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• TAs from a variety of disciplines, with diverse backgrounds
• Over 7000 undergraduates enrolled in CLSE classes annually
• Prioritizes preparing TAs for current and future teaching
• Requires all TAs to take Topics in Biology Teaching course each 

time they teach to ensure ongoing professional development.
• Peer mentoring is one of many options TAs may choose to 

meet course requirements

1) perceived barriers to the quantity of interactions 
2) perceived threats to the quality of interactions 
3) perceived benefits of mentoring
4) motivating factors that could influence TA participation 

We used feedback from the needs assessment to identify 
specific program elements that could be added or revised 
in order to meet the program objectives (Fig. 2).

An important component of the revised program was the 
development of a 2-hour workshop, “How to be an 
Effective Mentor,” targeted toward experienced TAs who 
might be interested in mentoring. Elements of the 
workshop were designed to address specific concerns 
revealed in the needs assessment (Fig. 2). 

Terms Mentors Mentees
Total TAs in program
Autumn and Spring

SP13 + AU13 5 (3.9%) 4 (3.1%) 127

SP14 + AU14 13 (9.6%) 14 (10.3%) 136

SP15 + AU15 13 (10.8%) 13  (10.8%) 120

SP16 + AU16 6 (5.9%) 13  (12.7%) 102

• Increase TA participation in an existing peer mentoring program

• Increase the number of available mentors

• Increase productive interactions between mentors and mentees

Under the social constructivist framework (Vygotsky, 1978), 
peer mentoring  can be viewed as:

• a type of situated learning (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989) 
in which the novice TA learns how to apply newly acquired 
pedagogical knowledge within the culture of teaching.

• a type of apprenticeship in which novice TAs, through 
working with an experienced TA, become more fully 
participatory in a teaching community of practice (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). Through this process, both novice and 
experienced TAs progress toward expertise, with novices at 
an earlier stage in the process. 
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Expectations for Mentoring Pairs

Before program enhancement After program enhancement

• Meet five times throughout 
the semester

• Maintain weekly e-mail 
contact

• Mentor visits mentee’s class 
three times during the term

• Mentor submits a log of 
activities in the third, ninth, 
and last weeks of the 
semester

• Identify objectives and 
activities to meet those 
objectives

• Include assessment of 
progress as part of their 
activity

• Determine how and how 
often to meet

• Activities summary may be 
submitted online

Anecdotal reports from TAs indicate that mentors feel more 
confident assuming mentoring and leadership roles. Mentees 
feel more confident about their teaching.

We are currently conducting a research study to more formally 
assess the impact of mentoring on the teaching anxiety level, 
attitudes about teaching, and teaching behaviors of novice TAs.

Recommendations Incentives

• Conduct a needs assessment to uncover perceptions and 
identify program elements that will support peer mentoring

• Consider the existing departmental culture and support for 
professional development

• Structure mentoring activities flexibly to meet diverse needs
• Provide incentives to encourage sustained participation
• Establish voluntary participation to ensure mentors and 

mentees are interested and motivated
• Solicit feedback from mentors to inform ongoing improvement

• Incorporate peer mentoring into existing structures 

• Provide a course release or reduced teaching load 

• Provide small stipends to participant

• Recruit mentors by application or nomination 

• Recruit mentees at pre-term departmental orientations 
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Experienced TAs feel unprepared to mentor

Novice TAs may have difficulty accepting 
criticism from a peer

TAs do not perceive benefits for the mentor

TAs perceive that mentoring expectations 
are inflexible

TAs experience logistical challenges

Mentoring perceived to be a greater time 
commitment than other professional 
development activities

Mentoring Workshop

• Self-assess and reflect

Planning Worksheet for 
Mentoring Pairs

Better alignment of mentoring 
effort and PD credit

Needs Assessment Feedback  Revised Program Elements

• Develop mentoring action plan
• Identify external resources

• Practice giving constructive 
feedback

TAs  not aware of peer mentoring program

Figure 1. Backward design applied to program evaluation (larger circle) 
and phases of mentoring used to frame the mentoring workshop and 
mentoring activities (smaller circle, adapted from Zachary 2000). 
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The mentoring workshop objectives and 
agenda can be accessed via the QR code.

Table 1. Participation in peer mentoring before (2013) and after (2014-2016) program enhancement. 
Percentages are the number of mentors or mentees as a proportion of the total number of TAs.
Adapted from Pieterson & Ridgway (2017). 

Figure 2. Alignment of revised program elements with needs assessment feedback. 

We applied backward design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005)  to 
the program evaluation in order to work toward our project 
objectives (Fig. 1). To identify actions to meet those 
objectives, we conducted a needs assessment. We invited 
TAs to complete an online survey and participate in one of 
two focus groups, one with experienced TAs and one with 
novice TAs. Survey and focus group questions focused on 
the following mentoring themes:

Program Evaluation:  
Needs Assessment Program Enhancement

Project Objectives

Participation and Feedback


