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The Uses and Abuses of
the Teaching Assistant
—a Faculty Viewpoint of
the English Department

by James Sledd

UT Austin’s fall 1975 staff directory
lists 86 regular faculty-members in
the English Department—but also
lists 157 graduate students who teach
part-time while they work for ad-
vanced degrees. The regular faculty
teach organized classes for about
2,700 juniors, seniors and graduates.
The graduate students (called teach-
ing assistants or TA’s), however,
teach about 10,000 freshmen and
sophomores.

After a year or two, TA's may get
a fancier title—assistant instructor or
even instructor—but they are still
only graduate students, not seasoned
professionals. The University pays
them a lot less than professors, be-
cause they have less experience in the
classroom. They teach courses the
regular faculty doesn’t want to teach
and that the administration doesn’t
want to spend much money to have
taught by those better qualified. And
they teach freshmen and sophomores
in their critical first two years at UT
Austin.

In the English Department, TA’s
(or whatever they may be called)
teach over half the organized classes,
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over three-fourths of all classes in
English composition and almost 90%
of the classes in ordinary freshman
English—The University’s basic writ-
ing course.

The English Department isn’t alone
in its abuse of the TA system. In a
survey that I made last spring, some
500 TA’s answered a questionnaire
about their duties. Of that number,
326 TA’s, representing over 40 de-

““The English Depart-
ment’s TA’s often have
not studied the subject
they teach.”’

partments, said they had full charge
of the classes they taught. Most of
those classes, but not all, were for
freshmen and sophomores. Some
(none in English) were for juniors
andseniors. Andinthe faculty Senate
on April 8, 1974, Professor James
Stice, Director of the Center for
Teaching Effectiveness, said that
TA’s were teaching over 60% of all
undergraduate contact hours at UT
Austin.

In other words, undergraduates
at the State’s premier University have

Three Points of View
On Teaching Assistants

more contact with part-time student-
teachers than they have with regular
faculty because the faculty is busy
with research and publication which
earn raises, promotions and pres-
tige. UT assigns its high-priced teach-
ers to the students who least need
teaching, not to the freshmen and
sophomores who need help the most.
Just how good at teaching are the
TA’s? Some of them, a few, are quite
competent. Nobody denies it and it
would be a mistake to abandon the
TA system altogether. But it’s plain
foolish to pretend (as a high adminis-
trator recently did) that the TA's are
excellent teachers for undergraduates
because they’re closer to them in age.
If that were true, then the faculty
would have to abandon its favorite
argument that only a good researcher
can be a good teacher; and the ad-
ministration would be honor-bound
to fire a lot of professors and give al/
the undergraduate work to the TA’s.
Administrators and faculty praise
TA’s when the Legislature gets upset
about the number of them teaching
undergraduates. But you can get a
better idea of the faculty’s real opin-
ion by looking at a Course Schedule
to see who teaches the sugar plum
courses—those the faculty enjoys.
One such course is English 603, the
freshmen course for the elite students
of Plan 11, the top 10% of the new en-
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rollees. Only regular faculty who
think of themselves as stars—teach
English 603.

The hard truth is that no matter
how intelligent and devoted TA’s are,
The University often doesn’t offer
them a fair chance to be good teach-
ers. Many have to teach two classes.
For example, the average number of
classes for a TA in English now is
about 1.75. Teaching two classes in
English takes a TA over 30 hours a
week; UT pays for 20. At the same
time, professors have inflated Grad-
uate School enrollment by requiring
TA’s to take not two courses but a
minimum full load of three. That re-
quirement brings The University
millions for faculty salaries, because
the Coordinating Board’s formula
for funding gives The University a lot
more money when it enrolls a grad-
uate then when it enrolls an under-
graduate.

This requirement has gravely dam-
aged teaching by TA’s. The Daily
Texan for October 6, 1973, reported
that fifteen TA’s from Classics said
the requirements compromised both
undergraduate and graduate educa-
tion—for years TA’s in English have
been saying the same thing. Condi-
tions are worse in the College of Hu-
manities than elsewhere; but at least
in the Humanities, TA’s themselves
admit that they are too overburdened
to be both good teachers and good
students. Even the regular faculty,
when its interests are served by frank-
ness, will admit that TA’s as a group
are not the best of teachers.

During the 70’s, the writing ability
of entering freshmen declined stead-
ily, as their entrance examinations
show. It’s true that most of them pass
freshmen English, but that’s because
the TA’s get into trouble if they grade

severely. Any freshman who comes to
class and refrains from assaulting his
teacher can be almost certain of get-
ting at least a C. Judgments are more
realistic when such pressure is not
applied. In a survey last spring,
almost two-thirds of some 1,500
faculty respondents said that their
undergraduates write poorly, and
nearly 60% of over 1,500 students
said that they didn’t find freshman
English at UT Austin even moder-
ately helpful.

While the students’ ability to write
has declined, the English faculty’s
determination not to teach composi-

““The graduate students
. . . teach about 10,000
freshmen and
sophomores.”’

tion has held firm. Beginning a bit
before 1970, the English Department
engineered a reduction in The Uni-
versity’s English requirements from
12 hours to 9; and in the zeal of their
arguments for that reduction, faculty
members made some remarkable
admissions. One of the most striking
came from the chairman of the Eng-
lish Department himself. He said
that his faculty had a ‘“‘deep-seated
detestation’’ for teaching composi-
tion—in plainer words, that English
teachers don’t want to teach the use
of English.

Another spokesman for the re-
duced requirement said that the re-

duction wasn’t an ideal proposal, but
that the English program for fresh-
men and sophomores ‘‘had not

given the support necessary for qual-
ity’’ and that adequate support for a
twelve-hour program could not be
expected, because upper-division

and graduate programs had priority
in “‘curriculum development, fund-
ing, and staffing.”’ Reducing the Eng-
lish requirement, the spokesman said,
should at least cut down the huge
number of English TA’s (160 in the
autumn of 1971), whom the Depart-
ment could not adequately train. And
the TA’s did need training.

To translate the academic gobble-
degook into plain English: the Eng-
lish Department’s TA’s often have not
studied the subject they teach. They
haven’t studied rhetoric or composi-
tion before they come to UT; most of
them don’t study it much while they
are here and, at least in the early
1970’s, the course in supervised
teaching which was supposed to pre-
pare them was often a phony. Some
TA’s got credit for both teaching that
course and taking it—at the same
time.

The English Department still has
one more hurdle for its TA’s to get
over. It frequently changes the text-
books and syllabi for the courses
that the TA’s have to teach, so that
one year’s preparation may not carry
over to the next; and (though you’ll
find this hard to believe) the Depart-
ment’s bureaucrats don’t make teach-
ing assignments for the TA’s until the
weekend before classes start. This
fall, for example, most TA’s in Eng-
lish learned on the Sunday before
Labor Day what courses they would
begin to teach on the Tuesday after.
A few of them learned still later, since
they weren’t hired until classes had
begun. And that’s not unusual in
English. Last spring a young man
told me that he had learned he’d



teach a composition course the next
day. With twenty-four hours to pre-
pare, he might at least have had time
to read the textbook—if there had
been a textbook; but none had been
ordered. Nobody can be comfortable
when there is so much evidence that
the TA system is abused.

What can be done about it? Cer-
tainly the faculty can’t be counted on
to correct the situation, because—as
The Daily Texan naively said on
October 24, 1975—the TA’s ‘‘are the
core element’” of The University as
it presently exists. Without them, the
faculty would have to change its es-
tablished ways. The TA's just have to
carry a great burden, in the profes-
sorial view, because professorial
propagandists have seen to it that the
criteria for professorial raises and
promotions, and the means to a big
academic reputation, are research
and publication. If the TA’s weren’t
abused, the professors would have
to teach more undergraduates and
write fewer articles which nobody
reads; and then—to hear the profes-
sors talk—The University would no
longer be first-class.

It is research and publication, the
professors say, which give a univer-
sity its status; the graduate school is
theinstitution’s heart. Thisamounts
to saying, in a specific case, that the
300 or 400 registrations in the English
Department’s graduate courses are
more important than the 10,000 reg-
istered freshmen and sophomores.

Nobody but a professor defending
his academic turf could bring himself
to such an unbalanced conclusion.
It’s plain that constructive action may
have to come from outside The Uni-
versity—from decision-makers with
power to enforce their decisions and

to frustrate professorial evasions.
Faculty spokesmen have been call-
ing for an investigation of University
budget-making, and since present
budget-making depends on the wide-
spread use of TA’s, a meaningful
investigation cannot ignore the TA
system. Besides, if abuse is centered
in a few departments, like the Depart-
ment of English, the innocent depart-
ments should welcome a chance to
see their innocence established.
Prominent members of both houses
of the Texas Legislature, liberals and
conservatives, have already said
they’re interested in the TA system as

“It is research and
publication, the
professors say, which
give a university its
status.’’

well as other determinants of The
University’s budget. Accordingly,
Speaker of the Texas House of Rep-
resentatives Bill Clayton has asked
for an investigation of the teaching
assistant system at UT.

There is evidence of serious abuse
of the TA system on the Austin
campus—how widespread it is isn’t
clear. Their own professional inter-
ests prevent the faculty from reform-
ing the system (which can be really
useful when it is properly operated).
Investigation by the Legislature will
establish the facts, allay unjust, sus-
picious and needless fears, and pave
the way for corrective action. If the
alumni of the best University in the
South and the Southwest believe that
a great university, unlike a research

institute, must excel not only in re-
search but in undergraduate educa-
tion as well, they should make that

| conviction known to their senators

and representatives in Austin. In that
way they may insure that whoever
teaches Texas’ undergraduates,
whether professor or TA, will be well-
qualified and will have favorable cir-
cumstances for his momentous work.

J.S.

In Defense of the
Teaching Assistant
System

by Irwin C. Lieb

Mr. James Sledd has argued about
TA’s with force and passion. I think
his main arguments are extravagant,
that he urges on us an extreme and

_unreal alternative and that, unfortu-

nately, he obscures the very issues he
is most concerned about.

Mr. Sledd starts his argument from
“‘facts’’ about TA’s in the required,
elementary courses in English. He
says that the TA’s in English are @
special case. But then he leaves aside
the most important facts of this spe-
cial case to argue that TA’s generally
do not do a good (enough) job in
teaching and that the faculty and
administration in The University
don’t really care about undergraduate
education.

In making his argument, Mr. Sledd
has some of his “‘facts’” wrong. I
think his generalization has holes in
it, and that his formulations impugn
the motives of professors whose
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interest in good teaching is as strong
and well-tested as his own. This
doesn’t help to create the collegi-
ality in which our genuine problems
about teaching and TA’s can be re-
solved. Let me try to show how this
is s0.

Mr. Sledd does not say that one of
the lower division English courses he
mentions is required for students who

do not place out of elementary Eng-
lish. Many entering students are well ‘
enough prepared in reading and com-
position to bypass our lowest level
course and go directly to the other |
courses which satisfy The University’s |
requirement in English. Those who

are not exempt from an initial reme- ‘
dial course have to take composition,
and their work in that course is drill |
and practice; it requires supervision,
review and correction. The TA’s who
offer it have, in almost all cases, pro-
vided good instruction; they are
plainly better qualified than those
secondary school teachers who did
not teach their students enough basic
English to let them place out of a
remedial course in composition.

In its lower division composition
courses, the Department of English
provides instruction for students in
all branches of The University. There
are, as Professor Sledd notes, thou-
sands of these students, and remedial
and elementary work has to be ar-
ranged on a large scale. Our TA’s
classes are, I believe, conducted with
patience and attentiveness in the
greatest number of cases, and I think
The University owes credit and appre-
ciation to the TA’s who provide that
instruction. I regret that Professor
Sledd does not note a recent survey
of students having taken the ele-
mentary courses shows that, in a

very large majority, they have been
satisfied and even pleased with
their instruction.

Mr. Sledd is right to point out that
there are TA’s in departments other
than English who are responsible for
elementary courses. However, he
does not point out that those other
courses—by contrast with some of
the English ones—are neither reme-
dial nor required. They are elemen-
tary courses in foreign languages, for
example, in mathematics, business,
or in one of the social or natural

‘¢, . .is there a strain
between teaching on one
hand and research and
publication on the other
hand?”’

sciences. The quality of the instruc-
tion in these courses is generally very
good. Most TA’s have the equivalent
or more of a master’s degree, and
many of them have had prior teach-
ing expreience. They are not imma-
ture or even inexperienced, though
they are, of course, not as experi-
enced in teaching college students as
senior members of the faculty. Good
efforts are made to insure that only
those who are well prepared are ap-
pointed to teaching assistantships
and to clarify their understanding of
the responsibilities involved. It is not
true, as Mr. Sledd suggests, that
nearly all the TA’s in English are ap-
pointed at the last moment and that,
until the last moment, they do not
know what assignments they will

have. The truth is that some TA’s are
appointed immediately before the
term begins because registration is
not completed and only then do we
know exactly how many classes we
will need. Mr. Sledd has misled us by
suggesting that what is true of a few
cases is true of all the courses to
which TA’s are assigned.

Mr. Sledd is mistaken in claiming
that Ta’s teach over 60 percent of
all undergraduate contact hours.
They teach over 60 percent of the
contact hours in English, where,
again, very large numbers of Univer-
sity students in all disciplines are en-
rolled in the elementary English
courses required for the bachelor’s
degree. What is true of the Depart-
ment of English, however, is not true
of The University at large. This fall,
for example, TA’s taught 15.9 per-
cent of the undergraduate student
credit hours. Assistant instructors
taught 4.4 percent of those credit
hours. The remainder, nearly 80.0
percent of the undergraduate student
credit hours, were taught by profes-
sors, associate professors, assistant
professors, lecturers and instructors
and, of course, these are the ranks
which provide all the graduate and
professional instruction as well. The
percentages do not show that faculty
members fail to teach undergraduates;
just the opposite is the case.

It is extreme of Mr. Sledd to argue
that professors do not want to teach
undergraduates but want instead to
devote themselves to research and
publication. For Mr. Sledd, there is
a harsh opposition between teaching
and research; he pictures scholarly
professors as not caring about the
students who need their help the
most. The motives of professors, as
Mr. Sledd sets them out, are selfish
and irresponsible; this is the venom
in Mr. Sledd’s argument.




Are there oppositions, is there a
strain, between teaching on the one
hand and research and publication on
the other? 'For some of our faculty, I
think there is. But in the case of many
other faculty members there is no
strain or the strain is very light. Mr.
Sledd tries to frighten us by claiming
that our children are dealt with in-
attentively by faculty members who
are mainly concerned, not with teach-
ing, but with securing recognition for
their scholarly publicatins. He
thinks, and he wants us to think, that
The University of Texas is either a
teaching institution or a research in-
stitute but not both. He has no pa-
tience with the aspiration of The Uni-
versity to teach and sponsor research
as well as to be an especially fine
teaching institution having major re-
search inform our instruction.

The University of Texas is, without
question, committed to fine under-
graduate teaching. It is also com-
mitted to fine graduate teaching, and
it is charged with promoting the
growth and development of the arts
and sciences. There are colleges
whose whole educational mission is to
provide undergraduate instruction.
There are also a few research insti-
tutes—like the Institute for Advanced
Study at Princeton—that provide no
instruction at all but are places where
distinguished scholars do further
work in their own fields. The Univer-
sity of Texas is not wholly an under-
graduate college, nor is it a research
institute. It has many missions and in
the course of fulfilling them there are,
of course, pulls and strains which we
have to try to reduce. Some of the
strains do concern the TA’s, their
academic programs, their teaching
responsibilites and the conditions and

circumstances of their service. Unfor-
tunately, Mr. Sledd oversimplifies
them, and thereby obscures the seri-
ous issues about TA’s in The Univer-
sity.

Why do we have TA’s: We have
TA’s because we think that graduate
students, suitably supervised, can
teach certain courses well and because

‘““‘What is true of the
Department of English,
however, is not true of
The University at
large.”’

we think that the instruction they pro-
vide is a contribution to their own
scholarly preparation. By teaching,
graduate students also learn, and
their students learn from them. Then
too, TA appointments and fellow-
ships help support graduate students,
and we want to support them in order
to encourage able young men and
women to make careers in college
teaching and scholarship.

The most serious issues are to de-
cide how many Teaching Assistants
we shall have, how many students
and faculty we shall have, what
courses are suitable for TA’s and for
faculty to teach, how TA’s should be
prepared for and supervised in their
teaching, and how their assignments
can aid a fine undergraduate program
and contribute to their development
as teachers and scholars. Mr. Sledd
has taken us away from these issues.
They are the ones, I think, we should
be attending to. Mr. Sledd is exasper-
ated with us, He has tried to appeal to
our conscience, but he hasn’t helped
us to solve our problems or clear our

heads. LC.IL.

(Editor’s note: Professor Sledd made
this response to Dean Lieb’s article.)

Documents justifying each of my
assertions have been in the hands of
legislative authorities for some time
now; I believe I can prove that my
charges are substantially correct and
that Mr. Lieb’s principal rejoinders
are either inaccurate (like his repeated
assertion that freshman English at
UT Austin is “‘remedial”’) or irrele-
vant (like his confusion of contact
hours with credit hours—measures as
different as ham-bones are from
sugar-bowls). But our real disagree-
ment lies much deeper than debate
about so many hours of this or that.
I believe—but Mr. Lieb doesn’t—
that faculty and administration are
sacrificing real education to the in-
satiable demands of an insensate re-
search-machine and that their poli-
cies, if unchecked by Regents or
Legislature, will help to divide the
citizens of Texas into an ignorant
peasantry, on one hand, and on the
other an arrogant technocracy.

—James Sledd
The University of Texas at Austin
January 31, 1976

The View from The
Union of Graduate
Student Workers

by Michael Rush

The teaching assistant has suddenly
been ‘‘discovered.”’ Some argue that
TA instruction is a deplorable prac-
tice; that TA’s are unfit to teach and

Cont. on page 44
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Darrell Royal
Chairman

A CAMP FOR BOYS...
A CAMP FOR GIRLS

On Lake Lyndon B. Johnson

SESSIONS:

*June 5-June 28
*June 29-july 22
*July 23-Aug. 15

WRITE FOR BROCHURE:
Rural Route 1

Marble Falls, Texas 78654
Call: (512) 598-2571
Houston: (713) 473-2100

America!

— we salute you, as your 200th
birthday celebration marches on. Your
colorful past is our promising

future . . . in the silver and gold of the
West, in the new “black gold™ of
Alaska, in our barges plying Mark
Twain's Mississippi. Though you're
193 years older than we, America,
we're proud to be part of your present.

Earth Resources: We're ready for
another 200 years.

Earth =
Resources
Company

American Stock Exchange Symbol ERC
1200 One Energy Square Dallas Texas 75206

Are en Ciel

- [ ]
ccolef rancaise

The Program: Six superb summer weeks
for high-school students to learn or im-
prove French in France. French conversa-
tion, cuisine, cultural history; art, creative
writing, marine science, tennis, swimming,
sailing. Orientation in London. Excursions
to Paris, Mont St. Michel, Chartres. Enroll-

ment limited to twenty.

The Place: Perros-Guirec, noted for its sparkling

air and splendid harbor, one of Brittany's most dis-

tinctive regional

resort towns. Ideally situated

between two broad, sand beaches, Arc en Ciel
occupies an elegant villa with a commanding view

of the sea.

The Purpose: A memorable vacation combined with
a lasting learning experience at a cost not much
greater than a good summer camp in this country.
Conceived and operated by a small group of aca-
demic families with extensive experience of
living abroad. For further information and bro-
chure write: Peter Spackman, 650 Centre
Street, Newton, Mass., 02158. Or telephone:

(617) 965-2456.

T.A. Cont.

that the faculty is shirking its duty.
We disagree. TA’s are, by and large,
dedicated and skillful teachers who
deserve a chance to practice their
craft. They have been overutilized as
a cheap supply of educational labor
for an overgrown institution that’s
unable to hire enough full-time
instructors. We feel the teaching as-
sistant program is vital to The Uni-
versity but that it should change to
meet the particular needs of graduate
student teaching assistants and the
basic goal of The University: to pro-
vide a quality education for a/l its
students.

The situation TA’s face is poorly
understood. As both students and
educational workers, they must com-
plete their graduate education as well
as support themselves and their fam-
ilies on a low salary (which starts at
$3,000 a year and approaches $4,000
after 3-4 years). Technically, this job
is half-time, 20 hours a week, but an
average of 30 or more hours is not
uncommon. Such a heavy workload
makes serious graduate study impos-
sible, diluting and delaying the train-
ing needed to be competitive in a tight
job market. Some make the effort,
but at the expense of their teaching.
In addition, in many departments,
the TA has no job security. A posi-
tion may be available one semester
but not the next. This economic vul-
nerability, particularly the depen-
dence on the faculty to grant jobs,
makes it difficult for TA’s to raise
criticisms or keep an independent
perspective on their work.

The Union of Graduate Student
Workers (UGSW) was formed to de-
fend the interests of TA’s and to be
part of the ongoing process of criti-
cizing University policies and prior-
ities. It formed as a union because of
the amount of work TA’s do. Theyare
virtually a hidden junior college fac-
ulty within The University doing the
front line work: teaching students
how to write, to speak a different
language, to take notes and exams.
Without the TA, The University in
its present form would collapse.

The resolution of the TA “‘prob-
lem’’ goes further than simply requir-
ing the faculty to teach lower division
courses. Fundamental changes in
University priorities must be made.
More money must be available for
reaching in all its forms, rather than
channeled into overelaborate build-
ings or highly specialized research.
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