear 
Getting your students ready to learn is something 

that occurs repeatedly throughout the semester. At the

start of the term you need to make your students aware

of what’s going to happen during section and what,

specifically, is required of them. This includes not only

guidelines and due dates for assignments but also such

things as attendance, tardiness, and so on. Be as con-

crete and specific as possible: “be prepared to discuss

each week’s readings” can mean vastly different things

to different people, while “write a concise, lucid one-

page paper responding to one of the week’s readings” 

is far less open to interpretation. Your personal expec-

tations and requirements must be reasonable, of

course—you cannot require a ten-page paper from

your section that other sections do not have to write.

Above all, students should have a clear sense of what

they need to do to make section successful. It’s their

time too, after all.

The Right Thing at the Right Time
The order in which you do the various tasks planned

for each section is important. Making administrative

announcements (a change in your office hours, the for-

mat for the midterm, etc.) at the beginning of the class

prevents students from missing the info in their rush

to get out of class and head to lunch, so say what you

need to at the beginning and quickly reiterate it at the

end in case anyone was late or missed it the first time.

If you return graded work at the beginning of class,

your students will spend ten minutes looking over 

the test or paper, either trying to contain their disdain

like a talent scout at an a cappella concert or squealing

with glee like a Ph.D. with a one-year adjunct job.

Furthermore, 90% of the class will want to speak to

you about grades immediately after section. So leave

two minutes at the end of class to return the work;

they’ll read your comments on the way to Toad’s and

email you later.

State the Agenda
At the start of each section you should reiterate in 

some manner the larger goals of the course while pay-

ing particular attention to the particular goals of that

specific section. What do you hope the section will

have achieved after fifty minutes? 

Stage 2: Presenting (New) Material

The way you present each week’s material will depend,

of course, on what it is, how difficult students find it,

and so on. Presumably, however, you’ll have to present

something new or challenging at least some of the

time, even if it’s only to review complex material or to

clarify something that was explained poorly in lecture.

Be aware that, depending on the class you’re teaching,

students could have disparate backgrounds and varied

degrees of familiarity with the material. 
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Know When to Hold ’Em, Know When to Fold ’Em
Perhaps the trickiest and most crucial skill required to

lead a good section is learning how to balance the

desire to facilitate a good discussion with the necessity

of conveying certain information to the students, or 

the need to open students up to different arguments 

or ideas that might not arise in the course of normal

discussion. This battle is pretty well summed up as 

follows: sometimes you need to talk, and sometimes

you need to shut up. That is, most of the learning that

goes on in a classroom happens when the teacher isn’t

talking: it happens when students are thinking and

reflecting, responding to yours and others’ viewpoints,

assimilating new information with what they already

know, critiquing, evaluating, synthesizing. Teaching,

which is something you do in the classroom, is not the

same as learning, which is something the students do.

You thus need to walk a fine line between talking and

listening, lecturing and facilitating discussion, giving

information to students and leading them to their own

discoveries. You need to keep students awake and

engaged for fifty minutes or more, and to make each of

those fifty minutes worthwhile for each of your stu-

dents. Alas, there aren’t any simple tricks to make this

happen—like anything good, it just takes a lot of prac-

tice. Just be aware that you’re presumably teaching a

subject that interests you and about which you know

quite a bit: for that reason, you might be apt to talk a

lot about it. There are several terms for this behavior,

the most polite of which involve words like “pedantry”

and “narcissist.” Bear in mind that lecturing is among

the least effective means of teaching. So give it a rest,

for the love of God.

Repeat Important Points
Many teachers use the age-old method of “say what you’re

going to say, say it, then say that you said it.” Remember:

repetition is not the same thing as redundancy–it can be

quite valuable to say the same thing in a different way as

long as you’re not just mindlessly repeating yourself like a

peanut salesman at a baseball game. Remember: repeti-

tion is not the same thing as redundancy.

Avoid Jargon
Define basic terms. It can be very easy, especially in

introductory classes, to use terms that are familiar to

you and completely foreign to your students. Make

sure your students feel that they can interrupt you if

you say something that needs immediate clarification. 

The Hidden Dangers of Student Questions
It’s easy to get sidetracked by questions about what you

know to be minor details while the major conceptual

issues float by. At the same time, don’t assume that the

silence after your “Any questions?” means that every-

one is on board—ask some easy questions about the

larger issues just to make sure.

Don’t Focus on Lecture Material
Be wary of taking an entire class period to clarify 

lecture. Needing to do this might indicate that the 

students really are having trouble with the material,

but it might also mean that they’re not attending lec-

tures. Rather than rehashing all of the content, outline

the major points of the previous lecture(s) and show

them how they fit into the larger picture of the 

entire course. You should probably have a chat with

whomever is giving those lectures if it appears that 

students consistently don’t understand them.

Put on a Performance
This doesn’t mean that you should run class like it’s

high tragedy (“O that this too too diminished seventh

chord would resolve itself into a dew!”), but think of

each class as a little performance. Be 110% of yourself;

being a little bit over-the-top plays well when you’re in

the classroom limelight. Maintain eye contact. Speak

firmly at a controlled, leisurely pace. You should be

easily heard but not forceful. Speak up and out, look-

ing at your audience as much as possible; don’t bury

your face in notes (or something worse). Don’t be

afraid of silence—what might seem like an eternity to

you is really only a few seconds. 

Move around, but not too much. Occasionally moving

into parts of the room where you wouldn’t normally

walk can be a good way to mix up the pedagogical

energy, since a change in focal direction often helps

students redirect their attention. At the same time,

though, don’t prowl around like a lion in a cage—

that’s distracting.

Sound like this might take practice? It sure does,

amigo. Achieving a good classroom persona may

require some rehearsal on your part, especially if

you’ve never had need of one before. Speak in front of

a mirror. Lecture to your spouse, partner, roommate,

friend, pet, or plant. 
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Once you feel comfortable in front of a class, you

might consider taking stock of the more subtle aspects

of your own body language, the physical signals we

aren’t normally aware of giving off but often pick up

subconsciously from other people. Some of these are

obvious: facing the class is much more open and 

welcoming than showing them your hindquarters. 

But everyone has a wealth of tiny gestures that mani-

fest themselves under various conditions, nervousness

being perhaps the biggest catalyst. Who hasn’t seen

public speakers stabbing at the air with a finger or 

rattling coins in their pockets? These types of behavior

are the ultimate distraction. If you’ve never taught

before, get someone to watch you. Better yet, get a

GTC consultant to observe (and videotape, if you

choose) your class (see Appendix E for contact infor-

mation). The videotape will reveal habits you never

knew you had. You will undoubtedly cringe when you

see yourself—everyone does; it’s like hearing a record-

ing of your own voice—but you’ll be glad you did it.

And you need share your shame with no one.

Know Your Audience
This goes hand-in-hand with the performance aspect

of teaching. Be aware of the body language of your stu-

dents. Most won’t be so brutally honest as to tell you

straight-out that they think this particular section is as

interesting as a jar of mayonnaise, but their non-verbal

cues will be pretty clear. If a majority of the class seems

to think that the ceiling is significantly more fascinat-

ing than whatever learning is supposed to be taking

place, then something probably needs to change, and

right quick. Have you been talking non-stop for twenty

minutes? Are you speaking too quickly? Are you star-

ing out the window?

Getting Engaged
It’s not often that you’ll be free to lecture at length dur-

ing a discussion section, but the mood might strike you

from time to time (especially if the sujet du jour is

something you know well). It’s okay to lecture a little

bit, but keep it to a minimum. Why? Various studies

have shown over and over again that even the most

motivated students—even (gasp!) graduate students—

tend to zone out after only ten or fifteen minutes if it’s

a single person who’s doing the talking. The Zone is

good for daydreaming, writing poetry, and losing fif-

teen pounds in only ten days, but it’s nicht so gut for the

classroom. Lecture is among the least effective means

of promoting real learning, so try to avoid it. Mix it up.

This goes for just about everything from the pitch of

your voice to your position in the room. 

If student interest seems to be waning, you may feel

compelled to fall back on the “this will be on the test!”

strategy. There are times when that’s appropriate. 

You don’t want your students to develop the habit of

focusing only on what might be on the test, but let’s

face it, sometimes you have to ring the dinner bell of

anxiety in order to get the learning saliva flowing.

Nevertheless, if you are regularly resorting to the test

threat to get students to pay attention, it probably

means that you’ve lost them. It does happen, but you

need to do something about it. If none of the tips in

this book help you get your class back on track, talk 

to the professor or seek out advice from the GTC. A

lousy section is bad for you and it’s really bad for your

students.

Stage 3: Engaging the Material With Discussion

The prospect of facilitating discussion is often a source

of intense stress for TFs. What do I say? What if no

one else says anything? What if someone asks a ques-

tion I can’t answer? What if the discussion goes off-

topic and I can’t regain control?

These are all perfectly understandable responses: lead-

ing discussion is not a simple task. It’s unpredictable. It

can be intensely exhilarating and intensely frustrating.

And it’s among the most important things TFs do as

teachers—most undergraduates equate “section” with

“discussion,” since discussion probably accounts for

90% of the time they spend in section. 

But there are several simple things you can do to grease

the wheels of discussion. First off, you should strive to

create an environment amenable to productive discus-

sion. A good classroom dynamic is the holy grail of

teaching. The way you interact with your students and

your students with each other is crucial in making

them receptive to learning from you and from their

peers. Your students, like you, learn and work best in a

fair and reasonable environment where the basic rules

of civility hold sway. Here are a few basic guidelines for

creating that kind of classroom.

THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

Positioning the Furniture 
The way the chairs, table, podium, and other furniture

are arranged will have a distinct impact on the class-

room dynamic. Consider the different messages a stu-

dent would receive upon entering a room with chairs

arranged in rows, all facing the front (where you get to

stand), as opposed to a room with the chairs arranged
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in a circle or around a table. Similarly, imagine the

message it sends when the chairs are arranged like

Stonehenge. What is that message? “Druids at work.”

Positioning You 
Remember that where you put yourself in the class-

room says something too. If the students sit in a circle

while you pace around the perimeter, it implies that

you’re more of an outsider observing their discussion,

whereas sitting with them in the circle makes you more

of a fellow participant. Neither set-up is inherently 

better than the other, and of course you need not do

the same thing every week (or even for the entirety of

a single class). Just make sure that the physical place-

ment of yourself and your students jives with your

plan for the day. Likewise, keep simple logistics in

mind. Arranging the chairs in rows facing you is 

likely to squelch discussion and make you seem more

authoritarian, but it’s useful if you have to write a lot 

of information on the chalkboard.

THE INTELLECTUAL AND PERSONAL ENVIRONMENT

Challenge, but Don’t Intimidate 
Remember that you (presumably) know this material

far better than any student. As such, there’s no need for

showboating; your students will (presumably) respect

your knowledge and authority in the classroom.

Putting students down or highlighting their ignorance

in any given instance makes you look tyrannical and

insecure, two adjectives that most people wouldn’t

want applied to them. Two others are “pug-nosed” and

“leprous.”

Don’t Bluff!
It’s okay not to know everything (unless you’re taking

your qualifying exams). If questions arise that you

can’t answer, don’t make stuff up—it’s academically

unethical, and students are likely to know that you’re

trying to bluff. If they catch you, your credibility will

be damaged. Either say “I don’t know, but I’ll find out,”

(and do so!), or “I don’t know, but here’s how we can

find out.” You might even consider making the answer

to the question an assignment (or opportunity for

bonus points). If you do make it an assignment, be

aware that it will likely seem like a punishment and

possibly prevent students from asking provocative

questions in the future; making it an opportunity for

bonus points (or something similar) is a good way to

reward students’ motivation.

Know Their Names
If you know your students’ names, not only is it easier

for you to call on them (easier than, say, “You there,

with the fedora and the confused expression”), but it

also subtly communicates your interest and connection

to the class. Some TFs make a map of the table or

classroom and fill in students’ names, some have the

class make little name cards like they’re senators at a

committee hearing, some rely on name games—what-

ever works for you. It’s also helpful to make sure the

students know each others’ names. Say names out loud

to reinforce your learning and to get the rest of the

class to know each other.

Give Students the Benefit of the Doubt 
Even if you think you’re being hopelessly naïve, even

when experience suggests otherwise, assume that your

students are motivated by a desire to learn. Treat class

members as mature, responsible, willing, and intelli-

gent students. Let them know that you respect their

abilities, as nascent and formless or advanced and

sophisticated as they may be. But don’t be a sucker—

make clear that you will assess them individually

according to their abilities and weaknesses in the class

and will not tolerate a lack of preparation.

Leading Discussion

The nuts and bolts of leading discussion involves two

fundamental activities. First, you must be prepared to

ask good questions, whether to get the ball rolling,

restart a stalled section, or redirect a discussion that

seems to be going off topic or off the rails. Second, you

must be able to facilitate the discussion itself, com-

menting on students’ insights, eliciting thoughts from
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students who might not be keen to speak, decorously

but firmly preventing those with a lot to say from

dominating a class. These two tasks run in parallel dur-

ing every class section.

ASKING QUESTIONS

Asking questions is one of the most important things a

section leader does. This might seem like an absurdly

simple task, but it is extremely difficult to formulate a

good question. It requires knowledge of the subject

matter as well as a thorough understanding of the vari-

ous ways in which a student might approach the subject.

Thus, you should consider what each question you ask

in your section is meant to accomplish. Good discus-

sion questions tend to require some higher-order

thinking, above and beyond the factual. Such questions

can be difficult to produce off-the-cuff, so if you’re a

new teacher or new to the subject, spend some of your

section preparation time devising them. It’s okay—

encouraged, even—to have a list handy.

It may be true that there’s no such thing as a dumb

question (though you will soon find this proposition

specious at best), but there are definitely bad questions

when it comes to initiating discussion. There’s nothing

inherently wrong with asking a yes/no or factual ques-

tion once in a while: if you suspect, for example, that

there is some misunderstanding among the students

about a basic issue. If you never bust out some more

sophisticated queries, however, you will almost certain-

ly bore your class.

Types of Questions that Tend Not 
to Provoke Discussion

Yes/No: “Are the words ‘charity’ and ‘whore’
etymologically related?”

Factual: “What is the only state with a unicameral
legislature?”

Multiple: “What are some of the songs the 
Beatles wrote, and who wrote each one?”

Elliptical: “So how about those Cubs?”

Leading: “Don’t you think Ulysses is overrated?”

Tugging: “Who can give me one more word to
describe Tijuana?”

Guessing: “Why do you think Ayn Rand was such 
a weirdo?”

Types of Questions that Are More Likely 
to Provoke Discussion

Analytic: “How can you account for the popularity
of 'reality TV' shows?”

Evaluatory: “Explain the statement ‘Van Halen was
far superior with David Lee Roth as lead singer’.”

Compare/Contrast: “How are ale and lager 
different?”

Causal: “What connection, if any, is there between
smoking and lung cancer?

Personalized: “What would you say to someone
who thinks that if there is no God, then all is 
permitted?”

Descriptive: “How would you describe a penguin?”

FOSTERING PARTICIPATION

As with any group of people, the dynamic of your sec-

tion is apt to vary radically from class to class and week

to week, so there’s really no easy way to prepare for the

facilitatory legerdemain required by any given session.

Nevertheless, there are some common issues and fears

surrounding discussion sections; these issues and fears

are addressed below with admirable competence and

puckish good humor.

Section Compared with A Dinner Party
Many teachers, particularly first-time teachers, view a

class session as a “success” if fifty minutes elapse with-

out any silence. There’s definitely something appealing

about this view: when there’s no silence then people

have been talking, and when people are talking then

people are learning, right? 

That’s true some of the time. But a classroom discus-

sion is not a dinner party. A bit of silence is not neces-

sarily bad. Having one person—even if that person is

you—do all of the talking, regaling everyone present

with wit and wisdom, is rarely beneficial. 

Yet you do need to act like a dinner party host, figuring

out ways to get everyone to participate but preventing

one boorish lout from dominating the discussion. So

before you host that first party, think carefully about

what will constitute “participation” in your section.

Which leads us to…
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Defining Participation
TFs define “participation” in different ways. For some

it means just that everyone comes to section; others

think that everyone should say something too. Some

TFs require weekly response papers but allow shy stu-

dents not to speak during section; others like to meet

each of their students individually during office hours.

Whatever your idea of participation, the way in which

you carry yourself will make a big difference in your

class dynamic in general and the participation level

specifically. Participation often increases when students

feel comfortable and confident enough around their

colleagues and you to speak openly without fear of cen-

sure. To this end, be open about your own thinking

and opinions; it can help to tell your students how you

first encountered the ideas of texts at hand, some of the

problems you had with certain authors, and so on.

Regardless of how comfortable you make the class-

room, it’s entirely possible that you’ll occasionally need

to coax students into participating. Likewise, some stu-

dents may feel perhaps a bit too open about speaking,

monopolizing the discussion and preventing others

from sharing their views. In the worst cases, a heated

discussion turns into a clash of wills, leaving you to

defuse the tension. For more on these topics, see “The

Usual Fears, the Usual Suspects” and “Managing

Controversy” below.

Communicate Expectations
It should come as no surprise that the best way to deal

with issues of participation is to tell your students from

the get-go what you expect of them. Tell them if atten-

dance is part of their grade, if they’re expected to say

something meaningful every section (beware of requir-

ing this, though, as you will likely end up with a string

of “meaningful” comments that amount to little more

than “I agree with what she said”), or whatever it is

you want out of them.

Acknowledge Student Comments
Every student comment deserves some sort of

acknowledgement, even if it’s merely a restatement of

what was said (“So, Joe, you seem to be suggesting

that Kirk was a better politician, Picard a better strate-

gist. Is that a fair summary?”) or even some lightheart-

ed nay-saying on your part (“I’m not sure I agree—

after all, the Yankees are overpaid poseurs, while the

Red Sox have real heart”). The acknowledgement does-

n’t have to come from you personally; it can come from

another student as well. The key is to make it clear that

someone is listening.

Give Students Time to Answer
Don’t intervene too quickly during those moments

when no one speaks at all. Doing so takes away the

opportunity for reflection. Remember that you proba-

bly already know how you would answer; what you

hear as the silence of ignorance could very well be the

silence that accompanies thought. A good rule of

thumb is to wait five seconds before answering the

question yourself or rephrasing it. These five seconds

will seem like forever. Smile pleasantly, groom your

cuticles, whatever. Just give the class time to think.

Incorporate Different Teaching Techniques into Section
Not all students respond well to traditional discussion

or lecture-discussion formats. Consider breaking the

class into groups, staging a debate, assigning larger

collaborative projects, or using some other form of

active learning (see Chapter 4 for some ideas).

Remember too that “participation” does not occur only

in section: TFs are increasingly making use of email as

a means of “discussion,” both on a one-to-one basis

and as a group. You can create a discussion forum on

the classes.yale.edu server in which students can post

their views on the subject matter (see Chapter 4 for

this as well). 

THE USUAL FEARS, THE USUAL SUSPECTS

Perhaps the most common fear among teachers young

and old is that their students will sit in class as silent as

monks in a library. What if you threw a section and no

one talked? Oh, the humanity! Equally common is the

fear that one student will dominate, giving no one else

a chance to get their two cents in. Both situations do

occur, but probably not as often as you might think.

Nevertheless, it’s good to be prepared.

It’s Quiet…Too Quiet: When the Class Won’t Talk
Why is the class silent? There are several reasons you

might be faced with such deafening nothingness:

• All your students are mimes.

There’s not much you can do about this.

• You’re not allowing time to think and respond.

This is a very common problem with first-time

teachers. If you’re trying to get through a large

amount of material, you’ll be apt to rush your ques-

tions. Remember that you know this material much

better than your students do, so what might seem 

to you a perfectly obvious question might actually

require some reflection on the part of the students.
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Wait five seconds after you ask a question before

either rephrasing it or answering it yourself. 

• You’ve just asked a question so obvious that no one wants

to be the one to answer it.

On the other end of the spectrum, don’t ask a ques-

tion like “So, who is the author of this text?” None

but the most sycophantic of students will offer up

an answer to that, and even then it will be preceded

by a profound sigh.

• They just didn’t do the reading.

Hey, sometimes that happens. When students are

studying for midterm exams, for example, they are

especially likely to be less prepared for section than

normal. While it’s probably not a good idea to

reduce demonstrably the amount of reading or work

for section during the midterm period, it is a good

idea to be aware of the potential for under-prepared

sections. Other times of the year are also likely to

draw students’ attention away from your brilliant

section to other things: the Yale-Harvard game in

November and Tap Night in April are two biggies.

If you suspect that no one has done the work, ask

the section. They’ll likely be honest with you.

• The material is particularly difficult.

Again, as something of a specialist in whatever

you’re teaching, you may not always be aware when

something is especially challenging. This will likely

become apparent shortly after section starts, as even

your most basic questions are answered with more

silence. You’ll probably have to revise your game

plan for section and focus on making sure everyone

has the basic concepts down. 

• The students who normally dominate discussion 

are absent.

Often, despite your best efforts to the contrary,

there will be one or two students who always have

something to say (or nothing to say, but speak

incessantly anyway). If these students contract

dysentery and are absent, the remaining students

might have no idea what to do once faced with the

opportunity to speak their minds. This will usually

resolve itself after a few minutes and the students

will enjoy their new-found freedom; with luck, that

new dynamic will carry over to the next section.

Clearly, the way to deal with a silent classroom varies

with the particular problem. But you’ll be in good

shape if you prepare for section with that possibility in

mind. Have back-up questions or plans ready if it

becomes clear that no one has done the reading or if

everyone has done the reading but no one understands

it. It might help to keep lists (either physically or just

conceptually) of basic information, slightly more com-

plex issues, and advanced ideas for the topic(s) at

hand. If no one has done the work, you can resort to

the basics; if everyone has done it and engaged with it,

you can unleash the big guns.

“Problem” Students:Talking Too Much,Talking Too Little
It’s very common to have a few students in every sec-

tion who simply never talk. There will also be a few

students who so monopolize every discussion that you

can’t believe they don’t notice. In both cases, a good

first line of attack is to approach them outside of class.

Be as non-threatening as possible. Speak to them

immediately after section, invite them to office hours,

or email them. In the case of the Silent Sams, ask if

there’s a specific reason they’re not speaking. Are they

bored? Shy? Coy? Would they speak more if you asked

them questions directly, or would that make them

more nervous? 

In the case of the chatterboxes, tell them that you

appreciate their enthusiasm and interest, but that you’d

like other students to have a chance to speak and that

their not interrupting people constantly would really

help in that endeavor. In class, you can always try the

“Let’s hear from somebody else” routine. Add glaring

as necessary.

Stage 4: Debriefing After the Discussion

You may be tempted to allow discussion to go on as

long as possible, preferably until fifty minutes have

completely elapsed. Most students, moreover, are prob-

ably used to this phenomenon. Probably the most com-

mon way to end section is something along the lines of

“Whoa, it looks like we’re out of time. Think about

what we discussed. See you next week!” That tactic can

send the wrong message, however. The point of section

is not (well, should not) be to fill fifty minutes: there’s

a goal to each one, right? 

The conclusion of class should, like the conclusion of

an Agatha Christie novel, tie things up nicely. Don’t 

let students talk all the way to the end of class. Stop

them with five or ten minutes left to go so that you 

can reflect on what happened during the section as 

a whole and the discussion in particular. Were the 

goals of the section met? How so? If not, what didn’t

happen, and why? 

10 becoming teachers



You might summarize the discussion and perhaps reit-

erate its relation to the course as a whole; you might

indicate how what you covered in that section will

relate to the subsequent lectures or sections; you could

merely observe that the discussion illustrated how con-

troversial or difficult the material is. If you started the

section by referencing a particular text or statement or

artwork, you might consider coming back to it at the

end, uroborically tying it all together. If you can, incor-

porate some positive feedback, perhaps praising the

students for engaging with the material in such a 

lively way, or even for their patience in dealing with

what is a difficult subject. Another strategy is to show

students how what they’ve accomplished in section

relates to success on papers or exams. Highlight well

articulated arguments, use of evidence, or problem-

solving strategies.

When you take two minutes for this crucial debriefing

step, you send the message to your students that their

discussion was worth something other than merely a

participation grade. The class as a whole made progress

toward a larger goal, whatever that may be. The result?

More motivated students who have a reason to come

back for the next week’s section. 

Bad Wrap-Ups

“Well, enough of that. I’m starving. Let’s get out
of here.”

“As you can see, the question of whether bad
men can produce great art is a difficult one.The
answer, however, is No.”

“I’m surprised no one brought up the possibility
that Kafka himself actually turned into a cock-
roach for a period of time. Oh well. See you
next week.”

Better Wrap-Ups

“I think our discussion today has shown just
how thorny the issue of judicial interpretation is.
Next week we'll relate our discussion to the
2000 presidential election debacle.”

“At the start of class we watched part of an
episode of The Simpsons. Can anyone relate our
discussion of appropriating stereotypes for polit-
ical gains to the social satire in that excerpt?”

Stage 5: Preparing for the Next Section 

The final minutes of class inevitably take place amidst

the sounds of paper shuffling together, chairs scratch-

ing across the floor, and cell phones being released

from their homes in the straps of messenger bags. The

wrap-up of Stage 4 served as the postlude to the cur-

rent section; use the final moments of section to dish

up a prelude to the following week. Better yet, suggest

how this week’s discussion will play into next week’s

section. Now students really know what’s going on!

A–Always. B–Be. C–Closing. Always Be Closing. 

Managing Controversy 

There are two main types of controversy that can erupt

in the classroom. The first is a result of the material,

when student viewpoints diverge and productive

debate is transformed into unproductive animosity.

The second kind is the result of interpersonal relations

between the students and TF. These two kinds of con-

troversy are very different in cause but produce similar

results: a classroom dynamic that squelches discussion

and learning rather than encouraging it.

CONTROVERSY RELATED TO THE MATERIAL

Classroom controversies can be a double-edged sword.

If it’s difficult to spark discussion in section, a TF will

welcome any kind of controversy; other TFs—particu-

larly those in courses that address contemporary issues,

such as those in political science or sociology—find that

a few students want to and expect to voice their opin-

ions loudly and forcefully on a weekly basis. 

Conflicts can be directed at you, the professor, other

students, or the material itself. Dealing with these 

conflicts is one of the trickiest aspects of being a

teacher, since the means of handling them varies with

their object and intensity. In some circumstances con-

flict can be a great means of sparking (and continuing) 

discussion, so you need not feel that every conflict has

to be smothered like a spark in dry grass. However, if a

conflict or controversy seems to be causing a palpable

sense of discomfort in the class, it’s your duty to defuse

it in some way.

Controversial Course Material 
Unless you’re wildly insensitive, you’ll be able to antici-

pate when the course material will be controversial.

Controversial issues lead to situations in which stu-

dents feel too intimidated by a subject to risk voicing

their views, or to situations in which the strongest
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opinions dominate the debate. You can anticipate and

compensate for a range of student responses in a num-

ber of ways. One of the most fundamental strategies is

to decide how responsible you will be for creating a

safe speaking environment for all your students. You

should start the class (or semester, if you’re likely to

encounter controversial material frequently) by

reminding students that they should be respectful and

sensitive to the opinions of others. One effective way 

of creating an appropriate atmosphere is to ask the 

students themselves to devise a list of ground rules for

discussion. These might include “argue with opinions,

not people” and “only the woefully ignorant can use ad

hominem attacks,” for example.

Nevertheless, it is quite possible that you will be faced

with a student whose opinions might be considered

racist, sexist, or homophobic.

It can require an extraordinary

amount of restraint to keep

yourself from railing against

these views yourself, but it is

most effective in such circum-

stances to suggest that there

might be another view, then

invite another student to 

offer it. (It’s almost certain, 

of course, that a profoundly

offensive comment will have

students of the opposing

viewpoint jumping out of

their seats for the opportunity

to voice it.) If you argue with

students yourself, they may feel that you are trying to

shut them up. On the other hand, students may feel

that the class is not a safe environment if you let fla-

grantly offensive comments go by without comment.

Students Who Challenge Your Authority 
Student challenges to the TF’s authority often occur in

the context of grading. However, there are a number of

more subtle challenges that may disrupt class, such as a

student interrupting you, aggressively disagreeing with

you, talking to other students while you’re speaking,

appearing bored, or repeatedly leaving early. A dis-

agreement may turn into a lively debate, but if the

behavior is egregiously disruptive, you might not be

able to deal with it in the classroom. Discuss the matter

with the student outside of class to see if it’s just a cry

for attention or if there is a deeper problem. If you are

the target of harassing remarks, speak with the profes-

sor, DGS, McDougal Graduate Teaching Center, and/or

a dean regarding possible referral to University sexual

and racial harassment committees.

CONTROVERSY RELATED TO THE CLASSROOM DYNAMIC

Controversy can also be the result of festering resent-

ment. This happens most frequently when students

perceive that the TF is treating some students differ-

ently from others, either academically or personally. 

Don’t Play Favorites 
Chances are you’ll notice if you’re actually playing

favorites—your favorites will be the students you dis-

cuss with your fellow TFs outside of class, the ones

whose papers you “just know will be good.” Favoring

some students over others is unavoidable. What is

avoidable is making that fact obvious to everyone.

Class morale and the classroom dynamic can be dam-

aged just as much by the mere perception of favoritism

as by actually engaging in it. Encouraging participation

from everyone (by force, if necessary) is one way to

avoid favoring those who speak over those who don’t.

Be Fair and Flexible 
It’s important for students to feel that you’re treating

everyone equally. Don’t say to one student what is not

appropriate for all. If one student successfully negoti-

ates with you some form of extra consideration (a

paper re-write, for example), then you are ethically

obligated to offer the same to everyone. (Consider too

the practical issue if word gets out among your stu-

dents that some are being offered something that oth-

ers aren’t.)
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Remember that in many cases you are the liaison

between the students and professor. If some of the

class asks for the opportunity for extra-credit work,

discuss this with the instructor and report back to the

class. Similarly, if it seems that the class is consistently

lagging behind the instructor’s presentation of infor-

mation, relay that to the instructor so that changes may

be considered. 

Cute Student? Get Behind Me, Satan! 
Ah yes, the question everyone’s been waiting for. There

can be a very fine line between the professional and

friendly side of teaching, especially when TFs are only

a few years older than their charges, and particularly so

in discussion sections, which tend to be fairly informal.

If you find that you’re attracted to a student and would

like to see that person in an (ahem…) “social” sense,

there is but one guideline: DON’T. Simple, no? Not

only would such a relationship violate the basic ethics

of the teaching profession, but it would also jeopardize

your standing with the class as a whole by focusing

your attention on the student. It’s also kind of creepy

on your part. Moreover, University policy expressly

prohibits a teacher from having a sexual relationship

with a student in his or her class or over whom he or

she has direct supervisory responsibility, regardless of

whether the relationship is consensual (see “Standards

of Behavior” in Chapter 7 for the University’s policy).

But there’s another aspect of this situation that may not

immediately occur to you. If you express interest in a

student in a manner that is perceived as inappropriate,

harassing, or even threatening, then that student has

the right to take the matter to a DUS, dean, master, or

other authority. Even if you felt that it was miscon-

strued harmless flirtation, you will still be in the posi-

tion of explaining and justifying your conduct. As you

can imagine, this is a situation no TF would want to be

in, so adopt a social posture of friendly neutrality. You

can smile at your students, you can be jovial and pleas-

ant. But beyond that: err on the side of caution.

What about if you’re the object of flirtation or proposi-

tion? It’s likely to happen to every TF at some point.

First of all, be aware of one thing, as sad as it may

sound: it’s never an attraction to you; it’s an attraction

to the TF. If you have to deal with this situation, be

tactful and discreet, but also be careful. If you receive

flirtations via email, save them (for your records, not

just to read and re-read in order to bolster your sagging

ego). If you discuss the matter with the student, you 

should consider having the meeting in a public area

outside the classroom and having a third person present

(an instructor, the DUS, a dean, but not a fellow stu-

dent). This third person can vouch for your handling

the situation properly, should the need to do so arise.

using media 
There was a time when a classroom had little more

than some desks for the students, a chalkboard for the

teacher, and a birch branch for the unruly. Those days

are long gone. However, what sound pedagogy no

longer permits in terms of arboreal discipline is more

than made up for with all the types of media now

available for your use: while most classrooms still have

chalkboards, you can also use things like overhead pro-

jectors (if you’re going old-school), DVD players, and

data projectors (if you’re oh-so-avant-garde). Chances

are, however, that the blackboard will continue its

unchallenged reign for quite some time. 

Da Board
Writing on the chalkboard may seem like the simplest

of tasks, and in many ways it is. It’s like writing with a

pen on paper, except the paper is vertical, black, and

huge, and the pen is chalk. Some tips:

• Write legibly. Forget cursive. Print. If you’ve never

used a board extensively before, consider getting to

your classroom early on the first day and trying a

few test words to make sure you can read them from

the back of the room.

• Erase everything. Before class (every class, not just

the first), erase the boards completely and thor-

oughly. A few stray words from the previous section

can distract students for the entire fifty minutes.

This is especially true if the words are anatomical or

palindromes—everyone loves palindromes. A man, a

plan, a canal—Panama!

• Don’t erase so much. Try to use all of the board

(assuming it’s visible to everyone, and without sacri-

ficing clarity) so that you don’t have to erase some-

thing in order to write something. 

• Be organized. In general, try to start writing on the

board at the left and work towards the right.

Flawlessly logical. This is of course less important if

you’re just writing a list of terms on the board or

brainstorming or something like that, but a jumbled

board makes for jumbled minds.
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• Bring your own chalk. Most rooms will have a few

pieces lying around, but you can’t count on it. Invest

one of your hard-earned dollars in a box of chalk,

and you’ll be set for years of TFing. 

• Talk while you write. If you’re writing a lengthy

equation or explanation or series of terms on the

board, try to keep speaking (or let a student speak)

while you write. Dead time while you write on the

board can really kill any rhythm you’ve worked up.

Also, it’s boring to watch someone writing, and

keeping your back turned for too long, while hip in

a Miles Davis sort of way, is a bit off-putting. 

• Get out of the way. Once you’ve written something

on the board, refer to it by pointing to it from the

side while facing the class. If students can’t see it,

why bother to put it on the board?

All That Other Fancy Stuff
The staff at Media Services on High Street (432.2650)

can set you up with all sorts of neat gadgets you might

need or want to use in your teaching. These include

overhead projectors, slides, VCRs, audio equipment,

and data projectors for PowerPoint presentations.

Make sure you contact Media Services well in advance

of your anticipated use date, just to make sure the

equipment is available. Furthermore, try to get it deliv-

ered early if at all possible so that you can make sure

you know how it works before students arrive.

Stumbling over a standard CD player makes you look a

bit, well, simple, while plugging your iPod into that

same CD player makes you look awesome.

on the web: 
the classes server 
Perhaps you’re an experienced, technology-savvy TF

with an elaborate web page devoted to your disserta-

tion. But maybe not. Pine and the Pantheon petrifying,

perhaps? Mars and Morpheus mostly menacing? “Java”

generally just gibberish? Fear not, young squire. You

need not don a propeller-topped beanie and wade

through C++ manuals to become a suave, swank, tech-

nology-usin’ teacher. Yale has built an excellent, user-

friendly set of on-line tools available to instructors to

help them manage course-related information. The

tools are useful for collecting assignments, delivering

information to students, and allowing students to com-

municate with each other and with the instructor. The 

best part? You can build a functioning course or section

website in a jiffy (that’s about 1.6 jiffies Canadian).

Open the pod bay doors, HAL.

What Is It? 

The classes web server (classes.yale.edu) allows instruc-

tors to create class-specific web pages and to provide

syllabi and other course materials online. It also permits

online submission of homework and supports real time

chat and discussion groups. Students and instructors

need their NetID and password to access the server.

This means that you can update your syllabus from

anywhere in the world! Are you sold on it yet?

A folder is automatically created on the classes server

for each course listed by the registrar.  Access to this

folder is given to the instructor of record (that means

the course head). If you’re the TF for a course and will

be responsible for posting materials or creating web

pages, the instructor can grant you access. 

Why Use It? 

Oh, you silly straw man of an interlocutor! You’ll soon

be asking “Why NOT use it?” Among the many things

you can do:

• Post lecture notes, PowerPoint presentations, or

other documents in the Materials section. This

reduces the number of paper handouts and ensures

that students have easy access to these documents.

You also don’t have to carry around copies of all the

course handouts in case someone misses a class.

• Require that students submit homework assign-

ments via the Student Uploads section. These

uploaded documents are time-stamped and identi-

fied by the student’s name. In a word: kewl. (No

more “I couldn’t find your mailbox to turn in my

paper” or “the building was locked” or “your mail-

box was surrounded by alligators with flaming

swords.”)

• Return corrected homework or comments to stu-

dents via secure folders in the Materials section. For

each student you can create a folder to which only

that student has access. In short: “My voice is my

passport. Verify me!”

• Use the e-mail list (created automatically by the

server) to communicate with students.
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• Conduct “virtual office hours” with the Chat fea-

ture: you schedule a time when you will be available

on-line to answer questions or participate in a dis-

cussion. Chat sessions are automatically cleared each

week or may be saved by the instructor. Note that

this allows you to hold office hours naked without

any grievances being filed against you (assuming

you refrain from asking “anyone want to guess what

I’m wearing right now?”).

• Create a Newsgroup where you can post discussion

topics and students can participate in discussions.

The Newsgroup differs from the chat in that the

postings are preserved for the entire semester and

permits threaded discussions—all of the responses

to a particular subject are collected in one topical

“thread.” Students and teachers can participate in

the Newsgroup discussions at any time, whereas the

Chat is most useful if several people are logged in at

the same time. 

How to Use It? 

If you have experience creating web pages, you’ll find

that the classes server makes it easy to put up the 

class web page and post the syllabus or other materials.

If you’re not familiar with this business, visit

classes.yale.edu/help for documentation. ITS is happy 

to schedule orientation sessions or workshops for small

groups or to meet with individual TFs to discuss indi-

vidual needs.

It’s a good idea to test your course site by logging in as

a student at https://classes.yale.edu/student and select-

ing your course. This enables you to see the course

from the students’ point of view and puts you in a bet-

ter position to answer their questions. Try uploading a

document, viewing the documents in the Materials sec-

tion, and accessing the Newsgroup. 

You can email questions or comments to

classes@yale.edu. You’ll get a response quickly, usually

within one working day. For other course resources,

don’t forget to check with the library. Yale libraries can

provide specialized reference pages with links to con-

tent-specific materials. For example, the Social Sciences

Library will put together a very nice subject guide for

your course if you ask them nicely and ply them with

treats. Go to www.library.yale.edu/guides to see what’s

already been put together for various subject areas.

you’re your own worst
enemy: teaching and time
management 
On the whole, undergraduates find their contact with

TFs to be one of the most important aspects of their

Yale education. As a result, you might find yourself

wanting to spend an inordinate amount of time help-

ing your students succeed in your class or section. This

is a natural and noble response. Nevertheless, you need

to find a way to work with students while continuing

to make progress in your own coursework and

research. And while you’ll probably find yourself

spending extra time preparing for class at the begin-

ning of each semester, too much of a good thing can

really wreak havoc on your academic and personal

lives. It’s true, it can be a lot more fun to prepare a real-

ly stellar section, garnering the respect of tomorrow’s

world leaders, than to consign yourself to the bowels of

Sterling for the afternoon. Fortunately, most TFs strike

a balance between teaching and the rest of their lives

(such as they are). How do you do that? First of all, set

reasonable goals for what you’d like to accomplish in

each section and a limit on how many hours you’ll

allow yourself to accomplish them. Once you’ve done

that, the rest is cake: (1) set boundaries around the

time you spend striving to achieve your goals; and (2)

prevent others—particularly your students—from

encroaching on those boundaries.
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Setting Boundaries 

Schedules 
Effectively limiting the amount of time you devote to

teaching each week requires, above all, creating a plau-

sible and realistic schedule for yourself, allotting time

for all of your activities: teaching, working on your

own research, part-time job, intramural stickball,

gamete donation, and so on. So devise a schedule for

yourself, providing blocks of time for each activity.

You’ll probably get more done working in a single two-

hour block than in three 45-minute sessions. If you’re

teaching a discussion section, try to limit your teaching

prep days to two or three a week. If you teach two sec-

tions, try to arrange to teach them back-to-back, thus

eliminating extra prep time. If you teach every day (as

in many language courses), set a limit on the total

number of hours you spend on teaching each day. 

You might also make a semester calendar, marking

down when exams and papers will need to be graded

so that you can count on having less time to devote to

your own work during those times. 

Call It A Day 
What you might suspect is true: the person most likely

to encroach on your time boundaries is your own fine

self. There’s no way to avoid the feeling that there’s just

one more reference to track down, one more helpful

handout to make, one more student to email. With

teaching prep, as with writing a dissertation, you never

really finish: you just stop. At some point you just have

do be done, so budget your allotted prep time accord-

ingly. You might be surprised to find that your stu-

dents will forgive you if not every section is mind-

blowing. Be reasonable, we beg you.

Keeping Students at Bay Like the Rabid Dogs
They Are 

Front Load! 
Do as much preparation as possible before the course

starts, or during the first few weeks of the semester. If

you need to read a particularly long or dense text or if

you have to learn (or review) part of the subject matter,

do it early so that you’re not under the gun when the

time to teach it rolls around. If you want to give your

students a handout on writing tips (or something else),

make up a draft of it early on, well before you need it. 

Make Student Responsibilities Clear 
Students can be remarkably clever in the sundry and

devious ways in which they suck hours from your

schedule. Believe it or not, you are not single-handedly

responsible for each student’s success or failure in a

course. You do not have to tailor the course or section

to each student’s individual needs. Moreover, the stu-

dents who demand the most of you are usually the

ones putting the least amount of effort into the course.

They’re the ones who need to meet twice a week

because they slept through lecture, or want to re-write

their papers because they didn’t do it right the first

time. Don’t do more for these students than they’re

doing for the course. If they miss a week of class, don’t

email them your notes; instead, tell them where they

can find the information. (There are of course cases—a

medical or family emergency, for example—in which

the right thing to do is to bring the student up to

speed. These cases are the ones for which a student can

obtain a Dean’s Excuse. See “Late or Postponed Work”

in Chapter 7.)

Dealing with late work can be a burden, so make your

late policy clear from the very beginning. Be concrete.

Don’t say “late work will be penalized”; say “late

papers will lose a letter grade for each day they’re late”

(or whatever system you choose). If you want to cut

students some slack on an individual basis, that’s fine

(but see “Be Fair and Flexible” above), but don’t try to

impose a strict late policy halfway through the semes-

ter. Not only is it rude—you shouldn’t change rules

seemingly at will—but it also won’t work.

Be Reasonable With Student Meetings 
You are not obligated to meet students at the time

most convenient for them. Direct them to your office

hours, or, if that’s unfeasible, make an appointment 

for a mutually agreeable time. Don’t shortchange your

work for theirs.

Similarly, be clear about how available you’ll be 

outside the classroom. Email is a godsend in this

regard because it allows students to contact you when-

ever they want, and you to respond whenever you

want. Make sure your students know how often you

check your email so that they don’t harbor unrealistic

expectations as to how quickly you’ll respond: many

undergraduates check their email compulsively and

many graduate students do not. 
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It’s a good idea to save every email message you receive

from and send to your students. Create a separate mail

folder for each course, and save it for at least a semester

after the course ends. Do this in part for reference, but

also for your own protection. For vital or thorny emails

(for example, if you are informing students that they

are failing the course or that their paper is three weeks

late), cc: the head of the course so that a faculty mem-

ber is aware of the situation. 

If you choose to give out your home phone number, be

extremely explicit about acceptable times to call.

Emphasize that students who call you at unacceptable

times will be the object of unrestrained wrath.

Share the Burden 
If you have a particularly hectic week, consider asking

your students to share the burden for a bit (though

you need not necessarily say “I’m having a really busy

week, and so...” unless you want to hear that very

excuse coming out of their mouths the night before

papers are due). It might be a good time to try having

a student-led discussion. You could also invite a guest

speaker or find some other way to get others to help

you out. Do NOT cancel section because you are “just

too busy.” Instead, do your best for the week and figure

out what went wrong in your time-management

scheme.
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chapter 2: Teaching the First Class

don’t panic.
Feeling nervous? Doubting your ability to conduct a

class? That’s okay. A pretty smart guy named Bertrand

Russell once said “The whole problem with the world

is that fools and fanatics are always so certain of them-

selves, and wiser people so full of doubts.” See that? 

If you’re having doubts, then Bertrand Russell thinks

you’re smart. Put that on your c.v.

The prospect of teaching probably makes you terrified,

bewildered, excited, or some combination of all of

those. That’s understandable, particularly if you’ve

never taught before. After all, the first day of class is

like a blind date. You and your students have never 

met before, but you’ve been set up with the hope that 

a fruitful relationship will develop. You’re optimistic,

naturally, but you’re also anxious about what you

might discover when your students come through the

door for the first time, and you know that they’re anx-

ious too. There’s no question that the first class is an

important one—it’s your opportunity to establish the

basic goals and expectations for the course as well as to

set the tone for the entire semester. With luck, things

will go so well that your students will be excited to

return for the next class meeting, and the tips in this

chapter are meant to help make that happen. 

Nevertheless, you shouldn’t worry so much about the

first day that you stake the semester on it; there’ll be

plenty of time to overcome any first-day catastrophes

(though a nickname like “Dry-Heave Johnny” might 

be hard to live down). 

With luck, you’ve already read the previous chapter,

teaching a successful section, wherein you

learned that a lot of what goes into a good section 

happens long before you enter the classroom. That

chapter focused a lot on the big-picture: what’s section

for? What is it supposed to accomplish? How do I set

goals and expectations for my section and communi-

cate them to my students?

That’s all good stuff, no question about it, but if you’re

a first-time teacher you’ve probably got a lot of more

practical questions: what do I wear? What do I have

my students call me? What if I’m so nervous I pray for

spontaneous human combustion? The next few pages

are intended to address some of those concerns. Read

on, and fear no more.

before the first day
If you’re lucky, you’ve been able to talk with the faculty

member teaching your course well in advance of the

semester and had time to think about the role of your

section (hey, did we mention that we stress this in

Chapter 1?), but there’s a chance that never happened.

That’s a pity. Nevertheless, you should still have time

to do the barest minimum of research before the

semester even begins. The most important things to 

be familiar with are the obvious—the course, the class-

room, and the students. Get crackin’.

Initial Research 

Learn from Your Elders
Talk to your professor or course head before you do

anything else. Ask about her goals for the course and

her expectations of you and of your section. Get 

a copy of the syllabus, assignments, tests, and any

other course materials. Then talk to professors and TFs

who have taught the course before. What did they like

or dislike about teaching the class? How did they

approach the first day? What materials did they use?

To Know Them is to Love Them
Find out about the students who will be taking your

course. How many should you expect? What skills and

abilities will they bring to the class? What prerequisite

courses can you expect them to have taken? What years

will they be in?

Mark Your Territory: Check Out the Classroom
There are a number of reasons to visit your classroom

before the first day. First of all, you don’t want to get

lost on the first day—nothing precipitates paroxysms of

terror quite like a frantic run through the hallways in

desperate search of your classroom. If you’ve been

given a key to your classroom, you’ll want to make sure

that it works (unless of course you’re keen on the idea

of holding the first class in a stairwell). Finally, you

want to feel as comfortable as possible with your sur-

roundings. Get to know the classroom. What space do

you have to roam around in? How big is the room?



teaching the first class     19

Can you move chairs around? If it’s hot outside, make

sure you can get the windows open or work the air

conditioning. If it’s cold outside, find out how the heat

works (assuming you have any control over it). If it’s

just the right temperature, you can move on to testing

Mama Bear’s and Papa Bear’s beds.

Things to Think About 

Your Duds 
There’s much more to being a TF than choosing your

teaching garb, but what you wear will make a state-

ment, and you probably don’t want that statement to

be “I have only recently begun dressing myself.”

Perhaps the most important guideline is: dress com-

fortably. If you feel like a stiff, you’ll probably act like a

stiff. On the other hand, don’t get too comfortable—it

might be hard to command the students’ respect in a

pair of acid-wash jeans and an old Guns n’ Roses T-

shirt. In general, more “professional” attire has the

advantage of setting an authoritative, formal tone, but

it might create a certain amount of distance between

you and your students. Informal clothes will probably

be much more comfortable, but your students might

take you less seriously. Ultimately, the decision

depends on what image you want to convey and what

makes you most at ease. Don’t worry too much about

it, though: you can wear different clothes next week. 

In fact, please do so. 

Hey You 
What are the students going to call you? There are no

set guidelines, and it can cause consternation for you

and your students alike. Some students feel awkward

referring to TFs by their first name, but many TFs feel

awkward being referred to as Mr. or Ms. So-and-So.

(Naturally, you can avoid either of these choices by

asking them to call you “El Profesor Mas Macho.”) Just

make sure you say at the outset how you’d like to be

addressed. If you avoid the issue, your students are

going to spend the entire semester trying to find ways

to get your attention without addressing you directly.

In their emails, they will probably end up adopting an

awkward mix of formal and informal titles (“Dear

Professor Susie…”). Head ’em off at the pass.

“Office” Hours 
Since most graduate students don’t have their own

offices, this whole topic is usually regarded as a sick

joke. Nevertheless, you’re going to have to come up

with some plan about where and when you want to

meet students. Standard places include the McDougal

Center Common Room, Machine City, and local coffee

shops. Some TFs meet only by appointment, while

others set up regular office hours at which students can

drop in freely. The tricky issue here is to make yourself

available to your students without letting yourself

become overwhelmed with meetings. Although it’s

absolutely vital that you set aside time to meet with

students on a regular basis, you shouldn’t let it domi-

nate your entire work week (especially when there’s

that pesky little thing called a “dissertation” to worry

about). See “You’re Your Own Worst Enemy: Teaching

and Time Management” in Chapter 1.

the first day
Essential Provisions

Chalk
You can’t count on chalk being in your classroom, and,

like a cop or a box of Hefty bags, it’ll almost certainly

not be there when you need it. Also, do everyone a

favor and dull the edges of the chalk before using it.

You want to begin class on a good note, not high-

pitched, wraith-like screeching.

TF Policy Sheet 
In order to ensure that your expectations are clear, you

should write up a policy sheet that details everything

students are responsible for (see the sample policy

sheets in Appendix C). At the very least, you should

include your name, email address, grading policies, late

policies, and office hours. Most TFs prefer email for

communicating with students, but if you choose to

give out your home phone number, make sure you’re

absolutely clear about when it’s acceptable to call; you

may regret giving out your number when the phone

rings at 3 am the night before the midterm. One useful

tactic is to announce that you’ll accept phone calls until

10pm, but that you’ll deduct one point from the exam



or paper grade for each minute after 10 that they call.

Students will laugh and think you’re kidding when 

you say this. Don’t flinch. Ask, with a steely eyed glare,

“Do I look like I’m kidding?”

Student Information Sheet 
Although you’ll probably want your students to intro-

duce themselves to the class, it’s a good idea to get

some basic information from them on paper (name,

email address, college, year, major). You might also ask

about their background in the subject (what other

related classes have they taken?) and any extracurricu-

lar activities they are involved in. Many TFs use index

cards for this, but a full sheet of paper is often necessary

if you want a lot of information. However, don’t ask for

too much; students will become justifiably suspicious if

you ask “What’s your sign?”or “Do you have any tattoos?”

A Plan 
Though you need not script everything that you’re

going to say on the first day, it’s a good idea to have a

definite plan of attack. Make a list of tasks that you

have to accomplish and the order in which you plan to

do them. You should probably allot some time for

introductions, going over the syllabus, and teaching or

discussing the material, though the order in which you

do these is up to you. Certain tasks may take more or

less time than you had initially imagined, so make sure

you prioritize your tasks and keep an eye on the clock.

What to Do at the First Class

Discuss the Goals of the Section
With luck you’ve had some time to think about your

goals for section (see Chapter 1 for more about prepar-

ing to teach). What is the purpose of your section?

How does it relate to the lecture and reading? If your

answer to this is simply that you want them to learn

the material, then you should probably think about the

question some more. How will your section help stu-

dents with the papers they’ll write or exams they’ll

take? If students participate in section, what will they

be able to do that they can’t do now? Are there some

big questions to explore? The important thing is to

think about your section from their point of view.

What’s in it for them? Share the answers with your

students so they know why they’re there. 

Be Clear about Expectations
On the first day of class, you set ground rules that the

students will hold you to for the rest of the semester. If

you take a lax attitude toward grading, attendance, or

class participation, your students will take advantage of

it. Make sure you’re explicit about what you expect

from them. It’s a good idea to be especially strict at the

beginning of the semester. Remember: it’s easier to

change from Dr. Evil to Mary Poppins than it is to do

the reverse. Students will be happy should the former

occur, but they will never forgive the latter. Nobody

likes it when Mary Poppins gets mean.

Establish a Safe Environment
By “safe” we don’t mean metal detectors and padded

walls. Your students need to feel that they can speak

freely in the classroom; if they have questions that they

want to raise or points they want to make, they should

feel free to do so. This is essential in all classrooms, but

it becomes particularly important in sections that deal

with controversial issues (as in Sociology, History,

Political Science, Multivariable Calculus). 

In order to establish a safe environment you should set

ground rules right from the beginning. If you’re going

to be discussing touchy subjects, you need to make

sure that everyone will respect everyone’s opinions.

One strategy is to have the students draw up and agree

to a list of guidelines for discussion. (This might not

need to be done at the very first section, but the subject

should be broached, if only to give your students the

heads-up.) Whenever you do this, distribute copies of

the rules to all of the students at the next section. 

Getting to Know You
Don’t introduce yourself just by name (“We are Falco

and this is Music 804”). Tell your students something

about yourself: your interests, your background, why

you’re teaching the course, anything to let them get to

know you a little. Don’t babble on too much about

your background, though. In the same vein, avoid

revealing too much in the way of personal details. You

want to keep a professional distance between yourself

and your students, and telling them about the nasty

breakup with your ex-boyfriend might blur the lines of

authority (and make you seem borderline psychopathic).

Some TFs like to have their students introduce them-

selves. This may not work with large sections, but it

can be a great way to get a class to loosen up a bit. Take

care how you handle this, though—it isn’t summer

camp, so you don’t need to use lengthy, probing ice-

breakers. Unfortunately, a little embarrassment is par

for the course with just about every such activity, but

you don’t want to leave the students with deep emo-
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tional scars (superficial emotional scars are probably

okay). One common strategy is to have the students

pair up, talk for a few minutes, then introduce each

other to the class. Another approach is simply to ask

the students individually to say their name, year, and

something unique about themselves. The benefit of

this is that at least one or two students will probably

have something amusing or interesting to say (“My

name is Karlheinz, I’m a freshman, and I know what

the word ‘petrichor’ means”). The downside is that

some students won’t be able to think of anything and

will end up feeling both embarrassed as well as unin-

teresting. Avoid pointing and laughing.

Begin Learning Names
Unless you possess freakish memory skills or have a

very small class, you’re probably not going to learn all

of your students’ names on the first day. However, here

are a few suggestions to get you started:

1. Draw up a seating-chart of the room beforehand and

fill it in as the students introduce themselves. In

addition to writing down their names, write some-

thing distinctive about them (“Larry Legassino; has a

huge forehead”). Though your students may not sit

in the same place for the next class, it’s a good start.

2. Ask the students their names when they ask ques-

tions, and repeat their names when you answer them.

3. Use nametags or name cards. You might feel like

you’re at an insurance salesmen’s convention, but it’s

a great way for the students to become familiar with

each other’s names.

Teach Something!
A substantial chunk of your first class will be taken up

by bureaucratic details (introductions, going over a 

syllabus or TF policy sheet, etc.), but it should not deal

with these alone. Try to teach the students something.

Give them an idea of what they’re going to be study-

ing. You might even consider doing this right at the

beginning of class—in many cases it would be far 

more interesting to jump right into the subject at hand

than to begin class by simply reading out loud from 

the syllabus.

A Report From The Field 

“I once began an abnormal psychology section
with an in-class activity. I played a number of
taped recordings; some were selections from
contemporary poetry and some were selections
from the recorded speech of schizophrenic
patients. I then asked the students to see if they
could distinguish between the two. Not only was
it was a fun little exercise to kick off the semes-
ter, but it also introduced them to some of the
basic issues of the class.”

— Spooky Milgram, GRAD ’07

Dealing with the Shopping Period
The so-called Shopping Period (see Chapter 7) is a

great opportunity for students, but it can be a giant

headache for you. For discussion sections this tends to

be somewhat less of a problem, since such sections

generally don’t meet until the second week of class or

later, by which point most students have already decid-

ed on their semester schedules. (Rest assured, however,

that students may attempt to change sections as the

time demands of their social—and sometimes academ-

ic—lives mutate.) But if the class you’re teaching begins

meeting from the first week of the semester, it’s quite

possible that you’ll have students walking in and out of

the room throughout your first class, and there’s no

guarantee that they’ll all be back the next time. You

can’t do much about this, so relax and try to have a

sense of humor. Don’t take it personally when someone

leaves after ten minutes; it’s not uncommon for under-

graduates to shop three or four courses that meet dur-

ing the same time slot, and they need to make the
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rounds in order to make an informed decision about

which course to take. For that reason, make sure to

have a comprehensive syllabus that lists everything stu-

dents need to know about the course so that you don’t

have to repeat yourself incessantly for the first two

weeks. Keep in mind, though, that you are not respon-

sible for bringing up to speed those students who

missed the first two weeks of class because they were

shopping other courses. It’s up to them to get the notes

and other information from fellow students.

managing anxiety
Anxiety is one of the toughest things to deal with on

the first day, but it is something you can manage.

While you probably won’t feel completely relaxed when

you enter the classroom for the first time, there are a

few things you can do to make it less stressful.

Be Prepared
At one time or another almost every TF has had the

same nightmare. No, not the one where you’re fighting

a giant monkey in a pretty pink frock. It’s the one

where you imagine yourself in front of the class with-

out any idea what to do or say. Of all the ways to help

control anxiety, the most important is preparation.

Chances are you’ll never completely eliminate your

first-day anxiety, but if you’ve thought about most of

the issues discussed above you should be able to walk

into the first class a lot cooler and a lot calmer. Be pre-

pared—twenty million Boy Scouts can’t be wrong.

Waiting to Inhale 
It may seem cruel and unusual to point out the impor-

tance of your basic, unconscious bodily functions. But

breathing is crucial when it comes to managing anxiety,

and it’s worth remembering that when you’re in front

of the class. Take the time to breathe. One of the most

common reactions to a difficult situation is to speak

more quickly, taking shorter breaths and making what

could be a minor problem into a minor catastrophe. If

you begin to panic, can’t remember what to do next, or

just don’t think things are going well, take a second or

two for a nice, deep breath. A little oxygen to the brain

will work wonders. 

Focus on the Friendly Faces
You’re going to see a lot of different faces when you

look out at your audience on the first day. Some will

look nervous, some eager to please, some far too cool

to be in your classroom, and some outright bored by

everything that passes in front of them. As a TF, it’s

crucial that you attempt to make eye contact with all of

your students at one time or another. However, if you

start to get really nervous, it’s a good idea to block out

much of the group and home in on the friendly faces.

In every class, there’s always at least one student who

just can’t get enough of whatever it is you’re offering

and who beams with joy no matter what. The other

students will learn to hate these people, but on the first

day, we TFs love them. They are our friends. Spend a

minute or two speaking in their direction and you’ll

regain the confidence to turn back and face those too-

cool-to-care students.



the foreign 
language classroom
Because most language courses meet between three and

five times a week, foreign language TFs will have, on

average, three to five times the amount of face-to-face

contact with students than will their colleagues who

teach discussion or lab sections. This extra time in the

classroom often means more preparation time for the

TF, but also makes for one of the most rewarding

teaching experiences out there. The extended face time

means that the student-teacher relationship is likely to

be closer than in other courses: freshmen who are

unfamiliar with large lecture courses are often relieved

to have a teacher whom they can get to know, and

often ask their language teachers to be sophomore

advisors. That’s a sword that cuts both ways, of course.

If you have a great class, you get to enjoy that five days

a week; if there are problem students, then you’ll have

ample opportunity (perhaps too much opportunity) to

deal with them.

Administrative Issues

One Among Many
Language courses tend to comprise a number of sec-

tions (sometimes as many as ten). There will likely be a

course chair or head instructor who provides the syl-

labus, quizzes, and exams, though the TFs may be

asked to contribute to these. But for the daily grind,

you’ll be expected to provide your own written and oral

exercises. You needn’t come up with all of these on

your own, though—keep in touch with the course chair

and the other TFs and tap them for ideas. If your

department doesn’t already have a folder where TFs

can leave copies of exercises that have worked in their

sections, start one, you eager beaver!

Absences 
Most courses have a firm policy on absences, usually

permitting a maximum of three to five per semester.

Intensive courses may allow even fewer. Because lan-

guage courses weigh heavily on participation (it often

constitutes 30% or more of the grade), it’s important to

explain this policy to your students on the first day of

class, and to stick to it. Be especially careful if you’re

teaching an early morning section (8:30 or 9:30).

Students whose alarms seem to fail on a regular basis

should be advised either to switch to a later section or

to find a sadistic, early-rising friend with a cattle prod.

In The Classroom

The Daily Grind
If you’ve never taught a language course before, you

might think that fifty minutes, five days a week, is a lot

of time. It isn’t. You’ll have a ton of material to cover,

so use those minutes wisely. It’s imperative that you

plan each class carefully, allotting time for different

activities that will reinforce reading, writing, aural

comprehension, and oral proficiency. None but the

most pedantic wants to sit in a class for fifty minutes

doing grammar drills. (Agricolae, agricolarum, agricol-

is, agricolas, agricolis. Again, please.) Try to mix things

up, using a variety of both fun and useful drills, exer-

cises, games, and texts. Why read Le Monde when you

can read Paris Match?

Your Young Charges
Language courses—especially the first two years of

instruction—tend to be extremely diverse in terms of

proficiency. A first-year course may have students who

have never studied the language sitting next to those

who took it for four years in high school but just barely

missed passing the proficiency exam. To make matters

worse, native speakers with poor grammar skills will

occasionally be placed in lower-level classes. A mix of

different levels is thus unavoidable, and the TF’s task

of balancing the needs of all the students can be very

tricky.

Participation 
Your primary goal should be to motivate students to

use the language that you’re teaching them, but they

can’t if you do all of the talking. Set the tone and get

those lips a-movin’ by starting section with a short

activity that immediately gets the students to speak.

Ask them questions about their plans for the weekend

(use the future tense!) or about what they did the

night before (past tense!), or about why they’re drool-

ing on their desks (present tense!). Sometimes, simply

having students read a short text or tongue-twister out
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loud to practice pronunciation will set the mood for the

whole section. During class, try to keep the da-nyet

questions to a minimum, as your students are probably

already familiar with those words.

Keep Your Tongue Out of It
Most language courses require that the use of English,

both by you and your students, be kept to a bare mini-

mum. The more the students speak and hear the target

language the better off they are. This is not always eas-

ily accomplished, but it’s important that you establish

this as a rule from the very first day. (It is acceptable to

use English—if necessary—to make important

announcements or to make absolutely sure that an

assignment is understood.)

Language Lab
Gone are the days when students had to trek to the

famed Language Lab to listen and practice speaking

with language tapes. These days, most language mate-

rials are available online so students can access them

from their own rooms. But you know how that is: you

turn on your computer, check your email, play Snood,

bid on eBay, and then it’s time for the language assign-

ment—maybe after a nap. Make sure you remind stu-

dents to do these online assignments, and check their

work regularly! Also, listen to the audio program that

students must practice with even if you’re not required

to; this will not only give you a better idea of what they

may be tested on, but will also help you help them if

they come to you with questions about the material.

Feedback
As a language TF, you have the unique opportunity to

provide your students with constant feedback on their

performance. Instead of just one paper due at the end

of the semester, weekly quizzes and daily written

assignments are a part of nearly every language class-

room. Keep in contact with all of your students about

their performance, if not every few weeks, then at least

once at midterm. Students will appreciate it if you set

time aside to discuss their progress with them, based

on the grades that they have received and on their par-

ticipation in section.

Reinforcing Classroom Learning

Office Hours
Being available for office hours is perhaps even more

important for language courses than for other classes.

Try to be available at least one hour every week to meet

with your students, especially if you run class entirely

in the target language; point out to your students that

office hours are a good time to ask clarifying questions

in English. 

Language Tables
One of the best ways for students to get extra practice

is at language tables. These meet several days a week

for lunch or dinner in various residential colleges and

allow anyone who’s interested to practice their speaking

and listening skills informally. Stress to your students

the usefulness of this practice, though you might also

want to mention that the ability level is likely to be

even more disparate than in class. Your department

will usually post a list of the tables as soon as the

schedule is arranged (usually by the third week in the

semester). 

Tutoring
You do not (and should not!) have to teach students

who are having a particularly hard time on an individual

basis. If you find yourself meeting anyone for extensive

beyond-the-classroom help, advise the student to con-

tact his or her residential college dean to arrange for a

tutor. Any student who experiences academic difficulty

(i.e., who is earning or likely to earn a grade of C or

lower) is eligible for 10 hours of cost-free tutoring.

The Center for Language Study
The Center for Language Study (CLS) coordinates

resources for the many languages taught at Yale. The

center houses classrooms and foreign-language labs

equipped with state-of-the art technology, including a

recording studio and a wealth of audiovisual technolo-

gies that provide students with access to media from

different countries. Not sure how to use this stuff?

Fear not. The CLS provides on-hand assistance with all

your questions, and even has grants for TFs with a

hankering to develop a language-specific program or
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technology. You’ll get the most out of the CLS if you

visit well before you start to teach. For contact infor-

mation, see Appendix E.

in the science lab
As a lab TF, you are responsible for introducing

impressionable undergraduates to the gritty world of

experimental science. What this means in practice is

that you introduce each experiment and then release

the students, like pigs on the scent of a truffle, to pur-

sue the glory of successfully reinventing the wheel. Lab

sections can be great for students because they allow

them the opportunity to learn actively, to do something

physically. On the other hand, they can be long and

tedious—the procedures for a given lab are often writ-

ten out in detail, giving the impression that each lab is

just a recipe to be cooked. For this reason alone the lab

TF can make a huge difference in undergraduate sci-

ence education, since you’re the one who can make

clear to students the often murky or unstated relevance

of each experiment. Even better, you have an opportu-

nity to instill in students even more lofty and lasting

ideals, and to introduce to them the unique experience

of scientific discovery itself: the adrenaline rush that

accompanies success, the exquisite thrill of solving

mysteries, the perseverance and elbow-grease necessary

for real progress. It’s a lifestyle, baby.

The Elephant in the Room

Let’s get it out in the open, shall we? Many of the stu-

dents enrolled in lab courses are pre-med. For many of

these students, their primary aim is to get an A in your

course so that they can go to the medical school of

their choice. This is not an ignoble goal, but it can be

the cause of consternation for student and TF alike.

Almost every experienced lab TFs has horror stories of

what they perceive to be rampant grade-grubbing, of

students arguing for one or two points on a lab report

or exam because they’re convinced that those two

points will make or break their medical careers. 

Yet pre-med students’ concerns should not be brushed

aside as petty hindrances. Yes, the med school admis-

sions process is ruthless and highly competitive. Yes, it

can be exhausting to be forever on the defensive with

your grading. Yes, it can be frustrating if you perceive

that students have no real interest in your course apart

from its future literal incarnation on their transcripts.

But turn this into an opportunity! The old “You need

to do this to get into a good medical school” routine is,

admittedly, often all you need to say to get students to

pay attention, but this goes only so far. These are 

Yale students, after all: they’re clever folk. They’ll see

through such thinly veiled attempts to get them inter-

ested, and the med school sword dangling over the

future Dr. Damocles will slowly lose its edge.

Alternatively, think of all that can happen when you

relate the lab to the bigger scientific picture. Stress the

importance of learning to ask questions, thinking sci-

entifically, and solving problems. Try to work current

scientific findings into your pre-lab presentation.

Relate the lab to some aspect of the students’ educa-

tional career (“this ties in with that immunobiology

class you took last year,” “this will help when you take

orgo next year”) or life (“this is why your car tires get

worn out,” “this is why new windows keep heat in bet-

ter than old windows”). All of a sudden those four

hours in the lab have a point.

As for the grading issue, well, that’s probably going to

stay with us for a while. There are a few things you can

do, though. Openly acknowledge to your students that

you’re aware grades are a concern and that you’re sym-

pathetic to their plight. Then make your standards and

expectations extremely explicit. Stick to them rigorously.

Students will be less keen to barter for points if they

know why they received the grade they did, and if they

know that you’re clear on why you gave them that

grade. This doesn’t mean you should coldly rebuff all

discussions of grading—students do have genuine

questions and a genuine desire to learn!—but clear

grading guidelines will help to eliminate many grading

annoyances. Remember too that you can always refer a

student to the supervising faculty member. Don’t let

yourself get roped into an epic battle when there’s a

higher authority who can arbitrate the matter.

Before the Lab

In consultation with the professor, determine the goal

of the lab: is it meant to introduce a new concept or

technique, to complement lecture material, or some-

thing else entirely? Knowing the goal allows you to

explain the purpose of the experiment to students. It

may also be helpful to attend some of the lectures that

are related to the lab if you feel you’re not familiar

enough with the topic. 

Make sure you’re familiar with the lab design, experi-

mental techniques, equipment, and reagents. Is the lab

manual clear to you? (If it’s not clear to you, then you
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can bet it won’t be to the students.) If possible, run the

entire experiment once in advance of the lab session to

make sure there are no design flaws (do the vinegar

and baking soda make the volcano erupt properly?)

and to identify what steps may prove to be difficult for

students.

Arrive early for the lab session itself to make sure that

everything is set up properly. Acquaint yourself with

the lab storeroom so that you don’t waste time during

lab session looking for reagents and glassware—marti-

ni glasses in particular are notoriously difficult to

locate.

For External Use Only

It’s difficult to call a lab a “success” if there’s been a

horrible accident, so stress safety procedures and poli-

cies again and again, both before and during the lab.

Enforce them strictly. Prohibit smoking, eating, and

drinking; in particular, discourage students from eating

chemicals. Check out the first aid kit, (eye) shower, fire

extinguisher, and fire blanket. If you’re teaching a lab

that involves potentially hazardous chemicals, make

sure that the eye bath actually works: many of them

haven’t been used in years and may issue forth viscous

brown goo into the user’s face. Parlez-vous “yuck”?

Most importantly, know where the phone is and whom

to contact in case of emergency. Have the emergency

contact’s name and contact information posted promi-

nently in the lab—sure, it’s good that you have it writ-

ten down on a crumpled-up Starbuck’s receipt in your

wallet, but it can be tricky to find that piece of paper if

you’re distracted by a chemical conflagration, or if

you’re the one whose hair is on fire.

Familiarize yourself with the potentially hazardous

steps in each experiment. For example, make sure to

ground yourself before re-animating stolen corpses

with lightening. In sum, make sure that your students

understand the potential hazards in the lab, adhere to

the safety rules, and know what to do in an emergency.

Running a Lab

Preliminaries
At the first lab, make sure to introduce yourself and

discuss bureaucratic matters such as office hours, grad-

ing, and other policies. Prepare a handout with all of

this clearly outlined so as to save yourself some grief

later (see Appendix C for examples). Set strict ground

rules regarding how and when students may contact

you, unless you crave unexpected 2 am phone calls.

After introducing the lab and discussing safety regula-

tions and precautions, you can move on to explain the

experiment and its relation to the class lectures as well

as to The Advancement of Science. Present any relevant

theories, explain the objective(s), and answer any stu-

dent questions. This introductory material is vital to

the success of the lab: making clear to students the

context of the lab and its relevance to the larger scien-

tific picture makes them more likely to learn while

they’re measuring things and making observations

later. You don’t need to go on forever—in fact, try to

avoid the semblance of lecturing—but these few min-

utes are the best chance you’ll have to encourage big-

picture, synthetic thinking during the minutiae of the

lab that follows.

Expectations and Time Management
Some students will come to lab totally unprepared and

begin the experiment right away, mindlessly follow the

instructions, then go home to write their lab reports.

These students are the ones most likely to be safety

hazards, but they’re also not getting much learning out

of their not-insubstantial time investment. Asking stu-

dents before each lab to make a flow chart of the exper-

iment is a good way to get them to read it through and

think about it beforehand. This will also help students

be more efficient in completing the lab. 

To the same end, set clear guidelines about when you

expect students to have finished the various parts of

the experiment, and set a time by which the lab should

be completed. Check on student progress regularly

(maybe every half hour or so). No one—with the pos-

sible exception of necromancers—wants to be in the

lab until midnight. Identify the students who usually

stay behind and try to diagnose why they struggle;

some feedback on their performance and a few pointers

on time management and organization might help

them to finish faster. 

Labs as Learning
Labs entered science education as a way of supple-

menting and reinforcing the ideas students learn in the

classroom, and in the paragraphs above we talked

about making that role explicit to your students. No

matter how brilliant your introduction, however, few

students are likely to pause in the middle of a lab to ask

themselves what the blue color in the flask means
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about the potential chemistry that is occurring. Most

are content to marvel at the color and consider the

process magic. (To which you can respond “You know

what else is magic? The way you’re making your A+

disappear.”) A well-placed, well-conceived question

(“Why do you think the flask is blue?”) can jump-start

their thinking and turn the attitude of “What’s the next

step?” into one of “Neat-o! Why did that happen?”

(Students might not be equipped to answer your

queries at the beginning of the semester, but that’s

okay—you can help them arrive at the right answer

with more specific leading questions.) These sorts of

questions don’t need to turn into a mini-lecture, but

their frequent and constant appearance subtly estab-

lishes the lab as a place where doing something leads to

learning something.

Students can often arrive at the correct answers to your

questions by involving their colleagues in the conversa-

tion. Encouraging communication among students

(about the experiment!) early in the semester will

make them more likely to consult each other if some-

thing goes wrong or to discuss differing or unexpected

results. This is good news for you, since it’s usually

much easier for students to ask the TF their questions,

and it’s usually easier for the TF to take the path of

least resistance and simply give them an answer rather

than helping them figure out the answer on their own.

That’s hardly ideal, though. It’s frustrating to answer

the same question twenty times in an hour, and it

leaves the students no closer to being independent

thinkers than when the lab started. On the other hand,

requiring that students consult with each other before

they approach the TF with a question, or asking a stu-

dent who is a step ahead to explain the next step to the

rest of the class, will increase students’ independence,

morale, and communication skills.

Cleaning Up
Emphasize cleanliness during the experiment. It’s not

only essential for the safety of the lab, but also for a

successful experimental result (just don’t mention the

train wreck on your own lab bench). After the lab is

finished, make sure that students clean up the bench

and other working areas before they leave. Carefully

monitor the waste disposal. Mixing biological, radioac-

tive, and normal waste with chemical reagents and

sharps is, like the state of New Jersey, a safety hazard,

so everyone in the lab should be responsible for prop-

erly disposing each type of waste. If you’re not strict

about your cleaning policy, you’ll be cleaning up by

yourself.

After the Lab

It can be a real help to you to have students fill out

brief evaluation forms after each class or experiment,

either on paper or via email. You might simply ask

what the most difficult or confusing part of the experi-

ment was, or what you (as the TF) could have done

differently or better. Commenting on the feedback at

the start of the next lab will help keep communication

open between you and your students. See Chapter 5 

for more information on student evaluations.

Lab Reports and Teaching Scientific Writing

Lab reports need not be just a recipe and a short com-

mentary—they are an opportunity to help improve

your students’ writing abilities and communication

skills. Science is often thought of as the place where

good writing goes to die, and many undergraduates

therefore assume that they don’t have to pay any 

attention to the quality of their writing when they take

a lab course. As a lab TF, you’re on the front lines of

the battle and have the opportunity to repel the

advancing phalanx of these myths. Emphasize that

developing scientific writing skills is important for all

students taking the class, not only for those who envi-

sion a career in science. 

Improving students’ scientific writing requires sub-

stantial effort on the part of the lab TF, whose com-

ments and feedback are imperative to each student’s

progress. This can be frustrating for the TF not only

because of the time commitment, but also because 

students will reap only as much as they sow, and you

might often feel that your helpful commentary falls on

deaf ears. The trick is to avoid spending your every

waking minute grading lab reports—keep in mind 

that you’ll probably have about twenty-four ten-page

reports each and every week—while still providing

feedback that students can use to improve those

reports. Indeed, the difficulty of teaching scientific

writing is among the most pressing challenges facing

TFs in the sciences, but this is one of those (rare) cases

in which scientists might learn something from their

colleagues in the humanities, who have long been

charged with teaching undergraduates how to write. 

A few tips:

• Indicate early on whether reports will be written

individually or in groups. 
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• Distribute a handout that states clearly what you

expect in a lab report. Provide examples of A-level

reports, B-level reports, and so on, and explain in

detail what is good and bad about each.

• Be explicit about how you’ll grade reports: state

how many points a given section is worth, and what

will cause points to be deducted.

• If it seems necessary, prepare a handout on scientific

writing, and bring in publications from journals that

illustrate the principles of good writing. If possible,

take a few minutes to discuss them together.

• Likewise for posters: if making one is part of the

grade, bring a few in early on for students to admire

and keep in mind as they work on their own.

• Don’t feel obliged to fix every flaw in every lab

report, in part because you don’t have the time but

also because most students will not be able to fix

every flaw in a week’s time. Instead, pick one or two

points to focus on. Rewrite one or two sentences, fix

the first few its/it’s snafus, correct a glaring omission

or misunderstanding. Small steps, baby. Small steps.

• You might consider giving students the opportunity

to rewrite one or two lab reports early in the semes-

ter so that they have an immediate opportunity to

learn from their mistakes. This can mean more work

for you for those few weeks, but probably less than

you think, since not everyone will take advantage of

the opportunity. Consider too that improved lab

reports early on means better lab reports later on.

It’s an investment.

In short, you can make the task of grading lab reports a

whole lot easier by making expectations clear at the

beginning of the semester. And stick to ’em!

review sessions
In addition to regularly scheduled discussion sections

and labs, many TFs will run review sessions for their

students, particularly just before exams. Students come

to these sessions ravenous. Run a good review session

and students who failed to take advantage of your 

wisdom all semester will hang on your every word. 

They’ll beg you to stay beyond the allotted time. They’ll

scream encore! each time you try to walk out of the

room. You’ve got it, and they want it. Run a lousy

review session and, well, you remember that time

Sinead tore up the Pope’s picture? Review sessions

matter and they’re not easy to run, so here’s some

advice.

Avoid Chaos, Have a Plan

TFs have a tendency to let students plan this one: “I’ll

just show up and answer their questions.” This is tricky

for a couple of reasons. First, if every student shows,

it’s unlikely you’ll be able to answer all their questions

unless you plan to stay for three days. Second, it helps

to have made decisions about what you’ll answer and

what you’ll not. If you’ve seen the final (or at the very

least some version of the final), you can plan to solve

questions that approach the major themes without 

giving away the farm. If you haven’t seen the final, you

should still identify five or six problems that together

do a good job of addressing the themes you think 

students will need to know.

Getting Started

Start the review session by laying out an agenda, then

stick to it. Here are a couple of strategies. Start by

polling the audience as to what question or problem

students would like you to do. Write each response on

the board, putting similar requests together (or what-

ever organizational system works best). Then prioritize

your approach starting with the most common request.

Eliminate any requests that you feel comfortable elimi-

nating, and there’s your session. “D” is for “done!” 

Another idea is to start by telling students which prob-

lems or issues you plan to cover, ask what additional

problems they might want, add as many as possible,

and then begin. The overall point here is simple: set

the agenda from the beginning, tell them what you’ll

do, and then do it. Everybody’s happy.

Reviewing

Good: You Do It
You’ve got your agenda so it’s time to start going over

the material. A standard approach is to do the prob-

lems or talk through the issues yourself while students

listen and write. Should you choose this approach,

make sure you talk to students as you use the board,

highlighting key points and important choices. Take

the opportunity to articulate your rationale and to

describe important links to other problems or issues in

the course. While orderly, this approach can be time

consuming, especially if students interrupt you (rest

assured, they will) with questions.

28 becoming teachers



Better: Do It Together
This strategy is like the one above except that it’s more

interactive. As you cover the material, ask the students

questions about why you’re doing what you’re doing.

Toss in a “what if?” question to get students thinking

about different versions of the same question. This way

you can actually address issues in two or three types of

problems while actually completing only one. With this

approach you are more likely to help students discover

what they do and do not understand. And because it

requires more of them, they’ll learn more than they

would just listening or copying.

Best:They Do It .You Help.
If you’re feeling plucky (ask yourself: do you feel

plucky, punk?), you can really shine in review sessions

by using pairs or small (very small) groups. Once

you’ve set the agenda, divide the class into pairs or 

triads. Ask each unit to begin working on the first

problem as you roam from group to group. Listen in.

If students are making progress, move on to the next.

If a group is stuck, give them enough information to

get them unstuck and move on. Continue this way

until everyone has the problem solved. If a group 

finishes quickly, give them the next problem or make

the current problem harder by changing a variable or

adding a “what if?” If you see that nearly everyone is

forgetting a certain principle or is making the same

mistake, stop the action, review that point, and put

them back to work. The advantages of this strategy are

that students get real practice, and you get to address

real problems in their understanding. 

Final Thoughts
Teaching Fellows often bring handouts and learning

aids to review sessions. Students are very grateful for

these, so it’s a good idea. But here’s a better idea.

Develop those materials before the review session. 

Give them to students at the start of the semester and

whenever appropriate after that.  Students can use

them to prepare for section, attendance will rise, learn-

ing will happen, and you may not have to wait for a

review session for that encore!
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As you gain confidence in the classroom you will natu-

rally want to try new ways of reaching students and

making class interesting. Think about what you really

want to accomplish with your students and consider

some of the strategies in this chapter (but make sure to

check with the supervising faculty member to get the

green light). active and experiential learn-
ing discusses some different ways of thinking about

teaching as well as some ways to incorporate these

ideas into the classroom. instructional tech-
nology is devoted to an issue of increasing impor-

tance: the use of technology to enhance learning. 

Different Perspectives

Think for a moment about how you got here.

Presumably you like doing what you do; you were

probably naturally better at it and more interested in it

than anything else you studied in college. You might

think of “Yale” almost exclusively as the department in

which you study. You probably enjoy spending long

hours alone, reading and writing about your subject.

Maybe you’re one of those people who are incapable of

discussing anything other than dissertation topics. And

that’s all fine... for graduate school and graduate stu-

dents. When you enter the undergraduate classroom,

however, you need to keep the bigger picture in mind.

For undergraduates, Yale is a smorgasbord of opportu-

nities and experiences (only a fraction of which are aca-

demic in nature). Undergraduates fill their plates from

the chafing dishes of macroeconomics, poetry, organic

chemistry, French, field hockey, and improvisational

comedy. As a graduate student, you’re apt to think that

your field is the tastiest dish on the buffet—it’s the

most interesting and the most important. As a result,

you’re likely to think about—and, consequently,

teach—your subject in the way you first encountered it.

If your teaching philosophy is “There is one tried and

true way to learn this material, and it is the best way,”

then your teaching is laid out for you. You are carrying

on a tradition. However, if you are willing to consider

that there might be other ways to teach the subject,

and other (possibly better) ways for students to learn

it—if, in other words, you are open to experimenta-

tion—then you may want to consider the strategies

presented in this section.

All of the strategies described here have one thing in

common: they move the focus of attention away from

the teacher to the student. Rather than focusing on

what you’ll say in class, you’ll have to think more

deeply about what your students will do and learn in

class. 

active and 
experiential learning
Active Learning

Perhaps the simplest way to transform your class in a

powerful way, Active Learning strategies get students

working with course material in the classroom either

individually or in groups. Active Learning strategies,

unlike open class discussion, are timed, structured, and

designed to give students a chance to learn by acting

on a specific piece of content in a specific way. Students

learn material better when they engage it actively

rather than absorb it passively. Decide on a set of goals

for an activity—what you want students to learn or be

able to do at the end—and structure the activity to

reach those goals. 

A well-designed Active Learning Strategy has the 

following characteristics:

1. Every student is acting on the material either 

individually or with others.

2. The timeframe is clear and relatively short. 

3. The goal of the activity is clear, meaningful, 

and uncomplicated.

4. The task of the activity itself is clear, feasible, 

and uncomplicated.

5.  The nature of the end product—be it a list, 

an answer, a choice, or a structure—is described 

unambiguously.
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Active Learning:An Example

Twenty minutes into a discussion of evolution
you realize that you’re hearing some fuzzy think-
ing in your students’ understanding of the con-
cept of natural selection.This is an important
concept that has major consequences for their
understanding of the material in the remainder
of the course.You stop the discussion and ask
each of your students to spend two minutes
writing a response to the following question:“If
we accept the assumption of constant natural
selection, what statements can we make about
the state of the human race?” After two min-
utes, you say “Now turn to someone near you
and, in three minutes, tell them your statements.
If your statements agree, discuss them and
choose the stronger. If you disagree, see if you
can convince each other that you’re right.” Two
minutes later you say “OK, let’s hear some of
your statements.” You then write the statements
on the board and discuss their accuracy.

What has happened in this six-minute exercise?
Students...
• are actively engaged with the material, first by

writing and then by explaining.
• realize if they don’t quite grasp the concept,

either as they try to write and can’t or as they
encounter the superior arguments of their
peers.

• who are clear on the concept have their
thinking reinforced and deepened.

• get practice in making and justifying argu-
ments.

• come to expect that they will have to take a
more active role during class and will come to
class better prepared.

You...
• get a clear assessment of how your class is

doing.
• get an assessment of individual students’

progress and understanding.
• can focus the remainder of the class discus-

sion on a key concept and misconception.

Collaborative Learning: Using Group Activities

Doing activities in groups can be a good way to mix

things up. Students generally like them (since it’s

something different) provided that you make the task

clear and take safeguards against freeloaders and slack-

ers. On a small scale, you can arrange group work as

one activity you do during a single section (“Get in

groups of three, and take ten minutes to list all the

ways that X is related to Y”). On the other end of the

spectrum, you can form long-term teams that work on

a larger project for a month or the whole semester. Set

students up to work on a long-term project and reap

the benefits of collaborative learning—you might be

surprised at how hard they’ll work and how much they

teach themselves when given the right context.

There are three basic principles that make collaborative

learning work. If you’re using groups only in the short

term (one task, one time), follow the principles of

Active Learning on the previous page. If, however, you

want students to work in groups over a period of

weeks to accomplish a substantial task, you’ll want to

take the following strategies into account.

1. Eliminate the possibility of slacking by creating a

team contract to which all of the group’s members

agree. Eliminate negativity and competition by

encouraging relationships of helpfulness and respect.

You might require that each student take responsibil-

ity for one aspect of the larger task.

2. Smooth the way for group interaction by providing

clearly defined goals and frequent feedback. Work on

social skills with in-class mini-tasks and meetings.

This also helps with the typical problems of “When

do we meet?” and “I don’t know the people in my

group.”

3. Group projects, especially those whose products are

presented to the entire class, generate their own

motivation, so there is less need to use grades as an

incentive. Instead, give students control over their

own grades by making the tests and papers (or other

assessments) graded on an individual basis and not

as a group.
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Examples of Collaborative Learning

• Students in a class on the American presiden-
cy were divided into four committees. Each
committee was assigned a president (one 
from each of the time periods the class had
covered) and asked to determine how they
would get their candidate elected, the role
played by political parties, and the qualities
that would make their candidate electable.The
idea was to illuminate the changing electoral
systems and the types of candidates encour-
aged by these changes.

• Students in a social psychology class were
placed into groups of five or six and given
thirty minutes to compose an eight-line poem.
The poems were read aloud and the class
voted, by applause, on their favorite. In a class
discussion, students talked about their own
satisfaction with their group’s poem and the
steps they took that allowed their group to
produce a poem of such high (or low) quality.
Finally, students discussed whether they
thought they could produce a superior poem
on their own.The activity was used to build
interest in a chapter on problem solving and
creativity.

• Students in a course on the Gothic novel
spent a class period in groups writing their
own short Gothic tales using the themes,
subjects, and conventions found in the novels
they were studying.The teacher spent time
with each group, clarifying concepts and posing
increasingly sophisticated questions.Weeks
later, each group presented its tale to the
class.

Problem-Based Learning 

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) is based on both active

learning strategies and collaborative learning princi-

ples. Instead of giving students solutions or problem

sets with no context or connection to reality, the

teacher allows students to work on complex, real-world

problems. Students apply what they know and what

they’ve learned from class readings; when they don’t

know something, they go find it. PBL often involves

case studies with ambiguous solutions that are

designed to replicate the sort of poorly structured,

multi-faceted problems that students will face in life or

on the job. PBL tends to be more popular in advanced

courses in which application is a primary goal, but pro-

ponents argue that PBL is superior even in basic classes

because students learn facts in context and therefore

learn them more deeply. In addition, students using

PBL gain important skills in communication and rea-

soning in social situations. Before you try writing your

own PBL cases, try using one of the many pre-tested

cases available on the web. You can find some PBL

links on the GTC website.

Experiential Learning: Keeping It Real

Most faculty members who use experiential methods

would agree that experience is in fact not the best

teacher. After all, people have experiences every day

from which they learn absolutely nothing (drink ten

beers, feel awful in the morning, repeat next weekend).

Zesty or vivid experiences can raise interest and capture

attention, but learning requires another step: reflec-

tion. When you commit to using Experiential Learning

methods, you commit to asking two new questions of

your teaching:

1. What experience or activity will capture my students’

attention and reach them in a meaningful way? 

2. What kind of reflective experience can I create to

help my students make sense of that activity? 

Experiential learning is particularly powerful because it

helps students raise questions rather than simply find

answers. 

Service Learning
Service Learning is a broad term applied to projects

that involve students in community-based initiatives as

part of a class assignment. A course on the Digital Age,

for example, had students design web sites for student

organizations; an American history class had students

do oral history interviews of participants in the Civil

Rights movement; a political science class had students

interview recent émigrés about their views on building

an expatriate community; a psychology class had 

students observe the learning behavior of toddlers at 

a day-care center and report to teachers at the center. 

As with any kind of teaching, set your goals and 

define what you want students to produce as a result 

(a web page, an edited video tape of interviews, a term

paper, etc.).
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Field Trips
After that catastrophic fourth-grade trip to the petting

zoo (who knew monkeys would mate with humans?),

you might not think that field trips are particularly use-

ful. Think again! You may even find that there are

ways to explore the subject of your class in field trips

right around Yale. One medieval history class had a

field trip to map the Gothic architectural elements of

Sterling Library and then sort them into the categories

of “true historical Gothic” and “anachronistic.” A litera-

ture course had a scavenger hunt in the library in

which students had to find items such as a sonnet writ-

ten after 1950. 

Holding Section in Galleries and Special Collections
Discussion is great, but nothing puts the “cat” back in

“education” like seeing the real thing. Yale's museums

and special collections are loaded with the art, objects,

manuscripts, and scientific paraphernalia that you want

students to discuss, so why not bring your section to

the library or gallery? Too time consuming, you think?

Too much hassle? Not so! In most Yale galleries there’s

someone whose job it is to help you out. Not only will

this person provide a room for you and your students,

he or she will also fill that room with the objects you

request. It's like having a special exhibit just for your

class. Not sure what you want students to see? No

problem—you can get help with that too. This is a 

terrific service, but it does require some advance plan-

ning—we’re talking about several weeks here, folks, 

not forty-eight hours. See Appendix B for a list of the

people you need to call to make this dream a reality; 

if you’re interested, get on the horn now.

instructional 
technology
Greetings, Professor Falken:Why Use
Technology?

Why use technology? A legitimate question. There’s no

doubt that technology cannot replace a good, real-life,

sentient teacher, as anyone who’s ever tried to learn a

foreign language via CD-ROM has no doubt discov-

ered. But today’s undergraduates enter college with a

high degree of computer literacy, and tapping into this

trend by using various technological resources really

can enhance classroom learning. However, merely dab-

bling in web design or setting up a chat is not enough;

you need to integrate these tools into the class in mean-

ingful ways. The all-important first step is to figure out

why you’re choosing to teach with technology at all.

Here are some reasons teachers choose to integrate

instructional technology:

• As a marketing strategy. There are a number of

cases at Yale in which classes that had been poorly

attended became very popular because of a snazzy,

high-profile website. If you want more students,

this is an option. Then again, you could also bring

donuts to every class and achieve the same thing.

• To make your life easier. Websites (and other infor-

mation technology) can ameliorate certain logistical

problems that have plagued teachers for years. A

well-designed site can facilitate distributing the syl-

labus and handouts, collecting written work, and

posting last-minute announcements. 

• To make their lives easier. In a world where content

is king, this may be the only reason you need to put

up a website—giving students easy, possibly anno-

tated, access to larger and larger amounts of materi-

al. Save them from having to make potentially futile

and aggravating trips to the library, not to mention

the terror of interlibrary loan!
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• To let students talk. Many educators believe in the

value of discussion among students, but most of us

struggle with the issue of time: “If I use class time

for discussion, how in tarnation can I cover materi-

al?” Newsgroups and chat rooms create out-of-class

opportunities for students to interact. They also

allow students to become more alienated and, there-

fore, great artists—or at least more likely to give

online dating a shot.

• To let students practice. An increasing number of

faculty members are building websites or using pre-

made software packages that are interactive and

allow students to practice skills or test their own

understanding. 

• To deal with the complex. Books and lectures are

often incapable of adequately reproducing processes

or concepts that have multiple dimensions or are

extremely complex. You can use computers to visu-

ally represent complex processes as dynamic (even

interactive!) diagrams. These can give students

another way to understand difficult concepts that

may otherwise be beyond their reach.

• To construct knowledge and test hypotheses. At the

very highest levels of computer-assisted instruction,

teachers are using technology to give students the

opportunity to replicate the kinds of thinking, creat-

ing, and problem solving that are at the core of the

discipline. They are using technology that allows

students to “do” history, psychology, sociology, and

chemistry, rather than simply learning about it. If

this is your reason for using technology, you will

probably want to integrate the technology into 

the classroom using some of the Active and

Collaborative Learning techniques mentioned above.

In two words: synergy, baby.

Making Technology Work in the Classroom

Regardless of your motives, here are some tips for

helping your students get the most out of your instruc-

tional technology efforts.

1. Have a plan. Ask yourself four questions: What is

my goal? What is the best technology available?

How am I going to integrate this into the rest of the

class? How will I assess its effectiveness?

2. Start simple, start small. Use your teaching experi-

ence to come up with a simple problem-solution

project. You don’t need a flashy Flash intro and

elaborate 3-D graphics to make an effective web

page. Do something manageable before you head

for the big leagues. 

3. Remember that not all students have the same tech-

nological skills. A quick assessment of your stu-

dents’ technical proficiency at the beginning of the

semester can help you figure out what technology

will work and what will not.

4. Always keep in mind what students will actually do,

produce, and learn with the technology.

Instructional technology falls flat when it’s uncon-

nected to what students should be learning. At best,

students should be able to say that the technology—

be it a website, chatroom, or newsgroup—helps

them to learn more.

5. Consider training or lab support for your students,

particularly if they’re unfamiliar with the technology

you’re using. If they can’t use it, they’ll get frustrat-

ed and—surprise!—not use it.

6. Assess along the way. People’s reactions to technolo-

gy, like technologies themselves, are unpredictable.

Create opportunities for students to let you know

how the technology is working and whether it’s

actually helping them learn.

7. Have a Plan B. Until you’re more confident with the

technology and how it’s going to work, have a back-

up plan, be it books or alternative opportunities for

discussion. Don’t build the entire class around a

technology that you’re not sure of.

8. Don’t go it alone. People at Yale are experimenting

with instructional technology in increasing num-

bers. Contact the GTC to find a group that’s work-

ing on technology in your discipline.

9. Experiment and take risks. Technology is a great

way to augment your current teaching and develop

new skills if you work in incremental steps. Give it a

try. It’s one of the best ways to keep your teaching

fresh for your students and for yourself.
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grades and grading
The Problem With Grades

Grading is a perpetually thorny issue. No one likes to

assign grades, but virtually everyone acknowledges the

necessity of doing so. Grading can be the cause of

sleepless nights for students and teachers alike, as well

as the source of frustration and dispute when two par-

ties disagree over the appropriateness of a grade. Why

this strife?

Grading is about standards, and standards imply judg-

ment. Quantitative disciplines are somewhat advan-

taged in this area because people who teach these sub-

jects use judgments like “right and wrong,” while peo-

ple in the humanities and other argument-oriented dis-

ciplines are stuck with “better and worse.” No one gets

off easy in this grading game. Many students will flee

quantitative subjects convinced that such disciplines are

tyrannical and uncreative. Those same students run

back after a semester in the humanities, hissing all the

way that grading is subjective, personal, and unfair.

Scylla, meet Charybdis. Rock, meet hard place.

But maybe this predicament is caused not by the stan-

dards but by they way we apply them—or fail to apply

them—throughout the semester. In quantitative sub-

jects, running through a series of problems without giv-

ing students the opportunity to consider the whence,

whither, and wherefore doesn’t exactly inspire them to

think, excite their curiosity, or make them feel like

they’re part of the game. No wonder they’re peeved

when the questions on the test require original or high-

level thought. Conversely, we may be setting students

up for disappointment and frustration in the humani-

ties when their contributions in section—no matter how

far afield, poorly argued, or lacking in evidence—are

greeted with a smile of approval, only to be skewered

when that same level of thought appears in a paper.

The point is, standards aren’t just for tests. They’re 

for learning, thinking, discussing, the whole shebang.

View grades not solely as big red letters written atop

each assignment and quiz, but within the larger con-

text of feedback. So explain the standards to your stu-

dents, apply the standards (nicely) during discussion

and problem solving, and show your students that you,

your section, and their hard work are the ticket to

meeting them. You’ll be a lot better off at grading time.

But your students are not the only ones who should be

getting feedback in the classroom. A person’s teaching,

as with any other activity, only improves with practice

and constructive criticism. The practice will come with

time; the latter half of this chapter will suggest ways to

elicit that constructive criticism.

Why Grading is So Hard:
The Jekyll and Hyde Effect 

Most TFs begin their semester with the hope that they

will be great teachers: the students will be inspired,

they will learn the material, they will do the work, and

they will get good grades, all because we, as teachers,

will guide them through. But eventually they hand in

an assignment and we suddenly transform into the

merciless hand of an impersonal standard. No longer

are we the friendly, helpful TFs that we once were. 

We are the Grim Grader, slashing at the fields of

undergraduate effort with the sharp scythes of A- 

and B+. We shift hats; we shift loyalties. No wonder

there’s some emotional fallout.

Easing the Pain

The best way to alleviate some of the tension between

your roles as helper and evaluator is to set clear expec-

tations and standards at the outset, preferably in writ-

ing. Students need to know what constitutes an A

paper, what constitutes a B paper, and, heaven forbid,

what constitutes an F (yes, Virginia, there are grades

lower than C). Are students graded on attendance?

Class participation? Will papers be graded on style as

well as content? You don’t necessarily have to come up

with these guidelines on your own, though: check with

the supervising faculty member to see if any standards

or grading strategies have already been set.

With such explicit expectations in place, students will

be far more understanding when you make the leap

from Joe Smiley the TF to judge, jury, and executioner.

(Don’t worry, there haven’t been any real executions at

Yale since the 1950s.) By setting clear standards at the

outset, you’ll avoid a lot of student complaints about

your grading. Here are some suggestions for making

those standards clear.
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Have All the Answers
In grading exams, lab reports, and problem sets, con-

sider preparing an answer key (or some clear indication

of what made for an average/better/excellent answer)

and making it available to your students—perhaps

posted outside your office or on the class web site.

Provide the correct answer to each question and indi-

cate which responses earned partial credit and how

many points you’ve deducted for certain errors. You

can then have students compare their work to this

model before coming to you with complaints or ques-

tions about grading.

Samples of Brilliance
Weaker writers often have no idea what a strong paper

would look like, and they will have great difficulty

improving their writing if they don’t see what to

change. Consider distributing sample papers to let stu-

dents know what you consider to be worthy of an A (or

lower). You might also find that a few of your best

writers would be willing to have their papers made

available (anonymously, of course) for future students

to read and learn from. 

Put That Preaching into Practice
Make reference to the written guidelines you give stu-

dents when you comment on their work so that they

can see where their performance does or does not

measure up to your expectations. In the course of your

first semester of teaching, you may find that you devel-

op a new set of instructions (written or unwritten) for

preparing a good term paper, problem set, or lab

report. The next time you teach, write up these stan-

dards and discuss them with students before the first

assignment is due.

Keeping it Fair

Clear expectations serve a useful purpose only if they’re

fairly and consistently enforced. In other words, you

can’t run a classroom in which attendance counts

against you only if you’re a registered Republican. In a

course where all students complete identical problem

sets, papers, or exams, the same criteria must be

applied in grading each student’s work. Here are some

suggestions for increasing consistency, which can be

applied in many different situations. 

Grade the Question, Not the Student
When grading an exam or assignment with multiple

sections, grade all responses to the same question (or

set of related questions) together. This makes it less

likely that a student’s overall level of performance on

the exam or assignment will cause you to give a grade

for a particular section that is undeservedly high or

low. Naturally, this approach is about as exciting as an

evening with C-SPAN, but the good and poor per-

formances will stand out much more clearly this way

than if you alternate among topics or question formats,

and it will be easier for you to develop and adhere to

consistent scoring criteria. The item-by-item approach

also works well if there are multiple TFs for the same

course. If each of you grades a particular question or

group of questions on every exam, you’ll be in a better

position to assure students that everyone’s work has

been evaluated in the same way. 

Waiting for Godot
As you begin grading a particular assignment or exam

question, read through several students’ answers with-

out marking grades. At the very least, restrict yourself

to tentative marks in pencil. This will give you a sense

of the overall range of students’ responses before you

start inscribing final grades in indelible red ink.

Although you’ll probably think about the components

of a good answer before reading any exams at all, stu-

dents will occasionally surprise you by interpreting the

question very differently from what you or the profes-

sor had in mind. Similarly, a question will sometimes

prove to be much more difficult than you anticipated.

Because such problems are often the fault of the testing

instrument rather than of the student, it’s important

that you understand how students are actually

approaching the question before you begin to grade.
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Take Two
After you finish grading, review the first few assign-

ments you graded. You will often find that you were

much nastier with the red ink at the beginning of the

grading process than at the end, and you may be pleas-

antly surprised to find that some of the first assign-

ments you graded made points other students failed to

mention. You will also have developed a more refined

sense of a “good” as opposed to an “average” or “weak”

performance over the course of your grading, and you

may realize that the first assignments you read were

better (or worse) than you initially thought. For these

reasons, you may not want to mark any grades in pen

until you’ve finished with the whole set of exams or

papers and are happy with the distribution of grades 

as a whole.

Grade Blind
If you’ve come to know your students well in section 

or lab, you may have definite expectations, hopes, or

fears about their performance on major assignments. 

In order to avoid being influenced by what you know

or anticipate about a student’s work, you might want

to keep the grading as anonymous as possible: just fold

back the cover sheet of each paper or exam so that you

can’t see the student’s name. (If you want to do this

with papers, you should make a point of asking stu-

dents to include their name only on the cover page.) 

Grading without regard to students’ identities does not

prevent you from commenting on how students’ work

has progressed (or degenerated) over the course of the

semester. Once the actual assigning of letter grades is

complete, you can always go back to your written com-

ments and praise students who have made notable

improvements (or caution students who have done the

reverse). 

Partners in Crime
No TF is an island. Cooperation with other TFs can

take different forms, each of which has its own advan-

tages and disadvantages. One possibility is for the TFs

in a course to grade an exam or other assignment

together, dividing the questions among themselves and

conferring in unusual or borderline cases. A second

alternative is to exchange exams or papers with other

TFs, ensuring that nobody grades their own students’

work. Third, TFs in the same course may seek to stan-

dardize their grade distributions even if they do the

grading individually. This might involve attempting to

equalize (roughly) the percentage of students in each

TF’s sections who receive a particular grade, or having

TFs share student work they feel exemplifies each

grade category with the others (an A paper, a B paper),

or some combination of these strategies. After confer-

ring with your fellow TFs, you might then need to go

back and adjust borderline students’ grades up or

down to ensure balance across sections. Finally, the

professor may have instructed all TFs to adhere to a

certain grade distribution. This can bring problems of

its own, but it does eliminate the issue of consistency

across sections.  

When Students Challenge Your Grade

A common scenario: you return students’ papers and,

after the usual period of sighs and moaning, a student

approaches you with the dreaded “I’d like to talk to 

you about my grade.” What then?

Wait a Minute
The first thing to do is stall for time. No joke. Don’t be

pressured into hearing a case and making a decision on

the spot. There will probably be other students around,

and you might be in a rush to get out of the classroom.

Unless the grade change is truly minor and unques-

tionable, set up another time when you can give the

student your full consideration (within a few days, to

be fair). Then, before you meet the student, take some

time to remind yourself what your grading standards

are. Also, if you have the student’s paper available,

reconsider how the paper fits those standards (it’s

always a good idea to make copies of your comments

for future reference).

Another option is to have the student write out his or

her side of the story and turn it in with a copy of the

exam or paper. That way, you’ll have time to review the

case before meeting to discuss it. If the case really is

clear-cut and simple, it won’t take long to explain it,

and it won’t take you long to make a decision on the

merits of the student’s case. Let students talk during

such conferences. In fact, let them talk a lot. Resist the

temptation to jump in with your defense. Shouting,

“Zip it! You failed!” will only exacerbate the situation.

Many students take getting a bad grade very personal-

ly, so don’t escalate things by making the grading

process personal as well.
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Why do students complain about a grade? There are

several possibilities.

• The student is just trying to get a higher grade.

• The student is trying to figure out how to get a bet-

ter grade in the future.

• The student is genuinely trying to learn how to

write better papers or do better on exams.

• The student is embarrassed about getting a low

grade and is trying to win your approval as a per-

son, or perhaps trying to show you that she is

smarter than the grade reflects.

Dealing with the first possibility can be frustrating, but

don’t assume that that’s the reason when in fact any of

the other possibilities might be the case. (We don’t

have to tell you what happens when you assume, do

we?) Always imagine that your student has higher

motives, and aim your conversation at that level. You

can always give the student the option of having the

supervising professor read and re-evaluate the paper or

exam. Just be sure to remind the student that the grade

could go down even further.

One last thing: if you allow a student to rewrite a

paper, make sure that you allow every student that

opportunity. In this case, it can’t be only the squeaky

wheel that gets the grease. You gotta grease ’em all.

UGH!

Once upon a time, in universities far, far away, getting

a C meant that your performance was average. A was at

the top, F was at the bottom, and C was cleverly placed

right in the middle (don’t ask what happened to E).

But now we live in the world of Upward Grade

Homogenization (UGH, commonly called Grade

Inflation), where most students, TFs, and professors

consider C to be a bad grade—not the worst possible

grade, mind you, but certainly less than average. So,

the question is, what are the possible effects of UGH

on your grading procedures?

• If you reserve A’s for truly excellent work and give

out C’s only for truly terrible work, you might end

up cramming all of your students into an over-

crowded B/B+ range that doesn’t really differentiate

between their levels of work.

• You might start throwing out A’s like a clown with a

bag of candy—everybody gets one. The truly excep-

tional work is mixed in with the mediocre.

• Because C is considered a bad grade, you might be

reluctant to give out D’s and F’s even if the student

truly deserves it.

• You might get crazy and start inventing new grades

like “Super A+++.” These grades, while appropriate

on eBay, will not be recognized by the Registrar.

There are diverging, strongly-held beliefs about grades

and grade inflation, and the grading policies of individ-

ual TFs are unlikely to be the catalyst for any institu-

tional change. In short, there’s not a lot to be said

about UGH except that it exists. Bummer, dude. About

the only thing we can say is that there is still a distinct

spectrum of grades. If a student is blowing off the class

or handing in terrible work, don’t be afraid to give out

D’s or F’s. If a student hands in a term paper three

pages long, poorly written, and smelling suspiciously

like cheap beer, give it the grade it deserves: B-, of

course.

When a Student Is Failing
Before midterm, the Registrar sends each faculty

instructor or PTAI copies of a form that requests infor-

mation about students doing unsatisfactory work, par-

ticularly those who are in danger of failing the course.

However, it’s not always clear by midterm whether a

student is on track to fail the course. Nevertheless, if

you suspect that a student is in danger of failing, or

even in danger of getting a D, let your supervising fac-

ulty know; if you’re a PTAI, you can contact the stu-

dent’s residential college dean directly.

Unsatisfactory grades—D’s and F’s—are taken very

seriously. If you give a student a D or an F for a final

grade, there is a chance that the grade will be chal-

lenged. This is another reason to have crystal clear

standards for how you plan to grade student papers,

exams, and assignments. It’s also a reason to keep

copies of assignments and exams and detailed records

of each student’s performance for future reference.

Grading Student Writing

Grading student writing, especially for a first-time TF,

can be a nerve-wracking experience. Let’s face it, some

of us have gotten to the point where we don’t never

think about the mechanics of writing papers anymore.
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Here are some suggestions that might help you get

gooder at dealing with student writing.

Check in with Others
If you’re concerned about grading written work, share

a few student papers with the instructor or other TFs

in order to compare their responses with your own.

TFs in some courses routinely exchange essays they feel

are particularly good examples of each grade level.

These can be accompanied by stale gum to give them a

real collector’s feel: “I’ll give you a B+ from my

Shakespeare course if you give me an A- from

Contemporary Lit.”

Read Me, Please
Getting students to read your comments is one of the

most difficult challenges in the grading process. Almost

all students turn first to the grade, and some barely

glance at the marginal comments, much less re-read

the essay and reflect on how it might have been

improved. This is less of a problem if every paper

assignment includes the opportunity for consultation

and revision, but that process can be very time-con-

suming and impractical. One partial solution is to

require small revisions for every paper. You might ask

students to rewrite an introduction or conclusion, or to

rework a key paragraph, which they would hand in at

the next meeting. Students are more responsive to

feedback when it is ongoing, focused, and clear.

Don’t Overdo It
It’s usually a massive waste of time to overhaul a paper

until it works well. Most TFs do want to point out

basic grammatical and stylistic mistakes but don’t feel

obliged to cover every last detail in the paper. You don’t

want a situation in which you hand back a paper with

more red ink on it than black (not that you should nec-

essarily use red ink, but you get the point). In most

cases there is a limit to the amount of constructive crit-

icism a student can absorb. Consider choosing a few

major points to emphasize instead of trying to be com-

prehensive. Also, be sure to respond to some positive

aspects of the writer’s work (however much of a stretch

this is) rather than only pointing out negatives.

Splitting the Atom
If it’s appropriate for your class, you might consider

using split grades (e.g., B/A-) to indicate separate eval-

uations for style and content. Students who make great

arguments but write their papers like VCR instructions

might get an A for content and a C for style (averaging

out to a B for the final grade). On the other hand, stu-

dents who write beautifully but with an argument so

obvious that it doesn’t need arguing (“Metallica rocks

hard”) might get an A for style and a C for content.

Other Grading Issues Not to be Dealt With in
this Section

There are a number of Yale policies and procedures

that have a significant influence on grading that are not

discussed in this section. These include issues such as

“cut restriction,” Dean’s Excuses, withdrawals from a

course, temporary incompletes, reading week, and

Credit/D/Fail. For more on these fascinating topics, see

Chapter 7.

the tables turn! 
students evaluating you!
Here’s a common scenario. You get through your first

semester of teaching without any serious problems.

Nobody failed the course, nobody complained out

loud, and nobody sued you for gross negligence. In

general, everyone seemed to get through section with a

polite level of attention and there were a number of

students who really appeared to enjoy themselves. Yet

when you get back your standard, end-of-semester

evaluations, you find a bunch of mediocre reviews.

Some of them are even outright nasty. You feel like the

Kevin Costner of the Grad School. Among the stu-

dents’ criticisms are the following: you weren’t avail-
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able enough outside of class, you should have involved

more people in group discussions, and you didn’t do a

good job of relating the material to “real life” issues.

You can’t believe that none of these things were

brought to your attention. In a fit of despair, you drop

to your knees, clutching the evaluations, screaming,

“Why? Why? Why didn’t they tell me?”

As you’ve probably guessed, the moral of this story is

that you shouldn’t wait until the end of the semester to

solicit evaluations from your students. There are many

different ways to get feedback, and it’s always a good

idea to get some when you can actually use it. End-of

semester evaluations are helpful as a summary of stu-

dent reactions to the course, and they can be useful for

future classes, but it’s far more helpful to get some

input from your students while you’re still in the thick

of things. Some students might approach you with

problems, but it’s incredibly rare for anyone to actually

tell you to your face that they think you’re unorgan-

ized, confusing, foul smelling, or overly controlling. 

In some cases you can pick up on this just by gauging

their reactions in class, but you’ll find out more if you

ask in writing.

Mid-Semester Evaluations

A number of sample mid-semester evaluations are

given in Appendix D. Think about the things you want

feedback on. These can be very specific (“do you think

we spent too much time talking about Guernica?”) or

very general (“should we spend more time in small

groups?”). Then devise an evaluation that suits your

own needs. Better still, write questions that focus 

students’ attention on what’s helping them learn. Ask

them to rate, rank, or otherwise assess three or four

approaches you’ve used for their contribution to their

understanding, comprehension, motivation, or whatev-

er else you’re trying to achieve. What students like isn’t

as important as what's helping them learn. Sometimes

they forget that. Sometimes we do too.

Evaluations do not necessarily require a special form;

you can get valuable feedback in a very informal man-

ner. Some TFs use the “KQS” method: simply give the

students a blank piece of paper and ask them to write

down one aspect of the course that they would like to

keep (K), one they would like to quit (Q), and one

they would like to start (you guessed it, S). Other TFs

just wait until the end of class and ask the students to

write down questions they’d like to see addressed next

time. Whatever your method, just make sure that any

evaluation you use is kept anonymous. It’s not easy for

students to tell the truth if you’re staring over their

shoulder, especially if you’re whispering cryptic com-

ments about their future at Yale College.

Another excellent means of soliciting anonymous feed-

back from students is www.surveymonkey.com. This

free site allows you to create an online survey that you

can email to students, and even track who has respond-

ed and who has not. Pretty sweet.

Some Common Concerns

The Fear Factor
Many TFs don’t want to find out what their students

think because they’re afraid it’s going to be bad news.

Though this is quite reasonable, it shouldn’t stop you.

First of all, there’s a good chance that the students will

actually say something nice. Also, if they do have prob-

lems, it’s far more likely that they will give constructive

criticism rather than spiteful, personal attacks, particu-

larly with a mid-semester evaluation—no matter how

anonymous you make it, most students probably won’t

get too nasty for fear that you’ll know who they are.

Second of all, you can control what you ask for on an

evaluation. If you’re worried that the students don’t

think your jokes are funny, don’t ask a question like,

“Do you think I’m funny?” Remember, mid-semester

evaluations can deal with very neutral topics.

Questions like, “What do you think of the homework

so far?” or “Are there any topics that you want to

review?” probably won’t generate scathing criticism. 

Never Let Them See You Sweat
Some TFs fear that they’ll look weak if they solicit

evaluations in the middle of the course. Sure, this can

be a problem if you overdo it. A TF who constantly

solicits student feedback will probably come off as neu-

rotic and insecure (especially if you include questions

like, “You think I’m an OK teacher, right?”).

Nevertheless, giving out one or two mid-semester eval-

uations is something that most students will very much

appreciate. The fact that you actually care about what

they have to say can go a long way.

After You’ve Read Them

Your mid-semester evaluations can help you make the

last five weeks of section more productive; the end-of-

semester evaluations can help you plan your next

course. But what do you do with them after you’ve

read them? Some TFs burn them, some bury them,
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and some frame them and send them to their parents.

Here are a few of our suggestions.

Summarize!
Typing up a summary of comments prevents you from

focusing on the extremes. Sure, one evaluation sug-

gests that you’re the pedagogical antichrist, but another

thinks that light and truth shine from your fingertips.

Don’t let this hyperbole blind you to the more reason-

able comments, like the ones that say you were clear,

organized, and very helpful outside of class or that you

weren’t always good about letting every student talk. If

you write up a summary, every voice will be heard and

you’ll begin to realize that the extreme evaluations are

far less important than the many similar ones.

Tell Them About It
In the case of mid-semester evaluations, let the stu-

dents know that you’ve read them and have given 

them some thought. Summarize the general thrust of

the comments, and let your class know if you plan to

change your approach as a result of their thoughts.

They’ll respect the fact that you took their suggestions

seriously.

Get Some Advice
A constructive response to constructive criticism 

may not be at your fingertips, particularly if student

comments amount to “section is boring.” If you feel

comfortable discussing problems and solutions with

your professor or fellow TFs, do so. But if you’d rather

not, give the GTC a call. All consultations are strictly

confidential, and you’ll get some very good advice.

Promise.

Copy ’Em And Keep ’Em
Evaluations are often an important part of your teach-

ing portfolio and are sometimes requested in grant

applications. It’s also helpful to give them to faculty

members who are writing letters of recommendation

for you. Make copies of all of your evaluations and

keep them on file.
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Teaching is not a discrete toolbox of skills that you

quickly acquire and then use as needed. Becoming a

good teacher is a long process of trial, error, and 

success, of talking with others about their teaching, 

of learning how others learn. Learning how to teach 

happens like any other kind of learning: you acquire

some knowledge, then get feedback on how well you’ve

applied that knowledge. Learning how to teach, in

short, is a collaborative project. 

No matter how many years or how few weeks you’ve

been teaching, you can always stand to learn something

about your teaching. developing your teaching
discusses some resources that can help you to think

about and observe your own teaching as a way of

developing the skills you’ve already acquired.

In addition to being rewarding for its own sake, 

teaching is playing an increasingly important role in

higher education hiring decisions. These days, you

can’t necessarily land a plum job by being just a stellar

researcher—an applicant’s teaching abilities can be the

deal-maker. the job market and the teach-
ing portfolio addresses the role of teaching in 

academic hiring and gives some advice for creating a

teaching portfolio that will highlight your pedagogical

strengths.

developing your teaching
It Takes a Campus

Developing as a teacher at Yale is not like writing a dis-

sertation at Yale. While your advisor may demand

steady progress on your thesis research, rarely is any-

one going to hound you to be a great TF. This doesn’t

mean that there aren’t plenty of people around to help

you improve your teaching if you want to improve—

there are. Many faculty members take the teaching of

their TFs very seriously. Some will provide extensive

explanations about their pedagogical choices and

actions. Others will want to discuss your section and

teaching with you and offer you the benefit of their

classroom experience. Some may allow you to give a

lecture during class, observe you, and give you feed-

back on different aspects of your performance. The

Yale faculty are a great source of help and inspiration

with teaching; sometimes they come to you, but some-

times you have to seek them out.

You may find that your department provides disci-

pline-specific workshops and courses on teaching.

These sessions can be enormously helpful because they

give you access to the best teachers and the best strate-

gies in your department and discipline. Departmental

sessions also provide you with an opportunity to find a

teaching mentor among a group of faculty members

whom you might not already know.

The Graduate School provides another set of teaching

resources through the McDougal Graduate Teaching

Center (GTC). Its services and expertise are available

to all registered graduate students, though it’s also

open to faculty members and professional school stu-

dents. The office includes a full-time director and asso-

ciate director (coming soon!) and a staff of graduate-

student teaching consultants who lead workshops and

departmental programs and offer personalized consul-

tations with individual TFs. Whether you have a spe-

cific problem or concern or just want to be a better

teacher, take advantage of the services below.

Graduate Teaching Center Services and
Offerings

Courses and Workshops in Teaching
Multi-session courses and one-session workshops on

effective teaching are offered every semester through

the GTC. Taught by trained, experienced graduate stu-

dents, GTC courses are designed to give TFs a chance

to talk about their teaching while introducing partici-

pants to new and more effective teaching methods. 

GTC courses and workshops are organized into three

broad categories. Beginning Teaching programs are

intended for first-time teachers. These include the

Teaching at Yale Days, held at the start of each semes-

ter, and the four Fundamentals of Teaching series run

each fall, one each for the Humanities, Social Sciences,

Natural Sciences, and Foreign Languages. Participants

in Intermediate Teaching programs refine their teach-

ing skills and learn new strategies. The Advanced

Teaching programs focus on designing courses and

preparing for the job market; these include Course and
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Syllabus Design, Preparing a Teaching Portfolio, and

Talking About Teaching in the Academic Interview.

Each semester you’ll receive from your registrar or

DGS a list of GTC courses being offered. You’ll also

receive flyers in your mailbox and email notices

through the McDougal Teaching Notes. 

A Sample of GTC Courses Offered in the
Past

• Teaching with Technology

• Course and Syllabus Design

• Gender and Power in the Classroom

• Basic Teaching in the Humanities, Sciences,
Social Sciences, and Languages

• Teaching Literature in the Foreign Language
Classroom

• Working with Student Writing

• Teaching in America

• Teaching “Hot” Topics in the Humanities and
Social Sciences

• Mysteries of the Unknown:A Science TF’s
Guide to the Undergraduate Mind

• Becoming a Faculty Member in the Sciences

• Preparing for an Academic Interview (in con-
junction with Graduate Career Services)

• Giving Critical Feedback that Inspires Students
to Improve their Writing

Teaching Events 
Every year, the GTC office sponsors teaching events

that are open to the entire campus. Teaching at Yale

Day is held a few days before classes start each fall and

spring and is designed to provide preparation for first-

time and international TFs. The Spring Teaching

Forum and Teaching Innovation Fair, held every year

in February or March, brings faculty members, alumni,

and national experts together to explore an important

theme. Recent themes include “Teaching Complexity”

and “Lecture, Section, and Learning.” 

The GTC Web Site 
Visit the GTC web site (www.yale.edu/mcdougal/teach-

ing) for up-to-date listings of workshops, events, and

GTC courses. Check out the searchable database of

books and other teaching resources. 

Departmental Consultations 
Any student or group of students can request a work-

shop or series of workshops for their department. The

GTC will involve students and faculty members in your

department to develop workshops on topics such as

teaching, mentoring, grading, and discussion. Contact

any GTC staff member for more information.

Individual Consultation 
You can have an individual, confidential meeting with

the director or one of the teaching consultants about

any aspect of teaching. This is a good opportunity to

discuss a variety of concerns, from specific interperson-

al conflicts to problems with presenting difficult or

controversial topics.

The GTC also provides a classroom consultation serv-

ice that helps graduate students become better teachers

through the increased self-awareness that comes from

having their teaching observed. The GTC is committed

to providing graduate student teachers with the tools

to assess their own teaching performance and raise

their sensitivity to the interactive nature of classroom

teaching. Although the prospect of being visited by a

trained observer may be a bit scary (okay, terrifying)

for many new teachers (not to mention many experi-

enced teachers), it can be a great opportunity to brush

up on your skills and prepare for other kinds of

observation in the future. After all, supervisors and

administrators will observe your classroom teaching

from time to time throughout your career, and their

evaluations will be the basis for important decisions

about hiring and promotion. Isn’t it much less scary to

have a sympathetic visitor whose only job is to help

you improve your teaching? Isn’t it? Answer me,

Tlaloc, you accursed demon!

Best of all, a GTC consultant can even videotape your

class (free of charge!) so that you can review the class

session and decide for yourself how things are going.

Seeing yourself on video is a great way to identify your

strengths and weaknesses. It is also truly cringe-induc-

ing, but if you watch it by yourself with a cold beer

you should make it through mostly unscathed.

Observation, Not Evaluation
The role of the classroom consultant is not to evaluate

your teaching. Rather, the consultation process should

provide you with information that will help you assess

your own teaching according to your own goals. A

GTC consultant’s job is to pay attention to things that
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you don’t have time to think about while you’re teach-

ing, to be an extra set of eyes in your classroom, and to

answer any questions that you might have. 

Each consultation has three stages:

1. A pre-observation briefing. The briefing is your

opportunity to tell the consultant what to look for

during the observation. In other words, you train

the consultant to be the kind of observer that you

need, providing the necessary background and con-

text for the consultant’s classroom visit. You will

likely be asked the following:

• What will a successful class meeting look like?

• What issues are you particularly concerned

about?

• What skills are you trying to develop right now?

• What are your primary objectives for your 

students?

2. The classroom visit and observation. The observa-

tion should represent a normal class session as

much as possible; the presence of the consultant

(and the video camera, if desired) should be, 

like outpatient surgery, minimally invasive. If the

session is videotaped, the tape is handed directly 

to you at the end of the class; no one else views 

the tape except at your invitation. Consultants will 

ask themselves the following questions while

observing your class: 

• How does the teacher present the material?

• How do the students interact with the teacher

and with one another?

• Who speaks when?

• How is class time organized?

• Did I take the lens cap off the camera?

• What seems to be the objective of the meeting?

3. A post-observation consultation. During the

consultation you and the consultant meet to 

discuss the class and, if you wish, review the

videotape together. In addition to reviewing the

data collected during the observation, you and

the consultant can have a general discussion of

style and technique.

Getting in Touch with the GTC
If you have any questions about a GTC classroom con-

sultation, or if you would like to make an appointment

with a consultant, call the GTC at 432-7702, stop by the

consultants’ office at HGS 120, or go to the GTC web

site at: www.yale.edu/mcdougal/teaching.

the job market & 
the teaching portfolio
A Nice Package

A teaching portfolio describes your teaching to a hiring

committee or anyone else who wants to assess your

skills in the classroom. Like the portfolio of an artist or

photographer, the teaching portfolio contains examples

of your work, organized to highlight its very best

aspects. By putting together a teaching portfolio during

your time in graduate school, you not only prepare

yourself for the job market but also reflect on your

teaching in a critical and beneficial way. Having a port-

folio might help you get a better teaching job, but

building it will definitely make you a better teacher.

Not all hiring committees will request a portfolio, but

with increasing frequency job ads are asking for “evi-

dence of effective teaching” or direct requests for port-

folios. Even when a portfolio is not requested, prepar-

ing one can greatly enhance your performance in inter-

views.

Be Prepared

Though the job market and interviews may seem a

long way off, you should start collecting materials for

your portfolio as soon as you start teaching: you may

not have a large amount of teaching experience by the

time you graduate, so make the most of the experience

you do get. Here are some things you’ll want to do

during every semester you teach:

• Save everything. Save every piece of material from

the course: syllabus, exams, assignments, in-class

exercises, labs, handouts, study guides, and notes,

as well as special examples of students work.

• Keep notes. You may want to keep a diary that

includes insights and observations for each day’s
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class. If a diary seems too time consuming, make

sure you take notes after memorable classes, partic-

ularly those during which you did something great

that you want to remember. Think you’ll remember

without writing it down? You won’t.

• Keep a list of highlights. At the end of the semester,

go over your notes or memories and jot down

events that show you to be a great teacher. Maybe a

student successfully revised a paper because of your

help, or perhaps you made a particularly powerful

comment that clarified a very muddy point for your

students. Write down whatever you did that was

outstanding or that taught you something about

teaching.

Once you’re feeling good about your teaching, make

sure that a professor from your department visits your

class and observes you. Many professors will do this

automatically, but if yours does not, then request it.

You might also suggest the pre- and post-observation

structure used by GTC consultants (see above). Using

that model the professor will come to understand you

as a teacher, and you might even learn something

about your teaching. At the very least, the letter of rec-

ommendation will contain specific references to your

teaching.

Constructing the Portfolio

The organization of your portfolio is up to you: it

depends on what you’ve done and what kind of materi-

al shows you in the best possible light. The important

thing is that the portfolio be filled with things that

you’ve created, or things that speak about you as a

teacher.

Possible Teaching Portfolio Contents

Things You’ve Created:
• assignments
• tests or test questions
• paper topics
• in-class exercises
• handouts
• review sheets
• comments on student papers
• syllabi that you have taught or would like to

teach
• feedback forms
• labs
• study sheets

Things That Speak About You As A Teacher:
• students’ evaluations
• comments from faculty members
• comments from consultants, peers, or anyone

who has seen you teach
• evidence of participation in teaching improve-

ment activities
• awards

There is no standard format for a teaching portfolio,

but they tend to take roughly the following form:

1. One- to two-page statement of teaching philosophy

2. Table of contents

3. The meat of the portfolio, arranged perhaps by:

a. course (one section for each course you’ve

taught)

b. type of material (one section each for syllabi,

tests, assignments, student feedback, examples of

your feedback on student papers, comments

from students and faculty)
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c. theme (you may indicate in your teaching philos-

ophy that your main goals in teaching are critical

thinking and citizenship; you can then organize

your portfolio around these two themes)

4. Appendixes (these may include certificates or

awards that don’t fit easily into the rest of the port-

folio)

You Need Help

A teaching portfolio is not easy to construct, even if

you’ve been vigilant about collecting materials. Lucky

for you there are plenty of resources on campus to help

you: every fall the GTC organizes workshops on teach-

ing portfolios, and Bill Rando, director of the GTC,

will meet with you individually to go over your teach-

ing history, figure out the best organizational strategy

for the portfolio, and refine your teaching philosophy

statement. In addition, the McDougal Center Resource

Library contains a number of guides to teaching port-

folios.
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Who teaches in Yale College? You do, friend. Yale

College is but one of Yale University’s twelve schools—

it’s the one that grants undergraduate degrees, the

Bachelor of Arts and the Bachelor of Science. Yale

College is one of the oldest in the country, and it has

more than its fair share of rules, regulations, and

quirks. This chapter is designed to help guide you

through some of those. yale college: an intro-
duction is, obviously, a brief description of the insti-

tution. beginning and ending the semester
describes the intricacies of the Shopping and Exam

Periods. grading and other academic issues
discusses a number of important matters, from Dean’s

Excuses to submitting grades to writing letters of rec-

ommendation. Finally, standards of behavior
goes over what is expected of TFs and delineates rele-

vant University policy.

yale college: 
an introduction
The College

There are about 5,400 undergraduates in Yale College,

about the same population as Phoenix, Arizona in

1900. Does that put things in perspective? It’s also

about the same number of students as in the graduate

school and the ten professional schools combined. Each

of these bright-eyed, bushy-tailed undergrads belongs

to one of twelve residential colleges, to which they’re

randomly assigned upon admission. The colleges form

an integral part of the social and academic life of Yale

undergrads: students generally live in their colleges for

at least three of their four years at Yale, and even those

who choose to move off campus remain closely affiliat-

ed. Each residential college has a master, who is

responsible for establishing the social atmosphere of

the college, as well as a dean, who advises and oversees

the academic curriculum of each student. You will like-

ly have some contact with one or two of the residential

college deans, since they have the authority to grant

Dean’s Excuses for late work and must be contacted if a

student is in danger of failing your course. Want to

hear more? Stow that wan smile and read on!

The Residential College Deans

The relationship among residential college deans, stu-

dents, TFs, and instructors is often misunderstood.

The deans live in the colleges, and it’s their responsibil-

ity to look after their students’ academic and personal

well-being. As a result, they can be an invaluable asset

to you and your students. For instance, if a student

appears to be having serious academic or personal diffi-

culties, you can contact the dean, who will likely know

more about the student and be in a better position to

provide tutors, counselors, and other services. The

deans are a resource underutilized by TFs, a sad fact

given how much they know about the students in 

our classes. One reason that TFs may not make better

use of the deans is the Dean’s Excuse (see Late or

Postponed Work below), which can put TFs and col-

lege deans at odds unnecessarily. This is unfortunate,

because the college deans, like TFs, have the students’

best interests in mind.

Requirements for the B.A. or B.S. Degree

Yale undergrads must fulfill three different sets of

requirements in order to graduate.

1. They must earn a total of at least 36 term course

credits. (Keep in mind that most colleges require

only 32 credits.) This means that your students will

be taking five courses in at least half of their semes-

ters here, rather than the norm of four.

2. They must fulfill the distributional requirements.

Courses at Yale are classified into four groups:

Group I covers the languages and literatures, Group

II the other humanities, Group III the social sci-

ences, and Group IV the natural sciences. Students

are required to take a number of classes outside

their majors, spread across each of these groups. In

addition, they must fulfill a foreign language

requirement, either by taking courses or passing a

proficiency exam.

3. Students must fulfill the requirements of a major.

The official selection does not take place until the

beginning of junior year (sophomore year for sci-

ence majors). Thus, it’s perfectly normal for a

freshman or a sophomore to be undecided—at least

when it comes to their major.
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Why Does It Matter?
It’s important for you to keep these requirements in

mind when you consider the mix of students in your

class or section—students are probably taking your

course for a number of different reasons. This is espe-

cially true for introductory level courses, in which you

will likely have students taking the course out of aca-

demic curiosity, to fulfill a distributional requirement,

or as a requirement for the major. Don’t be surprised to

find that students will balance the workload in your

course in accordance with their individual priorities,

which go beyond academic interests to include social,

athletic, and community organizations. You’re teaching

only one course, so it’s all-important to you; students,

however, are juggling a lot, so don’t take it personally if

the course you’re teaching isn’t the center of their uni-

verse.

Getting the Book Thrown at You

Each summer undergraduates receive a huge envelope

filled with pretty colored forms to fill out and a big fat

book to peruse. The latter is formally titled Yale

College Programs of Study: an apt label, but a tad

unwieldy. Hence its more common name, the Blue

Book. Why “the Blue Book?” Because it’s blue. Or

rather, it was blue. Nowadays its glossy cover is usually

adorned with a lovely photograph of an instantly 

recognizable piece of Yale architecture, but in a stun-

ning example of catachresis it has retained its colorful

sobriquet. 

Listed therein you will find all the classes taught in Yale

College during that academic year, including the one

you’ll teach. The Blue Book also contains valuable

information such as a list of important dates and dead-

lines, exam times, and academic rules and regulations.

It used to be that TFs were forced to plow through the

Blue Book themselves, adding to the massive reading

that they had to complete before they could start to

work on their dissertations. But behold! What follows

is a summary of the most salient parts of the Blue

Book, as well as the hard facts that every TF should

know before entering a Yale classroom.

Feelin’ Blue

TFs usually receive a copy of the Blue Book in
their mailboxes. It’s a good idea to look through
it and hold on to it. Find your course and make
sure that the correct meeting time has been
printed. In order to do this, you will have to
decipher the course listings, which are rife with
numbers and numerals,Arabic and Roman.The
key to the course listings is on one of the first
pages. Note too that there are no classroom
assignments listed.These are listed separately in
the “Course Supplement,” which students
receive with their registration packet just before
classes start in the fall.TFs usually receive a
Course Supplement in their mailboxes, but you
should be notified of your room assignment
either by the department in which you are
teaching or by the professor who’s heading up
the course.

beginning and 
ending the semester
Shopping Period

Most universities require students to pre-register for

courses, meaning that students create their schedules

far in advance of each semester by relying on written

descriptions and hearsay. Yale does not do this. Instead,

each semester kicks off with a seven- to ten-day Course

Selection period, uniformly known in this age of mass

consumerism as “Shopping Period.” During this peri-

od, students “shop” courses by attending lectures,

perusing syllabi, and scrutinizing instructors. Only at

the end of this time must they submit completed

course schedules (approved by an academic advisor).

Once their schedule has been submitted, a student may

not add any courses, although any course may be

dropped until the last day of the term.

Shopping Period is widely hailed as a positive experi-

ence that allows students to think through their choice

of courses each semester, but it can turn into a logisti-

cal nightmare for a TF caught unawares. During

Shopping Period, students commonly enter a class-

room and leave immediately after picking up the syl-

labus or, worse yet, halfway through lecture.

(Fortunately, the recent availability of online syllabi has
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helped to alleviate these kinds of disruptions.) The size

and make-up of your class or section will likely be

unstable until after schedules are due, so don’t pout.

Because of this fluctuation, section meetings do not

begin in most courses until the second or third week of

class, when student schedules have more or less stabi-

lized.

If you do have to teach during Shopping Period, sim-

ply treat the first days of class as regular weeks. Come

to class prepared to teach important material from the

start, and take it in stride when students walk in and

out in the middle of class. Do not hesitate to assign

reading right away. Students are aware that they are

fully responsible for catching up with any work they

have missed while shopping other classes, and you

shouldn’t feel compelled to waste valuable class time

repeating information for newcomers. Ask that stu-

dents with administrative questions see you after class

or email you.

That said, it behooves you to prepare your first sections

keeping in mind that many students will have missed

one or two lectures. Remind students that they are

responsible for catching up on any missed work, but

don’t assume that each of your students will be immac-

ulately prepared during this first week. It’s best not to

rely solely on your students to lead discussion during

these first few weeks, as you may be faced with fifty

very long and quiet minutes.

Reading Period and Final Exams 

Reading Period refers to the week between the end of

classes and the beginning of the Final Exam Period

each semester. During this time, students are expected

to complete term work and study for exams. (What

students actually do during this time is probably not

appropriate for discussion here.) Instructors are free to

require that course work be due during this week.

However, this course work cannot include any sort of

final exam, as finals can be administered only during

the week designated as Final Exam Period. That’s the

whole point, really.

Most courses—introductory language courses being the

big exception—do not meet during Reading Period,

but that decision belongs to the course instructor. The

Blue Book indicates those that do with the phrase

“Meets RP.” Clever, no?

Scheduling Final Exams:And You Thought You
Had Time Management Issues

The Registrar assigns a specific time and date for the

administration of final examinations in most courses in

Yale College according to strict kabalistic principles

known only to a secret body of Knights Templar. And

by that we mean that the date and time are pre-deter-

mined by the scheduled meeting time of the course.

Your course has probably been assigned an Exam

Group number (not to be confused with its

Distribution Group!) that determines the exam date

and time. You can find this number, as well as the

Exam Time Table, in the Blue Book. If your course

does not have a group number, a separate time during

the Exam Period may have been set up by the course

instructor or the Registrar. 

AlternaFinal: Hour Exams and Take-Homes
Instructors occasionally choose to forego the usual

three-hour final (everyone! “a three-hour final…”) in

favor of another kind of evaluation. Huzzah for

change! Ideally, the take-home exam should be due on

the date the Registrar had set for the usual final exam,

but to protect the sanctity of Reading Week a take-

home final cannot be due before or during the first

three days of the Final Exam Period. If you are teach-

ing a section of a course with a take-home final, make

sure that you discuss any time limits and due dates

with the course instructor early in the semester.

In lieu of a three-hour final at the end of the term,

some courses will choose to schedule three one-hour

tests during the course of the semester. In these cases,

an instructor may choose to administer the last test

either during the last week of classes or during the

Final Exam Period. The test may not be scheduled dur-

ing Reading Period unless the course is scheduled to

meet during that week. 

grading and other 
academic issues
Grading

There is no official University-wide policy that dictates

how instructors should evaluate students. Instructors

decide the distribution of student grades in their cours-

es based on their own policies. At the end of the semes-

ter, only the course instructor is allowed to complete

and sign the grade sheet and submit it to the Registrar.

If you’re TFing for a large lecture course, you submit

grades for your section to the course head, who takes
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care of the paperwork from there. PTAIs receive their

own grade sheets for their courses. 

The Registrar informs all course instructors of the

deadline for the submission of final grades each term.

Spring semester grades for seniors are due 48 hours

after the last exam during the Final Exam Period; all

other grades are due seven days after the last exam.

A Special Note on Fs:
If you submit a failing grade for a student, you will

have to fill out a special end-of-term report in which

you describe in exquisite detail exactly why the stu-

dent’s work deserves an F. Therefore, you should take

extra special care to document all of a student’s emails

or communications with you. In addition, photocopy

failing papers and exams.

A Special Note on A+s:
Alas, they don’t exist. However, if you have students

who do truly exceptional work and by all accounts

actually deserve an A+, then you should fill out an end-

of-term report on them too (it’s the same form used for

failing students). In it you can sing the praises of such

students. These forms are forwarded by the Registrar

to the appropriate residential college dean and placed

in the student’s file. The deans refer to these when

writing recommendations for students, so if you’re

truly blown away by a student, consider taking ten

minutes at the end of the term to fill out one of these

forms (available from your department DUS).

Special Marks:They’re Not Airport Codes 

Sometimes special marks must be reported to the

Registrar in place of the usual letter grades. These

marks, most of which may be submitted only by a

dean, include SAT (satisfactory), TI (authorized tem-

porary incomplete), ABX (authorized absence from

final examination), and W (withdrew). The Registrar

provides additional information about these marks

along with the end-of-the-term packet. If you just can’t

wait that long, read on.

A Touch of Brown: Credit/D/F
Undergrads may take up to two courses a semester on

the Cr/D/F option. (This is known as “Pass/Fail” or

“Sat/Unsat” at other universities.) Yale adds the little

twist of making a grade of D an option for students

who neither fail nor merit a majestic “Cr” on their

transcript. Not all courses offer this option, but many

of the more popular ones do. A course instructor has

no way of knowing if a student is taking the course

Cr/D/F or not. Moreover, neither a professor nor a TF

may ask students whether they’re taking a course for

Cr/D/F or a grade; students may volunteer this infor-

mation if they choose, but you cannot inquire. 

Students indicate that they wish to take a course as

Cr/D/F when they hand in their schedules at the

beginning of the semester. Instructors assign a letter

grade as they would normally, and the Registrar then

converts a letter grade of A, A-, B+, B, B-, C+, C or C-

into a “Cr” and records grades of D+, D, D-, or F as

they stand.

Grading

Final grades must be reported as letter grades
according to the system formally approved by
Yale College below:

A Excellent
A-
B+
B Good
B-
C+
C Fair
C-
D+
D Passing
D-
F Fail

In the first few weeks of the semester, a student

enrolled in a course as Cr/D/F may suddenly exclaim

“Hey, Rocket Science 101 ain’t so bad! I’m a natural!”

The student may choose to change the course from

Cr/D/F to a letter grade, and can do so until the eighth

week of the semester. It is therefore important to give

students appropriate feedback on their work from early

on in the semester so that those who wish to change

from the Cr/D/F option to a letter grade may make an

informed decision. However, the reverse change is not

an option. A student who has enrolled in a course for a

letter grade option may not switch to Cr/D/F after

bombing the midterm. Life truly is unfair.
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Withdrawal Symptoms
Students who decide that their performance in a given

course is fatally flawed may choose to drop the course.

If this is done before midterm, that course will not

appear on the transcript at all. After this date, the tran-

script will record a “W” (for “withdrew”) for that

course. This is meant to be a neutral designation, but

many students are convinced that a W will inevitably

reflect badly on their performance (possibly because

students rarely withdraw from courses in which they’re

getting an A). Once again, in order to avoid unneces-

sary conniptions and angst-fests that will wreak havoc

on a young person’s personal development, it is impor-

tant that you give feedback on students’ performance

early on. If you can, meet with your students individu-

ally before midterm to discuss their progress.

Shape Up:
Midterm Reports on Unsatisfactory Work

Students should get fair warning is they’re doing poor-

ly enough by midterm that they’re danger of failing the

course. To this end, the Registrar sends each PTAI or

course instructor several copies of a form that must be

filled out if a student is doing unsatisfactory work (D

or F level). It should be returned immediately to the

residential college dean (or to the Registrar, who will

forward it to the appropriate dean). Section leaders

should discuss these cases with the course instructor,

who may then decide to fill out the form personally, or

(more likely) ask you to do it. The residential college

deans consult with the students and may refer them to

the Yale College Tutoring Program for special assis-

tance.

Changing a Term Grade

A grade cannot be changed once it’s submitted to the

Registrar except by action of the Yale College

Committee on Honors and Academic Standing, unless

the submitted grade was due to a clerical error or mis-

calculation on the part of the instructor. In such a case,

only a course instructor (not a TF) may submit a cor-

rected grade. 

Late or Postponed Work

Due Dates
No matter how much time you spend agonizing over

due dates and stressing them in class, sometime, some-

where, somehow, someone will miss a test or ask for an

extension. In reality, you can guarantee that many will.

Give careful thought to the due dates that you set for

your students. While you’re at it, you should also med-

itate on your late policy. Will you dock students one

full letter grade for each hour their paper is late, one-

third a grade for each week it’s late, or something in

between? Avoid confusion by stating your policy on

late work clearly at the beginning of the semester and

again as due dates approach. During the semester,

granting extensions is usually done on an individual

basis at your discretion, but on some occasions a stu-

dent’s residential college dean may intervene with a

Dean’s Excuse. 

Dean’s Excuses 
Here’s how it works: if the need for an extension aris-

es, students will generally approach the instructor first.

However, in certain cases—illness, family emergency,

observance of religious holidays, and “specific intercol-

legiate events” (read: away games)—a residential col-

lege dean may give permission for a student to make

up missed work. In these cases, the student speaks to

the dean and gives the instructor (or the TF) the form

commonly known as a Dean’s Excuse. You must honor

these excuses and cannot penalize late work accompa-

nied by them. The excuse will specify a new due date

for the missed work. Deans normally only grant such

excuses in the circumstances listed above, though anec-

dotal evidence suggests significant variation in the

strictness with which individual Deans construe these

guidelines. While the Dean’s Excuse is designed to save

you and the professor from having to collect doctor’s

notes and letters about family emergencies, having a

student hand you a Dean’s Excuse can feel intrusive,

even pandering, and you may find yourself resenting

this added level of authority in your classroom. In

some cases you may suspect that the student has pulled

a fast one on his or her residential college dean; in

other cases, you simply might not understand the

nature or validity of the Excuse. In any of these situa-

tions, it’s important to talk to your instructor or course

head, and maybe even to give the dean a call yourself.

In circumstances that don’t warrant a Dean’s Excuse,

the dean might choose to write an unofficial letter to

confirm or explain a situation that has caused a student

to miss work. You should use this information to help

you decide whether or not to grant the extension.

Temporary Incomplete (TI):You Aren’t Authorized
When deciding on due dates for assignments, remem-

ber that no work (including term papers) should be

due after the first day of the Final Examination Period.

As an instructor, you may decide to accept work hand-
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ed in during this period. However, you may under no

circumstances extend a deadline past the end of a term.

If a serious illness or family emergency arises, a resi-

dential college dean may allow a student to submit

work after the term finishes. The dean will report a

mark of Temporary Incomplete to the Registrar and

notify the instructor of the situation and the date on

which the student’s work will be due (usually no more

than one month beyond the starting date of final

exams). Once the work has been made up, the instruc-

tor reports the final grade to the Registrar, who

removes the Temporary Incomplete from the transcript

and replaces it with the final grade. If the work is not

handed in by the due date, the instructor calculates a

grade that reflects the absence of the missing work and

reports this to the Registrar; otherwise, the Registrar

will convert the Temporary Incomplete to an F. Any

kind of Incomplete that has not been authorized by the

dean will be recorded as an F by the Registrar. Now

pick a card from the Community Chest.

One final note: a Temporary Incomplete applies only to

work postponed after the end of a term, not to stu-

dents who miss a final exam.

Postponing Final Exams:You Can’t Do That Either
Postponing a final exam can be authorized only by a

residential college dean. This may be done for the

usual reasons (illness, family emergency, religious holi-

day, “certain intercollegiate events”), but also if a stu-

dent has three finals scheduled during the first two

days of Final Examination Period or has three finals

scheduled consecutively.

What does “consecutively” mean? Exams are scheduled

at three times during the day: 9am, 2pm, and 7pm.

Three exams on the same day are obviously consecu-

tive, but so are a 2pm and 7pm exam on Tuesday and a

9am on Wednesday. Bingo! Alas, that trip to Club Med

scheduled in early May because it’s off-season and costs

about three grand less than in June is not a valid reason

to postpone an exam. Well, not most of the time.

Attendance: Be There Or Be Cut

There is no University-wide policy on attendance, no

minimum number of classes that students are required

to attend. Students are expected to show up “regularly.”

Individual instructors, however, are allowed—and

encouraged—to require attendance, and some depart-

ments and courses do have their own requirements. If

attendance is mandatory, you should state this clearly

at the beginning of the semester, and then follow up on

any punitive measures you threaten.

Talk to chronically absent students as soon as you

notice the problem. Then, if their repeated promises

that they will purchase new and louder alarm clocks

haven’t done the trick, discuss the problem with the

course instructor and, if necessary, contact the student’s

residential college dean. Student who are consistently

absent from a course may be placed on Cut Restriction

in that course or in all of their courses. If the absences

continue, the Committee on Honors and Academic

Standing may vote to exclude a student from the

course without credit. In two words: wicked harsh.

Returning Graded Work

All graded work and calculated grades should be given

directly to the student. Posting grades on the web or

outside your office is not only a breach of the students’

privacy, but is also a federal offense. Seriously. Even

posting grades by Social Security number or some

other “anonymous” means is unacceptable. If you can’t

hand back graded work personally, leave the assign-

ments or exams with someone who can (another mem-

ber of your department, for example). Don’t leave

stacks of blue books lying around for anyone to peruse. 

Academic Dishonesty (Cheating)

In a perfect world, no one would ever cheat. Then

again, in a perfect world we would all be sitting around

in a lush garden sipping fruity drinks with umbrellas.

Cheating, or its upper-class relative, “academic dishon-

esty,” can be a strong temptation for the over-stressed,

under-slept student. Luckily, most students resist the

siren’s song, but a few do not. All undergraduates

receive copies of the Academic Handbook and Sources:

Their Use and Acknowledgment (which spent three 

glorious months in 1967 at the top of the non-fiction

best-sellers list). These two handbooks provide 

undergraduates with the rules, regulations, and, yes,

punishments awaiting those caught in flagrante delicto.

You’re welcome to pick up copies of these bad boys

from the Yale College Dean’s Office. If you’re not so

inclined, read on; what follows is a summary of the

rules on academic dishonesty. 
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Yale College provides the following definitions for

Academic Dishonesty:

1. Handing in the same paper for two different cours-

es without the express permission of the instructors

of both courses. 

2. Cheating on a test, exam, or any other assignment.

3. Plagiarism of any kind, including the submission of

another person’s work as one’s own.

4. Fabricating or misrepresenting the results of any

scientific experiment.

Students are well aware of these rules, but that’s no

reason for you to tempt them. Always proctor tests and

exams carefully. Walk around the room looking alert,

even if you’re not. If space allows, make students sit

with one empty seat between them. All take-home

exams and exercises should state in writing how they

should be completed, and, if collaboration is allowed,

to what extent.

If you suspect that one of your students has been aca-

demically dishonest, speak to the course instructor

immediately. Be prepared to supply evidence. For the

sake of fairness, under no circumstances should you try

to resolve a matter of this kind privately with the stu-

dent. If the allegation of dishonesty is clearly warrant-

ed, the course instructor will refer the matter to the

Executive Committee. The committee will then pro-

ceed with a full investigation. 

Letters of Recommendation

Remember how you had to get all of those letters to

get into graduate school? Well, as any good dabbler in

Eastern thought will tell you, it’s all about karma, baby.

It all comes right back at you. Sooner or later, a student

will ask you for a letter of recommendation. Guess

what? You’ve got to dish out a little yin for all the yang

you got. You’re not simply doing your students a favor.

It is (believe it or not) your responsibility to write let-

ters for your students if they request them. It’s all a

part of learning to be an educator, and a way for you to

contribute to the feng shui of the Academy.

That’s not to say that you should feel compelled to

write a letter for the student who came to section twice

the whole semester. As a teaching fellow, you are in the

privileged position of actually knowing your students

on an academic, and even personal, level. Consider

this: the professor with 500 students in her lecture

probably has little to say about the freshman in the

twentieth row. You, on the other hand, can truly make

a difference. So, make sure that you do actually know

this student well enough to write something sincere.

Then sit down and think about what you want to

write. While there is no perfect formula or model, you

may want to keep the following in mind while you’re

deep in thought:

1. You should state how you know the student (let’s

call him Boethius), and for how long.

2. You should discuss Boethius’ academic perform-

ance, but also include what you know about his

academic strengths in general: Was he always pre-

pared? Focused? Unusually perceptive? Well-versed

in the subject? Did he show signs of progress

throughout the semester? Was he willing to work

hard?

3. Keep Boethius’ personality in mind as well: Was he

considerate of you and the other students in the

section? Did he work well with others? Show

strong leadership abilities? Share the milk and

cookies with Philosophia?

4. Try to back up anything you say with concrete

examples.

5. Make sure that you know whom the letter is des-

tined for. A letter for graduate school should not be

the same as one for a summer internship. 

6. Only write what you know about students. If you

don’t know whether or not they would make a

good circus clown, don’t insist that they would. 

Students might also ask you to write letters for their

residential college files. These files and letters are con-

sulted by the residential college deans when they are

writing recommendations and are forwarded to others

at the request of students. Students should provide you

with the appropriate forms, which you should send

directly to the dean’s office. 
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standards of behavior
It is difficult to overestimate the close scrutiny that stu-

dents give to everything they think they perceive about

an instructor, and you may be surprised by their eager-

ness to respect and admire you. “Teaching by example”

has many meanings, but one of them is that a student

can learn as much from what a teacher does as from

what a teacher says.

Preparation and Accountability

All graduate teachers are expected to attend all sched-

uled meetings of their classes and to be available for

consultations with students, course instructors, or

departmental officers during the entire term as it is 

set forth in the Yale College calendar, including the

Reading Period and the Final Examination Period. 

If you’re unable to meet a class either because of

illness or an emergency, you should contact the course

instructor and, if necessary, your department. Drink

plenty of fluids.

Just as teachers have every right to expect that their

students will arrive for class on time and prepared, so

too do students have the same right to expect their

teachers to come to each and every class on time and to

be fully conversant with the materials. In addition to

setting a bad example, tardiness shows a basic lack of

respect for your students. While most TFs err on the

side of being over-prepared for class, there are occa-

sions in which TFs—especially stressed-out TFs—are

tempted to extemporize a class rather than take the

time to prepare for it. Like most temptations, this is

best avoided.

When it comes to grading, a teacher must be scrupu-

lously and professionally impartial, judging students

based solely on the quality of their work; you must

resist the frequent (oh, so frequent!) human inclina-

tion to be swayed by extraneous considerations, even

strong or emotionally compelling ones. The obnoxious

over-talker who earns an A will have to get it, just as

you will have to give a C to the delightful little

munchkin who had a disastrous final exam.

Above all, maintain a professional relationship at all

times. A “professional relationship” between a teacher

(particularly a graduate student, who is often only a

few years older than the undergraduates) and student

is always a complicated phenomenon, and it can pres-

ent special problems to the novice teacher simply

because those problems are new. You’ll recall from your

own experiences as a student that undergraduates are

unusually impressionable, almost always sensitive, and

often capable of misinterpreting the implications of

what a teacher says or does. On a simple level, this

means that your curt comments in the margin of a

paper may cause (unintended) emotional anguish to

the student who perceives them to be your commen-

tary on her as a person. On another level, however,

teachers must be aware in their classroom discourse

(and in comments made on papers and exams) of the

wide diversity of religious, racial, and economic back-

grounds of their students. You should also be aware of

the broad range of your students’ talents and their per-

sonal, intellectual, and vocational expectations.

Reliability and Propriety 

Predictability 
Students need and expect predictability in their transac-

tions with their instructors. This doesn’t mean that your

teaching can’t be imaginative and resourceful. However,

there are certain routine things in any course that a stu-

dent has a right to depend on—they should always

know what they are expected to do in a course and

when they are expected to do it. That can’t happen if,

for example, you depart substantially from the syllabus,

require extra reading without reasonable notice, or

assign a paper at the end of the course without warning.

Even some seemingly trivial deviations from the expect-

ed, such as altering the announced date of an hour test

or changing the meeting place from the designated

room to a local watering hole in response to a “unani-

mous” decision, can be risky. There is always the chance

that some shy or insecure students will be reluctant to

object to the majority’s decision to deviate from what

had been established. In short, if you are in any doubt

about how to carry out the procedural aspects of run-

ning a course, stick to the expected and conventional.

Students’ Personal Issues
Through actions or conversation with you, whether

inadvertently or intentionally, a student may disclose to

you the existence, or possible existence, of a personal

problem, sometimes with underlying causes of an emo-

tional nature. In some cases it may be appropriate and

desirable for you to talk with the student. In other

cases the student should be referred to the instructor

and then, frequently, to some other member of the Yale

community who is charged with the counseling of stu-

dents (often the master or dean of the student’s col-

lege). As a TF, you’ll have to use your discretion to
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decide whether the problem falls within the scope of

your competence. If it doesn’t, or if you’re in doubt,

either consult the instructor or refer the student to the

appropriate counselor. Obviously, any urgent personal

problem should be brought to the attention of the

master or dean immediately.

You Have Enough Friends
Although it’s probably obvious that favoritism, intimi-

dation, or harassment of any student is a serious viola-

tion of professional conduct, you might not realize that

“favoritism,” “intimidation,” and “harassment” can take

many forms, and that professional standards often pro-

scribe behavior that may appear at first glance to be

innocuous. 

Without a doubt you should maintain amicable rela-

tions with your students. However, your students can

never be your “friends” in the usual sense, and you

need to balance the genuine need for amicability with

the equally important necessity of avoiding preferential

treatment or compromised judgment or (and here’s the

kicker) even the appearance of such behavior. With

luck, you already have friends who aren’t undergradu-

ates, so you don’t need your students to be your friends

(or more than friends). Don’t date a student currently

in your class. If a friend, former date, or anyone else

with whom you have a personal relationship is enrolled

in the course, confer with the instructor to determine

whether you should grade that student’s work.

Furthermore, you should never give (or appear to give)

unusual personal attention to any student, or be partic-

ularly familiar with any student, during class or at

other times.

You may think your behavior is completely harmless,

but remember that the mere perception of favoritism

or extra attention can be unwelcome and dangerous.

Sexual harassment can involve overt action, a threat, or

a reprisal, but it can also be subtle and indirect, with a

coerciveness that is unstated. In other instances, behav-

ior may be inadvertently inappropriate or coercive, or it

may result from a lack of awareness or from a misun-

derstanding. This is made explicit in the University

definition of sexual harassment. In addition, TFs must

comply with the University policy on teacher-student

consensual relations.

The University Definition 
of Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment is antithetical to academic
values and to a work environment free from the
fact or appearance of coercion, and it is a viola-
tion of University policy. Sexual harassment con-
sists of non-consensual sexual advances, requests
for sexual favors, or other verbal or physical
conduct of a sexual nature on or off campus,
when:

1. submission to such conduct is made either
explicitly or implicitly a condition of an indi-
vidual’s employment or academic standing; or 

2. submission to or rejection of such conduct is
used as the basis for employment decisions or
for academic evaluation grades, or advance-
ment; or 

3. such conduct has the purpose or effect of
unreasonably interfering with an individual’s
work or academic performance or creating an
intimidating or hostile academic or work envi-
ronment. Sexual harassment may be found in a
single episode, as well as in persistent behavior.
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University Policy on Teacher-Student Consensual Relations

The integrity of the teacher-student relationship
is the foundation of the University’s educational
mission.This relationship vests considerable
trust in the teacher, who, in turn, bears authority
and accountability as a mentor, educator, and
evaluator.The unequal institutional power inher-
ent in this relationship heightens the vulnerabili-
ty of the student and the potential for coercion.
The pedagogical relationship between teacher
and student must be protected from influences
or activities that can interfere with learning con-
sistent with the goals and ideals of the
University.Whenever a teacher is responsible
for directly supervising a student, a sexual rela-
tionship between them is inappropriate.Any
such relationship jeopardizes the integrity of the
educational process by creating a conflict of
interest and may lead to an inhospitable learning
environment for other students.

Therefore, no teacher shall have a sexual rela-
tionship with a student over whom he or she
has direct supervisory responsibilities regardless
of whether the relationship is consensual.
Teachers must avoid sexual relationships with
their students, including those for whom they
are likely to have future supervisory responsibili-
ty. Conversely, teachers must not directly super-
vise any student with whom they have a sexual
relationship.Violations of or failure to correct
violations of these conflict of interest principles
by the teacher will be grounds for disciplinary
action.

Teachers or students with questions about this
conflict of interest policy are advised to consult
with the department chair, the appropriate dean,
the Provost, or one of their designates. If the
issue cannot be resolved informally, a student
may lodge a conflict of interest complaint with
the dean of the school in which the student is
enrolled or where the teacher exercises his or
her supervisory responsibilities.

For purposes of this policy,“direct supervision”
includes the following activities (on or off cam-
pus): course teaching, examining, grading, advising
for a formal project such as a thesis or research,
supervising required research or other academic
activities, and recommending in an institutional
capacity for employment, fellowships or awards.
“Teachers” includes ladder and non-ladder facul-
ty as well as graduate and professional students
serving as teaching fellows or in similar institu-
tional roles.“Students” refers to those enrolled
in any and all programs of the University.



Information in this section explains how your teaching

fellow experience is organized and what you can expect

in terms of your assignments. If you have additional

questions about the program, contact Associate Dean

Judith Hackman, director of the Teaching Fellow

Program. Her office is located in HGS 138.

the teaching fellow 
program
Purpose of the Teaching Fellow Program

The Teaching Fellow Program (TFP) is the principal

framework at Yale in which graduate students learn to

become effective teachers. Learning to teach and to

evaluate student work is fundamental to the education

of graduate students. The Teaching Fellow Program

provides opportunities for graduate students to devel-

op teaching skills, under faculty guidance, through

active participation in the teaching of Yale undergradu-

ates. Teaching fellows who encounter problems or dif-

ficulties related to their teaching roles are encouraged

to meet with the director of the Teaching Fellow

Program or their associate dean.

Types of Graduate Student Appointments

The Graduate School expects that each term, depart-

ments will send letters of appointment to graduate 

students, signed by both the department and the TFP

director, indicating the course in which a graduate stu-

dent is expected to teach and the level of the assign-

ment.

Teaching Fellow Levels
There are five levels of TFs at Yale. They are distin-

guished from one another by several considerations,

including the kind or kinds of activity required, the

approximate hours per week, and the number of stu-

dents taught. For example, courses in which TFs are

expected to provide frequent and intensive writing crit-

icism, to grade problem sets or vocabulary tests fre-

quently, or to prepare especially complicated visual or

laboratory materials, may be accorded a higher-level

teaching fellowship than courses that do not carry such

an expectation. A graduate student’s teaching assign-

ment is measured in terms of teaching fellow units

(one unit for a term as TF 1, two units for a term as TF

2, and so on).

Teaching Fellow 1: The duties of a TF 1 are primarily (a)

grading or (b) a modest combination of the following:

attending class, reading, advising undergraduates,

offering an occasional discussion section, helping to set

up a lab, or assisting in the administrative details of a

course. A TF 1 does not engage in regular classroom

teaching. Approximate weekly effort, 5 hours. The

2004-2005 teaching fellowship is $1,940 per term.  

Teaching Fellow 2: A TF 2 typically leads and grades one

discussion or laboratory section of up to twenty stu-

dents in courses in the natural sciences and some social

sciences or combines responsibilities (a) and (b) as

described under TF 1. Approximate weekly effort, 10

hours. The 2004-2005 teaching fellowship is $3,880

per term.

Teaching Fellow 3: Depending on department policy, 

the duties of a TF 3 may include leading and grading

one or two lab or discussion sections, as in Chemistry.

Alternatively, a TF 3 may be appropriate for a combina-

tion of duties that might include attending lectures,

office hours and consultations, and grading, as in

Psychology. Approximate weekly effort, 15 hours. 

The 2004-2005 teaching fellowship is $5,820 per term.    

Teaching Fellow 3.5: This appointment is appropriate

for TFs who lead and grade one section in English,

History of Art, the Literature major, in any literature

course in the national language departments that may

conform to the same mode of teaching, in courses 

double titled with these departments and programs,

and in a few designated courses. Discussion section

leaders are appointed for lecture courses with 30 or

more students; a section size is expected not to exceed

18 students, with 20 the absolute maximum. This

appointment is also used for Writing Intensive TFs.

Approximate weekly effort, 17.5 hours. The 2004-2005

teaching fellowship is $6,790 per term.   

Teaching Fellow 4: This appointment is appropriate 

for TFs in humanities and social science departments

where teaching fellows usually lead and grade two 

sections. Discussion section leaders are appointed for lec-

ture courses with 30 or more students; a section size is

expected not to exceed 18 students, with 20 the absolute

maximum. Approximate weekly effort, 20 hours. The

2004-2005 teaching fellowship is $7,760 per term.   
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The Graduate School normally limits the size of discus-

sion sections in lecture courses led by teaching fellows

to eighteen to twenty students. Enrollments should not

exceed twenty students unless an unavoidable circum-

stance, such as the absence of another qualified teach-

ing fellow, makes it necessary.

Part-time Acting Instructors
Graduate students appointed as part-time acting

instructors (PTAIs) are responsible for the conduct of

sections of introductory courses or advanced courses,

normally seminars in their special fields. PTAIs are

subject to departmental guidance, which, in the case 

of multisection introductory courses, may entail the

use of a common syllabus and examinations. PTAIs

who teach advanced courses must have satisfied all 

predissertation requirements (including the disserta-

tion prospectus) and must be registered full time to 

be eligible for the appointment. Hours of effort for

PTAIs will vary from one individual to another. The

2004-2005 teaching fellowship is $7,860 per term.

College Seminar Instructorships 
The appointment of graduate students as residential

college seminar instructors differs from the appoint-

ment of teaching fellows in several respects. To begin

with, graduate students themselves take the initiative

to make a proposal for a college seminar. Proposals 

are made on a standardized form and include both a

general description of the course and a week-by-week

syllabus, as well as information about the experience

and qualifications of the prospective instructor. The

proposed seminar is reviewed by the College Seminar

Committee of each of the twelve residential colleges,

some of which may invite the prospective instructor 

for an interview. When a residential college decides to

support a proposed seminar, it forwards the proposal

to the student-faculty Committee on Teaching in the

Residential Colleges for review. If that committee

approves the seminar, the proposal is considered next

by the Course of Study Committee (which reviews all

courses offered for credit in Yale College), and, if its

decision is favorable, the proposal then goes to the Yale

College Faculty for a final vote.

The appointment forms for those PTAIs serving as 

college seminar instructors are prepared, reviewed, and

processed in the same general way as forms for teach-

ing fellows, described above, except that the appoint-

ments are initiated in the office of the Committee on

Teaching in the Residential Colleges. College seminar

appointments must also be approved by the dean of

Yale College and by the student’s associate dean in the

Graduate School.

Further information about becoming a college seminar

instructor and seminar proposal forms are available

from the office of the Committee on Teaching in the

Residential Colleges, 493 College Street. Proposals

should be submitted to that office by the last week of

August for the succeeding spring term, and by the first

week of January for the succeeding fall term.

Teaching Opportunities in the Professional
Schools

Although most of the teaching done by graduate stu-

dents is in Yale College courses, in certain departments

and programs there are teaching fellowships that

involve the instruction of students enrolled in Yale 

professional schools. Appointment procedures for these

positions vary and are often different from those for

Yale College teaching, but the process of approval

described in this handbook continues to apply. Here 

as elsewhere, it is the faculty member who has final

responsibility for both the final determination and the

submission of grades.

Becoming a Teaching Fellow

The award of a teaching fellowship begins at the

departmental level. The first step in this process is the

department’s determination of its teaching opportuni-

ties. In the spring of each academic year, departments

and programs are asked to submit lists of the under-

graduate courses to be taught in the coming academic

year that are appropriate for graduate student teaching

assistance, describing for each course the teaching

structure (e.g., lecture or laboratory with sections, lec-

ture with graders) and the projected number and levels

of teaching fellows. Requests are based on standard

teaching fellow levels as described in this appendix and

in the Graduate School Programs and Policies Bulletin. 

Departments and programs are responsible for select-

ing individual teaching fellows and submitting their

recommendations for appointments to the TFP Office.

Teaching fellows are selected from the pool of eligible

graduate students who have documented their interest

in teaching. Specific teaching assignments are made on

the basis of academic importance of a particular teach-

ing experience for individual graduate students, the

graduate student’s fields of specialization and academic
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progress, and projected enrollments and teaching

methodology for the course. Once the selection process

has been completed, the appropriate appointment

forms are prepared by the department offering the

course and signed by the student’s director of graduate

studies and the chairman of the department offering

the course.

Departments initiate an appointment by delivering an

appointment form to the TFP Office. Graduate student

appointments are reviewed for eligibility and must be

approved by the associate dean for the department and

the director of the Teaching Fellow Program. In the

event that there are questions about a recommended

appointment, a student’s director of graduate studies

and, as needed, the faculty member involved, are con-

sulted before the appointment is approved, modified,

or cancelled.

Responsibility for monitoring and reporting enroll-

ments rests with the faculty member in charge of a

class. As enrollments stabilize in the first few weeks of

each term, departments are asked to monitor closely

course and section sizes, and it is occasionally necessary

for departments to change teaching fellow appoint-

ments in response to unexpectedly high or low enroll-

ment. For students in their teaching years (as specified

in the letter of admission), teaching assignments are

not affected by course enrollment and do not change

unless the course is cancelled or the student, DGS, and

course instructor agree upon a reassignment. At the

end of the Course Selection Period (the shopping peri-

od), the TFP Office will send each department a list of

the appointments processed, and will send teaching fel-

lows confirmation of their appointments, so that stu-

dents and faculty can verify their accuracy and make

any needed adjustments or corrections.

Access to Teaching Fellowships

When departments are considering applications for

teaching fellowships, priority is given to qualified grad-

uate students who are expected to teach as indicated in

their letter of admission (usually in years three and

four in the humanities and social sciences). Students in

their fifth or sixth year of study will be permitted to

teach as long as they have been admitted to candidacy

and do not currently hold a dissertation fellowship.

Students who are permitted to register beyond the

sixth year of study may be appointed as TFs or PTAIs,

but only if there is no other qualified candidate avail-

able in the first six years of study in any department or

program of the Graduate School. In cases where an

appointing department must choose between two or

more graduate students who are each well qualified to

teach a particular course, the student or students who

have not yet had a chance to teach or who have taught

the least should be given preference.

Conditions of Eligibility and Appointment
Letters

A student must be registered in the Graduate School 

to be appointed as a teaching fellow (TF) or as a part-

time acting instructor (PTAI).

The Graduate School requires that all students who

teach be in good academic standing. In addition, they

must be fluent in English, except for those who only

grade. Graduate students whose native language is not

English are required to meet the oral English proficien-

cy standard before they may begin teaching. The stan-

dard may be met by (1) passing the SPEAK test, (2)

passing the Test of Spoken English (TSE), or (3) hav-

ing received a degree from an institution where the

principal language of instruction is English. (Degrees

awarded en route to the Ph.D. at Yale will not satisfy

this requirement.) In some instances, a student’s direc-

tor of graduate studies (DGS) may require that stu-

dents with degrees from English-speaking institutions

also pass the SPEAK test to satisfy the language

requirement. 

It is the practice of most  departments to send letters of

appointment to graduate students, signed by both the

department and the TFP director, indicating the cours-

es in which they are expected to teach and the level and

teaching fellowship of their assignment. 

Letters of admission inform students of their pro-

grams’ requirement for teaching. In many programs

there are specific years when students teach and when a

portion of their financial aid is derived in part from

teaching. For example, most humanities and social sci-

ence students will participate in teaching in their third

and fourth years. In the natural sciences, the timing of

teaching is earlier or is flexible across several years.

When students are teaching as specified in their letters

of admission, teaching assignments will not be adjust-

ed in response to changes in course enrollments.

Appointments for these students will change only if a

course is cancelled or if the student, course instructor,

and DGS all agree upon a reassignment.
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Upon admission, many students receive financial aid

packages that include teaching fellowships. The admis-

sion letter sets the minimum annual total stipend

(including the teaching fellowship), which will be

awarded even if appropriate teaching is not available or

if the teaching fellowship is less than the standard

departmental stipend. Such funding adjustments are

made with the participation of a student’s associate

dean and DGS. 

Teaching appointments outside those specified in the

letter of admission are contingent on a graduate stu-

dent’s satisfactory academic progress and on sufficient

course enrollment. Because the Graduate School con-

siders teaching experience an integral part of graduate

education, every effort will be made to assign students

to another course at an equivalent level if enrollments

are lower than anticipated. Ph.D. students who teach in

their first or second year, or when such teaching is not

a departmental requirement, will receive the full teach-

ing fellowship, plus a supplemental fellowship, bring-

ing their combined stipend up to the level awarded in

the admission letter. M.A. students will receive the full

teaching fellowship; any other financial aid will be

awarded according to the policies of their program.

Limits on the Timing and Amount of Teaching

Except in certain science departments, first-year stu-

dents may be appointed as teaching fellows only in

exceptional cases, and only after prior approval by their

DGS, the appropriate associate dean, and the director

of the TFP. First-year students in the sciences and sec-

ond-year students in all divisions will normally not be

allowed to teach more than eight teaching fellow units

in a single year, and not more than four units in a sin-

gle term. (See “Teaching Fellow Levels” section for def-

inition of a teaching unit.)

After the second year, but before they have completed

their qualifying examinations, students are permitted

to teach up to a maximum of four TF units or one

PTAI in introductory courses per term with a maxi-

mum of eight TF units or two PTAIs per year.

Students with outside fellowships are eligible to serve

as TFs according to the policies of their departments

and the conditions of their outside awards.
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guide for teaching 
assistants
The Yale University Art Gallery is the oldest college art

museum in the western hemisphere. The collections

include more than 100,000 objects from around the

world, dating from ancient times to the present. The

main building, designed by the distinguished American

architect Louis I. Kahn and completed in 1953, was the

first modern-style building on the Yale campus, and 

is presently in the midst of its first complete facility

restoration. During the renovation and restoration of

the Kahn building, the Art Gallery remains open in

Edgerton Swartwout’s Italian Gothic Art Gallery of

1928. The recently refurbished American galleries,

housing one of the world’s finest collections of

American paintings, sculpture, and decorative arts, are

extensively represented; selections of artworks from

the Gallery’s other departments are on view in the

sculpture hall and adjoining gallery. 

Faculty and TAs are encouraged to teach Yale classes

using original works of art from the Yale University 

Art Gallery Collection. To organize class sessions in 

the Art Gallery, please call Pamela Franks, Curator 

of Academic Initiatives at 203.432.0621 or email

pamela.franks@yale.edu well in advance of the desired

session date.
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For more information about teaching classes in the Art Gallery contact:

Pamela Franks, 2.0621 pamela.franks@yale.edu

Curator of Academic Initiatives 

Curatorial departments and other useful contact information:

African Art 2.0613 katherine.sthreshley@yale.edu

American Decorative Arts 2.0615 nancy.yates@yale.edu

American Painting & Sculpture 2.0616 janet.miller@yale.edu

Ancient Art 2.0613 megan.doyon@yale.edu

Asian Art 2.0629 ami.potter@yale.edu

Conservation 2.7815 natalie.gillihan@yale.edu

Director 2.7802 bernice.parent@yale.edu

Early European 2.2130 allison.peil@yale.edu

Education 6.1559 jaime.ursic@yale.edu

Furniture Study 2.0632 katherine.chabla@yale.edu

Membership 2.9658 linda.jerolmon@yale.edu

Modern & Contemporary 2.0612 yvonne.morant@yale.edu

Museum Store 2.0601 margaret.lowery@yale.edu

Prints, Drawings, & Photographs 2.0628 suzanne.greenawalt@yale.edu

Registrar 2.0605 jennifer.bossman@yale.edu

Rights & Reproductions 2.0630 kathleen.mylen-coulombe@yale.edu

Security & Visitor Services 2.0606 kevin.bradley@yale.edu

Location

1111 Chapel at High Street

Please call Visitor Services at 2.0606 for wheelchair access.



We first mentioned TF policy sheets in Chapter One as one of the essential provisions to bring with you to 
the first class.A TF policy sheet is the best way to communicate your goals and expectations for the section as
well as to provide basic information about who you are and how students can reach you.

Appendix C presents four sample TF policy sheets that real Yale TFs have used for real Yale sections. Feel free 
to use these as templates for your own policy sheets or as models with which to create your own.
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PLSC 233a: Constitutional Law
Discussion Section

Teaching Assistant: Vermicious Knid

Office Hours: 3:30-5 Wed. in the McDougal Center Common Room (HGS) and by appointment

Email: vermicious.knid@yale.edu

Telephone: 555-1212 (before 10 PM)

Mailbox: 124 Prospect Street

Section: Thursday 7-7:50, LC 204

Due Dates:

September 17:
3 page paper (due Thursday Sept. 16 in section or Friday Sept. 17 by 3pm in my mailbox)

October 22:
Take-home midterm (due Thursday Oct. 21 in section or Friday Oct. 17 by 3pm in my mailbox)

December 15:
Final (in class) or 10-12 page paper (topic to be approved by professor or TF)

Weekly papers:
One or two paragraph responses to the weekly readings (due in Wednesday’s lecture or e-mailed by midnight

Wed.) are optional (but strongly recommended), and 10 satisfactory responses allow you to write the 10-12 page

paper.

Participation:
Section attendance is mandatory, and class participation will contribute to the final grade. 

Deadlines:
Late papers will result in a deduction of a half grade for each day late. In case of illness or dire emergency, you will

need a Dean’s slip.

Grading:
10% Class Participation

10% 3 page paper

30% Midterm

50% Final exam or paper
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History 113a:The American Revolution

Fridays, 10:30 am–11:20 am *** WLH 207

Fridays, 11:30 am–12:20 pm *** CCL Seminar Room 3

TF: Mata Hari   E-mail: mata.hari@yale.edu   Phone: 100-0101 (8 am–10 pm only, please)

Office hours: Mondays, 3–4 pm, McDougal Center Common Room, and by appointment

Professor Freeman’s lectures provide a broad overview of the American Revolution. In section, we will focus on the

assigned books and primary sources and consider how they relate to the broad political and social trends of

Revolutionary America.  

You have two responsibilities in section. First, you are expected to attend section regularly and be prepared to dis-

cuss the week’s assigned readings. You may miss one section meeting without penalty; additional absences should

be made up by attending another section meeting that week or by submitting an extra response to the e-mail group

(in addition to the five required responses).

Secondly, you will be expected to participate in a section e-mail group by submitting at least five e-mail responses

over the course of the semester. I would encourage you to submit at least two of them before the midterm. An e-

mail response should not be a full-fledged response paper; it may be (1) a short paragraph reflecting on the week’s

readings and/or lectures; (2) a couple of good, meaty discussion questions; or (3) a response to your classmates’

comments and questions. *** E-mail responses must be submitted to h113-list@pantheon.yale.edu by Thursday, 2

p.m.*** I will use them to plan class discussions. I will usually post a few questions or comments of my own to the

e-mail group as well.

Participation in section is mandatory and may affect your course grade, especially in borderline cases. Your e-mail

responses will be considered as part of your class participation, so if you’re shy about participating in class discus-

sion, try to take an active role in the e-mail discussion. 

Please don’t hesitate to e-mail me or come to my office hours if you have questions about the course material or

assignments. I will be happy to read rough drafts of papers as long as the drafts are submitted at least one week

before the paper is due.

Recommended reference books on the American Revolution (for those who have an insatiable thirst for knowledge

or need to look up specific details):

John Mack Faragher, ed., The Encyclopedia of Colonial and Revolutionary America (New York: Sachem, 1990) SML

Starr Main Reference Room E185 +E63 1990 (LC)

Richard L. Blanco, ed., The American Revolution, 1775-1785: An Encyclopedia (New York: Garland, 1993) SML Starr

Main Reference Room E208 A463 1993 (LC)

Vacation reading for Revolution buffs:

Richard Buel and Joy Day Buel, The Way of Duty: A Woman and Her Family in Revolutionary America (New York:

Norton, 1984). A lively narrative history of an elite New England woman’s life before, during, and after the

Revolutionary War. The book was later made into a documentary, Mary Silliman’s War. Mary Silliman’s sons

attended Yale College in the 1790s, and her son Benjamin became Yale’s first professor of chemistry in 1801.

David Hackett Fischer, Paul Revere’s Ride (New York: Oxford, 1994). A well-researched, lavishly illustrated narra-

tive history of the beginning of the Revolutionary War.

Esther Forbes, Johnny Tremain. A classic novel about an apprentice silversmith in Boston in the 1770s–aimed at

adolescents but fun for adult readers, too.

64 appendix c



PLSC 113b: Introduction to Political Philosophy – Writing Intensive 

Spring 2001

Section leader: Hollis Hurlbut 

Section meetings: Thurs. 11:30–12:20, Bingham Hall 013 

E-mail: hollis.hurlbut@yale.edu

Telephone: 999-1112 (home phone; do not call after midnight or before 9 a.m.) 

Office hours: Wed. 3:30-5:00, in the McDougal Center Common Room (HGS, York St.), or by appointment

Where to turn in assignments: In my box in the Political Science Department, 124 Prospect St.

Course requirements:
Draft of midterm paper (due Friday, Feb. 16)        –

Midterm paper of 5-7 pages (due Friday, March 2) 30%

Draft of final paper (due Friday, March 30)             –

Final paper of 5-7 pages (due Friday, April 13)      35%

Final exam (Thursday, May 3, 2 p.m.)                   25%

Section participation & discussion questions         10%

Section participation and attendance: The purpose of this section is for us to clarify and evaluate the arguments made

in the texts by discussing them as a group. Thus, your input is an essential component, and attendance in section is

mandatory. (If you must miss a section, advance notification by e-mail would be appreciated. If you must miss

another section, don’t.) Half of your participation grade will be based on your regular and substantive contribu-

tions to class discussion.

Weekly discussion questions: In preparation for each section, students will submit two or three potential 

discussion questions based on the week’s readings. Questions may draw on issues raised in lecture (I didn’t under-

stand what the professor meant by…; I wish the lecture had mentioned…; I disagree with a point made in the 

lecture; instead, I think…) or on your own reading of the texts (What I find disturbing about the Communist

Manifesto is…; Can Aristotle’s argument that … be reconciled with the Plato from last week?). Questions should

NOT be yes/no (Is Locke a social contract theorist?), purely factual (What does de Tocqueville say about local 

government?), or ill-defined (Is Thomas Hobbes a crazy man, or what?). Your questions may, however, take the

form of a statement or reflection on the week’s readings. Discussion questions are due, via e-mail, each week by

Wednesday evening at 6 p.m and will make up half of your participation grade. Note that participating in section

and consistently submitting discussion questions can provide an important boost to your final grade, especially in

borderline cases. 

Individual meetings: It is my goal (not to mention my responsibility) to be a valuable resource for your progress in

this course. Please feel free to contact me–via e-mail, during office hours, or at my home phone–for help or advice

on the readings, on section discussion, or on your own writing. If my office hours are inconvenient for you, just let

me know, and we’ll schedule an alternate meeting time. 
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Music 1066 - The Rise and Fall of Wham

TF: Mary-Lou Who

email: mary-lou.who@yale.edu

phone: 867-5309 (9am-10pm, please)

Office Hours: by appointment

Basic Info and Things to Know

Sections will meet on Thursdays at 7:00 and 8:00pm in WLH 210.

Attendance is very important. Section will serve not only as a forum for discussion, but also as a means of introduc-

ing repertory not discussed in lecture. We’ll also go over music terminology that you’ll have to know. (This means,

basically, that you’ll be tested on material that we cover in section - music and information not readily available

elsewhere.)

I will take attendance. In addition, there will be two worksheets (unannounced) done in section that account for 10%

of your final grade, so it’s crucial to be there for that. 

If you can’t make section in a given week, consult me to find out about other section times and meeting places.

There will be two short papers assigned during the term. They must be turned in on the appointed dates. If you

can’t turn the paper in on time, you must talk to me in advance. If you do, I’m sure we can come to some kind of

arrangement for late submission. If you don’t talk to me ahead of time or have a Dean’s Excuse, I will deduct two-

thirds of a letter grade (from B+ to B-, B- to C, etc.) for each day a paper is submitted late.

A few notes regarding papers: I can’t stand sloppily written work. Regardless of how brilliant your insights may be,

poor writing will have a detrimental effect on your grade. Don’t write the papers the night before they’re due.

Proofread them. Check for spelling, grammar, and style. (I’ll give you more stylistic specifics when the assignments

get closer.)
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1. Sample Midterm Evaluations

We first mentioned the usefulness of giving your own midterm evaluation to your class or section in Chapter 5.
Whether you use an informal method like the KQS (mentioned in Chapter 5) or design a form based on the 
samples in this Appendix, the feedback you gather at mid-semester can be applied to your teaching immediately
rather than in the next term.

2. Official Yale End-of-Semester Section Evaluation Form

The official Yale course and section evaluation is available on-line at the end of each semester.
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Name (optional): ______________________________________

MUSIC 110a MIDTERM SECTION EVALUATION

Feel free to write as much as you want; use the back of the sheet if necessary

1. What do you like about section? What have we been doing well?

2. What needs to be improved on in section? What would you like to see more of? Is there something we’re not

covering or not doing that we should be?

3. Is there something we do in section that we should stop doing?

4. Has there been one particular section that you found particularly memorable, either for good or for bad? 

Which one, and why?

5. We’ve had to divide our time between theoretical stuff (largely written work), ear training, piano skills, sight

singing, listening/analyzing pieces, etc. What do you think of the way we’ve spent our time? Is there one of these

activities you wish we’d do more of, at the expense of the others?

6. Comments on the quizzes and/or midterm? Were they fair tests of knowledge? 

7. Anything else?
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Section Leader 

Please take a few minutes to answer the following questions:

What do you like most about section meetings?

What do you like least about section meetings?

What recommendations would you make for improvement?
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Mid-Semester Evaluation

COURSE _____________________________________ TF Name ____________________________________

Strongly Agree Strongly Disagree

SECTION:

1) I understand the purpose of section 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

assignments

2) I feel encouraged to participate in section 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

3) Sections complement the course well 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

TEACHING FELLOW:

1) Establishes objectives for each section meeting 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

2) Is well prepared 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

3) Stimulates interest in subject matter 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

4) Explains material clearly 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

5) Provides a sense of continuity from section to 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

section

6) Effectively directs and stimulates discussion 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

7) Answers questions well 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

8) Provides helpful comments on written work 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

9) Is accessible outside of section 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

10) Treats students with respects 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

11) Encourages participation by all students 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

12) Helps me better understand the course 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

material

13) Overall, the TF is an effective section leader 1 2 3 4 5 N/A

STUDENT: NO YES

1) I am usually well-prepared for section 1 2

2) I attend most section meetings 1 2

3) I do all or most of the course reading each week 1 2
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Mid-semester sction evaluation
History 273, Fance Since 1871
TF: Wilfred Woodworth

What about section has been the most valuable/interesting to you so far this semester?

Have section handouts been helpful? If not, why?

Please describe the quality of class discussion and in particular your opportunity to participate.

What do you think about the balance between my talking and students talking?

In most sections we have concentrated on discussing the book assigned for that week. Has this been helpful to you?

Would you like to spend more or less time discussing the textbook?

Would you like to spend more or less time discussing Professor Legassino’s lectures?

Please add here any other suggestions you might have.
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Yale’s On-Line Course Evaluation

Responses to all six of the following questions will be made available to the course instructor(s), to the chair and

DUS of the department offering the course, and to officials and committees of Yale College for the purpose of eval-

uating and improving teaching in the College.

1. Looking back on [course name], what is your overall assessment of the course? What are its strengths and weak-

nesses, and in what ways might it be improved?

2. Please evaluate the instructor of [course name]. What are the instructor’s strengths and weaknesses, and in what

ways might his or her teaching be improved? (Note: If there was more than one instructor in this course, please

specify each instructor’s name before entering your evaluation).

3. If your course included instruction by a teaching fellow, please evaluate your teaching fellow here. What are his

or her strengths and weaknesses as an instructor, and in what ways might his/her teaching be improved? (Please

specify the name of your teaching fellow.)

Responses to the following three questions may also be made available to other students.

4. How would you summarize [course name] for a fellow student? Would you recommend [course name] to

another student? Why or why not?

5. Overall, how would you rate the workload of this course in comparison to other Yale courses you have taken? 

(Scale: 1=much less, 2=less, 3=same, 4=greater, 5=much greater)

6. What is your overall assessment of this course?

(Scale: 1=poor, 2=below average, 3=good, 4=very good, 5=excellent)
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THE MCDOUGAL GRADUATE TEACHING CENTER (GTC)

320 York Street

www.yale.edu/mcdougal/teaching

Bill Rando, Director: 432.7702

HGS 125

Robert Lagueux and Candice Mills, 

Coordinators: 432.7702

HGS 120

A list of books and articles on teaching that are in the

McDougal Center Resource library is now available 

on-line at www.yale.edu/mcdougal/teaching. Click on

“Teaching Resources.”

ACADEMIC MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY

www.yale.edu/amt

432.3262

Philip Long, University Director, ITS

Web workshops 

www.yale.edu/instruct/classinfo.html

TEACHING WITH TECHNOLOGY RESOURCES AT YALE

www.yale.edu/instruct

The CLASSES course server (classes.yale.edu)

INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY GROUP

432.6637

Edward Kairiss, Director: 432.9549

Loriann Higashi, Manager, Student Computing

Services

MEDIA SERVICES

432.2650

David Deitch, Director 

Peggy McCready, Associate Director: 432.2038

CENTER FOR LANGUAGE STUDY AND LANGUAGE LAB

www.cls.yale.edu

432.8196

Nina Garrett, Director

370 Temple

YALE CENTER FOR WRITING INSTRUCTION

432.7237

Alfred E. Guy, Jr., R.W.B. Director: 432.7492  

35 Broadway

alfred.guy@yale.edu 

UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGES AND DEANS

Berkeley Dean Levesque 432.0502

Branford Dean McDow 432.0520

Calhoun Dean Lassonde 432.0744

Davenport Dean Quimby 432.0555

Timothy Dwight Dean Loge 432.0754

Jonathan Edwards Dean Mangan 432.0377

Morse Dean Jones 432.0397

Pierson Dean Dove 432.1006

Saybrook Dean Collins 432.0541

Silliman Dean Flick 432.0701

Ezra Stiles Dean Wood-Nangombe 432.0563

Trumbull Dean Regan 432.0722

THE GRADUATE SCHOOL

www.yale.edu/graduateschool

Jon Butler, Dean: 432.2733

Diane Hovey, Assistant: 432.2733

TEACHING FELLOW PROGRAM

Judith Dozier Hackman, Director

Anita DePalma, Assistant Director: 432.2757

DEPUTY REGISTRAR FOR THE GRADUATE SCHOOL

Stephen Goot: 432.2743

HGS 142

THE MCDOUGAL CENTER

432.BLUE (2583)

Hall of Graduate Studies

www.yale.edu/graduateschool/mcdougal

student life, Lisa Brandes, Director

graduate career services, Mary Johnson, Director

graduate teaching, Bill Rando, Director

program/recruitment coordinator, Kathryn

Douglas

program coordinator, Howard El-Yasin

dossier coordinator, Yvette Barnard

YALE COLLEGE

www.yale.edu/yalecol

Peter Salovey, Dean: 432.2902

SSS 110

Online publications, including the Instructors’

Handbook 

www.yale.edu/ycpo/ycposite

Appendix E • Useful Phone Numbers



74 appendix e

REGISTRAR’S OFFICE, FACULTY OF ARTS AND SCIENCES

246 Church Street

432.2330

www.yale.edu/sfas/registrar

CLASSROOM ALLOCATION, OFFICE OF

432.2335

www.yale.edu/sfas/registrar/bldgguidelines.html

classrooms@yale.edu

TRANSCRIPT OFFICE

432.2331

www.yale.edu/sfas/registrar/index.html

www.yaletranscript.com

DEANS OF SCHOOLS

Yale College 432.2900

Graduate School 432.2733

School of Architecture 432.2288

School of Art 432.2606

Divinity School 432.5303

School of Drama 432.1505

School of forestry & 

Environmental Studies 432.5109

Law School 432.1660

School of Management 432.6035

School of Medicine 785.4672

School of Music 432.4160

School of Nursing 785.2393

LIBRARY RESOURCES

Online course & help documents

www.library.yale.edu/~lso/workstation

Technology in the Yale Libraries

www.library.yale.edu/instruction

Sterling Memorial Library 432.2798

Beinecke Rare Book &  Manuscript Library 432.2972

Cross Campus 432.1870

Divinity School 432.5274

Kline Science 432.3439

Law 432.1608

Mudd, Seeley G. 432.3203

Social Science 432.3300

OTHER RESOURCES

RESOURCE OFFICE ON DISABILITIES

103 William L. Harkness Hall

432.2324

www.yale.edu/rod

SPECIAL SERVICES VAN FOR STUDENTS 
WITH DISABILITIES

432.2788

24 hours a day, Monday-Friday; Saturday & Sunday,

6pm–7:30 am

GRADUATE & PROFESSIONAL STUDENT CENTER AT

YALE (GPSCY)

204 York

432.2638

www.yale.edu/gpss/gpscy

YALE PUBLISHING SERVICES CENTER

155 Whitney

432.6560

www.yale.edu/ris

If you know of a teaching resource for Yale graduate

students not listed here, we’d like to include it.

Please contact us at the GTC office 432.BLUE (2583).

Thank you.





The McDougal Graduate Teaching Center

Hall of Graduate Studies

Rooms 125 & 120B

320 York Street

New Haven, Connecticut 06520

203.432.2583

www.yale.edu/mcdougal/teaching




