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ABSTRACT 
 

TEACHING ASSISTANTS’ (TAs) PERSONAL EPISTEMOLOGIES  
AND THEIR INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES IN U.S. UNIVERSITIES:  

A MIXED METHODS INVESTIGATION OF  
INTERNATIONAL TAs AND U.S. TAs 

By Eunhee Seo 

Doctor of Education 

Temple University, January 2009 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Aneta Pavlenko 

Current teacher education research calls for investigation of the “missing paradigm,” the 

connection between teachers’ conceptions of knowledge and learning and their instructional 

practices.  This call has been heeded in the scholarship on personal epistemology that reveals the 

role of knowledge in learning and instruction within and across various socio-cultural contexts.  

This study extends the work on the relationship between teachers’ personal epistemologies and 

instructional practices to a previously unexamined population: international and U.S. Teaching 

Assistants (TAs).  

Employing a two-phase explanatory mixed methods approach, this study examines the 

relationship between personal epistemologies and instructional practices of two teaching 

assistant (TA) groups, international and U.S.-born, in U.S. university contexts.  In the first phase 

of the study, an epistemological beliefs survey was conducted with two groups of TAs, 106 

international and 50 U.S.-born, at four large research universities in the Mid-Atlantic States.  

Their answers were analyzed with a focus on the relationship between group variables and seven 

dimensions of personal epistemologies.  Building on the initial quantitative study results, in the 

second phase, a qualitative case study was carried out to investigate the relationship between 

epistemic positions and teaching practices for four TAs representing international and domestic 
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TA groups within two academic disciplines at a public research university in Philadelphia, PA.  

Forty four undergraduate student data from focus-group interviews and surveys also were 

collected to examine the relationship between TAs’ instructional practices and student opinions 

about their teaching.   

The quantitative results showed a significant group difference in the knowledge beliefs 

domain and the relational views domain (p < .001).  In general, ITAs held a higher degree in 

their beliefs about certainty of knowledge than did US TAs.  In addition, US TAs assumed a 

closer relationship with their students than did the ITAs, while unlike common assumptions, US 

TAs assumed a higher degree of status differentiation from students than did ITAs.  

The findings of the qualitative phase of the study revealed that the relationship between 

TAs’ epistemic positions and instructional practices was not fully consistent.  In the case of the 

US TAs, much of the inconsistency of the relationship is explained by the lack of pedagogical 

knowledge and pedagogic skills, which would enable them to exercise control over the types of 

instructional approaches that they wanted to implement at a discourse level in class.  ITAs’ 

instructional practices were more closely aligned with learning strategies that they had developed 

through educational experiences in their home countries and with their generalized assumptions 

about attitudes of U.S. students toward learning.  The results also show that ITAs are as qualified 

and competent instructors in teaching of undergraduate students as US TAs are, and that ITAs’ 

teacher-centered approaches are well received by the students who expect explanation, guidance, 

direction, and reinforcement on the part of their instructors.  In addition, the analysis of TAs’ 

epistemic positions revealed domain specificity as well as group differences to be major 

compounding factors affecting TAs’ professed epistemologies.  Pedagogic as well as theoretical 

implications of the study are discussed.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1   Statement of the Problem 

On the phone from Fargo, N.D., State Rep. Bette Grande’s voice rings with clarity. 
“Colleges are a business,” she says in a starched Midwestern accent. “The 
students can’t understand what the heck their foreign-born instructors are 
saying.”…Late in January, Ms. Grande proposed a bill in the North Dakota 
legislature....designed to send a stronger message: If you [foreign TAs] can’t 
speak the language clearly, get out of the classroom…. International teaching 
assistants are “set up for failure,” Ms. Liu says. “No matter how hard they try, 
their foreignness will always work against them and provide a convenient excuse 
for the students who want to resign from a class without taking the responsibility 
as a student.”… But, Ms. Grande still believes that universities are businesses, 
and students are consumers: If a student cannot understand her professor, then she 
is being served a faulty product. (Gravois, 2005) 
 
Ms. Grande’s bill in North Dakota exemplifies a widely-held negative perception in the 

U.S. about the quality of international teaching assistants’ (ITAs) classroom instruction in 

undergraduate education; such views of international teaching assistants have dominated the 

discourse of the past twenty five years among U. S. university administrators, undergraduate 

students, and their parents.  More often than not, large universities have seen their college 

newsletters and campus bulletin boards resonating undergraduates’ frustration and dissatisfaction 

with the quality of instruction provided by international teaching assistants (Dameron, 2000; 

Gravois, 2005; Plakans, 1997).  This issue, as shown in the North Dakota state case, has pressed 

university administrators and even state legislators to mandate that colleges screen ITAs for their 

oral English language proficiency and provide them with special training. 

In fact, teaching assistants (TAs), invented by the North American academic system,  are 

graduate students who are assigned to instructional responsibilities such as teaching a course, 

assisting a lab work or leading a discussion or a recitation in an instructional context (Penner, 

1997).  Yet, because the role of the TA is crucial for the survival of most large academic 
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institutions in the U.S. (Amores, 1999; Plakans, 1997; Penner, 1997), it is undeniably 

acknowledged that the demand for accountability of the quality of instruction of TAs, in 

particular those from other countries − international TAs, is highly at stake (Bailey, 1984; Hardré, 

2003; Plakans, 1997).  However, as shown by Ms. Grande’s conceptions about a university as a 

business enterprise and students as consumers, this dissatisfaction also mirrors undergraduates’ 

negative perceptions about ITAs’ teaching as well as the attitude of consumerism toward 

education perpetuated in U.S. academic institutions.  The question thus emerges: should 

universities in the United States, boasting of their academic intellectuality and ethical growth, 

simply accept the commercial ideology of consumerism?   

   Along with this negative attitude directed toward the classroom performance of ITAs, 

another pressing issue is the unidirectional approach to their training under such a deficit model 

which highlights the deficiencies of the ITAs’ oral English language (Zamel, 1995).  Can this 

issue be simply diagnosed as a problem that ITAs themselves need to work on?  As Ms. Liu, an 

ITA herself, argues: under this negative notion “ITAs are set up for failure no matter how hard 

they try [because] their foreignness [such as accent, ethnicity, or race] will always provide a 

convenient excuse for [undergraduates] who want to resign from a class without taking the 

responsibility as a student.”  As evidenced in Robin’s (1992) study utilizing matched-guise 

technique, undergraduates’ comprehensibility of ITAs’ instruction is closely related to their 

attitudes toward the ITAs’ foreignness.  While undergraduates easily perceive ITAs’ foreign 

ethnicity as the main cause of unintelligibility in the class (Robin, 1992), there is little evidence 

that ITAs’ instruction negatively affects the undergraduates’ academic achievement measured by 

course grade (Fleisher et al., 2002; Norris, 1991).  Therefore, blaming ITAs alone excludes 

undergraduate students from participation in a mutual effort to alleviate these problems.    
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In fact, U.S. universities have become part of a ‘global academy.’ According to the 

federal “Survey of Earned Doctorates,” in 2003 just under 41,000 people earned new Ph.D.’s 

from U.S. universities and of those, about 12,200 (roughly 30 %) were citizens of other countries.  

In engineering, foreigners have outnumbered U.S. citizens among new Ph.D.’s for the past 20 

years and even in the physical sciences, 45 % of the students are foreign. Therefore, training only 

the international teaching students within this ‘deficit model’ is considered a quick fix that does 

not envision the long-term prospects of academic enterprise in the U.S. amidst this global era. 

The other problem with this notion of training only ITAs is that this approach overlooks 

the challenges that all the new teaching assistants commonly face when assuming the 

instructional responsibilities in a university class for the first time.  In fact, teaching poses a 

challenge to all TAs, be they international or domestic, and ‘communication apprehension’ in 

class is found to be a common pedagogic issue for all who are new to teaching (Buskist, 2001; 

Roach, 2003).  Nevertheless, in the case of US TAs who are left with an optional university-wide 

training, less than only half of them make an attempt to gain benefits from the training sessions 

while the rest of them do not even attend the sessions (Buerkel-Rothfusss & Gray, 1999).  As a 

result, a majority of the training responsibilities are eventually assigned to each TA’s department.   

Within the departments, however, most faculty supervising the TAs are reluctant to devote their 

time for such training or development.  This evasion of responsibility stems from the beliefs of 

most faculty members that teaching itself does not directly guarantee their tenure promotion or 

grant opportunities, mostly due to the fact that most large research universities tend to value 

research over teaching.  This denigration of the teaching role is particularly prevalent in the 

science and engineering disciplines (Korinek, Howard, & George, 1999; Milner-Bolotin, 2001).  
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In considering the teaching issues among the new international and U.S.-born TAs, one 

should give special attention to the concept of school culture as it operates at the micro and 

macro levels within sociocultural contexts.  School culture refers to “the total environment in 

which schooling takes place” that includes both school members as well as school systems 

(Orlich et al., 2001, p. 12).  Applying this notion to TAs’ classroom contexts, one may uncover 

that TAs’ assumptions about how students learn and what engages them in learning may not 

always be aligned with those of their students because individuals are educated in different 

school cultures even within the same society; this difference may be even greater for 

international students who are exposed to different cultures of schooling within their own 

societal cultures (Luo et al., 2001).  

In this case, it is reasonable to assume that individuals in a society are socialized to 

acquire a belief system and a way of interpreting reality that is consistent with their sociocultural 

norms by means of learning and practicing the behaviors of their social members.  Through this 

participation in the communities of practice within the indigenous culture, individual members 

grasp relevant jargon, emulate social conduct, and gradually start to act in accordance with the 

larger group’s sociocultural norms (Prawat, 1992, p. 378).   

From this perspective, teaching assistants from diverse cultural backgrounds– both US 

TAs who grew up in different subcultures within the society and international TAs who were 

educated in various cultures within their own home societies – are likely during their first 

semester of teaching to assume their social positions and the instructor’s role in class on the basis 

of their native cultural norms.  In addition, the TAs’ own cultural norms serve as guides to their 

instructional practices, etiquette, and behavior in terms of their interactions with students (Althen, 
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1991; Bailey, 1982, 1984; Inglis, 1988; Langham, 1989; Luo et al., 2000; Nelson, 1992; Twale et 

al., 1997; Tyler & Davies, 1990).  

In a class made up of a teaching assistant and students who have been socialized within a 

disparate educational culture, both parties may not share the same foundation about how 

knowledge is acquired, how problems should be approached, how thoughts should be organized 

in an explanation or a paper, and how discussion should be managed (Althen, 1991).  Therefore, 

it is inevitable that there will be a disparity between the two parties’ conceptions about desirable 

teaching and learning practices as well as adequate teacher-learner behaviors.  These disparities 

may be even greater within the ITAs’ classrooms in which the ITA and undergraduate students 

may have much less common ground in terms of accepted classroom behaviors and norms of 

interaction as well as of instructional approaches and instructor roles.  

Despite these fundamental issues, a majority of studies of international teaching assistants 

have examined their teaching issues through the application of a consumerism ideology (Bailey, 

1982; Damron, 2000; Gokcora, 1989; Hinofotis & Bailey, 1981; Inglis, 1988; Langham, 1989; 

Nelson, 1992; Ranney, 1994).   In other words, most of these ITA studies looked at ITAs’ 

teaching issues on the basis of undergraduates’ perceptions and evaluations.  Moreover, the ITAs’ 

teaching practices have been examined exhaustively in terms of the social and communication 

aspects of their classroom behaviors, such as their interactional behaviors with students or the 

impact of their language proficiency on their teaching in simulated micro-teaching contexts.  

These studies, however, have overlooked other academic aspects of ITAs’ teaching such as 

didactic or teacher-centered instruction that may contribute to undergraduate education.  As a 

result, these unidirectional studies inadvertently portray ITAs’ in-class social behaviors in a 

negative light while failing to address other intellectual aspects of teaching which are expected to 
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be more central to learning outcomes such as how ITAs engage students in learning, how they 

facilitate the learning process, and how they explain the materials.   

Such narrowly viewed ITA research, therefore, reinforces a unidirectional approach to 

ITA training that is tailored to the socialization about idealized “U.S. styles of teaching” or 

“American educational values” (Althen, 1991, p. 351).   This kind of training may provide these 

international TAs with a general understanding about teaching U.S. undergraduate students, yet 

may not reflect the ITAs’ various instructional responsibilities within such disciplinary contexts 

as labs, studios, classrooms, recitations, or tutoring sessions.  Moreover, this one-sided training 

discounts ITAs’ own assumptions about teaching and learning that may exert a strong influence 

on their actual teaching in undergraduate classrooms.  

Much of the efforts to improve the quality of undergraduate education has disregarded 

the input of ITAs, and in the process eventually perpetuated depreciation of ITAs’ beliefs and in-

class behaviors that originated from experiences in their indigenous school culture.  While any 

essentialist treatment of ITAs’ teaching issues may bring a temporary relief to their linguistic 

problems at stake, such treatment does not guarantee their successful development as a future 

faculty in the long run once they leave the training class and enter the real classroom 

environments.  Without the understanding of the epistemological assumptions underlying this 

disparity, the mismatch between ITAs’ perceptions about what denotes excellence in teaching 

and undergraduate students’ interpretations about their teaching will continue. 

Moreover, the lack of interest in ITAs’ own pedagogic beliefs hinders them from utilizing 

their unique educational experiences as resources within the new teaching contexts.  This 

indifference also deprives undergraduates of developing intercultural sensitivity to learning by 

attempting to impose a normative view of a U.S. classroom as a static and monolithic entity.  
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Rather, undergraduate classrooms should be viewed as intercultural contexts in which TAs as 

well as students with diverse educational and cultural backgrounds should not only develop a 

shared knowledge and understanding about the teaching-learning practices, but also establish 

shared norms of interpreting the meaning of the practice (Garfinkel, 1972, p. 304, cited in 

Kramsch, 1998).  The diverse cultural and educational resources that both TAs and students 

bring to the class can be a valuable asset to enrich the intellect in academic institutions if both 

parties are educated, trained, and sensitized enough to accept the different cultural resources and 

appreciate the differences in values, beliefs, and behaviors.  

Furthermore, along with these prominent issues of ‘ITA problems’ and unidirectional 

ITA training, US TAs are excluded from derogatory labels while still being homogenized into 

the same cultural group as a majority of U.S.-born undergraduate students, whereby any problem 

or conflict within this ‘homogeneous group’ could go unnoticed or unaired.  This 

homogenization, in another sense, denies these TAs’ the opportunity to receive valuable support 

and training in their first year of teaching.  Luo et al.’s (2000) study reveals that, regardless of 

the TAs’ country of origin, teaching experience is found to be remarkably crucial in handling 

classroom management issues.  In this sense, the TA research would benefit from investigating 

the underlying epistemological assumptions about teaching and learning as well as the roles in 

facilitating the learning process among all the new TAs, albeit whether they are international or 

domestic, by looking at how they engage students in learning, how they facilitate the learning 

process, and how they explain the materials.  

In response to this call for the examination of the underlying beliefs that teaching 

assistants hold, the scholarship of personal epistemology – that has populated scholarly discourse 

in the fields of education, psychology, and composition within different educational paradigms 
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and research traditions over the past 30 years – has paved the way for this current investigation.  

For example, with the growing evidence of the role of knowledge in learning and instruction in 

the field of education, researchers have ventured into the area of unveiling the connection 

between one’s epistemological assumptions on the one hand and classroom practices across 

various social contexts on the other (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Hashweh, 1996; Kitchener, 1986; Lee, 

1995; Schommer, 1988, 1992; Tyler, 2003).   

However, most of the personal epistemology research in the education field has placed 

unequal weight on some methods over others: it has used quantitative measurement to generalize 

the relationship and qualitative longitudinal studies to explore or describe the central 

phenomenon.  Even when a study has employed a mixed-methods approach, the qualitative 

research lacks depth and solid grounding in its utilization of a short essay test or open-ended 

interview questions as the main method of data collection (Lee, 1995).  Neither unequally-

weighed quantitative or qualitative methods nor the lenient mixed methods are sufficient enough 

to probe the intricacies of the relationship between one’s epistemological assumptions and 

instructional practices in real-class contexts.  

In this sense, the scholarship of personal epistemology calls for a more solid research 

approach in order to carry out an in-depth investigation.  One of the ways to address the need is 

to combine empirical research that employs a valid measure of epistemological beliefs with 

qualitative fieldwork in real classroom contexts that captures “naturalistic evidence with higher 

ecological validity” (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 132).  

In addition to these methodological issues, the scarcity of the research strongly suggests 

the need for more investigation within higher educational contexts in which a majority of the 

introductory undergraduate courses are taught by TAs because of the economic survival of the 



 

 
 

9 

university.  Given the negative assumptions surrounding teaching issues for international 

teaching assistants and the neglected mandatory training of all new TAs (domestic or 

international), the TA research calls for field work in real classroom contexts that undertakes a 

comparative study of US TAs and ITAs within one discipline.   

This study thus has ventured into an uncharted territory of the relationship between 

personal epistemologies and teaching practices through the study of two different teaching 

assistant populations–domestic and international–by employing a mixed-methods investigation.  

This intellectual endeavor hopes to debunk the assumptions of the two groups’ teaching practices 

while challenging the prevalent assumption that US TAs, by virtue of being born and educated in 

the U.S. school culture, can be excluded from mandatory training that many academic disciplines 

have neglected to offer to new TAs.   

The results gained from this comparative study using a mixed methods approach make a 

strong contribution to the bodies of research within the areas of personal epistemology, teacher 

education, as well as teaching assistants in particular TA/ITA research.  Moreover, the results 

inform university administrators’ decisions regarding TA screening and training policies.  In 

addition, the findings of this study invite TA coordinators, trainers, TA supervising faculty and 

staff, along with ITA instructors to participate in the planning and implementation of TA 

preparation, training, and development.  This study also offers a framework of university-wide 

TA training that will be available to both TA groups in the United States, international as well as 

U.S.-born.  Finally, it has been a goal here that such training encourages undergraduate students 

to construct a dialogue with their TAs to work toward a mutual understanding and engagement in 

the teaching-learning process. 
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1.2   Purpose of the Study 

This mixed methods study investigates the relationship between personal epistemologies 

and teaching practices with two TA groups: international and US TAs.  An explanatory mixed 

methods design is used, which involves collecting qualitative data after a quantitative phase in 

order to follow up on findings from the quantitative data in more depth using a smaller number 

of participants.  In the first quantitative phase of the study, a modified version of an 

epistemological beliefs questionnaire (Schommer, 1989) was collected from two groups of TAs, 

international and US TAs, at four large research universities in the Mid-Atlantic States in order 

to analyze how the groups differ on seven dimensions of personal epistemologies.  

In the second phase, a qualitative case study was conducted to explore the relationship 

between epistemic positions and teaching practices for four TAs representing two different TA 

groups, international TAs as well as domestic TAs, and two different disciplines, the Statistics 

Department and the Broadcasting, Telecommunications, and Mass Media (BTMM) Department, 

at a public research university in Philadelphia.  The reason for the explanatory follow-up is to 

examine further the relationship between two TA groups’ epistemic stance and their teaching 

practices through the fieldwork by building on initial quantitative results.  

The ultimate aim of this study is to bring insight into the degree to which epistemic 

beliefs of teaching assistants account for their pedagogy and classroom practices and to call for 

TA development and training support in an effort to afford a higher degree of consistency 

between their beliefs and practices, which is expected to facilitate the improvement of their 

instructional practices (Menges & Rando, 1989).  In addition, the comparison of the two TA 

groups is an attempt to reexamine and challenge the homogenized assumption made to TAs’ 

instructional practice based on their country of origin, race, or ethnicity (Rubin, 1992).    
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The results of this study may facilitate the development of a university-wide TA training 

approach that focuses on epistemological reflection as a tool that allows these instructors to 

inquire into their personal epistemologies and to reflect upon their classroom practice as well as 

their students’ classroom behaviors.  The tool of self-reflectivity developed through critical 

thinking on their personal epistemology and teaching practices will enable them to constantly 

negotiate their teaching practices with students within the classroom context.  

 

1.3   Research Questions  

1.  What are the similarities and the differences in personal epistemologies held by the 

international TAs and US TAs in U.S. universities?  

2.   What TAs’ epistemic positions are revealed through instructional practices in undergraduate 

classrooms? 

2.1   What epistemic positions do TAs hold about the nature of knowledge? 

2.2   What instructional practices do TAs employ in their teaching?  

  2.2.1   What instructional roles do TAs play in their teaching? 

  2.2.2   What instructional strategies do TAs use in their teaching? 

3.   To what extent do these TAs’ instructional practices match their students’ expectations? 

      3.1   What aspects of teaching match students’ expectations?  

      3.2   What aspects of teaching do not match students’ expectations? 

4.   How are instructional practices of ITAs different or similar to those of US TAs? 

After the literature review in Chapter 2 and an in-depth discussion of the methodology in 

Chapter 3, each of the research questions will be addressed in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.  Chapter 4 

will address the first research question: the quantitative results of the similarities and differences 
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in personal epistemologies between the two TAs groups.  Chapters 5 and 6 will address the 

second, the third, and the fourth research questions from the qualitative case study: the 

relationship between TAs’ epistemic position and their instructional practices in class. Student 

evaluations also will be used to consider the match and mismatch between teaching-learning 

practices.  Comparison of teaching practices between ITA and US TAs will be discussed at the 

end of each chapter.  The conclusion, Chapter 7, will discuss the results in terms of the 

relationship between personal epistemologies and teaching practices between the two groups of 

TAs by bringing together the quantitative and qualitative case study findings.  Specifically, I will 

extend the discussion with the group differences, disciplinary differences, and other 

compounding variables that were found to exert strong influence on the study’s outcomes. 

Following the discussion, the relationship between TAs’ teaching practices, student evaluations 

and their potential academic performance will be considered.  I will end the chapter with the 

discussion of the theoretical as well as practical implications of the study with reference to the 

issue of teacher (TAs) training and development and continuing research of personal 

epistemology with diverse teacher population.   

 
1.4   Significance of the Study 

An investigation of the personal epistemologies of teaching assistants that illuminates the 

interaction between their assumptions about teaching and their actual teaching performances is 

worthwhile for a number of reasons.  First, this research will contribute to the body of TA 

research beyond the ITA population. As the US TA population is becoming increasingly diverse, 

assumptions about US TAs’ personal epistemologies as being homogeneous may no longer be 

true.  The data collected from US TAs also will provide evidence for investigating variability 

within the US TA population.  This study also challenges the assumptions about a homogeneous 
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school culture across disciplinary contexts within an academic institution.  By investigating TAs’ 

teaching practices in two distinct disciplinary contexts, this study will add insight to the 

differences in teaching practices underlying discipline-specific contexts.  The insight gained 

from the data may merit disciplinary-specific TA training.  Additionally, the findings may 

demystify the dichotomous typology of ITAs vs. US TAs in terms of their assumptions and 

classroom behaviors as well as undergraduate evaluations and attitudes.  

Second, this study will contribute to ITA research by revealing the intricacies of the 

relationship between TAs’ epistemic beliefs and their classroom practices that have been 

overshadowed by their negative teaching evaluations by undergraduates.  Thus, the analysis of 

this relationship will offer a new frame of reference to understand the underlying conceptions 

behind ITAs’ instructional practices, specifically academic aspects.  This investigation thus will 

bring insight into the understanding of the nature of the gap that ITAs and undergraduates 

experience related to the teaching-learning practice in classroom contexts.  

Third, this comparative study will benefit the TA research field by either typifying or 

demystifying the ITA vs. US TA distinction in terms of TAs’ conceptions about teaching and 

teaching practices.  In addition, with the growing need of examining one’s personal 

epistemology in real-life classroom contexts, the observations of TAs’ classrooms will provide 

more naturalistic data in this inquiry and thus strengthen the validity of the findings. 

Next, this study will provide insights into teaching assistant training and such an 

epistemological frame of reference will offer an invaluable training tool.  The focus of TA 

research and training, in general, overlooks the disjuncture between TAs’ perceptions about their 

teaching and their students’ expectations that may be at the heart of the problem.  As Schraw and 

Olafson (2002) note, pre-service teachers with explicit epistemological worldviews are in a 
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better position to be able to reflect on these beliefs and change them.  The training, therefore, 

should provide these TAs with a framework to explicitly understand and articulate their 

epistemological assumptions and consider the pedagogic implications of holding such beliefs.  

Discussion of TAs’ personal epistemologies during the training sessions will help them become 

aware of their own epistemological assumptions about learning and teaching as well as those of 

their students in order to build a bridge of mutual understanding.   These insights will enable TAs 

to reflect upon their teaching practices and their students’ expectations of them so that they learn 

to willingly negotiate their own assumptions as well as those of their students (Cortazzi & Jin, 

1998).   

Fifth, this study will benefit the undergraduate student body. The results of this study will 

be a useful resource for intercultural training of undergraduate students in order for them to 

develop open dialogue with their TAs and to understand various modes of teaching methods.  

Training both TAs and undergraduates will eventually narrow the discrepancy in teaching 

effectiveness perceived by TAs and undergraduates.  

In addition, this study has value for the scholarship of personal epistemology.   This 

investigation is an attempt to fill the gap in the studies of personal epistemology by expanding 

the scope of inquiry to an ethnically and culturally diverse TA population that brings various 

cultural values and intellect into the new teaching environments.  In addition, examining the 

relationship of TAs’ epistemic positions and instructional practices in both ideological and 

practical levels will reveal intricacies and dynamics of the relationship that may go beyond 

generalization. 

Moreover, this study will contribute to the mixed methods research tradition that has 

interdisciplinary appeal (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).  A vast majority of existing research of 
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personal epistemology has used interviews, questionnaires, or production tasks as their main 

methods, approaches which tell little about how epistemological theories operate to affect 

teachers’ instruction or students’ learning.  Complex issues of the role of personal epistemology 

in classroom instruction and learning in diverse TA population require a mixed methods design 

that blends reliable quantitative measures and thorough qualitative fieldwork in order to look into 

the heart of the inquiry more profoundly.  This carefully planned and thoroughly designed mixed 

methods research of TAs’ personal epistemology will pave the way for a more rigorous 

interdisciplinary mixed method research tradition in these fields. 

Last, this study is an intellectual endeavor to bring together two fields of research – 

personal epistemology research and TA research – in order to lay a foundation for continuing 

inquiry into TA population in both these research arenas and to better understand the classroom 

practices of these TAs and the principles behind this complex pedagogic decision-making 

process.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1   Literature Review 

The purpose of this review is to examine the research on more general issues and 

assumptions about teaching and learning practices between TAs and undergraduates, as well as 

personal epistemologies of students and teachers from different socio-cultural contexts.  This 

review comprises three sections: (1) an overview of research findings on teaching assistants’ 

pedagogical issues, (2) international students’ perspectives on American university instruction, 

and (3) scholarship on personal epistemology.   

The first section will examine the pedagogic performance of two teaching assistant 

groups (i.e., ITAs and US TAs) on the basis of undergraduate evaluations and academic 

performance.  In doing so, I highlight differences in terms of the social aspects of teaching-

learning practices perceived by undergraduates compared to teaching assistants, specifically 

international teaching assistants (Bailey, 1982, 1984; Damron, 2000; Langham, 1989; Luo et al., 

2000; Ranney, 1994).  The second section addresses ITAs’ educational and cultural milieus 

through an examination of a study that illustrates their perceptions of U.S. university instruction 

(Liberman, 1996).  The last section elucidates a new direction for research on teaching assistants 

by addressing scholarship on personal epistemology that offers insight into the role of personal 

epistemology in learning and instruction.  Lastly, I articulate how one’s culturally embedded 

personal epistemology may influence classroom behaviors of TAs and students in academic 

contexts based on studies conducted in U.S. and cross-cultural contexts (Chan & Elliot, 2002; 

Lee, 1995; Perry, 1970; Schommer, 1990).  In light of these arguments, the discussion considers 

the significance of examining TAs’ personal epistemologies and how this factor contributes to 
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TA research in the areas of pedagogy and training.  Following the review, I present a ‘model of 

personal epistemology’ that will comprise the theoretical framework of this study (see Figures 

2.1 & 2.2).    

 
2.1.1   Overview of Research on TAs’ Pedagogic Performance 

This section reviews research on teaching assistants that addresses classroom practices of 

international as well as US TAs., with special attention directed to the deficiencies in the TA 

literature that highlights TAs’ teaching performances based solely on undergraduates’ subjective 

evaluations; such evaluations, in heavily weighing the social and linguistic aspects of the 

teaching process, have notable methodological shortcomings.  First, I synthesize studies 

concerning TAs’ pedagogic performance based on undergraduates’ subjective teaching 

evaluations as well as their academic performance.  In particular, I focus on studies that compare 

undergraduate in-class evaluations of ITAs vs. US TAs in order to draw generalizations of 

undergraduate expectations about TAs’ instructional roles and practices.   Second, I consider 

TAs’ instructional concerns and behaviors in undergraduate classes in terms of social aspects of 

teaching.  Specifically, I highlight ITAs’ instructional issues in undergraduate classroom 

contexts.  Finally, I deliberate the value of examining TAs’ underlying assumptions about 

teaching and learning in both academic and social dimensions that exert a strong influence on 

their instructional practices (Taylor, 2003). 

 
2.1.1.1   Evaluations of TAs’ Pedagogic Performance by Undergraduates  

Studies that examine TAs’ classroom performances largely employ one or two of the 

following measures: (1) an undergraduate course evaluation survey, (2) an undergraduate 

interview, and (3) undergraduates’ academic performance as measured by overall course GPA, 
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final grade, or mid-term exam scores (Bailey, 1982; Borjas, 2000; Fleisher et al., 2002; Langham, 

1989; Norris, 1991; Ranney, 1994; Twale et al., 1997).  Among these studies are some that 

compare ITAs’ teaching with that of US TAs, based on undergraduate evaluations and 

performances; this research makes two opposing claims about TAs’ instruction. The first claim is 

that ITAs are much less effective than US TAs by bringing adverse impact on the class 

performance of undergraduates (Borjas, 2000).  Opponents of this position argue that ITAs are 

just as or even more effective as US TAs in certain disciplines (Fleisher et al., 2002; Norris, 

1991).   

Borjas (2000) conducted a quantitative study to examine the impact of TAs’ pedagogic 

practice on academic performances of undergraduate students in macro- and micro-economics 

classes taught in three separate academic years at Harvard University.  A survey, conducted with 

230 undergraduates who were enrolled in an intermediate micro-economics class, asked for their 

experiences in the two-semester principles sequence.  The study uncovered the undergraduates’ 

overall dissatisfaction with the ITAs’ teaching.  About 80% of the undergraduates reported that 

foreign-born TAs have worse communication skills than those who are native-born. 

Undergraduates’ academic performance measured by the course final grade was also lower in 

classes taught by ITAs.  

Another finding from the Borjas study, however, is worth attention. In examining the 

success of ITAs’ instruction exclusively, he looked at the impact of ITAs’ instruction on the final 

course grades of two groups of undergraduate students, U.S.-born vs. foreign-born, which was 

measured by a standardized test.  The results show that the ITAs’ instruction negatively affected 

the grades of U.S.-born undergraduates whereas it did not have an adverse effect on the grades of 

undergraduates who were from a similar cultural origin.  From this finding, it is reasonable to 
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argue that undergraduate students may perceive TAs’ instruction differently depending on their 

cultural origin and for some students this perception may affect their approach to learning and 

performance.  

Contrary to Borjas’ (2000) study, research conducted by Fleisher et al. (2002) and Norris 

(1991) reveal that, in general, there is little evidence that ITAs’ teaching negatively affects the 

students’ academic achievement.  Fleisher et al. carried out an empirical study with a sample of 

2680 undergraduate students registered for Micro-economics Principles in a lecture-recitation 

format course during one academic year; the researchers followed the students’ progress through 

that course, another class on Macroeconomics Principles, as well as an intermediate course over 

a period of five academic years at Ohio State University.  They looked at the students’ 

cumulative grade point average in 92 recitation sections taught by 47 ITAs vs. 21 US TAs over 

the course of the five years.  Students’ satisfaction measured by a teaching evaluation survey also 

was examined.   

The study yields little evidence that ITAs have a negative affect on the students’ course 

grades in the economics principles courses.  Rather, in some cases, the impact of ITAs’ teaching 

on students’ performance was significantly positive, and students in sections taught by ITAs 

achieved higher grades than those who were taught by US TAs across different levels of the 

courses.  Moreover, the probability that students would drop a section was lower for ITAs than 

for US TAs.  The study also found that even though the materials taught by ITAs do not exhibit 

any adverse effect on undergraduates’ learning performance, students gave ITAs markedly lower 

scores on subjective teaching evaluations.   

Norris’ study also provides counterevidence to the critics of ITAs’ teaching performance. 

He measured the impact of ITAs vs. US TAs on student performance in 806 course sections from 
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18 academic departments over five semesters at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.  Students’ 

performance was measured by a section’s GPA.  The results also support the positive impact of 

ITAs on students’ overall course grades.  In particular, sections taught by ITAs, regardless of 

their country of origin, showed significantly higher grades than sections conducted by US TAs, 

the average difference in section GPAs being equal to one-tenth of a grade point.  Moreover, 

students in mathematics, social sciences, and technical sciences sections taught by ITAs 

outperformed students in other sections.  There is no evidence to support that the presence of 

ITAs increased students’ drop rate after the second week of each semester.  The results of the 

analysis consistently indicate slightly better performance of students in sections taught by ITAs. 

The findings from these comparative studies of ITAs and US TAs’ instruction signify 

that if the criteria of evaluating TAs’ instruction are given by undergraduates’ academic 

performance, the claim posed by the critics of ITAs’ instruction is held questionable.  However, 

if we consider undergraduates’ negative teaching evaluation of ITAs regardless of their higher 

academic achievement as shown in Fleisher et al. (2002) and students’ different academic 

performance based on their country of origin in ITAs’ classes evidenced by Borjas’ (2000) study, 

then such results call for further investigation into undergraduates’ expectations of TAs.  

Apparently, the relationship between undergraduates’ lower teaching evaluation of ITAs and 

their higher academic achievement in ITAs’ classes leaves room for investigating other 

dimensions of teaching practices that may contribute strongly to undergraduates’ perceptions 

about “good teaching.”  Student evaluations gathered by Borjas (2000) and Fleisher et al. (2002) 

equally suggest that undergraduates negatively perceived ITAs’ communication behaviors; such 

perceptions may have led these students to generalize their negativity to the ITA’s to the learning 
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environment as a whole, finding the context less interesting or less pleasant despite the ITAs’ 

substantive input and expert knowledge of the content materials.   

Twale et al.’s (1997) study provides much detailed evidence and adds to our 

understanding of undergraduate expectations about TAs’ instruction.  This research utilized the 

Student Evaluation of Educational Quality (SEEQ) survey to examine differences in teaching 

effectiveness ratings between ITAs and US TAs as well as between TAs and students across nine 

teaching effectiveness factors at Auburn University, Alabama.  Thirty ITAs, 29 US TAs, and 

their students in math and science disciplines participated in this study.  The make-up of the 

undergraduate population at Auburn University is very homogeneous with mostly in-state 

residents.  The results indicate differences in four factors of teaching effectiveness between ITAs’ 

self-ratings and undergraduates’ ratings of their ITAs.  ITAs’ self-ratings were found to be 

always higher than their students’ ratings in the four factors of “learning value,” “enthusiasm,” 

“organization,” and “breadth of coverage” (p. 70).  On the other hand, student ratings were more 

favorable to US TAs than to ITAs in terms of the factors of “learning value,” “enthusiasm,” 

“group interaction,” and “individual rapport.”   

Considering ITAs’ higher self-ratings of the four factors as opposed to the students’ 

favorable ratings of the US TAs’ teaching in the five factors, two major interpretations can be 

drawn.  First, ITAs and the students have different assumptions about value-laden factors of 

teaching effectiveness such as “learning value” and “enthusiasm.”  Second, whereas ITAs focus 

on academic aspects of teaching, “such as “organization” and “breadth of coverage,” 

undergraduate students value social dimensions of teaching such as “class interaction” and 

“individual rapport.”  Hence in terms of the social aspects of teaching, students rated US TAs 
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more favorably, perhaps because these native born instructors might have been able to address 

social issues better than their international counterparts.     

Based on the findings from Brojas (2000), Fleisher et al. (2002), and Twale et al. (1997), 

it stands to reason that much of undergraduates’ negative evaluations toward their ITAs is 

attributed to social and communicative factors such as communication styles or interactional 

styles with students rather than teaching approaches that deal with content materials per se.  In 

subjective teaching evaluations, students tend to give lower ratings to ITAs than to US TAs, 

despite their higher academic performance in the courses taught by ITAs (Fleisher et al., 2002; 

Twale et al. 1997).  Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that undergraduates are more sensitive to 

TAs’ social and interactional aspects of teaching, which in turn affect their impression of overall 

teaching effectiveness.  Other studies that examined TAs’ sociolinguistic and discourse 

competence provide further evidence to support this assertion (Bailey, 1982; Langham, 1989; 

Ranney, 1996).    

Bailey (1982) pioneered investigation into the typology of teaching assistant instruction, 

using 12 ITAs and 12 US TAs from both Math and Physics departments at the University of 

California, Los Angeles.  Based on observations of TAs’ classes, Bailey categorized five 

different TA types from this investigation: (1) active unintelligible TAs, (2) mechanical problem-

solvers, (3) knowledgeable helpers, (4) entertaining allies, and (5) inspiring cheerleaders.  She 

then looked at the relationship between the types of TA behaviors and student evaluations. The 

findings show that the crucial factor in gaining student positive evaluations is TAs’ ability to 

play the social role preferred by the students.  Among the five TA types, “the inspiring 

cheerleaders” type received the highest rating in teaching effectiveness.  These TAs appear to 

have stimulated enthusiasm for the subject matter and at the same time showed high regard for 
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the students.  Among the 24 TAs in the study, a Chinese TA and an American TA received the 

highest rating from the students.  The least popular TA type was the “active unintelligible TA” 

and the “mechanical problem-solvers” who were all in the pool of the ITA group.  These TAs 

were knowledgeable yet seen as passive, quiet, or unintelligible, and thus were probably unable 

to relate to the students at social and personal levels.   

Similarly, Ranney (1996) employed an ethnographic investigation to assess TAs’ 

sociolinguistic competence in undergraduate classes by looking at their politeness strategy use.  

Three US TAs and six ITAs as well as the TAs’ students from the Mathematics Department at 

University of Minnesota participated in this study.  Ranney found that the key factor in the 

success of TAs’ teaching from an undergraduate student perspective is to understand the intricate 

social role of balancing power and solidarity with the students.  Of the two groups of TAs, all US 

TAs were able to strike a balance between “strong leader” and “good buddy” whereas ITAs 

exhibited a range of different role from a “caring advisor” to “passive and distant expert,” which 

characterizes a low level of leadership as well as low assertions of solidarity.  The findings from 

Ranney and Bailey’s (1982) studies send a strong message that a great deal of undergraduate 

perceptions about effective teaching is equated with TAs’ ability to play appropriate social roles 

acknowledged and appreciated by the students.  Oftentimes, however, a majority of ITAs’ 

teaching evaluations by their students signify their lack of awareness or sensitivity to this issue.  

If the social role of TAs brings such a significant impact to undergraduate evaluations, it is 

worthwhile to look at this issue in more depth. 

Fortunately, the issue of the social role of TAs has been amply explored by a community 

of scholars with vested interest in what teachers’ instructional practices are perceived as 

successful by undergraduates, in particular ITAs (Hinofotis & Bailey, 1981; Inglis, 1988; 
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Langham, 1989; Nelson, 1992).  Various methods of investigations were employed, ranging 

from empirical to ethnographic studies in order to capture more concretely the social role of TAs 

favored by undergraduates. The list of the TAs’ desired social roles identified from these studies 

are: (1) their ability to relate to students (Hinofotis & Bailey, 1981), (2) their stimulating 

enthusiasm for the subject matter and high regard for students (Bailey, 1982, 1984), (3) their 

ability to establish common ground with students (Langham, 1989), (4) their leading the class in 

a non-threatening way (Ranney, 1994), (5) their attentiveness (Inglis, 1988), and (6) their use of 

personal examples for teaching (Nelson, 1992).  These findings also imply that a majority of 

undergraduates expect ITAs to understand the normative culture of social interaction in U.S. 

classrooms and to establish and maintain personal relationship with students.  

 Hinofotis and Bailey (1981) conducted an experimental study at the University of 

California, Los Angeles in which five-minute micro teaching periods of each of ten ITAs was 

video-taped, first before a training session and then again after an oral communication training 

session.  The two kinds of tapes were viewed and rated by undergraduates using a 9-point Likert 

scale.  The results show that ITAs, after receiving 40 hours of oral communication training 

sessions, were able to maintain a higher level of interest among their students that resulted in 

higher ratings by the undergraduates than they received before the training sessions.   

Similarly, Langham (1989) examined classroom discourse strategies between four ITAs 

and three US TAs in the Economics Department at the University of California, San Diego in 

order to gather students’ evaluations of effective discourse strategies that facilitated classroom 

learning.  The results shows that establishing common ground with students is one of the most 

important strategies of effective teaching since it sets classroom atmosphere as a “relation of 

harmony” (p.92).  Examples of these strategies are becoming acquainted with students and 
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breaking the ice with a bit of humor in class.  TAs, regardless of their country of origin, who 

were able to make use of these techniques were rated more effective.  One of the two most 

successful TAs who exhibited this characteristic was an Indian TA who was the most 

experienced in teaching, both in India and in the U.S.  His teaching experiences in the two 

different cultural contexts appear to have made him more sensitive to students’ needs and 

expectations.     

  In another study of ITAs, Inglis (1988) compared communication styles with teaching 

evaluations of 18 ITAs from science and business disciplines at the University of Memphis.  

Using these assessments, Inglis identified variables that affected undergraduates’ evaluations in 

ITAs’ teaching.  Her study reveals that a communicative style characterized by attentiveness, 

which refers to a willingness to provide feedback to the students, was the most important 

variable in predicting high student evaluations of ITAs’ instruction.  

Nelson (1992) performed an empirical study to examine whether use of a personal 

example by an ITA would result in a more favorable student reaction to the ITAs’ instruction at a 

large mid-western university.  In this study, a Chinese TA made a 10-minute presentation using 

hypothetical examples as an experimental condition vs. using personal examples drawn from his 

home culture as a controlled condition.  Nelson video-taped the two separate presentations of the 

same Chinese TA and divide the undergraduate students into two separate groups. The first 

group of 84 undergraduate students was asked to view the video in the experimental condition 

whereas the other group of 86 students viewed the video in the controlled condition.  The results 

reveal that the use of personal examples not only reduced uncertainty but also significantly 

increased student recall of the material and generated positive attitudes toward the ITAs.  
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In sum, these studies strongly indicate that teaching undergraduates as a TA requires 

balancing the social as well as academic aspects of their role as instructors.  More specifically, 

undergraduate evaluations gathered from these studies favor social aspects of TAs’ instructor 

role more than academic aspects such as giving expert knowledge in the form of personal stories 

to the students in the course.  A piece of evidence to this significance was documented by 

Fleisher et al. (2002) and Twale et al. (1997), reporting a low correlation between students’ 

evaluations of ITAs and students’ academic outcomes.  This relationship also informs us that 

ITAs may be as knowledgeable and competent as US TAs in teaching the content materials of 

the courses, but they nonetheless lack the more desirable social and instructional interactional 

skills of US TAs and are thus less likely to be rated as “successful” or “effective” by 

undergraduate standards (Althen, 1990; Bailey, 1982; Ranney, 1994; Fleisher, 2002).   

These studies also consistently show that only a few ITAs were aware of the significance 

of this social role and were able to embrace it; it is worthwhile to note that these ITAs were rated 

as favorably as were US TAs by the students (Bailey, 1982; Langham, 1989).  In fact, the ITAs 

who had teaching experience in various cultural contexts may have had a greater understanding 

of U.S. undergraduate students (Bailey, 1982; Langham, 1989).  What these results point to is 

that these ITAs may have an advantage over other less experienced ITAs in grasping the 

significance of the social interaction in U.S. undergraduate classrooms. 

Moreover, classroom behaviors of ITAs seen in ethnographic studies reveal that most 

new incoming ITAs enter into the class with an uncertainty of their social role and of the 

appropriate behaviors for interaction with students.  In some cases, the ITAs carry out their 

social role based on their cultural assumptions of a desired teacher behavior that may take the 

form of a distant authority figure (Ranney, 1996).  Therefore, it comes as no surprise that social 
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behaviors of ITAs not only were depreciated by undergraduates but also worked negatively for 

their teaching evaluations.  In this stance, it is reasonable to argue that different assumptions 

about the social role of a TA that is held by undergraduates versus TAs may give rise to 

undergraduates’ complaints and negative teaching evaluations and in the case of ITAs, this 

disparity is found to be even greater (Bailey, 1982; Ranney, 1996; Twale et al, 1997).  

All in all, the studies of undergraduate evaluations of TAs give a clear illustration of the 

significant emphasis on the social role of teaching assistants in undergraduate classrooms.  

Stressing the importance of culturally-appropriate behavior in undergraduate classrooms, Althen 

(1991) argues that “a TA’s effective performance depends as much on ‘culturally appropriate 

behavior’ as on the ability to pronounce English the way the natives do” (p. 350).  I endorse the 

claim of Althen (1991) that ITAs’ lack of knowledge and ability to interpret appropriately host 

student behaviors often stands out as an instructional effectiveness issue.    

However, I argue that considering the issue of TAs’ classroom practice based on 

undergraduates’ perspectives per se is insufficient to understand the dynamics of TAs’ teaching 

practices as a whole.  Moreover, except for a few studies by Bailey (1982), Langham (1989), and 

Borjas (2000), most of these TA studies were conducted at large universities where the student 

population is relatively homogeneous and conservative.  The departments that were subjects of 

the investigation were mostly confined to math and science fields as well as a few business 

disciplines, which may have yielded a biased investigation of the research contexts.   

Furthermore, evaluations of teaching assistants that rely mostly on quantitative measures 

such as student surveys, course grades, carefully controlled (quasi)experimental studies, or 

interviews can offer only an preliminary view of the research contexts and the participants, and 

may not reflect the reality of classroom contexts.  The quantitatively-oriented measure overlooks 
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the significance of the dynamic nature of classroom practices that may be affected by other 

variables such as gender, age, individual characteristics, participants, learning and teaching 

history, as well as the nature of the discipline and the course.  In other words, one form of data is 

insufficient in itself to understand the phenomena and generalize the findings.  

As a result of these methodological limitations and contextual and sampling issues in the 

investigation of undergraduates’ evaluations, there needs to be more balanced perspectives about 

the TAs’ classroom practice issues.  That is, the teaching assistants’ own concerns and 

perceptions about their teaching should receive a “fair hearing.”  In the next section, we will turn 

to TAs’ own concerns and behaviors about their teaching in undergraduate classes.  In reviewing 

these studies, we also will pay close attention to the methods of investigation, research contexts, 

and TA participant characteristics in order to bring a critical inquiry to the findings in light of 

these methodological and sampling issues.   

 
2.1.1.2   TAs’ Instructional Concerns and Behaviors in Undergraduate Classes 

Unlike the studies that looked closely into the teaching practices of teaching assistants 

based on undergraduates’ evaluations and performance, studies that investigate the TAs’ 

instructional concerns and behaviors are relatively scarce and even more so are those that 

examine both ITAs as well as US TAs or US TAs exclusively.  The dearth of the studies 

concerning US TAs’ instructional behaviors discloses an assumption that US TAs, by virtue of 

being born and educated in the U.S., will be less likely to face challenges or problems in their 

classroom practices.  At least, this trend carries an assumption that US TAs’ classroom practice 

as opposed to that of ITAs are not much of an issue in current higher educational research.  

Given that US TAs are educated in the U.S., it may be reasonable to assume that the challenges 

that US TAs need to face might not be as great as that of ITAs who have to cross pedagogic and 
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cultural boundaries.  Nonetheless, in order to enrich our understanding of the nature of the 

problem at heart university-wide across the country, TA classroom practices research needs to be 

expanded to the entire TA population, US TAs as well as ITAs.  This expansion of the sample 

population will give us a holistic picture of what problems the TA groups have in common and 

which problems are distinct to each group. 

A series of the studies conducted by Luo et al. (2000, 2001) call for the importance of 

this inquiry by revealing that classroom management issues are common problems that all TAs 

face in class.  Luo et al. (2000) examined classroom management issues with 248 US TAs and 

56 ITAs at the University of Nebraska in Lincoln, using a TA questionnaire that had both close-

ended and open-ended items.  The study shows that classroom management issues were a 

common problem for all TAs.  However, there were differences in perceiving different elements 

of the instructional issues across teaching experience, TA type, academic discipline, and gender 

variables.  Of those variables, teaching experience was the factor most accountable for 

differences in classroom management issues, followed by the TA group and academic disciplines.  

This research, along with Bailey (1982) and Langham (1989), demonstrates the importance of 

the TA experience in undergraduate classroom contexts.  

Apart from the teaching experience factor in perceiving classroom management issues, 

Luo et al.’s (2000, 2001) studies provide strong evidence that undergraduates’ disruptive 

behaviors such as lateness, early departure without notice, talking in class and lack of academic 

interest (such as unpreparedness and lack of motivation) were shared concerns for all TAs.  

However, ITAs and US TAs express different areas of concerns in terms of student behaviors.  

For instance, ITAs were highly concerned with students’ social communicative behaviors such 

as students challenging their comments or lecture or students questioning or contradicting them 
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during lectures. By contrast, US TAs showed less concern for this issue, even considering these 

behaviors desirable in class discussions.  Instead, the US TA showed more concern in managing 

students’ ill-mannered behaviors.  The differences were statistically significant between ITAs 

and US TAs (p <.001).  This finding serves as a reference point for other studies that expose 

ITAs’ instructional behaviors in a negative light (Damron, 2000; Gokcora, 1989; Ranney, 1996; 

Tyler & Davis, 1990).   

Damron’s (2000) focus group interviews and exit survey with 26 undergraduate students 

who are in the Mathematics Department at Purdue University illuminate important factors that 

hinder the negotiation process between ITAs and undergraduates in the classroom. First, students 

report that they receive unsatisfactory responses from ITAs when initiating negotiation about 

course materials.  Second, ITAs appear to be threatened by the student questions about the 

course materials and do not seem to admit mistakes; therefore, students are hesitant to interrupt 

their ITAs during the class.  Third, students who watch this process avoid the situation by not 

asking questions, thus ITAs become unapproachable to them.  It appears that from the 

undergraduates’ perspective, the problem lies with the ITAs only. However, this study does not 

address why the ITAs acted in such a way that  unapproachable by their students because the 

researchers examined ITAs’ classroom behaviors through the eyes of undergraduate students 

only who are mostly homogeneous in-state residents, thus not exposed to cultural and ethnic 

diversity issue in class.  As Luo et al.’s (2000, 2001) findings suggest, an examination of ITAs’ 

perspectives on student behaviors in this study would have given a fuller picture of classroom 

practices. 

Gokcora’s study (1989) on cultural perceptions of teachers, based on 18 ITAs and 19 

undergraduates in the Mathematics Department at the University of Minnesota, illustrates that 
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ITAs were concerned mostly about the difference in the style of instructional delivery between 

their home country and the U. S. (e.g., participatory discussion vs. explanatory lecture), and were 

uneasy about different styles of interaction in the U.S.  ITAs, however, who have gone through 

TA preparation program seem to understand desirable norms and behaviors in undergraduate 

classes while students show favorable attitudes toward these TAs. Nevertheless, because this 

study employed a questionnaire as the main method of investigation, the changing perceptions of 

ITAs’ in the teaching approaches and behaviors need further investigation through field work 

such as ethnographic observations of TAs’ classroom practices over a long-term period in order 

to explore whether changes in perception are transferred to the changes in TA behaviors and 

what are the factors that attribute to these changes.  

In another study of ITAs’ behavior, Tyler and Davis (1990), using observation and video-

taped interaction, show that sometimes an ITA’s classroom behavior causes conflict in 

interaction with his or her students.  Tyler and Davis observe that in some cases, although ITAs 

intend to maintain a certain level of informality, they end up exercising a distant-superior role by 

structuring discussion according to their cultural norms of teacher-student interaction that 

students should listen and the teacher should talk.  They analyzed an incident in which a Korean 

TA and an undergraduate student negotiated a grade for a quiz given by the Korean TA.  In this 

analysis, the Korean TA showed difficulty accepting the expression of a complaint by an 

American male student about the grade.  He initially opened a communication with students by 

allowing the students to ask questions about their grades. However, he ended up defending 

himself for the grade that he had given to the student rather than giving the student a chance to 

express his opinions.  The Korea TA’s behavior should be understood within the reference to his 

cultural differences in role expectations and to his concept of authority since he is from a culture 
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in which teachers are expected to maintain a hierarchy of power and distance in their relationship 

with students.  

In contrast, other studies of TAs’ classroom behaviors reveal findings that are opposite to 

those uncovered by Tyler and Davis’ (1990) study.  Instead of exhibiting hierarchy of power and 

authority, some ITAs appear to give up on their assumed cultural norm of authority in class, a 

behavior that was perceived as a sign of distance, timidity, and passivity by undergraduate 

students (Bailey, 1982; Ranney, 1996).  Ranney’s (1996) ethnographic investigation of TAs’ 

sociolinguistic competence provides evidence that the US TAs saw the TA role as one of 

leadership and control in the class.  Accordingly, these native-born TAs dominated the discourse 

of their classes and made heavy use of instructions and advice.  At the same time, they saw the 

students as being close to them in status, and balanced their domination of the class by avoiding 

direct “bald-on-record” commands and instead used a high number of politeness strategies, in 

particular positive acts of behavior toward students. 

On the other hand, a majority of ITAs exhibited a passive and distant expert role which 

appeared to lack leadership and authority. In Ranney’s (1996) interview with the ITAs, all of 

them expressed feelings of powerlessness and uncertainty about having any authority over 

American students in class.  In some cases, they even perceived themselves to be at a 

disadvantage in the overall university context.  This is because most newly arrived ITAs are less 

familiar with the knowledge of U.S. classroom culture that is necessary for gaining power in 

undergraduate class settings, thus often viewing themselves as incompetent as a result.  

In summary, the studies that examine TAs’ instructional concerns and classroom 

behaviors reveal that students’ disruptive behavior and their lack of academic interest in class are 

common concerns shared by all TAs.  However, ITAs express more concern over social and 
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communicative interaction with students than US TAs do (Luo et al., 2000; 2001).  Moreover a 

majority of new TAs is either oblivious or unsure of their social role in class, and therefore takes 

a leadership role in a non-threatening way (Damron, 2000; Langham, 1989; Ranney, 1994).  

Some ITAs exhibit formality and hierarchy of power over the students, and expect deference in 

their interaction with students, which makes them unapproachable to the students (Althen, 1991; 

de Berly, 1993; Olaniran, 1999).  Others give up on their leadership role, which undermines their 

authority and as a result the ITAs lose the students’ respect in class.   

Taken from undergraduates’ evaluations and TAs’ performance in U.S. classroom, these 

studies thus conclude that undergraduates expect TAs to have less power than professors as well 

as to have less social distance from students in classrooms.  Hence, balancing the power and 

solidarity in the interaction with students appears to be a crucial factor in the success of TAs’ 

instructional practice from undergraduates’ standpoint of teaching (Bailey, 1982; Ranney, 1996). 

Yet, as seen in studies that unveil the issues of TAs’ instructional concerns and behaviors, 

understanding this social role and acting on it is one of the greatest challenges that most 

inexperienced TAs face in undergraduate classrooms and even more so in the case of ITAs. This 

is partly because ITAs were educated in different social and educational contexts; furthermore, in 

some educational contexts, such as in Asia, teachers are expected to have deference and authority 

in their classroom interaction with students.   

Despite this challenging task at hand for ITAs, most of these studies look at the issues in 

ITAs’ classroom behaviors under normative U.S. culture of classroom practices. As a result, 

these studies inadvertently portray ITAs’ classroom behaviors in a negative light and fail to 

address ITAs’ own perceptions of their classroom practices.  In fact, this range of social and 

communicative concerns and atypical behaviors found in ITAs’ teaching practices should be 
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understood with reference to the ITAs’ differential educational experiences of a teacher’s role 

and to the student-teacher relationship in their home countries.  Nevertheless, the reason behind 

the differences in communicative concerns and social and interactional behaviors has not been 

examined in depth by the ITA research. 

Moreover, according to studies that highlight ITAs’ assumptions about effective teaching 

(Prawat, 1992; Twale et al., 1997), it is reasonable to argue that the differences are not only with 

the social aspects of teaching but also with academic aspects associated with the value given to 

various features of the teaching context.  In Twale et al.’s (1997) study that compares TAs’ 

rating of teaching effectiveness factors with those of the students, ITAs not only rate their 

teaching higher than the students do but also expressed a belief that most of their students 

responded well to their teaching strategies.  They also expressed an opinion on the level of the 

course that “the university should increase the educational standards and make courses more 

competitive and challenging” (p. 69).  These perceptions addressed by ITAs signal their 

competitive educational culture in which the goal is to educate only those perceived to be the 

best and the brightest.   

In light of the ITAs’ perceptions about education addressed by Twale et al. (1997), it is 

important to recognize that ITAs bring their own educational beliefs and values to the classroom 

and act in accordance with these beliefs.  This tendency may be due to the fact that ITAs’ 

pedagogic value and classroom behaviors are socially conditioned through their educational 

experiences in their home countries.  Prawat (1992), in his review on teachers’ beliefs about 

teaching and learning, commented on Asian teachers’ behavior in class that the teachers “tend to 

place highest priority on content-related factors, such as the ability to explain concepts clearly” 

(p.363).  This means that the teachers in Asia generally are socially conditioned to focus a great 
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deal on learners and whether the message is being received rather than with what sense students 

are making of the message once it is delivered.  Given these distinctive differences in teaching 

approaches and in values assigned to these approaches between the international TAs and their 

native-born students, TA research needs to expand its scope to encompass academic aspects of 

teaching practices within actual classroom contexts that go beyond controlled experimental 

settings and include a variety of disciplines.   

Moreover, since ITAs consider academic aspects of teaching to be of prime importance 

while undergraduates tend to evaluate TAs more on the basis of social and communicative 

aspects of teaching over on their own academic achievement, a study’s reliance on 

undergraduates’ subjective evaluations and complaints as the main criteria by which to judge 

TAs’ instruction would set up these ITAs for failure from the start.  Instead TA research needs to 

look more into those academic aspects of teaching practice that will give a more balanced 

perspective about TAs’ teaching and in the process fill the gap in the body of research about 

conceptions held by culturally diverse TAs about knowledge and their relation to classroom 

practices.  In comparison to the abundance of studies that address social aspects of teaching in 

TA research by examining or evaluating TAs’ classroom practices, issues related to the academic 

aspects of teaching still remain in a murky area in current TA literature, specifically in the ITA 

literature.   

This line of research is important in a sense that it will unlock whether the gap between 

undergraduates and TAs lies in purely social and communicative aspects of teaching or whether 

this gap encompasses academic aspects concerning cognitive and conceptual levels of 

instructional practice as well.  A piece of evidence that supports the value of this inquiry is 
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shown in Rodriques and Bond-Robinson’s (2006) observational study of TAs’ instruction in a 

mid-western university that compares faculty and undergraduates in chemistry labs. 

Rodriques and Bond-Robinson’s (2006) study reveals that while the undergraduates and 

faculty rated all interactions involved in chemical management very similarly, they differ in how 

they assess teaching of concepts about chemistry. While undergraduates give good ratings to the 

teaching of chemical concepts, the faculty gives significantly lower ratings in terms of the 

quality and frequency of concept teaching.  These researchers claim that while undergraduates 

lack the ability to distinguish procedural vs. conceptual teaching, the faculty has the knowledge 

to be able to identify and evaluate different aspects of teaching.  If Rodriques and Bond-

Robinson’s claim is valid, then it gives us ample evidence to reexamine the popular conceptions 

of TAs’ instruction that were obtained mainly from undergraduates’ socially weighed 

perspective about effective teaching.    

To undertake this analysis, the investigation should start with TAs’ underlying 

assumptions about these two dimensions of teaching practices.  Before discussing the studies 

concerning TAs’ underlying assumptions about the pedagogy of teaching, I will examine studies 

that ‘turn the tables’ and explore international students’ learning experiences and perceptions of 

U.S. university instruction.    

 

2.1.2   International Students’ Perspective on American University Instruction 

If ITAs’ different educational experiences in their home countries are a crucial factor 

accountable for ITAs’ pedagogy, then it is reasonable to examine ITAs’ earlier experiences of 

schooling and education.  Due to the scarcity of literature that examines ITAs’ different 

schooling experiences or educational cultures, I turn to studies of international students’ 
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perceptions of American university instruction that explore international students’ views of the 

academic as well as the social aspects of learning and instruction in U.S. academic contexts.   

The perspectives that international students offer of educational practices in U.S. 

academic institutions are invaluable since they reveal the international students’ educational 

experiences and add a new perspective to the ITAs’ instructional practice in U.S. undergraduate 

classes. These perspectives also provide a rationale for solid research upon which to base ITA 

training programs that enable ITAs to make use of their unique educational experience as a 

resource, not as a barrier (Twale et al., 1997).  

Liberman (1996) looked at international students’ perceptions of educational practices in 

one U.S. academic institution based on interviews with 680 international students from 21 Asian 

countries over 8 years. The interviews were held in informal settings, such as a coffee shop or 

student lounge, in the form of informal conversation and audio-recorded. The four salient 

features of the instruction in the U.S. that emerged as major themes from these international 

students are: (1) dialectics in the classroom, (2) criticism of the views of professors during class 

time, (3) de-emphasis of memorization in favor of critical analysis, and (4) encouragement of a 

wide-range of class discussions. The students’ educational experiences appeared to be positive in 

general.  

However, a closer examination of the data shows that the students’ views of these 

instructional characteristics were ambivalent. With regard to the instructional features of 

dialectics in the classroom, the students had favorable opinions about the interactive mode of 

instruction by which teachers used the ideas and opinions of their students as an instructional 

medium.  However, the students also expressed the view that professors’ tolerance of student 
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discussion and questioning was a sign that they had little to teach and they were lacking 

responsibility in teaching.  

In relation to the second feature of criticizing professor’s views during class discussions, 

the students expressed uneasiness watching American students criticize a teacher. In Asian 

countries, the teacher-student relationship is based on respect, and discussion of any differences 

of opinions is expected to take place in private.  Cortazzi and Jin (1996) reported a similar 

finding in their investigation of the Chinese culture of learning, using questionnaires and open-

ended interviews at two universities in Beijing with 135 participants. Cortazzi & Jin’s study 

reveals that Chinese students believe that they are allowed to express their own opinions as long 

as they do not challenge the teacher during the class. The Chinese students also believe that 

differences in students’ opinions should be addressed in private after the class or in the teacher’s 

office.  

Regarding the third feature of de-emphasis of memorization in favor of critical analysis 

in Liberman’s (1996) study, American teachers believe that knowledge is generated in dialogue 

between students and teacher, rather than passively handed down from an authority figure. Thus, 

the teachers believe that the conversational right is equally distributed in a class.  However, 

according to some Asian students’ responses in Liberman’s study, teachers in India and 

Singapore process the material for the students, and it is up to the student to absorb it. Ballard 

(1996) and Cortazzi and Jin (1996) also reveal similar perspectives for the Chinese learning 

approach in which the instructors emphasize a reproductive learning approach that focuses on 

memorization of content material.  

In reference to the last instructional feature, that of encouragement of class discussions, 

the students believe that class discussions are as important and beneficial to their learning as 
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lectures are.  However, when most of the class time is used for discussion, the students began to 

doubt the quality and productivity of the class.  This finding is consistent with Cortazzi and Jin’s 

(1996) claim that Chinese students believed that the best use of the class time was for the teacher 

to explain materials while the verbal sharing of ideas or discussion should take place outside the 

class hours among students when the teacher was not present (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996).   

 Liberman (1996) points out that although the international students have positive 

opinions about the dialogic nature of classroom instruction in the U.S., they also express 

difficulty in putting this behavior into practice in classes.  Thus, these students may be viewed as 

quiet and passive observers, not participating in class discussions until being called (Cortazzi & 

Jin, 1996; Liberman, 1996; Young, 2000).  These international students’ learning behaviors, 

from a U.S. teacher’s perspective, may be viewed negatively as passive, dependent, unwilling to 

learn, or requiring additional help.  This U.S. instructional format could marginalize international 

students in class. These findings point to the need for us to reexamine the underlying issues 

associated with students’ criticism and negative teaching evaluations of ITAs in U.S. 

undergraduate classes.   

As Liberman’s (1996) study uncovers, it is logical to speculate that cultural differences 

exist among students who have grown up in different schooling cultures in how they perceive 

various modes of instruction as well as patterns of interaction between the teacher and the 

students in class.  For example, students from some Asian cultures may not favor interactive 

modes of instruction as much as do students in the U.S.  In addition, students from Asian cultures 

may not feel comfortable speaking out in class or may not be comfortable with the informality 

that is widely accepted in the U.S. classroom culture.  The Asian students’ conflicting attitudes 

and behaviors toward classroom instruction in the U.S. can function as a mirror to reflect the 
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instructional practices of ITAs in U.S. undergraduate classrooms.  In other words, as can be seen 

from the international students’ conflicting claims about their perceptions vs. behaviors 

regarding the interactive instruction in the U.S. academic institution, ITAs’ cultural experiences 

of schooling may make it difficult to perform culturally appropriate and socially desirable 

behaviors in U.S. undergraduate classes that meet the needs of a diverse undergraduate 

population (Althen, 1991; Rubin, 1993; Tang & Sandell, 2000).  

One way of minimizing this issue is to help TAs be more reflective about their pedagogy 

and teaching practices (Luo et al., 2000). Luo et al. suggest that TA research should look more 

closely at the underlying assumptions that TAs have about good teaching and learning as well as 

their social and instructional roles in facilitating the learning process, because effective teaching 

requires a good understanding of the pedagogy and the students (2000, 2001). The findings 

gained from this line of research will have significant implications for effective TA development 

and training programs as well as for the intercultural training of undergraduates.   

 

2.1.3   Personal Epistemology 

To further this line of inquiry, I now turn to the studies of personal epistemology.  At first, 

I discuss the relationship between epistemology and worldview in a global socio-cultural context. 

In the review of studies of personal epistemology, I call attention to the role of knowledge in 

learning and instruction and the reciprocal relationship among the three domains1 of personal 

epistemology in academic classroom contexts using the ‘model of personal epistemology.’2  I 

then discuss how this model can be used as a tool to understand different classroom behaviors 

among students and teachers from ethnically and culturally diverse backgrounds.   

                                                           
1 The three domains refer to ‘knowledge beliefs’, ‘learning beliefs,’ ‘view of relationship’. See Figure 2.1 and 2.2.  
2 See Figures 2.1and 2.2 in the theoretical framework section. 
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2.1.3.1   Epistemology and Worldview 

Epistemology is both philosophical inquiry and a frame of reference concerned with 

human cognition and behaviors in various social contexts (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997).  Among 

studies of epistemology carried out under many research traditions, paradigms, and disciplines, 

the inquiry about the role of knowledge in learning and instruction brings significant 

implications for education (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Belenky et al., 1986; King & Kitchener, 1994; 

Perry, 1970; Schommer, 1990, 1992; Schommer-Aikins, 2004). To date, this growing body of 

research is labeled as “personal epistemology” and viewed as an integrated theory of learning 

and instruction in the field of education (Baxter Magolda, 2004; Hofer, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 

2002; Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  In light of this field of research, cross-cultural studies of 

personal epistemology show the role of culture in shaping individuals’ personal epistemology in 

a global social context (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Lee, 1995; Youn, 2000).  

   The importance of culture in the study of personal epistemology is also claimed by 

Schommer-Aikins (2004).  In referring to the theory of ‘human development,’3 she notes that 

human development is influenced by multiple levels of environmental and cognitive variables 

such as schools, community, and culture.  Among these variables, culture has the outermost level 

of influence on human development.  For example, changes in cultural environment bring 

changes in human cognition.  Taking Schommer-Aikins’ argument to a broader social context 

beyond one’s society, individuals who have grown up in different cultural contexts develop 

different ways of thinking and behaving.  Likewise, in intercultural classroom contexts, teacher 

and the students from diverse social and cultural backgrounds bring different assumptions about 

                                                           
3 Schommer-Aikins cites Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory of human development in this 
   discussion. 
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knowledge, learning, and instruction to the classroom.  Understanding the connection between 

culture and epistemology is of prime importance for the study of personal epistemology.   

Koltko-Rivera (2004) addresses how culture affects one’s epistemology in his discussion 

about worldview and epistemology. Koltko-Rivera defines worldview as a set of beliefs and 

assumptions about the nature of the world. He argues that epistemology is one of the dimensions 

of worldview4 and is the most crucial defining dimension of different worldviews (Freud, 

1933,1964; Royce, 1964, cited in Koltko-Rivera, 2004).  That is, people within the same culture 

or society share a worldview, and the defining factor in shaping the worldview is epistemology.    

Kilbourn (1980-1) supports this argument in his discussion about worldview and 

curriculum.  He argues that society shapes shared beliefs with its socio-cultural members. As a 

result, the reality that most people perceive in the society is what their culture accepts as “reality.”  

Applying this worldview at an institutional level, Kilbourn suggests that the educational system 

plays a vital role in shaping this institutionalized worldview for its social members, transforming 

a way of thinking and behaving in the society.  For instance, in their schooling context, social 

members are implicitly taught ideas about appropriate ways of viewing reality through curricula, 

instructional materials, assigned readings, and discussions.  In order for a certain statement to be 

intelligible a view of reality must be assumed, and this shared view of reality becomes the 

worldview of the social members (Kilbourn, 1980-1, p. 4).  

A society operating under a particular worldview imposes a certain set of beliefs about 

reality along with the basic principles of conduct to the social members within the same cultural 

context.  In this stance, this worldview has a predominantly determinant role in establishing not 

only how one thinks and acts, but also how one interprets the behavior of other individuals 

across social contexts.  
                                                           
4 Kiltko-Rivera (2004) lists major dimensions of worldview as ‘epistemology,’ ‘ontology,’ and ‘agency.’ 
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In educational contexts, the worldview underlying human cognition and behavior is 

manifested through curricula, pedagogy, evaluation, learning strategies, and classroom 

interaction among teacher and the students (Schraw & Olafson, 2002). In a society in which 

social members share the same culture, individuals acquire a belief system, principles of conduct, 

and ways of interpreting behaviors consistent with their cultural norms by having the chance to 

observe and practice the behaviors of the culture’s members (Prawat, 1992, p. 378).   

The argument that culture plays a determining role in one’s worldview and epistemology 

in a societal level brings important insight into the intercultural classroom contexts where 

students and teachers think, believe, and behave according to more than one cultural norm.  In 

these intercultural classroom contexts, a shared norm of classroom culture needs to be co-

constructed in order for teacher and the students to achieve a common goal of teaching and 

learning.  Examining ITAs’ teaching in U.S. higher educational contexts under this frame of 

reference will enhance the understanding of the issues that ITAs and the students from 

linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds face in negotiating the meaning of the 

classroom practice.  

 
2.1.3.2   Studies of Personal Epistemology 

In what follows, I address the new generation of ITA research on personal epistemology 

by discussing the studies that show the interplay between epistemological beliefs and classroom 

performance displayed by students and teachers in multicultural classroom environments under 

the theoretical framework of the ‘model of personal epistemology.’5  In doing so, I highlight how 

culturally ingrained personal epistemology drives different assumptions about knowledge, 

learning, and the student-teacher relationship in intercultural classrooms by addressing specific 

                                                           
5 See section 2.3 of Theoretical Framework. 
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studies conducted in the United States as well as in other cultural contexts.  Finally, I discuss the 

usefulness of examining ITAs’ personal epistemologies as a means to understand their pedagogy 

and instructional behaviors and as a tool to provide reflectivity to their classroom practices as 

well as to create an inquiry into their in-class interaction with students.  

As evidenced in a great deal of literature concerning the role of personal epistemology in 

learning and instruction, scholarship of personal epistemology over the past three decades 

illuminates that social, educational, and cultural factors have a tremendous impact on the 

construction and development of one’s personal epistemology in global social contexts (Baxter 

Magolda, 1992; Belenky et al., 1986; Bendixen 2002; Chan & Elliott, 2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; 

Hofer  & Pintrich, 1997; Jin, 2003; King & Kitchener, 1994; Kuhn, 1991; Lee, 1995; Moore, 

1989; Perry, 1970; Qian & Pan, 2002; Schommer, 1990, 1992; Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  Since 

a belief system that is shared within one’s educational culture reinforces principles of conduct 

and ways of interpreting the behavior in classroom contexts, among the three factors – social, 

educational, and cultural – the cultural element is considered as the most important piece in 

understanding one’s personal epistemology in multicultural classroom settings (Chan & Elliott, 

2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1998; Jin, 2003; Lee, 1995).  

Yet, until recently few attempts have been made to inquire into the role of culture in 

one’s personal epistemology within real-life classroom contexts under a broad sociocultural 

framework (Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  Some cross-cultural studies address contradictory or 

mixed findings in relation to developmental models of personal epistemology6 (Chan & Elliott, 

2002; Lee, 1995).  This body of research claims that cultural influence is a key factor in their 

mixed results, but does not acknowledge culture as a determining factor for individuals’ personal 

                                                           
6 ‘Developmental model’ of personal epistemology is asserted by cognitive developmental theorists who believe that 

individuals progress from one stage to another in accordance with their cognitive maturity and education (King & 
Kitchener, 1994; Kuhn, 1991; Perry, 1968). 
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epistemologies that derive different assumptions about knowledge, learning, instruction, and 

classroom practice.  Moreover, no studies attempt to map out the interrelationship among each 

construct7 of personal epistemology at a broad socio-cultural level.  Such consideration of these 

interconnections is valuable since it may reveal how culture affects one’s conceptions about 

knowledge, learning, and instruction, as well as about classroom practice.  

 
2.1.3.2.1   Students’ personal epistemologies 

In this section, I discuss the interactions of personal epistemology and learning practice 

based on studies of learners’ personal epistemology conducted in U.S. and cross- or intercultural 

contexts by using the framework of the ‘model personal epistemology.’  In highlighting the 

differences in students’ epistemological beliefs and their classroom behaviors in diverse cultural 

contexts, I argue for the role of cultural variables in one’s epistemological beliefs, classroom 

behaviors and academic performances across different classroom contexts.  I conclude with how 

an understanding of students’ personal epistemologies in different cultures provides insight into 

ITAs’ instructional practices in U.S. intercultural classroom contexts.   

In investigating the interrelationship among each construct of personal epistemology, the 

‘student-teacher relationship’ construct 8 under the ‘model of personal epistemology’ offers a 

valuable framework for revealing the role of social relationship and cultural variables in learning 

beliefs and performance within cross-cultural or multicultural classroom contexts. The ‘student-

teacher relationship’ construct identifies two dimensions as the key underpinning: ‘the degree of 

closeness’ and ‘the degree of status differentiation.’ 

                                                           
7 See Section 2.3.2 for a discussion about each construct of personal epistemology and the interactions among these   
   constructs. 
8 See Figure 2.2.  
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The first, ‘the degree of closeness’ dimension, explores the degree to which individuals 

believe people should be independent or interdependent in their relationships.  This notion is also 

equated with the concept of ‘solidarity’ that explains the distance between people addressed in 

the student-teacher relationship in the previous section of the TA research review.  It concerns 

“the social distance between people on the basis of how much experience they have shared, how 

many social characteristics (e.g. religion, sex, age, race, region of origin, occupation, interest) 

they have in common, and how far they are prepared to share intimacies” (Hudson, 1996, 

p. 122).  Bringing this notion into a cross-cultural context, ‘the degree of closeness’ is commonly 

referred to as the different characteristic between individualistic9 versus collectivistic societies in 

perceiving relationships (Trandis, 1994; Youn, Yang, & Choi, 2001).  Cultures with 

individualistic traditions stress the needs and goals of the self as most important while 

encouraging autonomy and emotional detachment.  Cultures with collectivist traditions 

emphasize a group’s needs and goals as well as encourage group identity and emotional 

attachment (Trandis, 1988, 1994).  

In looking at student-teacher interactions from ‘the degree of closeness’ perspective in 

classroom contexts, cross-cultural studies have found evidence that student-teacher interactions 

in class are related to their perceived degree of closeness.  Hofstede’s (1986), in his analysis of 

expected student-teacher interactions across the culture, argues that student-teacher interactions 

in the U.S. are student centered, where the relationship between the two tends to be informal, 

impersonal,10 or ‘independent.’  Therefore, in student-teacher interactions, the teacher allows 

                                                           
9  Trandis (1994) notes that, although there is no absolute deterministic view of individual vs. collective cultures, 

some cultures show a stronger degree of collectivists’ characteristic, while others show a less strong degree and 
exhibit a stronger degree of an individualistic nature. 

10 In this context, ‘impersonal’ means the students and the teacher are not emotionally involved. Emotional 
detachment or independence between individuals is a characteristic of an individualistic interpersonal relationship 
(Trandis, 1994).  
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students to contradict or criticize the teacher, perceiving it as intellectual disagreement rather 

than a personal attack.  

Drawing on Hofstede’s analytic model, Youn (2000) asserts that Korean interaction style 

in class is teacher-centered, where student-teacher relationships tend to be more formal and 

personal11 or ‘interdependent.’  That is, in classroom interactions, the teacher initiates and 

controls students’ learning processes while students’ obedience to teachers’ instruction is valued 

in order to achieve a common learning objective, which is handed down from the teacher by 

means of transferring the teacher’s personal knowledge.   

Bringing this argument forward to cross-cultural contexts, Liberman (1996) examined 

Asian students’ perceptions about student-teacher classroom interactions in a U.S. academic 

institution.  His intercultural study reveals that there exist different perceptions about student-

teacher interactions in intercultural classroom situation(s)12.  These cross- or inter-cultural 

studies indicate that not only the relationship between a teacher and the students is understood 

differently based on one’s degree of closeness, but also that this cultural perception considerably 

affects student-teacher interactions and behaviors in class.  

Applying this perception of teacher-student interaction in global socio-cultural contexts 

under ‘the degree of closeness’ cultural framework, I speculate that those students who grew up 

in student-centered classroom cultural environments such as in the United States might have a 

negative attitude about an instructor who appears to control students’ learning process and to 

discourage class discussion (Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  Similarly, some international students in 

the United States who are from teacher-centered educational cultures might prefer lecture-

oriented class while also tending to perceive discussion-centered class as less meaningful.  

                                                           
11 In this context, ‘personal’ means communication between the students and the teacher emphasizes concern for the 

feeling of the other and avoids the devaluation of others (Trandis, 1994, p.76). 
12 For detailed findings of Liberman’s study, see pp. 36-40. 
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The second dimension of ‘the degree of status differentiation’ examines the degree to 

which people assume hierarchical or equal status among people (Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  This 

idea is also related to the concept of ‘power’ previously addressed in the discussion of the level 

of formality between ITAs and their students in the ITA studies.  In cross-cultural research, the 

idea of status differentiation is more commonly referred to as a ‘vertical’ versus a ‘horizontal’ 

relationship (Trandis, 1994).  Vertical cultures focus more on status, hierarchy, and power while 

activities, communications, and cultural rituals maintain a clear distinction among classes. 

Horizontal cultures thus highlight more relationships of equal status and emphasize a sense of 

social cohesion and solidarity within members of the group (Trandis, p. 44-45).         

Relating this hierarchical status dimension to knowledge beliefs and learning 

performance in classroom contexts, Schommer-Aikins (2004) notes that the more mature or 

sophisticated the learner, the less the learner assumes a strong hierarchical relationship to 

teachers.  She also suggests that the mature learner believes that knowledge comes from 

empirical evidence and reasoning process rather than from an omniscient authority.  

However, some cross-cultural studies provide evidence that this developmental 

perspective is not equally applicable across different cultural contexts.  For example, Lee’s (1995) 

cross-cultural study of personal epistemology conducted in the U. S. and Korean academic 

contexts found evidence that learners’ knowledge beliefs have an effect on their academic 

performance that is based in turn on their views of  ‘the degree of status differentiation.’  Lee’s 

study discloses that Korean graduate students studying in Korea and the United States tend to 

reproduce information on the main ideas provided by the source text when they organize and 

summarize the main point in an essay. They also tend to believe in the dominant role of 

omniscient authorities, such as textbooks, faculty in senior positions, and scholars in their 
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learning performance.  In contrast, American graduate students in the United States construct a 

new concept using main ideas in the text and believed in constructed knowledge through their 

own meaning making or reasoning process. These findings do not suggest that most of the 

Korean graduates in his study did not achieve the required level of academic advancement and a 

majority of American students did.  Instead, it suggests that students from a hierarchical cultural 

background such as Korea assign importance to a knowledge source (e.g. senior faculty or 

scholars) based on social status of the knowledge source, and that this perception affects their 

academic discourse in the paper. Youn (2000) points out that a society like Korea assumes a 

hierarchical relationship between teachers and students in class. Therefore, the students’ learning 

experience is viewed as an ‘additive’ or ‘fine-tuning’ approach, which stresses following 

instructions from a teacher as an authority or knowledge source and being accurate in problem 

solving. These cross-cultural studies under the two dimensions of student-teacher relationship 

indicate that students acquire different beliefs about the nature of knowledge and learning in 

different cultures, and these beliefs are manifested in their student-teacher interactions and 

learning performance in class.  

The significant role of culture in learners’ learning beliefs is shown in other cross-cultural 

studies as well (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996).  Studies carried out in northeast 

Asian educational contexts reveal that a majority of undergraduates in Hong Kong and China 

perceive learning as an activity that can be improved through hard work and practice rather than 

emanating from a fixed set of innate abilities (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996).  

According to the studies, these findings can be explained by the influence of traditional 

Confucian-heritage culture wherein much of the value in learning is placed on diligence, hard-

work, effort, and omniscient authority (Chan & Elliott, p.408). Similarly, Jin’s (2003) 
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comparative study of U.S. and Chinese cultural beliefs about learning shows that while the U.S. 

students in his study view learning as “mind orientation,” that is a process of developing and 

using the mind and of exploring the world, the Chinese students view learning as “self-

perfection,” a process of developing personal virtues and cultivating themselves socially and 

morally through mastering academic subjects (p. 265).  This study therefore reveals that different 

cultural values are embedded in students’ learning beliefs, which in turn affect learning attitude, 

process, and outcomes.  

The evidence from these cross-cultural studies offers insights about the classroom 

practice of the population that I intend to study.  Specifically, it will enable me to provide an 

equitable account of the nature of the problem in undergraduate classrooms where the ITAs’ 

classroom behaviors are perceived in a negative light by undergraduate students whose 

normative perspective of good teaching behaviors differs from that of their ITAs.  I assume that 

ITAs from culturally diverse backgrounds will have different views of the teacher’s position in 

relation to students, and ITAs’ social and instructional roles will differ based on their own 

cultural views about student-teacher relationships.  In addition, I believe that ITAs’ cultural 

norms may determine their use of instructional approaches, teaching style, interactional 

behaviors, and expected classroom behaviors of their students (Althen, 1991; Bailey, 1982; 

Langham, 1989; Luo et al., 2000; Twale et al., 1997).  In assessing their students’ learning, ITAs 

who believe learning to be an incremental process requiring time and hard work may tend to 

establish the criteria of grading students’ lab report based not only on the accuracy of the 

information and the originality, but also on the quality of the work and time spent on the 

assignment.  Accordingly, the conflict between ITAs and undergraduates in perceiving good 

teaching and learning and in performing adequate teacher and learner behaviors should be 
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understood with reference to the fact that ITAs and their students may not share the same beliefs 

about expected teacher roles and learner behaviors, desirable learning and instructional practices, 

as well as the student-teacher relationship.  

 
2.1.3.2.2   Teacher’s personal epistemologies 

In this section, I address the relationship between teachers’ epistemological beliefs and 

their classroom practice based on teacher education research in the U.S., some of which is in 

cross-cultural classroom contexts. In the discussion, I highlight how culture affects teachers’ 

beliefs about teaching and their classroom practices. I conclude with a discussion of how the 

examination of ITAs’ personal epistemologies will contribute to ITA research and training.  

Studies that examine teacher’s personal epistemologies also show a relationship between 

teachers’ learning beliefs and teaching beliefs, and a connection between teaching beliefs and 

their instructional planning, decision making, and practices. In Taylor’s (2003) study on pre-

service adult educators, he reports that teachers developed deeply rooted conceptions about 

learning and teaching through years of socialization as students in the classroom and these prior 

schooling experiences significantly influenced their present beliefs about teaching adults.  

Similarly, Prosser et al. (1994), in their phenomenographic study of university faculty members’ 

conceptions about learning and teaching, argue that conceptions of learning underlie conceptions 

of teaching. That is, teachers’ learning conceptions about a course may provide a foundation for 

their conceptualization of teaching in class.  

Researchers in teacher education (Brownlee’s, 2001; Hashweh, 1996; Howard et al., 

2000; Johnston et al., 2001) also indicate that personal epistemologies influence the way teachers 

think, make pedagogical decisions, and choose instructional practices. Hashweh shows that 

teachers with different personal epistemologies respond differently to students and use different 
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instructional strategies. Brownlee also documents that teachers who believe knowledge is  

relativistic are more likely to be effective teachers, and teachers who believe knowledge is 

dualistic (“right” or “wrong”) are more likely to have a limited repertoire of teaching strategies 

and less likely to consider students’ learning needs.  Moreover, Schraw and Olfson’s (2002) 

study of interaction between teachers’ epistemological worldviews and students’ epistemological 

worldviews reveals that a teachers’ epistemological world view establishes a classroom climate 

that sets the tone for student- teacher interaction. 

Bringing this connection to the area of cross-cultural class contexts, Cortazzi and Jin’s 

(1998) study illustrates how culture plays out in the interaction between teaching beliefs and 

instructional decision making and practices. Their study shows conflicting interpretations of an 

instructional event for two groups of teachers from China and the U.S.  While teachers in the U.S. 

see group discussion as a useful interaction and positive learning practice that promotes a 

student-centered environment, Chinese teachers consider it unproductive and a waste of time. 

They note that Chinese teachers’ perceptions evolve from their belief that the teacher is the 

primary source of knowledge. Therefore, the Chinese teachers believe that presenting the 

teacher’s knowledge and disseminating learning materials to students are the most important 

responsibilities of the teacher and the most efficient ways of using class time to the students’ best 

advantage. 

These cross-cultural studies support differences in teachers’ beliefs, perceptions, and 

behaviors across different cultural contexts (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Jin, 

2003; Lee, 1995; Liberman, 1996).  However, the impact of teacher’s personal epistemologies on 

instruction in teacher education awaits further examination in intercultural classroom contexts in 

which the normative culture of academic practice is not shared by both the students and the 
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teacher. An ideal setting for this research is U.S. academic contexts, in which linguistically and 

culturally diverse teachers, in particular ITAs, are responsible for undergraduates’ education at 

an introductory level.  The research on ITAs is urgently needed because of the complaints and 

negative evaluations submitted by undergraduates regarding the quality of instruction in courses 

taught by ITAs as well as their pedagogic behaviors; these issues are at the crux of the ITA 

research and training agenda in universities across the country.  

This present research intends to challenge the given assumptions that the meaning of 

teaching and learning practice is shared by teachers and students even in intercultural classroom 

contexts by investigating personal epistemologies of linguistically and culturally diverse ITA 

population in academic contexts.  At the same time, by comparing the ITAs’ teaching with that 

of US TAs, this study takes a further step to challenge dichotomized perception of teaching 

practice of ITAs versus US TAs.  This is a primary step in identifying the nature of the gap 

existing between TAs’ perceptions about their instructional practices and undergraduate students’ 

perceptions of their TAs’ instruction.  This investigation helps educators in TA training to 

understand the different nature of TAs’ teaching practice that is often subject to undergraduate 

students’ complaints and negative teaching evaluations, specifically in the case of ITAs.  

Moreover, this will inform TA trainers and developers of the TAs’ different assumptions about 

their teaching practice and their interpretations of this practice in order to design an adequate 

training curriculum and to have the TAs reflect explicitly on their epistemological worldviews 

(Schraw & Olafson, 2002).  Schraw and Olafson argue that teachers who endorse different 

personal epistemologies are generally unaware of their epistemological beliefs and the way they 

affect teaching practices.  As these beliefs become more explicit, teachers should be better able 

to reflect upon these conceptions and in the process change them.  Schraw and Olafson’s study 
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that targets majors in teacher education who are attending a teacher education course validates 

the value of using epistemological reflection as a training tool.  Having the teacher education 

students focus on epistemological reflection in their teaching practices increases these students’ 

awareness of their beliefs and behaviors in their classroom practices, thus enabling them to 

change their beliefs and gradually modify their behaviors.  

On a pedagogical note, I believe that TAs who have explicit world views and 

epistemological beliefs will be better able to expand the awareness of their teaching practices and 

their students’ behaviors.  Moreover, this self-reflection process will help TAs improve their 

teaching by challenging their own assumptions about teaching as well as their students’ attitudes 

toward instructional practices (Schommer-Aikins, 2002; Twale et al., 1997).  

 
2.2   Research Questions  

1.  What are the similarities and the differences in personal epistemologies held by the 

international TAs and US TAs in U.S. universities?  

2.   What TAs’ epistemic positions are revealed through instructional practices in undergraduate 

classrooms? 

2.1   What epistemic positions do TAs hold about the nature of knowledge? 

2.2   What instructional practices do TAs employ in their teaching?  

  2.2.1   What instructional roles do TAs play in their teaching? 

  2.2.2   What instructional strategies do TAs use in their teaching? 

3.   To what extent do these TAs’ instructional practices match their students’ expectations? 

      3.1   What aspects of teaching match students’ expectations?  

      3.2   What aspects of teaching do not match students’ expectations? 

4.   How are instructional practices of ITAs different or similar to those of US TAs? 
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2.3   Theoretical Framework 

2.3.1   Operational Definitions  

In this section, I will introduce the operational definitions of terms that are crucial in 

designing, analyzing, and discussing the study of personal epistemology.  

First, personal epistemology in this study is primarily defined as individuals’ beliefs or 

assumptions about the nature of knowledge and knowing (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Hofer, 2002).  

According to Schommer-Aikins (2004), personal epistemology is composed of three domains of 

beliefs: the knowledge domain, the learning domain, and the relational domain.  Details of the 

epistemological domains and its construct are discussed further in the theoretical framework 

section of this chapter.  Because of the inquiry of personal epistemology in this study that 

reflects one’s beliefs, or “psychologically-held understandings or propositions about the world” 

(Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 112), I often interchangeably use epistemological beliefs, the term 

used by Schommer (1994), in place of personal epistemology where applicable.   

Second, epistemic position, which will be discussed in the four TAs’ case study, refers to 

beliefs about certainty of knowledge that one holds at a given stage (Perry, 1970).  Perry 

originally defined one’s beliefs about the nature of knowledge, specifically certainty of 

knowledge as epistemic position or epistemic stance.  According to Perry’s claim, I will use the 

term ‘epistemic position’ or ‘epistemic stance’ for my qualitative data analysis to best represent 

the most fundamental dimension of personal epistemology.  Perry’s scheme also maps out the 

typology of epistemic position. Drawing on Perry’s typology, I categorize epistemic position into 

three categories for the analysis of the study: dualism, early multiplicity, and late multiplicity.   

Dualism is defined as an epistemic position within the epistemic structure that views 

knowledge as a collection of information that has correct and wrong answers (Perry, 1970).  The 
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absoluteness of this position remains secure and close at hand.  Although differences of opinion 

are allowed into the existing knowledge structure, they are considered quite temporary and 

resolvable, and therefore ultimately unreal. Under this position, authority and absolutes are still 

reliable.  

Early multiplicity is a stance in one’s stage of the belief that most knowledge is known 

and there exists a right way to find the right answers (Perry, 1970).  On the other hand, one starts 

to realize that some knowledge domains are fuzzy, seeing uncertainty and complexity of 

knowledge as realities in their own right.  This position makes room in one’s epistemology for 

the legitimacy of uncertainty of knowledge and this amount of uncertainty can raise opposition.  

Yet, it is a grudging concession and does not affect the nature of truth. Therefore, in the 

meantime, until the procedural problem is solved, one still sees the world of truth and value as 

the domain of authority.  

Late multiplicity is an epistemic stance that believes that there is no certainty of 

knowledge, except in a few specialized areas. According to Perry (1970), individuals holding this 

position preserve a categorical dualism in their world and have carved out a domain promising 

multiplicity of answers where authority justifies itself by reason and essentially by evidence and 

an individual’s opinion is evaluated based on how well it is expressed, when authorities differ.  

Under this position, reasoning provides the channel that moves knowledge from the dualistic 

realm to the realm of multiplicity; therefore developing one’s independent thoughts and opinions 

through reasoning is encouraged and valued.  The multiplicity allows the discovery of relativism 

in diversity to occur in the context of the world of authority in which multiplicity is still 

something “the authorities want the students to work on” (Perry, 1970, p.111).   
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Third, the instructor role, linked to each epistemic position, is also categorized into the 

following three dimensions: source of knowledge, source of right way to find knowledge, source 

of process of thinking.  Instructor’s role is defined as a type of role that a TA assumes and takes 

on to carry on instructional responsibilities in class (Luo et al., 2001).  The categories of 

instructor role are adopted by Knefelkamp (1979)’s analysis of learner characteristics developed 

from Perry’s (1970) scheme.  An instructor who takes on the role of information giver for the 

purpose of transmitting knowledge to the student is defined as the ‘source of knowledge.’  

According to Knefelkamp, an instructor in this category works as a direction giver and an 

authority of knowledge, helping learners to receive the information and to demonstrate having 

learned the right answer; the source of knowledge, however, does not acknowledge peers as a 

legitimate source of knowledge or learning.  Next, an instructor who models the right way to 

learn and to process information and shows how to learn and to do the task called for by applying 

knowledge is referred to as ‘source of right way to find knowledge.’  Instructors in this position 

see themselves as the final authority, although they view peers as a legitimate source of building 

knowledge and they show interest in the perspective of peers.  Lastly, an instructor who plays the 

role of facilitator is referred to as the ‘source of process of thinking.’  Knefelkamp argues that 

instructors falling under this type show good methods of scholarship that help students to 

develop the capacity for independent thought, action, initiative, and responsibility.  One of the 

exemplary approaches taken from an instructor assuming this role is to guide and facilitate 

student learning by asking questions, exploring options, suggesting alternatives, and encouraging 

them to develop criteria to make informed choices.  These instructors also consider peers’ 

opinions as legitimate as their own as long as it is well supported with reasoning and evidence.  
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For this reason, I will use the terms ‘source of process of thinking’ and ‘facilitator’ alternatively 

in this paper.  

Fourth, instructional practice in this study is defined as entire instructional event 

occurring in a classroom context that is represented through the instructor role and instructional 

strategies.  I will use alternatively the term ‘instructional practice’ with ‘teaching practice’ or 

‘classroom practice.’  Instructional strategies refer to major approaches or techniques that a TA 

employs during the lesson to engage students in learning and to facilitate the learning process for 

the course (Grasher, 1996).  Because of this reason, I will use the terms ‘instructional strategies,’ 

‘instructional approaches,’ or ‘instructional techniques’ interchangeably throughout this paper.  

 
2.3.2   Schema of Personal Epistemology 

In this section, I will discuss the ‘model of personal epistemology’ that I developed as the 

theoretical framework of this study (see Figure 2.1).  To date, scholars have not reached a 

consensus about the terrain of personal epistemology.  Yet, I consider scholars’ theoretical 

positions in building this framework to provide a clear link between one’s epistemological 

beliefs and classroom practices (Baxter-Magolda, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). The key idea of 

this model is based on Schommer-Aikins’ (2004) embedded systemic model that stresses the 

reciprocal interaction between each domain of belief and behavior factors. As shown in Figure 

2.1, this theoretical model focuses on interaction between the three domains of personal 

epistemology – knowledge beliefs, learning beliefs, view of relationship – and classroom 

practices (Baxter Magolda, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  
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Figure 2.1 Model of Personal Epistemology 

 
Figure 2.2 presents a ‘schema of personal epistemology’ from the epistemological model 

that maps out all the components of personal epistemology under this framework in a 

conceptually hierarchical manner. As shown in Figure 2.2, the personal epistemology comprises 

a belief factor represented by the three domains: knowledge beliefs, learning beliefs, and view of 

relationship. This belief factor, operating under one’s personal epistemology, interacts with the 

behaviors of classroom practice. The domain of the knowledge beliefs comprises the two 

constructs: nature of knowledge and nature of knowing.  These constructs are viewed as core 

terrains of personal epistemology since they concern the most fundamental questions about 

human cognition such as “how do individuals come to know?” and “what is knowledge 

composed of?” (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 88).    

The remaining two domains of personal epistemology concern the ‘nature of learning,’ 

and the ‘student-TA relationship,’ and thus are viewed as the peripheral terrain of personal 

epistemology (Baxter Magold, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Schommer-Aikins, 2004). The 

inclusion of the learning beliefs in the epistemological terrain is influenced by the work of Perry 

(1970) and Schommer (1990) who link epistemological beliefs to college students’ 

understanding of educational experience and academic classroom learning.  The addition of the 

student-TA relationship to the terrain is based on Schommer-Aikins’ (2004) position that 

supports the connection between knowledge beliefs and views of social relationship in classroom 
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contexts. The connection of personal epistemology to the instructional practice stems from 

numerous studies on teacher education that link teacher’s epistemological beliefs to their 

pedagogic behaviors (Brownlee, 2001; Hashweh, 1996; Moore, 1989; Schraw & Olafson, 2003). 

The inclusion of the peripheral terrain of learning and the relational view brings significant 

implications for the role of personal epistemology in learning and instruction within academic 

educational contexts.  

 
                 Personal Epistemology 

 
Factor: 
 
 
Domains: 
 
 
Construct: 
 

 
Dimensions  
 
 
 
 

                  
                

          Instructional Practice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.2 Schema of personal epistemology and instructional practices 

 
Note.  A level below the ‘belief factor’ is divided into domains of personal epistemology. A level below the ‘domains’ is 
subdivided into the ‘constructs’ of personal epistemology.  
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In sum, the three domains of personal epistemology presented in Figure 2.2 represent the  

seven dimensions of personal epistemology: (1) certainty of knowledge, (2) structure of 

knowledge, (3) source of knowledge, (4) nature of learning, (5) nature of intelligence, (6) degree 

of closeness, and (7) degree of status differentiation (Baxter Magolda, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 

1997; Perry, 1970; Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  Among these dimensions, the first three 

dimensions are concerned with the nature of knowledge and knowing, the second two relate to 

the nature of learning, and the last two deal with the TA-student relationship. The key idea is that 

the seven dimensions of personal epistemology interact with one another and reciprocally affect 

the classroom practices at a behavior level.  The basis of the interaction derives from the core 

domain of the knowledge beliefs. 

Under the three domains of personal epistemology, each subset of seven dimensions is 

viewed as a continuum that moves from one end of the extreme to the other (Schommer, 1990). 

The beliefs about the nature of knowledge concern the ‘certainty of knowledge,’ whether 

knowledge is absolute or relative to context; the ‘structure of knowledge’ relate to whether 

knowledge is in isolated bits and pieces or highly interwoven; the beliefs about the nature of 

knowing deal with the ‘source of knowledge,’ whether knowledge comes from authority or 

reasoning processes; the beliefs about the nature of learning are concerned with the ‘nature of 

learning,’ whether learning is a quick or gradual process; and the ‘nature of intelligence’ relates 

to whether learning is innate or something that can be improved over time through effort. The 

view of the student-TA relationship relates to the ‘degree of closeness’ which students and 

teacher assume in their relationship and the ‘degree of status differentiation’ refers to the degree 

of perceived status differentiation between students and teacher (Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  
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These two dimensions under the student-TA relationship explain the way that students and 

teacher interact, relate to one another, and interpret the others’ behaviors.  

  The instructional practice refers to instructional behaviors represented through 

‘instructor role’ and ‘instructional approaches’ or ‘instructional strategies’ (see 2.3.1 

‘Operational Definitions’ for detailed definitions of these constructs, pp. 57-8).  Although there 

are other ways to look into one’s instructional practice, I used ‘instructor role,’ and ‘instructional 

strategy’ as critical lens through which to examine TAs’ instructional practices.  The assumption 

behind this conceptualization was made after the data collection and the preliminary analysis of 

the recorded classroom discourse of TAs.  Just as any qualitative research, throughout the 

process of multiple examinations of the TAs classroom discourse transcripts and various sources 

concerning instructional and/or classroom practice, ‘instructor role’ and ‘instructional practice’ 

were emerged as crucial components to best represent and operationalize TAs’ instructional 

practice in this investigation. 

On the whole, the interconnection between one’s ‘beliefs’ and ‘instructional behaviors’ 

under this epistemology model offers a comprehensive framework for looking at the relationship 

between TAs’ personal epistemologies and their instructional practices at both an ideological and 

practical levels.  In other words, the investigation imparts how teaching assistants’ various 

domains of personal epistemologies are manifested through their instructional roles and 

strategies in undergraduate classroom contexts.  
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CHAPTER 3  

RESEARCH METHOD AND PROCEDURE 

3.1   Research Design  

3.1.1   Rationale for and Overview of a Mixed Methods Approach 

The overarching goal of this study, as mentioned in Chapter 1 (1.2, p.10), is to investigate 

the relationship between personal epistemologies of two TA groups (international TAs vs. US 

TAs) and their instructional practices in U.S. undergraduate classrooms.  The initial inquiry starts 

with classifying the similarities and differences in the seven epistemological dimensions held by 

international TAs (ITAs) and US TAs. Following up on these results, the analysis further 

examines a dimension of the beliefs that shows the strongest group difference in reference to 

TAs’ instructional practices in classroom contexts.  After that, drawing on the results of the TAs’ 

teaching practices, the interplay between the teaching practice and students’ evaluations also will 

be compared and analyzed.    

This study uses an explanatory two-phase mixed methods design. The main purpose of 

this design is to use qualitative data in order to build upon initial quantitative results (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2007).  This explanatory sequential design consists of a two-phase mixed methods 

design, starting with the collection and analysis of quantitative data followed by the subsequent 

collection and analysis of qualitative data.  

In the first phase of this study, in order to compare similarities and differences of the 

seven epistemological dimensions between the two TA groups, a quantitative approach with 156 

TA samples from four academic institutions in the Mid-Atlantic States was employed.  Mean 

scores of the seven epistemological dimensions –‘certainty of knowledge,’ ‘structure of 

knowledge,’ ‘source of knowledge,’ ‘nature of learning,’ ‘nature of intelligence,’ ‘degree of 
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closeness,’ and ‘degree of status differentiation’ – held by the ITAs and US TAs were 

statistically compared and analyzed.  The dimension of the epistemological beliefs that showed 

the most striking difference was followed up in the second phase of the study.  

Building on the results of the first phase of the quantitative study, the second phase 

implemented a qualitative case study method to expand the inquiry in order to examine the 

interplay between beliefs and instructional practices in real-life classroom settings more in-depth. 

The initial quantitative results led to subsequent collection and analysis of qualitative data. In 

other words, the questionnaire results guided me in making decisions about what dimension of 

the epistemological beliefs to further examine and which participants to select for the follow-up 

qualitative phase. In this explanatory follow-up, an in-depth examination of TAs’ instructional 

practices was made with the case study of four TA participants at Public University.  Therefore, 

the qualitative phase of the study weighed more than the initial quantitative phase.  This 

explanatory follow-up serves to link the initial results of the epistemological beliefs for the two 

TA groups to the second major research question in the TAs’ classroom fields.  

The rationale for this mixed approach is that the design lends itself to multiphase 

investigations by implementing a thorough research procedure and solid data collection and 

analysis in order to capture the nature of this inquiry in its fullest.  The qualitative data and the 

subsequent analysis of participants’ beliefs and behaviors in actual classroom contexts allowed 

me to revisit the quantitative results from a different perspective and to provide a more profound 

understanding and insight into the research questions at hand.   

Because of the sequential process of data collection and design of the comparative study, 

completion of the two-phase data collection has taken one full year.  Moreover, the research 

process of participant recruitment required one full year of engagement and endeavor on the part 
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of the researcher.  This recruitment process involved getting a sponsor from each institution for 

participant recruitment; gaining approval on the research from all the institutions; obtaining 

permission from the TA participants in both the quantitative and qualitative phases; finding TAs 

representing two different groups – ITA group vs. US TA group – who then were assigned to 

teach the same course in a discipline; gaining entry into the TAs’ classroom; and finally 

establishing rapport with the TAs and with the student participants inside and outside the 

classrooms. 

In sum, the two-part mixed methods design serves to connect each of the research 

questions sequentially. The second phase of the study, built upon the first phase, is designed to 

deepen the understanding of the research problem and to refine the statistical results.  The 

statistical results confirm domains of the beliefs that are similar or different between the two 

groups.  The qualitative study findings from class observations and interviews provide further 

insights obtained in the first phase and give solid interpretation to the data derived from a field 

(LeCompte & Schensul, 1999).  Moreover, having US TAs as a comparison group is expected to 

solidify findings and to increase validity and credibility to the claim from the study findings.  

Figure 3.1 gives visual representation of the explanatory two-phase mixed methods 

design for this study in terms of the research sequence and questions, and the data set. Figure 3.1 

also shows how each data set is connected to the question under investigation. As seen in Figure 

3.1, the first phase of the study addresses the first research question, which requires the 

collection and the analysis of the quantitative data. In the second qualitative phase of the study, 

the second and the third research questions are addressed. In this second phase of the study, the 

question was examined with at least two different data sources in order to increase validity of the 

findings.  To examine TAs’ epistemological stance, the epistemological beliefs questionnaire 
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responses were compared with the interview responses as a bi-level approach, with the interview 

as a verification of the questionnaire responses.  TAs’ instructional practices were cross-

examined with the transcribed classroom discourse from the observations as well as the TA 

interviews. After that, the relationship between the beliefs and the practices in the classroom was 

drawn from the analysis.  Finally, the results from the second research question were used to 

look at the relationship between TAs’ teaching practices and the students’ evaluations in class.  

An overview of the research design is outlined in Table 3.1.  
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    Q1 (1st phase): Epistemological beliefs between international TAs vs. US TAs  
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Table 3.1 Research Design: Relationship between epistemological constructs, research questions, sample size, data collection, and analysis methods 

Epistemological Constructs            Research Questions 
   Sample Size 

  Data Collection Methods   Data Analysis Methods 
  ITA US TA 

Epistemological Beliefs:  
(7 Epistemological dimensions) 
 
-Certainty of Knowledge 
-Structure of Knowledge 
-Source of Knowledge 
-Nature of Learning 
-Nature of Intelligence 
-Degree of Closeness 
-Degree of Status Differentiation 

1. Similarities and differences of  
       epistemological beliefs held by  
       the ITAs and US TAs  
        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   106 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  50 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

-Epistemological  
  Questionnaire: 
Modified from  

  Schommer’s (1989)  
Original questionnaire 
 
 
 
 
 

-Descriptive statistics 
-Factor analysis 
-t-test & ANOVA 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Epistemic position 
-Instructional practices 
 (instructional role & strategies) 

2 Relationship between TAs’ 
epistemic positions and 
instructional practices 

        2 

   Liang, 
   Trisha 

      2  

   Mark,  
   Alison 

-Epistemological  
 Questionnaire 
-Transcribed TA interviews 
-Audio-recorded classroom 
 Observation  

-Descriptive statistics 
-Content analysis 
-Ethnographic microanalysis 
 & interaction analysis 

-Epistemic position 
 (beliefs about the certainty  
  of knowledge) 

2.1 TA’s epistemic position 
(beliefs about the nature of 
knowledge) 

       2 

   Liang,  
   Trisha 

      2 

   Mark,  
   Alison 

-Epistemological  
 Questionnaire 
-Transcribed TA interviews 

-Descriptive statistics 
-Content analysis 
-Member-check 

-Instructional practices: 
 Instructional role 
 Instructional strategies 
 

2.2 TA’s instructional practices 
2.2.1 instructional roles 
2.2.2 instructional 

strategies 

       2 

   Liang,  
   Trisha 

      2 

  Mark,  
  Alison 

-Transcribed TA interviews 
-Audio-recorded classroom 
 Observation transcription 

-Content analysis 
-Ethnographic microanalysis 
 & interaction analysis 

 

3 Relationship between TAs’ 
instructional practices and the 
students’ expectations 
(Connection & disconnection)  

       2 

   Liang, 
   Trisha 

      2 

  Mark,  
  Alison 

-Data gathered from Q2 

 

-Summary analysis of  

  Q2 (2.1 & 2.2) 
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Table 3.1 (Continued) 

Epistemological Constructs            Research Questions 
   Sample Size 

  Data Collection Methods   Data Analysis Methods 
   ITA US TA 

  

16 students 
  from BTMM -Focus-group interviews  -Content analysis 

    28 students 
 from Statistics -Survey responses 

-Descriptive statistics 
-Content analysis 

 4. Instructional practice between 
ITAs vs. US TAs 

       2 

   Liang, 
   Trisha 

      2 

   Mark,  
   Alison 

-Data gathered from Q2 
-Interpretive analysis  
  based on Q2 results 
  (2.1 & 2.2) 

 



 

 
 

70 

3.2   Research Contexts and Participants 

3.2.1   Quantitative Study Participants 

  The participants who completed the epistemological questionnaire are 156 teaching 

assistants (TAs) in their first or second year who are responsible for classroom teaching, leading 

discussion, recitation, laboratory sessions, grading, proctoring, or assisting professors in a large 

classroom, and/or who are simultaneously in the training phase in four large universities in Mid-

Atlantic States.  These institutions have common characteristics of having a primary focus on 

research as well as a commitment to excellence in teaching.  The TAs represented a wide range 

of academic disciplines from science, engineering, business, liberal arts, communication, 

education, health professions, to music and dance.   

They are either a first or second year TA or a prospective TA in four academic 

institutions in the Mid-Atlantic States. The sampling was determined based on my accessibility 

to the TA population and to gatekeepers such as an administrator, ITA coordinator or 

departmental faculty representative who can grant me permission to access the target population. 

Of the total TA participants in the quantitative study, 106 are international graduate 

students who have completed their first post-secondary education in their home countries and the 

remaining 50 are domestic graduate students who been educated in the U.S. from K-12 to post-

secondary education.  In terms of the TAs’ country of origin, they were born in the U.S., South 

America, Europe, or Asia. All of them are pursuing their graduate degrees in their respective 

fields and their ages range from their twenties to their fifties.   

 
3.2.2   Qualitative Case Study Participants 

The selection of the second phase of the qualitative case study participants was 

determined by the results from quantitative study as well as the availability of the participants at 
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the “Public University.”  Public University is a large urban comprehensive public research 

university that has more than 34,000 students with ethnic and cultural diversity. There are two 

groups of participants: the TA group and the student group. The group of participants in this case 

study consists of four TAs.  Two TAs are international and the other two are domestic TAs. Two 

of the four TAs, one from the U.S. and the other from China, are instructors in intermediate 

Statistics classes in the Business School. Two other TAs, one domestic and one international, are 

lab instructors in an introductory TV production course in the Broadcasting, 

Telecommunications, and Mass Media (BTMM) Department.  Additionally, I chose TAs of the 

same gender that have a similar amount of teaching experience in each discipline in order to 

minimize any impact of gender and teaching experience variables on the outcome.  

TA participant selection was based on consideration of sampling and availability issues.  

The result of the quantitative study in the first phase showed a strong group difference in most of 

the epistemological domains. My initial sampling of the disciplines was targeted to the Business 

School and College of Science and Technology (CST), which represents a majority of the TA 

population in universities who participated in the first quantitative study phase.  

The recruitment of TAs in the Business School was successful.  I initially contacted a few 

TAs in the Business school who participated in the questionnaire study and asked for their 

willingness to do a follow-up study in their classroom.  One Chinese TA, Liang, in the Statistics 

Department and another Korean TA, Jae, in the Actuarial Science Department showed their 

willingness to participate in the follow-up case study.  Since the main purpose of this study was 

to compare epistemological beliefs and teaching practices between international TAs and US 

TAs, I contacted them about the possibility of finding additional US TA participants who would 

teach the different sections of the same course that the ITAs would teach.  I obtained information 
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of a US TA from one of the questionnaire study participants in the Statistics Department.  The 

US TA, Mark, told me that he would teach another section of the same course that Liang was to 

teach, and granted me permission to observe his class.  By comparing two groups of TAs who 

teach the same section, I attempted to minimize compounding variables as much as possible even 

though this case study is qualitative in nature.  

I purposely chose to work with TAs in the Broadcasting, Telecommunications, and Mass 

Media (BTMM) Department in the School of Communications.  The reason to select TAs in this 

discipline is because of the challenging role of a TA in the BTMM Department and the 

characteristics of the students in this discipline, factors which provide additional merit and 

insight in comparing instructional practices of the two different TAs groups.  The TAs’ role in 

BTMM is much more challenging because TA responsibilities in this studio lab section call for 

much more dynamic and active interaction with students than TAs in a science lab class.  Due to 

the nature of the media communication discipline and to the fact the lab environment is multi-

tasks oriented, the role and responsibilities of a TA in the television studio lab are more fuzzy 

and less clearly defined than those of a TA who takes on an instructor role or facilitates a science 

lab session in class. In addition, students in this media major are much more expressive and 

active in nature.  The dynamics of the TA-student interaction, the students’ characteristics, and 

the instructional responsibilities pose a great challenge to all the TAs.  This is even more 

challenging for international TAs who are not familiar with the interaction norms and culture in 

U.S. undergraduate classrooms. 

As far as the recruitment of the BTMM TAs, I first gained permission from Alison, a US 

TA, from the BTMM Department who was going to teach a lab session in a TV studio in the 

Spring of 2006.  Alison referred me to two other international TAs who were going to be TAing 
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the lab sessions. Both TAs agreed to cooperate in the study.  However, both of them were 

assigned to teach a course that was different from what Alison was going to teach and I was not 

able to compare their teaching practices as I had originally planned. Nevertheless, by the end of 

Alison’s class observations in Spring, 2006, I received an email from one of the TAs, Trisha, to 

whom Alison initially connected me.  Luckily, Trisha granted me permission to observe her class 

during the summer since she would teach the same course as Alison taught in the summer of 

2006.  Therefore, I was able to carry out my original plan of observing two different groups of 

TA participants teaching the same course.  This design thus was in keeping with the initial 

purpose of the comparative study that it had fewer compounding variables. In the end, the second 

phase of the case study yielded four TA participants.  

In the process of recruiting participants, I faced different types of challenges.  My initial 

plan of recruiting TA participants in the Business School and College of Science and Technology 

(CST) discipline did not succeed due to the lack of the cooperation from TAs and the TA 

supervising faculty from that field.  I was not able to get back in touch with both the ITA who 

allowed me to conduct the study in her class and the faculty who promised to help me recruit the 

TAs in the CST discipline.  

Likewise, I could not continue the research with Jae who taught an intermediate actuarial 

science course as an instructor because there was no other comparison TA participant who taught 

the same course level.  Moreover, the Korean TA was hospitalized due to the heavy burden of 

his academic work load and stress in the middle of the semester, which resulted in the 

discontinuation of his participation in the study.  

In giving consent forms to the case study TA participants, I ensured the confidentiality of 

all the information that I collected from the TAs during the class observations, the interviews, 
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and the survey. Before beginning the observations in the TAs’ classrooms, I wrote a letter to the 

TA supervising faculty about my case study and detailed research process, the benefits of 

participation, and any possible discomfort involved in the case study for TAs and students.    

This qualitative case study aimed primarily at examining the TAs’ academic aspects of 

instructional practices in classrooms.  The case study approach, through classroom observations 

and interviews, allowed me to cross-check the data from the questionnaire responses and to draw 

interpretations of the individual TAs’ epistemological beliefs and the pedagogy behind their 

instructional practice without manipulating classroom contexts (Janesick, 1994).   

The other group of participants in this case study consisted of 44 undergraduate students 

enrolled in the TAs’ class at Public University. The student participants were mostly U.S-born, 

with a smattering of foreign-born internationals from Asia, Europe, and Africa.  Detailed 

information of the undergraduate participants will be given in Chapters 5 and 6 in which TAs’ 

case study results from the Statistics Department and the BTMM Department will be reported.   

 
3.2.2.1   Statistics TAs 

Both Liang from China and Mark from the U.S. taught different sections of an 

intermediate level of the Statistics 122 course during the summer of 2006 at Public University.  

The reason for this selection is not only for group comparison purposes, but also to minimize 

compounding variables such as course level, course type, and nature of the course.  By observing 

difference in sections of the ‘Statistics 122’ course taught by the two TAs, I aimed to capture the 

similarities and differences of the two TAs’ teaching practices and their personal epistemologies 

that underlie this practice in class.  

This intermediate statistics was a required course for both major and non-major students 

in Business School in order to complete their study at Public University.  Of those who 
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participated in the survey, a majority of the undergraduate students were seniors (67.9%); 

another twenty percent were juniors (17.9%) and the remaining were sophomores (14.3%).  Most 

students (85.7%) in the two classes were U.S-born and the rest of them (14.3%) were 

international students either from Asia or Africa. More details of the student information will 

follow in the beginning of Chapter 5, the discussion of the two Statistics TAs’ case study.   

Table 3.2 shows the background information of the two TA participants who taught the 

statistics 122 course during my observation period. As shown in Table 3.2, the two TA 

participants, Liang and Mark, have similar background characteristics in terms of gender, age 

group, socio-economic status, academic major, and degree pursued.  Liang is a fluent speaker of 

Japanese as well as English because he studied Japanese and economics for his bachelor’s degree 

and spent his junior year in Japan as part of a study abroad exchange program. Mark earned his 

bachelor’s degree in physics at a private school where the sizes of the classes are small and most 

professors know the students’ names in class.  

Table 3.2 Background information of the Statistics TA participants 

Background Information Liang (ITA) Mark (US TA) 
Gender Male Male 
Age  28 24 
Socio-economic status Upper-middle class Upper-middle class 
Major Statistics Statistics 
Degree pursued Doctoral Doctoral 
Country of Origin China U.S. 
Language spoken other than  
English 

Chinese, Japanese None 

Undergraduate Education:  
academic institution, country 

International University, Shanghai, 
China 

   Mid-sized private institution, 
   NC, US 

Teaching experience  TA for 1 year in recitation class 
before coming to Public University 

2 months as an instructor & 4 
months as a TA in large class at 
Public University   

Subject taught Statistics Statistics 
Setting U. S. U. S. 
Level College College 

TA assignment Instructor Instructor 
Plan to be a faculty  No Undecided 
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In terms of teaching experience, both TAs had prior teaching experience as a recitation 

leader or an instructor in U.S. university settings. Liang had been a TA for a year leading a 

recitation class in a university in West Virginia where he earned his master’s degree in Statistics.  

Liang’s TA work involved a review of important statistical notations and addressing questions 

from the students while the students were doing their homework.  Statistics 122 course was his 

first teaching experience as an instructor at Public University. Because the instructional 

responsibilities in his formal institution in West Virginia were quite different from those of an 

instructor at Public University, Liang expressed to me that it was quite challenging to assume an 

instructor role in the class as large as the size of 25 students during my observational period.  He 

even hinted me that my presence in his class might make him nervous; despite the uneasiness, he 

willingly granted me permission to observe and audio-record his class as many times as I needed.  

I ended up observing his class four times. 

 Mark taught the Statistics 122 course one time a year ago; therefore this was his second 

time of teaching during the time of my observations.  Mark, however, reflected on his difficulty 

when he first taught a course at Public University as an instructor.  Since he graduated from an 

institution where most classes consisted of a small number of students, the idea of teaching a 

large class was new to him as well.  It appeared that TAs’ role posed a challenge to all the new 

TAs, no matter whether they were international or U.S.-born.  The two TAs were appointed as 

sole instructors of the course, therefore they were given full authority over the course. 

 
3.2.2.2   BTMM TAs  

Two TAs, one international and one domestic, from the Broadcasting 

Telecommunications and Mass Media (BTMM) Department participated in this study.  The two 

TAs taught different lab sections of the ‘BTMM 105: Introduction to Television Production’ 
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course during the spring and summer of 2006 at Public University.  The selection of the TAs and 

the course for this study was to minimize compounding variables for group comparison.  This 

course has two parts: a lecture section taught by a professor and a lab section taught by a TA in 

the studio.  The professor teaches basic concepts and theories of the TV production in a large 

classroom and the TAs are responsible for teaching technical aspects of TV production in a 

studio lab through hands-on practice.  Each TA is assigned 10-12 students in the lab. 

In this course, the TAs’ main responsibilities are: to teach students how to apply the 

theoretical materials that the students learn during the lecture class to the lab class; to show 

students how to use studio equipment; and to facilitate the students’ hands-on learning.  Some of 

the hands-on learning that I observed was camera use, lighting set-up, screening of in-camera 

editing, microphone exercises, and editing as part of post-production.  In addition, the TA needs 

to help the students work on their individual and group projects such as field production of in-

camera editing, post-production editing, script writing, and pre-production of the final group 

project.  

This course was not mandatory but was considered prerequisite if the students wanted to 

take any other higher level TV production course.  The students ranged from sophomores to 

seniors, but a majority of the students enrolled in this class were juniors and there were a few 

sophomores and seniors.  A majority of the students were in the BTMM major and there were a 

few Communication major students.  Most students (97%) in the three classes were U.S-born; 

only one female (3%) was an international student from Spain. Because of the nature of the field, 

most students in the TAs’ classes were very actively engaged in the learning process and were 

not hesitant to ask questions to the TA about the learning materials and to discuss issues that 
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were important to their projects or assignments.  Detailed description of the undergraduate 

student participants will be given in Chapter 6, the discussion of the two BTMM TAs’ case study.   

Table 3.3 shows the background information of the two TA participants who taught the 

studio lab course during my observation period.  As shown in Table 3.3, the two TA participants, 

Alison and Trisha, have similar background characteristics in terms of gender, age, socio-

economic status, academic major, and degree pursued. Alison is a fluent speaker of Dutch and 

can speak Indonesian and French because her mother is originally from Indonesia and her father 

is from the Netherlands; she has been exposed to a multilingual context from birth.  She studied 

film as an undergraduate in the U.S.  Trisha earned her bachelor’s degree in Business in India 

and completely changed the direction of her field of her study because of her long-standing 

passion for the film world.  

Table 3.3 Background information of the BTMM TA participants 

 Background Information Alison (US TA) Trisha (ITA) 
Gender Female Female 
Age 27 25 
Socio-economic status Upper-middle class Upper-middle class 
Major BTMM BTMM 
Degree pursued Master's Master's 
Country of Origin U.S. India 
Language spoken other than 

    English 
Dutch, French, Indonesian Hindi, French 

Undergraduate Education: 
academic institution, country 

Private Art institution, PA, 
    U.S. 

State University,   
    Mumbai, India 

Teaching experience  
2 years: lab instructor for a 

    semester & language 
    teacher for 16 months 

TA for 2 years as a lab 
    instructor at Public    

Univ. 
Subject taught TV production, Dutch,  

ESL 
TV production 

Setting U. S., Netherlands,   
Thailand 

U. S. 

Level High school, Adult College 
TA assignment Lab instructor Lab instructor 
Plan to be a faculty Yes Yes 
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In terms of the teaching experience, all the TAs had prior teaching experiences as a TA in 

U.S. university settings. Trisha had two years of teaching experience as a TA at Public 

University at the time of my observations, whereas Alison had only one semester as a TA at 

Public University but had other kinds of teaching experiences in a range of subjects with broad 

populations in different settings.  Nevertheless, none of them had been instructed themselves by 

a TA during their undergraduate studies; therefore, they claimed that the concept of a TA was 

new to them when they first started teaching at Public University.  Alison mentioned that she 

found it challenging when she first started teaching, but was able to adopt the role of TA quickly 

because of her undergraduate schooling experience in the U.S.  Trisha mentioned that attending a 

TA conference offered by Public University and talking to other graduate students who were 

TAing were helpful, although the role of the TA was explained to her by the professor to whom 

she was assigned.  

Due to the nature of the lab course in this discipline, as a lab instructor, the TAs had not 

been given full authority over the course. Therefore, being a TA in the studio lab section seems 

much more complex and challenging in that they were expected to maintain a delicate balance 

between their instructional role and responsibilities and their social role as a TA. They needed to 

handle multiple tasks efficiently and at once such as giving verbal instructions on how to use the 

equipment properly, and multiple interactions with students (e.g., one-on-one and one-to-group 

interaction during hands-on learning activities).   

 

3.3   The Role of the Researcher 

Atkinson and Hammersley (1994) point out that much of the investigator’s role within a 

research context depends on the level of engagement by the researcher in the field, the level of 

participants’ awareness of being studied, and orientation of the researcher as an insider or 
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outsider. The widely used typology is: (1) complete observer, (2) observer as participant, (3) 

participant as observer, and (4) complete participant (Gold, 1958, cited in Atkinson & 

Hammersley, p. 248).  My role as a researcher in this qualitative study was closer to ‘the 

observer-as-participant’ since I am a researcher and a graduate student outside the discipline of 

the study participants.  I describe my role in this way because I entered the classroom contexts as 

an outsider to the students and the TAs.  The observer-as-participant is known as a researcher to 

the group, but has limited interactions with participants.  

My researcher role, however, is also somewhat connected to “participant-as-observer” for 

the TAs in a broad sense.  According to Hammersley and Atkinson (1983), all social research is 

a form of participant observation since a researcher cannot study the social world without being 

part of it.  Over the past few years, I had been involved in the International Teaching Assistant 

(ITA) Program at Public University that screens incoming ITAs for their oral English language 

proficiency and offers a training course and workshops for the ITAs in order to facilitate ITAs’ 

adjustment to undergraduate classes.  While closely involved in the ITA program for 

administration, coordination, training, and research, I established a rapport with some ITAs and 

became familiar with the issues surrounding their problems associated with teaching in U.S. 

undergraduate classes.  In addition, for the period of the academic years during which the data 

re-analysis and write-up took place, I was an ITA who took full charge of the course as an 

instructor.  Thus, my different experiences as an international student and TA, who has lived 

through different educational cultures and socio-cultural expectations in the U.S., have enabled 

me to share my academic experience with ITAs more closely while conducting the research and 

analyzing the data.  These different experiences also have helped me to reexamine these TAs’ 

teaching practices on the basis of my own teaching experiences and have given me insight from 
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the data to guide me toward continual revising and reflecting upon my interpretations of the data.  

Yet, I acknowledge that this experience may have affected the way I interpreted the data to some 

extent.  

As LeCompte and Preissle (1993) suggest, while this indirect involvement with TA 

participants may appear to have generated problems for maintaining the capacity for objectivity 

in the research in the field, the two disciplines in which I conducted my case study were not in 

my field of study and I have never taught these courses.  Therefore, this situation allowed me to 

maintain a high degree of objectivity as an observer-as-participant in the TAs’ teaching contexts.  

Still, since I was not an insider in the TAs’ academic disciplines, I needed to build 

rapport with the TAs and the students in order to have them discuss openly with me the issues 

that the TAs face in their teaching situations.  Over time, with time and involvement, I swept 

away invisible barriers between myself and my participants, and was able to establish a 

trustworthy relationship with the TAs and the students; thus I was able to maintain a balance of 

the ‘participant-as-observer’ and ‘observer-as-participant’ roles in order to look at TAs’ 

classroom practice from a more neutral perspective.  Hence, it is my belief that balancing the 

insider and outsider perspectives has given me a solid footing in my data collection and analysis.  

 
3.4   Data Collection Procedure 

Table 3.4 illustrates an outline of this study’s research methods and participants. As 

shown in Table 3.4, the total number of participants in this sequential mixed methods design is 

200. The data collected in the first phase of the study consist of 156 TAs’ responses to the 

modified version of Schommer’s (1998) epistemological beliefs questionnaire.  In the second 

phase of the qualitative case study, four TAs (two international and two domestic) participated 

while 16 students participated in the focus-group interviews and 28 students filled out the student 
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survey.  The data in the second phase are composed of: the epistemological questionnaire; in-

depth pre- and post-observational interviews with TAs; classroom observation field notes and 

audio-recorded TAs’ classroom discourse during the observations; student focus-group 

interviews; and student survey responses.  

Table 3.4 Explanatory two-phase mixed methods design 

  Types of Data  Number of Participants (N = 200) 

 1st phase: Quantitative study  
      • Modified Epistemological Questionnaire 
      (Schommer, 1998)  

 
 - 156 (106 ITAs & 50 US TAs) 

 2nd phase: Qualitative case study 
     • Pre & post-observational interviews:  
        -audio recorded & transcribed 
     • Classroom observations:   
        -4-5 observations per each TA 
        -audio-recorded & transcribed 
     • Focus group interviews with TAs’ students: 
        -audio-recorded & transcribed 
     • Student surveys: 

 
 - Case study of 4 TAs (2 ITAs, 2 US TAs)  
   •2 TAs from BTMM (1 ITAs & 1 US TA) 
     -focus-group interviews: 16 students 
   • 2 TAs from Statistics (1 ITA & 1 US TA) 
     -student surveys: 28 students  

 

3.4.1   Quantitative Phase: Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire 

In order to examine the characteristics of the epistemological beliefs between the two 

groups of TAs, in particular the similarities and the differences among the seven epistemological 

dimensions, a modified version of Schommer’s (1989) epistemological beliefs questionnaire was 

administered to 156 TAs from four large research universities in Mid-Atlantic States which 

screen all incoming ITAs in order to offer special training courses for the new ITAs. The 10-

page long questionnaire consists of three parts: (1) demographic information, (2) knowledge and 

learning beliefs, and (3) the TA-student relationship.  The first part of the questionnaire captures 

demographic information: TAs’ gender, age group, economic status, nationality, first language, 

academic major, level of graduate education (master’s or doctorate), period of teaching 

experience before admittance to the graduate school, and schooling history. The addition of 
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demographic information enabled me to examine background characteristics of the TA 

participants as well as compounding variables that may have affected the outcome of 

epistemological beliefs between the two groups.  

The second part of the questionnaire consists of 62 questions eliciting the five dimensions 

of knowledge and learning beliefs: ‘certainty of knowledge,’ ‘structure of knowledge,’ ‘source of 

knowledge,’ ‘nature of learning,’ and ‘nature of intelligence.’  The last part of the questionnaire 

is made up of 26 items underlying two new dimensions of relational view.  These two 

dimensions – ‘degree of the closeness’ and ‘degree of the status differentiation’ – is based on 

Schommer-Aikins’ (2004) proposition of the existing body of personal epistemology research.  

The 26 items under these two dimensions were constructed based on Schommer-Aikins’ 

theoretical proposition (see 3.5.1 for more information on the item construction procedure). 

In order to ensure the reliability of Schommer’s measurement to both the international 

and domestic TA populations, a pilot study (N = 31) with the two groups of TAs (ITA and US 

TA) was conducted at Public University a year prior to this study, from the Fall of 2004 to the 

Spring of 2005.  Based on the reliability measure, items that showed high correlation were 

deleted and some items were reworded to best represent instructional contexts and instructional 

practice of teaching assistants.  

The rationale for using the modified version of Schommer’s (1989) questionnaire is that 

it is designed to capture multidimensional constructs of personal epistemology; moreover the 

reliability13 and validity14 of this instrument have been supported with its wide use across 

academic majors, age, gender, educational level, parents’ educational level, educational 

                                                           
13 Schommer’s (1998) college version of the questionnaire shows validity of .74 in test-retest, and .63 to .85 in inter-

item correlations for items within each belief factor. 
14 Schommer et al. (1992) gained content validity, predictive validity, and confirmatory factor analysis using the 

mean score of subsets of items as the variables in the analysis replicated the four-factor structure. 
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background, and various socio-cultural contexts (Chan & Elliot, 2002; Jehng et al., 1993; Lee, 

1995; Schommer, 1989, 1990).   

For the collection of the epistemological questionnaire data, four institutions in Mid-

Atlantic States were involved in this research upon the approval of the Institutional Review 

Boards (IRBs). The recruitment of TA participants from Public University was undertaken by 

individual contacts and consultations with ITAs, or through the ITA training instructors, in TA 

seminars offered by the Teaching Center as well as through the TA study announcements to the 

Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA) listserves and to other college and departmental listserves.  

The administration of the questionnaire was done by email attachments, by mailing paper copies 

of the questionnaire to participants, and by individual appointments with TAs during their office 

hours or at available times based on their preferences and availabilities. For those who preferred 

to respond to the questionnaire through email, yet who did not respond to me within a month, 

follow-up emails were sent after four weeks time. Because of the voluntary nature of this study, 

during this process there was a 50% drop-out rate in collecting the 10-page questionnaire at 

Public University.  

The recruitment of TA participants from the other three institutions from the Mid-

Atlantic States was initiated by writing a participant request letter to faculty and administrative 

staff who were in charge of TA training at these institutions.  Upon receiving the written 

approval from the administration in each institution, I scheduled visits to these institutions with 

the administrative staff on a specific date and time. I traveled to these institutions in order to 

collect the data on site or to announce my study for the purpose of eliciting volunteers.  In some 

institutions, I was allowed to administer the survey during class time with the help of the 

administrative staff. During the administration procedure, I explained to the participants the 
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purpose of the questionnaire study, its potential benefits, the voluntary nature of the study, and 

the confidentiality of the information that the participants would provide.  In the other institution, 

because of the intensive training scheduled for the TAs, I was allowed to announce the purpose 

of this study only during the TA social gathering time and to ask volunteers to take the survey 

home and return it to the administrative staff.  I scheduled multiple visits to this institution to 

continue seeking volunteers and to collect the surveys from the staff.  The length of the 

questionnaire, the voluntary nature of the participation, and the number of institutions involved 

in this first phase study enormously extended the data collection period to nearly a year.  

After one year of the participant recruitment process and the survey administration by 

mail and emails, one-to-one administration through individual appointments with TAs, and 

group administration in designated institutions, the total number of participants in this 

questionnaire study from all these institutions reached 156 TAs.  

 
3.4.2   Qualitative Phase 

3.4.2.1   Data Source 1: Transcription and Fieldnotes from TAs’ Classroom Observations 

In order to examine more closely the interaction between the TAs’ epistemological 

beliefs and their instructional practices in the undergraduate classroom contexts, I observed in 

their classrooms the four TAs (two ITAs and two US TAs) who agreed to participate in the 

qualitative phase of the follow-up study.  Before the observations, I negotiated with the TAs about 

the schedule of my visits in terms of the extent and the dates for observations.  I made four to five 

visits to the TAs’ classes, each of which ran for two hours.  The total number of the observation 

times for all the TAs amounted to approximately 32 hours. Previously, I had obtained the TAs’ 

permission to audio-record their teaching in class.  I used my personal ‘MP3 player’ for the 

recording.  This recorder was kept in the TA’s pocket, which eliminated the discomfort of the 
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instructor having to wear an external microphone such as found in a traditional tape-recorder and 

this provided an excellent quality of digital sound.  The MP3 player has the capacity of recording 

up to six hours at once; therefore, the recording did not interrupt the class activity for the two to 

three hour periods as can be found in traditional tape-recorders for which one has to change the 

tapes in the middle of the observation.  

After each observation, I saved the recording in my home computer to transcribe it.  It 

took me 16 hours to transcribe my observations of an average two-hour long class.  Among the 

total 32 hours of recorded data, I transcribed every class recording in the beginning, but later I 

chose to transcribe the lessons that contain the same content materials for comparison.  The 

BTMM class made it easier to do this because the TAs had to teach the same materials throughout 

the course although there was a little bit of flexibility in sequencing the material for each lesson.  

Finally, I transcribed all four recordings of the class lessons in Alison’s class and three out of the 

five class lessons in Trisha’s class, which resulted in 112 hours to transcribe the classroom 

lessons in BTMM TAs’ classes.  

In the Statistics TAs’ classes, the ideas of transcribing the overlapping lesson content was 

not easy because I was not able to coordinate my every visit with the lesson contents since the 

two classes took place at two different campus locations and I did not have sufficient time to 

travel from one place to another and arrive at the different location on time.  However, because 

the Statistics class mainly dealt with statistical problem solving tasks and explanations of 

statistical concepts and theories, the structure of each lesson had a similar format, which gave me 

good reason to make decisions on the transcription of particular lessons. After careful 

consideration of the lesson content and structure, I ended up transcribing three lessons out of the 

four class recordings in Liang’s class and two lessons out of three class recordings in Mark’s class, 
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which required 80 hours of transcribing time.  Therefore, the total 192 hours of transcribing time 

were spent in addition to the 32 hours of the 16 visits to all the TAs’ classes.  

On my first visit to each TAs’ classroom, I introduced myself to the students as a 

researcher and briefly explained my study: the purpose, voluntary nature, confidentiality, and my 

role as a non-participant observer.  I also sought their permission to audio-tape the classrooms.  I 

made sure not to interrupt the routine class activities in any way.  After the end of the observation 

period, I provided the TAs with a brief verbal report on their teaching based on the data from 

student focus-group interviews and from the student survey.  However, this report was given after 

the post-observation interview with the TA to prevent any adverse effect of the report on their 

perspective or their interview responses.  Nevertheless, I acknowledge that the evaluative 

feedback that I received from the students may somewhat have affected my attitude toward the 

TAs’ teaching in the beginning of the data analysis and it has taken me a while to be able to  

regain the researcher’s objectivity.  Separating the TAs’ teaching practices from students’ 

evaluations was possible after multiple reflections on the TAs’ teaching practices based on 

different analytic approaches, reflection of my own teaching experiences, multiple reviews of the 

data, and reexamination of my own assumptions about the data.   

During the classroom observations, I focused mainly on the following aspects of TAs’ 

instructional practices throughout the class, small group and individual interactions with students: 

(1) TAs’ instructional roles and (2) TAs’ instructional approaches.  A great deal of attention has 

been paid to the TAs’ discourse, specifically the verbal aspect of instructions and interactions.  I 

wrote a brief field note in each observation and compared it with the transcribed classroom 

discourse.  By reviewing the TA’s instructional practice through the audio-recorded artifact after 

the observation, I was able to minimize the limitations of what otherwise I may have overlooked 
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during the observations and to increase objectivity as a researcher.  As a result, the observational 

data enriched the understanding of the instructional practice, which in turn made possible a rich, 

detailed description of the participants’ behaviors and the classroom events.  

 
3.4.2.2   Data Source 2: TA Interviews 

For the in-depth investigation of the relationship between the TAs’ epistemological 

beliefs and their instructional practices in class, interviews with the TAs were conducted before 

and after the classroom observation period.  The interviews consisted of open-ended questions in 

a semi-structured format.  I followed a written interview protocol to guide the focus of my 

questions.  However, interview questions remained flexible if the TAs initiated discussions and 

brought up any issues not addressed in the protocol.  Such flexibility on my part appear to have 

provided more natural data, allowing me to gather valuable information that would have been 

overlooked.  All of the interview sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed for cross-

checking of the questionnaire and the observational data.  

Before recording the interview session, I asked the TAs’ permission and all of them were 

willing to cooperate.  During the interview sessions, I wrote an interview log in which I reflected 

upon the interview after each interview was completed.  The TAs’ interview questions have three 

different foci: (1) TAs’ epistemological beliefs, (2) TAs’ perceptions about instructional role, 

and (3) TAs’ instructional methods, the course goals, and challenges in teaching and interacting 

with their students in the class (see Appendix E & Appendix F for sample interview questions). 

The interviews responses allowed me to triangulate and reconfirm the data from 

questionnaire responses and classroom discourse from the observations in terms of the 

relationship between the TAs’ epistemological beliefs and their instructional practices.  In 

addition, the TAs’ reflections on the teaching practices during the interviews were compared 
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with the observational data along with either the student focus-group interviews or the student 

survey responses in order to ensure the reliability of the data sources.   

 
3.4.2.3   Data Source 3: Focus-group Interview with Students in BTMM Class 

On the first day of the class observations when I explained my study, I informed the 

students of the focus-group interview that I would conduct at the end of the observation period in 

each of the two TAs’ classes.  The interview was conducted after the class time when the TA 

was not present in the classroom.  Because I have spent almost half of the semester with the 

students in the studio, I was able to build rapport with some students.  As a result, when I 

announced the interview date and time and asked for their participation, five to nine students in 

each class stayed for a 45-minute interview session.  I briefly explained to the students the 

purpose of the interview and confidentiality of the data that they would provide during the 

session.  I asked for their permission to record the interview session for accuracy of information 

that I would obtain from the session.  All the student participants were asked to sign the consent 

form.  

The interview has three parts: (1) students’ expectation and evaluation of the TA’s 

instructional roles and methods, (2) students’ perceptions about TAs’ evaluation of their projects 

and assignments, and (3) their perceptions about good learning and teaching practices (see 

Appendix F for sample questions).  The interviews with the students have two aims: (1) to 

compare my observational analysis of the TAs’ instructional practices in class with the students’ 

data and (2) to understand the degree to which the students’ perceptions about good teaching and 

learning is consistent with those of the TAs’ perceptions. 
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3.4.2.4   Data Source 4: Student Survey in Statistics Class 

Statistics class is a large class with 26 to 30 students that is open to students from all 

different major fields of study.  This made it difficult for me as a researcher to get to know the 

students as I did in the BTMM class.  Therefore, I constructed a student survey to find out their 

expectations and evaluations about the teaching practice.  In the survey questions, I focused on 

similar aspects addressed during the focus-group interview session (see Appendix H & Appendix 

I for details of the survey questions).   However, I modified some of the questions because, 

unlike BTMM 105 which is a lab section that is followed by a separate lecture, Statistics 122 is a 

stand-alone course taught by the TAs who have been given full authority as sole instructors.   

The survey questions are half close-ended and half open-ended, focusing on: (1) students’ 

expectations and evaluation of TAs’ instructional practices (e.g., factors that posed a challenge in 

learning or that facilitated learning and (2) their perceptions of the degree of difficulty of 

homework assignments and exams.  The survey has the same purpose as the focus-group 

interview: (1) to compare my observational analysis of the TAs’ instructional practices in class 

with the students’ data and (2) to examine the degree to which the students’ perceptions about 

good teaching and learning are consistent with those of the TAs’ perceptions. 

In sum, I have so far addressed how different data sets were employed to examine the 

relationship between TAs’ epistemological beliefs and the instructional practices as well as the 

relationship between TAs’ instructional practice and the students’ evaluations.  Figure 3.2 gives a 

comprehensive summary of the data source used to examine this complex relationship. 
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Figure 3.2 Measure TAs’ epistemological beliefs and instructional practices and students’ evaluations 
 

3.5   Data Analysis Procedure 

3.5.1   Quantitative Study: Analysis of the Questionnaire Items 

The analysis of the questionnaire data is: (1) to understand demographic characteristics of 

all TA participants in this study, (2) to examine the seven dimensions of personal epistemology 

between the ITA group and the US TA group.  

First, I employed descriptive statistics to examine demographic characteristics of the TA 

participants in the variables of gender, age group, field of study, degree pursued, countries of 

origin, teaching experience, TA assignment, and their plans on becoming a faculty.  In addition, I 

looked further into the ITAs’ background information in terms of country of origin, duration of 

studying English, prior English-medium instruction experience, duration of English-medium 

instruction experience, and duration of stay in the U.S.  The background characteristics of the TA 

participants provide an overview of the TA population in this study.  

Second, to analyze the seven-point Likert scale items of the epistemological beliefs 

questionnaire, negative items in the questionnaire were converted into reverse scores. 

  Epistemological beliefs: 
  -E. questionnaire   
  -TA interview responses 
  -Member checks 

  Instructional Practices:  
  -Transcribed classroom 
    discourse 
  -Fieldnotes  
  -TA interview responses 

   Students’ evaluations: 
   -Focus-group interviews    
    (BTMM 105) 
   -Survey responses 
    (Statistics 122) 
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Descriptive statistics of the seven epistemological dimensions between ITA group and US TA 

group were initially performed for a group comparison.  

Due to the insufficient number of the sample (N = 156), I was not able to conduct factor 

analysis originally recommended by Schommer (1989).  Instead, I chose to categorize 

epistemological dimensions based on theoretical underpinning established in personal 

epistemology literature (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Jehng et al., 1993; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; 

Schommer, 1989).  As addressed in theoretical framework section of Chapter 2 (see section 2.4, 

p. 57), scholarship of personal epistemology within this theoretical framework initially supports 

five epistemological dimensions in the domain of knowledge and learning beliefs: (1) certainty 

of knowledge (n = 10), (2) structure of knowledge (n = 8), (3) source of knowledge (n = 13), (4) 

nature of learning (n = 9), (5) nature of intelligence (n = 9).  In an effort to expand this inquiry to 

the social contexts of classroom, Schommer-Aikins (2004) argues for the addition of two 

epistemological dimensions that belong to the domain of relational view.  Concurring with 

Schommer-Aikins (2004) assertion, I added the two epistemological dimensions to this 

investigation: (6) degree of closeness (n = 10), (7) degree of status differentiation (n = 10).  

Because the last two epistemological dimensions were in the stage of theoretical grounding and 

did not have existing items available for use, I constructed the items based on Schommer-Aikins’ 

theoretical proposition by applying the concepts to TAs’ instructional responsibilities in different 

instructional contexts.  After constructing the items, I took the measures of content validity and 

face validity with one supervising faculty and two independent raters who had over one year of 

teaching experience at Public University.  Table 3.5 illustrates the questionnaire items 

corresponding to the categories of seven epistemological dimensions. 
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Table 3.5 Classification of items in seven epistemological dimensions 

Dimension 
Number of  

items 
Item number in the questionnaire 

Certainty of Knowledge 10 2, 7, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 25, 43, 62 
Structure of Knowledge 8 9, 15, 24, 33, 37, 44, 58, 60 
Source of Knowledge 13 5, 8, 12, 16, 17, 26, 28, 31, 34, 40, 45, 50, 52 
Nature of Learning 9 4, 6, 35, 38, 42, 47, 48, 49, 57 
Nature of Intelligence 9 10, 11, 32, 39, 41, 53, 55, 59, 61 
Degree of Closeness 10 63, 64, 69, 70, 73, 75, 77, 78, 81, 82 
Degree of Status Differentiation 10 66, 67, 68, 72, 74, 83, 84, 85, 86, 87 

 
Prior to examining the group difference in statistical terms, internal consistency of the 

TAs’ responses to the questionnaire items within each of the seven dimensions of personal 

epistemology was measured by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (Cronbach, 1951).  Items that have 

the value of less than .10 or negative and which show low total-item correlation were deleted 

from the final analysis, thus only 69 out of the 88 items were used for the final analysis.  After 

eliminating the 19 items, the reliabilities of the seven epistemological dimensions ranged 

from .48 to .78 except for the dimension of ‘source of knowledge’ (.19).  Table 3.6 illustrates the 

results of the reliability measure of the questionnaire items.  The results seen in Table 3.6 suggest 

that most of the dimensions have acceptable degree of reliability for group comparison except for 

one dimension.  Because a majority of the epistemological dimensions have acceptable reliability, 

I proceeded with the analysis for the group comparison despite the low reliability seen in one 

epistemological dimension.  This low reliability issue in this first phase of quantitative study, 

however, was taken into account in determining an area of further investigation in the second 

phase of the qualitative case study.  On the other hand, the newly added dimensions − degree of 

closeness and degree of status differentiation − show higher reliabilities (.78 and .61), as seen in 

Table 3.6.  Given the reliability value within the two new epistemological dimensions, these 

newly constructed items seems to well represent the theoretical constructs underlying personal 

epistemology which was proposed by Schommer-Aikins (2004).   
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Table 3.6 Internal consistency reliability of the questionnaire items on the seven epistemological dimensions     

Dimension      Number of items 
TAs  

(N = 156) 
Certainty of knowledge 10 .68 
Structure of Knowledge    8 .54 
Source of knowledge 13 .19 
Nature of learning 9 .48 
Nature of Intelligence   9 .51 
Degree of closeness 10 .78 
Degree of status differentiation      10 .61 

Total   69 .63 
 

In addition to the reliability measure, a test of normality was performed with 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk at .05 level.  The skewness of the data from each group 

was also examined.  On the whole, the results15 generally supported the assumption of a normal 

distribution in the seven dimensions of the epistemological beliefs from each sample. Therefore, 

it is reasonable to assume that most of the data for the TA sample is normally distributed.  After 

the normality test, independent t-tests between the two groups in each of the seven 

epistemological dimensions were conducted to determine the statistical significance between the 

two groups. The effect size of the group difference was also measured using Cohen’s d16.   

The homogeneity of variance assumption between the two groups in the seven 

epistemological dimensions was also tested at alpha level .05. The results support the 

homogeneity of the assumptions between the groups across the seven epistemological 

dimensions.  To consider a possible impact of non-Asian TAs (8.5%) on the ITA groups’ 

epistemological belief score, two different analyses were performed.  First, scatter plot analyses 

in the seven epistemological dimensions that pair up all the dimensions were conducted to detect 

outliers from non-Asian TAs’ score that might alter the results of the ITA group.  The 21 scatter 

                                                           
15 See Appendix L for complete results of the normality tests. 
16 Cohen’s d is used as a measure of effect size. Cohen (1988) defined d as the difference between the means, M1 – 
    M2, divided by standard deviation, σ, of either group. Cohen argued that the standard deviation of either group  
    could be used when the variances of the two groups are homogeneous. 
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plot analyses results17, however, did not indicate any significant outliers that differentiated the 

non-Asian TAs’ scores from those of Asian TAs.  

Second, independent t-tests in all the seven epistemological dimensions between US TAs 

and ITAs, which exclude non-Asian TAs from the ITA group, were conducted.  The results did 

not show any differences from the original results that included the non-Asian TAs in the ITA 

groups.  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that the non-Asian TAs’ sample is not large 

enough to bring any significance to the results.   

The analysis of the new dimensions, ‘the degree of closeness’ and ‘the degree of status 

differentiation,’ is furthered by the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) test.  Two demographic 

variables – gender and teaching experience – were entered into each of the two dimensions in 

order to uncover main as well as interaction effects of group and gender/teaching experience 

variable on these two dimensions.  This hypothesis was tested at alpha level of .05. The effect 

size of the ANOVA results was measured using eta squared (2).  

The reason for including the two other demographic variables (gender and teaching 

experience) to the group variable stems from evidence that there is more than group variables 

that may lead to the difference in perceiving the domain of ‘relational view.’  One example of 

such evidence stems from the nature of these two epistemological dimensions that concerns the 

solidarity and power issues in class. Previous ITA research claimed that some male ITAs from a 

particular continent were perceived as “quite sexist” in their behavior with the female 

undergraduates (Penner, 1997).  This perceived sexism may stem from some ITAs who come 

from cultures in which women and minority students are not encouraged or even permitted to 

seek higher education and who are graduate student in the science fields.  

                                                           
17 See Appendix M for detailed results of the 21 scatter plot analyses.   
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The other assumption is based on my preliminary findings from the interviews with TA 

participants.  TAs, regardless of whether they are US-born or international, do not have much 

awareness of solidarity and power issues in the classroom when they first start teaching.  This is 

because some US TAs and all ITAs have come from institutions where the concept of TA does 

not exist and is still new to them.  Figure 3.3 summarizes the quantitative analysis process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 3.3 Quantitative analysis procedures of measuring 7 epistemological dimensions 
 

3.5.2   Qualitative Study: Analysis of the Four TAs’ Case Study 

The analysis of the case study in the second qualitative phase proceeded with four phases: 

(1) analytic framework of TAs’ epistemic position and instructional practices, (2) analysis of the 

TAs’ epistemic positions, (3) analysis of the TAs’ instructional practices, and (4) analysis of 

students’ expectations.  The analytic framework in the first phase provided a conceptual map to 

examine the relationship between the TAs’ instructional practices at the class level and their 

epistemic underpinning at the socio-cultural level (Cameroon, 2001).  The analysis results of 

teaching practice were compared with students’ expectations obtained from students’ evaluations 

of teaching practices.  
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   Seven Epistemological Dimensions:   
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   -Structure of Knowledge 
   -Source of Knowledge 
   -Nature of Learning 
   -Nature of Intelligence 
   -Degree of Closeness 
   -Degree of Status Differentiation 
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3.5.2.1   Analytic Framework of Epistemic Position and Instructional Practice 

In order to connect TAs’ epistemic positions with their instructional practices, I 

developed an analytic framework drawn from Knefelkamp’s (1979) analysis of learner 

characteristics.  Knefelkamp’s analysis links Perry’s (1970) epistemic position instructor roles 

and strategies.  Drawing on the two scholars’ work, I developed a correlation matrix that allows 

me to map out the complex relationships between epistemic position and instructor’s role that 

elicits instructional approaches.  Since TAs’ instructor roles, which they assume in class, are 

actualized through instructional strategies that the TAs implement to carry out their teaching, 

these two elements were used as a tool to generalize TAs’ instructional practices in classroom 

contexts.   Because of this reasoning, TAs’ instructional roles and strategies were examined in 

the context of TA-student classroom discourse, which includes TA monologue and TA-student 

dialogic interaction.  Because of this reason, TA-student interaction per se was not separately 

analyzed from TAs’ classroom discourse given that the purpose of this study is to understand 

TAs’ instructional practices.  

Table 3.7 Analytic framework: Matrix of the epistemic position and Instructional role adapted from Perry’s 
(1970) scheme and Knefelkamp’s (1979) learner characteristic analysis 

            Epistemic position 
  
 Instructor’s role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

Source of knowledge *   

 Source of right way to 
 find knowledge 

 *  

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator) 

  * 

 Note. Asterisk (*) indicates perfect correlation between TAs’ epistemic positions and instructional practices. 

Table 3.7 provides the analytic framework of the epistemic position and instructional role 

matrix18.  As can be seen from Table 3.7, each row illustrates the three different epistemic 

positions and each column represents three types of instructor roles.  The instructor role in this 
                                                           
18 See Appendix K for detailed description of each category 
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matrix is considered as a guide to instructional approaches that manifest instructional practices.  

The matrix takes the form of a correlation matrix, which suggests that the predicted relationship 

between epistemic position and instructor role points to the perfect correlation as marked in the 

cells.  For example, a TA who holds a dualistic position is expected to take on the role of source 

of knowledge, which means disseminating knowledge to the students.  Likewise, a TA who 

holds early multiplicity position is supposed to play a role of a source of the right way to find 

knowledge, that is focusing on teaching students how to learn.  Therefore, it is reasonable to 

argue that the more the instructor role moves further away from the predicted role, which is the 

perfect correlation cell, the more there is a disconnection between the epistemic position and 

instructional practices.  

Nevertheless, the intention of this matrix is not only to explore the interplay between the 

epistemic position and instructional practices, but also to capture dynamic and fluid nature of the 

classroom practice that may instantiate multiple roles of an instructor under a given epistemic 

position during the class time.  

 
3.5.2.2   Analysis of TAs’ Epistemic Position 

In examining the TAs’ beliefs about the certainty of knowledge, I used multi-level 

analysis with the questionnaire responses, TA interview data, and member checks.  I 

incorporated Schommer-Aikins’ (2004) proposition of seven epistemological dimensions into 

Perry’s (1970) scheme of epistemic position.  In the proposition of the embedded systemic model 

to personal epistemology, Schommner-Aikins argues that each of the seven epistemological 

dimensions should be viewed as a continuum that moves from one extreme to the other 

according to one’s level of epistemological sophistication.  Similarly, Perry argues that epistemic 
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position moves from a dualist position to a relativist view according to individuals’ intellectual 

developmental stage and their exposure to pluralistic ideas in academic environments.  

Taking the two positions together, is it reasonable to assume that one’s epistemic position 

has a multiple and fluid nature and should be viewed as a continuum moving from one extreme 

to the other, according to one’s epistemological sophistication based upon cognitive and 

contextual factors.  Applying this notion into the analysis of the four TAs’ epistemic stances, I 

first generated a figure that visualizes the epistemic stance along the continuum, ranging from 

one extreme where knowledge is absolute to the other extreme where knowledge is relative to a 

context.  Figure 3.4 provides category of the epistemic position that guides my analysis of the 

TAs’ epistemic stances.  

Dualism                            Early Multiplicity                      Late Multiplicity                              Contextual 

                                                                                                                                                      Relativism 

                        Figure 3.4 TAs’ epistemic position informed by Perry’s (1970) scheme 
 

Next, I calculated the mean score of the four TA’s epistemic stances from their 

epistemological questionnaire responses.  Because the questionnaire used a seven-point Likert 

scale in which “1” represents a position close to the contextual relativism, “7” indicates position 

close to dualism, and “4” suggests a middle position between early multiplicity and late 

multiplicity.   Three out of the four TAs scored above the middle position and have .02 of range 

in the mean score, but one US TA’s score fell below the middle position.  However, because 

Perry’s assessment of one’s epistemic stance used interviews and Schommer’s epistemological 

questionnaire intended to examine the interconnection between different dimensions of personal 

epistemology, this mean score alone did not offer solid criteria to measure TAs’ epistemic stance 

accurately.  
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Because of the lack of validity in the questionnaire data measured by the mean scores, I 

examined the TAs’ interview responses that addressed their epistemic positions in order to code 

their responses under Perry’s (1970) scheme.  Incorporating the results from the questionnaire 

analysis into the interview response coding, I identified each TA’s epistemic position from the 

four categories given in Figure 3.4.  

Although this bi-measure analysis gave a glimpse into each TA’s epistemic stance, I was 

still faced with mixed results from these data, which gave me a lack of validity in my analysis 

method.  Simply put, some of the responses confirmed the findings from the questionnaire and 

interview data while others disconfirmed the analysis results from the two because of 

methodological limitations.  As a final step, I brought my analysis back to the TAs and asked 

them to verify the accuracy of my analysis.  Their stated belief about the certainty of knowledge, 

professed epistemology, from the member-check response became the final verification of the 

TAs’ epistemic stance.   

 
3.5.2.3   Analysis of TAs’ Instructional Practices  

The analysis of TAs’ instructional practices is developed by multiple layers of qualitative 

analysis.  First, to analyze the TAs’ transcribed classroom discourse under the analytic 

framework informed by Perry (1970) and Knefelkamp (1979), I incorporated interaction analysis 

into Erickson’s (1992) ethnographic microanalysis.  ‘Interaction analysis’ is “a family of 

procedures for analyzing and interpreting recorded speech data” (Nunan, 1992, p. 230).  Eclectic 

in its origin with many streams of work, ‘ethnographic microanalysis’ has as its goal to describe 

particular communicative actions of specific individuals and the process of the interactional 

behaviors, in order to generalize how the routine process of interaction is organized.  
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Ethnographic microanalysis intends to identify subtle nuances of meaning that occur in speech 

and nonverbal actions (Erickson, 1992).  

The excerpts from transcribed TAs’ classroom discourse made it possible to capture their 

instructional practices during the entire lesson at the macro level as well as the micro level.  This 

allowed me to consider every communicative action of the TAs as part of their instructional 

strategies, or techniques, and to look at the utterance in utmost precision and detail, thus enabling 

me to find a pattern of generalization from the practice.  During this process, I paid special 

attention to each utterance of TAs and students and kept a record of a specific pedagogic 

function of which each utterance serves during the lessons.  This served an outline to understand 

TAs’ classroom practice as a part and as a whole.   

After that, I employed interaction analysis in order to develop an analytic coding scheme 

of the TAs’ classroom discourse taken from various sources on classroom discourse (Christie, 

2002; Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Ellis, 1992; Ernst, 1994; Wells, 2001).  However, it should be noted 

that even though the classroom discourse source materials guided me in developing the coding 

scheme, the scheme was not pre-designed for the interaction analysis without examining the TAs’ 

classroom discourse transcripts.  As is often the case in qualitative research, the coding scheme 

categories were emerged and developed after a number of examinations of the TAs’ classroom 

discourse transcripts in order to best represent the nature of TAs’ classroom discourse data 

concerning the course lesson contents, the disciplinary contexts of the instructional practices, the 

nature of pedagogic tasks, and particular discourse function.  At the same time, the classroom 

discourse source texts used as a guide to align my coding scheme categories of the TAs’ 

classroom discourse with the existing body of sociolinguistic discourse categories (Christie, 2002; 

Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Ellis, 1992; Ernst, 1994; Long & Sato, 1983), which strengthens 
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methodological validity and reliability to the analysis.  Thus, this on-going process of coding 

scheme development required several revisions and multiple examinations of the TAs’ 

instructional practice seen through the classroom discourse data.   

Table 3.8 maps out the categories of coding scheme that allow the analysis of the 

classroom discourse to occur at both the macro and micro level.  As seen in Table 3.8, the coding 

scheme has three categories: types of talk, discourse forms, and discourse functions.   

First, talk in class is classified into three types: procedural talk, instructional talk, and 

personal talk (Ernst, 1994).  Procedural talk is concerned with procedural matters of tasks such 

as giving direction or seeking information about organizational aspects of the classroom tasks 

including goals, pacing, and sequencing of the tasks (Ernst, 1994, p. 301).  Instructional talk is 

defined as “a part of educational discourse immediately concerned with transforming facts and 

concepts pertaining to specific fields of knowledge, in order to appropriate them” for the goal of 

the course specific to the subject matter (Dalton-Puffer, 2007, p.186).  Personal talk concerns 

personal matters which are not directly related to the classroom instruction or task such as 

“personal interests, experiences, concerns” or personal expression such as “encouraging” in an 

effort to support students (Ernst, 1994, p. 301).  The categories within each type of talk allowed 

me to identify different forms of the talk during each entire lesson.  

Second, the three types of talks are further categorized on the basis of its linguistic forms 

and pedagogic functions.  The linguistic form is mainly classified according to its discourse form, 

interactional features, and/or speech acts performed in classroom.  Discourse form refers to a 

form of discourse such as teacher monologue as seen in lecture or dialogic interaction as occurs 

in TA-student interaction in the classroom.  Monologue, which is composed of TA’s own talk, is 

subdivided into statement, transitional marker, and directives according to its unique linguistic 
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form and the function that it serves in classroom talk.  Statement is further divided according to 

its pedagogic function as seen in Table 3.8.  Of the various function of statement seen in Table 

3.8, the most important decision in the sub-categorization of the explanation as academic 

language function, based on Kidd’s (1996) and Dalton-Puffer’s (1997) (re)conceptualization of 

the micro- and macro-function of academic language.  In the academic contexts of undergraduate 

classrooms, because most of TA monologues concern explanation of the concepts or the content 

materials, or explanation of task procedure or organization, explanation itself serves a broader 

pedagogic purpose in classroom talk.  Thus, explanation was further broken down into 

subcategories according to specific pedagogic functions that it performs in a given lesson: 

elaboration, classification, comparison, connection, and summary (Kidd, 1996).  Detailed 

definitions of the explanation’s subcategories as academic language function are given in Table 

3.8. 

I would like to stress that the area of academic discourse function is still in its infancy in 

developing a recognizable descriptive framework of analysis (Dalton-Puffer, 2007).  Therefore, 

the definitions of the academic language functions here are still works in progress (Dalton-Puffer, 

2007; Kidd, 1996; Lemke, 1990), yet are useful to the analysis of present data from my research 

contexts to optimally examine TAs’ instructional practice specific to their disciplinary nature.   

 Dialogic interaction as a form of discourse between the TA and the students is also 

subcategorized according its interactional features: question, response, and follow-up.  The 

structure of these interactional features was originally developed by Mehan (1979) as a 

structural-functional approach to spoken discourse for the purpose of analyzing classroom 

interaction.  Later, this structure was reexamined by Wells (2001) to compensate for numerous 

counterclaims about the validity of the interaction as true dialogue that enhances learning.  To 
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offset these limitations, I subdivided each of the interactional features according to its own 

pedagogic purpose and into even types where necessary, not based on their structure.  For 

example, the interactional features of ‘response’ and ‘follow-up’ were categorized based on their 

pedagogic function in class.  Similarly, the interactional feature of question is subcategorized 

according its types and accompanying pedagogic functions drawn from conversation analysis 

literature (Kearsley, 1979; Long & Sato, 1983) in order to address a particular pedagogic purpose 

that different types of questions are intended to accomplish in the classroom talk.  Detailed 

information about the definitions and examples of these interactional features are given in Table 

3.8 under “dialogic interaction” (see p. 105-7). 

Speech act is an act that a speaker performs when making an utterance.  In classroom 

discourse, directives are viewed as parts of speech acts intended to impose some kinds of action 

on the hearer (Dalton-Puffer, 2007, p. 178).  I categorized all the classroom directives under 

‘procedural talk’ because teacher directives generally concern organization or procedure of 

classroom tasks.  However, I would like to clarify that the BTMM lab course directives can fall 

under the category of ‘procedural talk’ as well as ‘instructional talk’ because the nature of the 

BTMM course requires students to engage in hands-on tasks as part of their learning activity.  

Directives are further classified into direct request and indirect request in conjunction with the 

purpose of its pedagogic function.  The pedagogic function of indirect request is further divided 

into several categories.  Details of the definitions of the directives are shown in Table 3.8. 



 

 
 

105 

Table 3.8 Coding scheme categories and definitions 

Types of talk Discourse form/Interactional 
features/speech acts Discourse function for pedagogic purpose Definition 

Instructional 
talk       

 (1) Monologue     

   Statement   A speech act of both giving information to the listeners and 
but ‘inviting them to receive’ (Halliday, 1994, p. 69) 

   Transmission of information Recitation of information written in textbooks or other 
instructional materials 

   Explanation:   Making meaning clear and comprehensible (Dalton-Puffer, 
2007) 

 
  a. elaboration 

Giving an example or conceptual details of something 
previously said (Eggins and Slade, 1997, p. 198; Well, 
2001). 

   b. classification Arranging or organizing information according to category 
or class 

   c. comparison Examining the similarities or differences of ideas, concepts 
or topics. 

 
  d. connection 

Expressing relationship in terms of cause and effect by 
providing justification or evidence to show logical 
connection (Lemke, 1990; Dalton-Puffer, 2007, p.145) 

 
  e. summary A condensed statement on essential thematic contents of 

what has been said (Lemke, 1990; Wells, 2001)  

 
  Advice Suggestion or recommendation offered as a guide for 

acquiring theoretical or practical knowledge  

 a. Recast Reinforcement, clarification Restating of what is just being said to reinforce learning or 
to clarify  

 (2) Dialogic interaction     

  1) Question:    A speech act of inviting the listener to give information 
(Halliday, 1994, p. 68).  

  a. Display question  Comprehension check Question that the speaker already knows the answer (Long 
& Sato, 1983) 

 
  b. Referential question 

  

Questions that the speaker does not know the answer. In 
classroom, it is often addressed by students than by teacher. 
(Long & Sato, 1983) 

 
  Requesting information (e.g. factual knowledge, 

conceptual definition, explanation)   
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Table 3.8 (Continued)   

Types of talk Discourse form/Interactional 
features/speech acts Discourse function for pedagogic purpose Definition 

 
  Requesting personal opinions or issues related to the 

task   

 
 c. Rhetorical question  Facilitating listener's comprehension/thinking process 

A statement in the form of question to encourage “reflection 
within the listeners” as to the possible information rather 
than an invitation to give information (Myers, 1994) 

 

 d. Comprehension check  Comprehension check 

A request by the speaker designed to establish whether the 
speaker’s preceding utterance has been understood by the 
interlocutor. It is typically formed by tag questions or 
utterances like “Do you understand?”, which explicitly 
check comprehension by the interlocutor (Long & Sato, 
1983, p. 275) 

 

 e. Confirmation check  Confirmation check 

A request to elicit confirmation that the listener had heard or 
understood the speaker’s utterance correctly or to dispel that 
belief. Sometimes it includes a tag question such as “right?” 
posed by a teacher in order to dispel the belief of students’ 
non-understanding, which does not always require an answer 
from the students (Dalton-Puffer, 2007, p.121-2; Long & 
Sato, 1983) 

 
 f.  Clarification request Clarification request for identification 

Any expression by a speaker designed to elicit clarification 
of the interlocutor’s preceding utterance (Long & Sato, 
1983) 

 2) Response    A speech act by the speaker giving something to the listener 
   Displaying comprehension/knowledge   

 
  Giving information (e.g. factual knowledge, 

conceptual definition, explanation)   

   Confirming/Disconfirming previous speaker's message   

 

  Acknowledgement 

An indication that the previous utterance has been taken into 
account by the speaker. It is usually realized by "OK", 
"Yes", or reiteration of the utterance just been made by 
another person without evaluative overtone (Wells, 2001) 

 3) Follow-up     

 
 
 

  
 
 
 

Acknowledgement    

Evaluation 
Expression of an opinion about how useful or appropriate 
another person's contribution (in words or action) has been 
(Wells, 2001) 
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Table 3.8 (Continued)   

Types of talk Discourse form/Interactional 
features/speech acts Discourse function for pedagogic purpose Definition 

   Explanation An expository comment that extends a preceding 
contribution (Wells, 2001) 

   a. elaboration   
   b. classification   

   c. connection   

   d. summary   
   Advice (directing, anchoring/scaffolding)   
Procedural 
talk (1) Monologue     

 
 1) Statement  Explaining organization of task (e.g. homework 

assignment, exam, group project, tasks, due date)   

 
  Meta-comment: Introducing topic/subtopic, or 

characteristics of the topic  
Talk about talk referring to the topic/subtopic, characteristics 
or procedure of the topic under discussion as a whole  

 
  

Summary of the explanation (reinforcement)   
Closure A statement announcing the end of the class 

      2) transitional markers Signaling transition of a task (e.g. all right, Okay, 
now) 

A discourse marker to signal transition of task during the 
lesson 

 
 3) Offer Providing instructional support (e.g. office hour, email 

response, or review session) 

A speech act of offering the listener goods and services for 
class tasks such as office hour, email response, etc. 
(Halliday, 1994) 

  
 4) Directives 

  

Speech acts intended to impose some kinds of action on the 
part of the hearer by the speaker (Dalton-Puffer, 2007, 
p.178) 

 
a. Direct request Task organization (controlling)  A request strategy to denote the higher degree of imposition 

to the hearer (Dalton-Puffer, 2007, p.178) 
   Task procedure (reinforcement/control)   

 
b. Indirect request Task organization (anchoring/scaffolding) A request strategy to denote the less degree of imposition to 

the hearer (Dalton-Puffer, 2007, p.178) 
   Task procedure (anchoring/scaffolding)   
  

Advice Suggestion or recommendation offered as a guide for task 
procedure     
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Table 3.8 (Continued)   

Types of talk Discourse form/Interactional 
features/speech acts Discourse function for pedagogic purpose Definition 

 (2) Dialogic interaction   
  

  
    1) Question 

 
  a. Referential question  Requesting organizational/procedural information of a 

task   

  b. Display question Testing listener’s understanding of task organization 
or procedure   

 
 c. Comprehension check Requesting comprehension of a message uttered by the 

speaker  
 

 
 d. Confirmation check 

Requesting confirmation of a message uttered by the 
interlocutor from the speaker, a question that does not 
always requiring an answer  

 

  e. Clarification request Requesting clarification posed by the speaker for 
identification   

  2) Response Giving organizational/procedural information of a task   
   Confirm/Disconfirm   
   Acknowledgement   

  3) Follow-up  Evaluation   
   acknowledgement   
   explanation (task procedure)   
  4) Follow-up (directives): comment on task procedure (direct request)   
   task procedure (indirect request: advice)   
Personal 
talk 

 Statement Joke: establishing interpersonal connection   

  Exchanging personal information or opinion    
   Encouragement    
 (Phatic) statement Encouragement (e.g. cool, good job!, looks good!)   
 Dialogic interaction     
  1) Referential question Requesting personal information/opinion/experience   
 2) Response Giving personal information/opinion   
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Another important consideration for the analysis of the classroom discourse is the notion 

of turn and turn-taking.  According to Cameron (1996), turn refers to one or more turn 

constructional units defined by grammatical entities such as complete clauses or sentences, or by 

prosody such as intonation, stress, and pause (p. 90).  The end of a turn constructional unit is 

usually marked by a speaker change; yet in the classroom context, this is not always the case.  In 

my research contexts, one speaker, specifically the TA, often holds a turn for more than a turn 

constructional unit in order to achieve a pedagogic purpose.  

Applying these conceptual elements in my research participants, I marked the end turn on 

the basis of the change in discourse form and function for a pedagogic purpose, considering the 

following elements at the same time: grammatical structure of the speech, prosodic elements, 

and content of what is said.  For example, if the TA uses transitional marker such as “okay” to 

signal the transitional of task and then goes on explaining the procedural of a task as a statement 

form (e.g. “Today we are going to go over a few formula and a bunch of examples”), I marked 

each speech form as a separate turn because these two speeches serve different discourse 

functions, one for signaling task transition and the other for explaining the task procedure in this 

context.  Therefore, in the classroom contexts, the marking of each turn is not always determined 

by a speaker’s change given that one speaker, specifically the TA, often holds extended turns to 

signal transition of a task and to give instruction and explanation.  

Turn-taking refers to a rule for allocating turns to participants during a communicative 

interaction (Cameron, 1996).  Sacks et al. (1974) argue that turn-taking follows an ordered set of 

rules: (1) the current speaker selects the next speaker, (2) the next speaker self-selects, and (3) 

then the current speaker may continue.  In terms of the TAs’ classroom contexts, I found that 

most turn-taking followed one of these rules.  Since the TA is in charge of the classroom 
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instruction and interaction, there were occasions when the TA was speaking but failing to elicit 

responses from students; at these times the TA would continue to speak after a pause, which is 

the last rule of turn-taking.  Turn-taking also took place when students self-selected the turn in 

order to address their TA’s questions or to ask referential questions to the TA.  Other times this 

process followed the first rule in which the TA acknowledged that the student had the turn by 

means of nonverbal behaviors such as eye contact, a nod, or hand-raising.  During all my 

classroom observation periods, most students were very good at following the turn-taking rules.  

Thus, overlapping speech was rarely found in these in-class research contexts.  

I coded each turn categorized under ‘discourse form,’ ‘interactional features,’ or ‘speech 

acts.’  The most important criterion for coding was the content of the discourse: that is what 

function the speech serves to achieve a pedagogic purpose.  Specifically in the case of the TA’s 

speech, each turn was coded under its discourse form and function on the basis of the types of 

the pedagogic functions that the speech attempted to serve.   

In sum, each of the discourse forms categorized under the three types of talks is 

subdivided according to its pedagogic function of the lesson as can be seen in Table 3.8.  This 

three-part analytic scheme (i.e., types of talk, discourse form, and discourse function for 

pedagogic purpose) made it possible to examine the classroom discourse of a TA and his/her 

students at the macro and micro levels of detail in order to identify any general patterns in a TA’s 

instructional practices.  In the transcript, all the talk was coded based on its discourse form and 

function during the lesson.  Because the audio-recording device was controlled by the TAs, the 

talk was recorded and transcribed on the basis of the TAs’ interaction with students.  Every turn 

between a TA and a student was coded under its discourse form and pedagogic function 

conveyed by the speech in the interaction.   
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The objective of the next phase of the analysis, after coding was completed, was to 

identify instructional patterns from the TAs’ classroom coding scheme categories in order link 

the instructional patterns to their instructional roles and strategies.  As the first step to identify 

the TAs’ instructional patterns, I applied an ‘analytic induction’ approach taken from the 

umbrella of ethnographic microanalysis of TAs’ instructional practices.  Using this approach, I 

first decomposed the TAs’ whole lesson into smaller fragments of the form-function categories 

and then recomposed them into the whole event of instructional practices in order to generalize 

the practice.  During this process, I attempted to identify patterns of the discourse form-function 

relationship that instantiated a particular instructor role in order to map out relationship between 

a specific discourse form-function and a particular instructor role.  Knefelkamp’s (1979) 

typology and classroom discourse literature informed me to make some explicit connection to 

this relationship to some degree.  

The second step to the linkage of form-function relationship to a particular instructor role 

was to quantify coding scheme categories; I counted the frequencies and percentages of the 

form-function categories as well as the talk types that coded every utterance of TA and student 

speech data.  This quantitative analysis facilitated general understanding about the TAs’ 

instructor role in the classroom.  For example, the ratio of the talk between TA and the students 

during the verbal interaction is used to identify the amount of control that the TA has over 

teaching, which also represents their beliefs on what counts as acquisition of knowledge.  

For instance, according to Haneda (2005), in teacher monologue, the instructor controls 

what counts as knowledge and does not necessarily invite student input.  Therefore, if a TA’s 

speech is mostly composed of a monologic statement which serves the function of explaining 

content materials, I identified the instructor role as a ‘source of knowledge,’ disseminating and 
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transmitting a body of knowledge.  In addition, TAs’ dominant use of comprehension check 

questions and confirmation check questions during the interaction were also considered as a sign 

of instructor assuming a ‘source of knowledge.’   

Likewise, if a TAs’ speech has more dialogic interactional features, I identified the 

instructor role as either ‘source of right way to find knowledge,’ or ‘facilitator.’  Important 

criteria used to distinguish the two roles are the quantification of the specific interactional feature 

and its pedagogic function that the speech serves.  For example, if a TA’s speech has higher ratio 

of a display question that serves a function of checking students’ understanding, I assigned the 

instructor role as a ‘source of right way to find knowledge,’ because teacher-initiated ‘display 

questions’ often require convergent thinking, which may restrict student thought process within 

the scope of a teacher’s explanation of the materials (Dalton-Puffer, 2007).   

On the other hand, if a TA’s speech contains a higher degree of a referential question 

than a display question, I assigned the TA’s instructor role as a ‘facilitator,’ since teacher-

initiated ‘referential questions’ are intended to promote divergent thinking skills by having 

students deeply engage in more complex and authentic learning process (Dalton-Puffer, 2007).  

Therefore, the assumptions behind linking a particular discourse form-function to a particular 

instructor role relationship were made in part based on the Knefelkamp’s (1979) typology of 

instructor characteristics and scholarly sources that examined classroom discourse.   

Despite these primary sources that guide the identification process of relationship 

between discourse form-function and a particular instructor role, this quantification of the talk 

type, form-function categories brought some limitation to generalizability of TAs’ instructor role 

because it discounted the role of the interactional and instructional context where the speech is 

produced.  In order to verify the validity of this quantitative analysis as the final step, I 
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reexamined the transcript content with reference to a particular instructional context in which a 

particular speech was produced, and give the final interpretation to a TA’s instructor role on the 

basis of the teaching context and the teaching event as a whole.  In short, the connection between 

a TA’s classroom discourse data and a particular instructor role was made by three-tiered 

analysis: (1) the quantification of the discourse form-function analysis, (2) the interpretative 

analysis informed by Knefelkamp’s (1979) typology and classroom discourse literature sources, 

and (3) the examination of the instructional context where the actual discourse data were 

produced.    

In terms of the linkage between a instructor role and instructional strategies that a TA 

employed in order to engage the students in learning activities, Knefelkamp’s (1979) typology of 

instructor role characteristics derived from Perry’s (1970) scheme of epistemic position was also 

used as a guide to conceptually link an instructor role to a specific instructional approach.  The 

identification of the instructional approach, however, was based on content analysis of the 

speech transcript rather than discourse form-function analysis per se because it was impossible to 

identify a particular strategy without looking at the context where the instructional practice took 

place.  Because of the heavy reliance on the contextual nature of the classroom discourse that 

constitutes TAs’ teaching approaches, it was impossible to develop a systematic pattern that link 

a discourse feature to a corresponding instructional approach.   

Therefore, I utilized the interpretative analysis in order to analyze TAs’ instructional 

approaches based on Knefelkamp’s (1979) conceptual framework of instructor role, whereby I 

developed a connection between a instructional strategy to a instructor role in a given 

instructional context.  In sum, I combined a quantitative analysis of speech data of the TAs and 

the students coded under the developed categorical scheme with a thematic qualitative analysis, 
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                                                           Step 1: Analytic framework 
 
 
 
 
                                                                 
                                                
 
 
                                                                       
                                                                
                                                                      +  
      
               -Coding of discourse data of TA & students:               -Identifying patterns of classroom practice: 
                    ∙Type of talk                                                                 ∙Quantification of the coding scheme categories 
                    ∙Discourse form                                                             and linkage of the categories to instructor roles 
                    ∙Discourse function for pedagogy                                ∙Thematic analysis of instructional strategies  
                      
                                         
            
                                                Step 3: Conceptualization of instructional practices 

    (Link from the classroom discourse data to instructor roles and to instructional strategies) 

which is based on various scholarly sources from discourse analysis and instructional practice, in 

order to conceptualize and generalize TAs’ instructional practices as whole.  The ratio of each 

category was also used to compare the teaching practices of each TA within the discipline. 

           
            

 

                                  ↑ 
            
 

                                              Step 2: Analytic approach 
                                    (based on transcribed classroom discourse)        

                           
                       

 

 

 

 
 

 

   

                                              
Figure 3.5 Analysis of TAs’ instructional practices 

 

These multi-steps of analytic approaches allowed me to conceptualize the TAs’ 

instructional practices that emerged from the TA transcript data (Erickson, 1992).  Figure 3.5 

gives a visual illustration of the analysis of the TAs’ instructional practices.  In sum, the analysis 

procedure of Step 1 to Step 3 made it possible to link the classroom discourse data to an 

instructor role and to instructional strategies in order to conceptualize TAs’ instructional 

practices.  Finally, the relationship between TAs’ epistemic positions and instructional practices 

was further investigated by bringing together the analysis of a TA’s epistemic position and 

instructional practice.  Detailed discussion on the complexities of the relationship is imparted 

toward the end of Chapters 5 and 6 as well as in the Conclusion chapter. 

Correlation Matrix of epistemic position and instructor role 
Perry (1970) & Knefelkamp (1979) 

 

Ethnographic 
Microanalysis: 

Analytic induction 
Interaction 
Analysis 
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3.5.2.4   Analysis of Student Data: Focus-group Interviews and Survey 

  The analysis of the student data, specifically the focus-group interview data and the 

responses from the open-ended questions of the survey, was carried out with a ‘content analysis.’  

Content analysis is a common ethnographic analytical approach which allows a researcher to 

identify codes and to develop coding categories based on description of data from collected data 

sources (Cresswell, 1998).  For the analysis of interview data in the BTMM course, I began the 

content analysis by focusing on issues related to the research question: how do students evaluate 

instructional practices of TAs?  Four major coding themes were generated from this overarching 

question:  (1) positive evaluations/aspects of the teaching in both academic and social 

dimensions, (2) TAs’ grading and feedback of individual projects, (3) challenging aspects of 

learning during the course, and (4) students’ beliefs about good learning.  Based on a close 

reading of the interview transcript, I developed categories by recomposing these major themes.  

For example, themes 1 and 2 were revised based on students’ positive evaluations about teaching 

in both academic and social dimensions, thus yielding several categories such as TAs’ instructor 

roles and strategies as well as feedback on the individual assignments.  Themes 3 and 4 were 

modified based on students’ perceptions about good learning practices so that I was able to 

examine their perceptions about learner roles and responsibilities in the courses that they were 

taking.  These categories were ultimately used as a means by which to draw inferences about 

students’ expectations about teaching.  In addition, students’ perceptions about the TA system 

added insight into the research in general even though these students’ views were not used for 

the analysis since this was not the focus of the study.  

In analyzing the students’ survey responses in the statistics course, the mean of each item 

from the close-ended questions was calculated to determine the overall evaluation of the TAs’ 
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academic aspects of teaching.  Student responses from open-ended questions were also coded 

along these three major themes: (1) positive evaluations/aspects of TAs’ teaching in both 

academic and social dimensions, (2) challenging aspects of learning during the course, and (3) 

positive aspects of having an ITA vs. a US TA in the classroom.  Under these major themes, 

categories were developed to assess students’ understanding of the learning materials and to 

capture how strongly TAs’ teaching practices were correlated with students’ level of knowledge 

and understanding of the material as well as their expectations about teaching and attitude toward 

learning in this intermediate statistics class.    

In both analyses of the focus-group interview and the student survey, students’ 

perceptions of the social dimensions of the practices were included in the analyses in order to 

understand the nature of teaching practices contextualized in the particular disciplines.  

Nonetheless, the main focus of this analysis was to gain an understanding of students’ 

perceptions of good teaching and learning practices in academic dimensions.   

All in all, the fundamental purpose of these analyses was to compare TAs’ teaching 

practices with those of the student evaluations in order to draw inferences about the areas of 

(mis)matches in perceiving good teaching/learning practices between TAs and their students.  

Exposing the practices of two TA groups equally to this investigation ultimately enabled us to 

reexamine ubiquitous assumptions about ITAs’ negative teaching evaluations. 

 
 3.6   Methods of Verifications 

The validity of the findings in the qualitative methods was established through 

triangulation and respondent validation. Triangulation is one of the most common methods of 

validation, which involves comparing data related to the same phenomenon but derived from 

different sources through different methods (Creswell, 1998; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1994; 
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Silverman, 2001). Triangulation determines the consistency of evidence through cross-checking 

of data gathered from different sources across persons, situations, and time with multiple 

research methods such as observation, interview, and document in order to ensure that the data 

were not overtly influenced by one point of view (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).  Looking at data 

from multiple sources is essential because it provides different points of view from which to 

understand the relationships within the same context and reveals contradictory findings from 

different sources that need to be further explored (Hammersley & Atkinson).  

In order to ensure the validity of findings, I collected more than one source of the data to 

examine each research question: questionnaire data, TA interview data, observations fieldnotes, 

and transcriptions of TAs’ classroom discourse. I also used either student interview data or 

student survey responses from each of the TAs’ classes. In the analysis, I also used more than 

one data set to validate the results that address each of the research questions.  In addition, for 

one of the research questions I took my findings back to the participants to verify the data. 

In terms of triangulation, I compared TAs’ questionnaire responses with the interview 

data in order to examine TAs’ epistemic positions. After that, I used the ‘member-validation’ 

method to cross-check the validity of the primary findings. Likewise, TAs’ interview responses 

and observational fieldnotes were wedded to transcripts of TAs’ classroom discourse from the 

observations in order to analyze the TAs’ instructional practices in terms of their roles and 

strategies. In addition, students’ interview or survey responses were used not only to cross-check 

my interpretations of the TAs’ instructional practices, but also to inquire about the relationships 

between TAs’ instructional practices and their expectations.  

The triangulation as well as respondent validation methods employed in the four different 

data sources was undertaken in order to increase the validity of the findings and the reliability 
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that I have claimed for this study. In addition, as seen from the examples, the triangulation that I 

utilized embraced a constant comparison method as a systematic process of verification.  

Constant comparison is a strategy that combines inductive category coding with simultaneous 

comparison of all social incidents observed and coded with different sources of data from 

different participants (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Therefore, there is strong evidence that the solid 

methods of triangulation and respondent validation augment the validity of the findings.  

 

3.7   Limitations and Delimitation 

This study has some limitations in terms of reliability, uncontrolled variables, sample size, 

and generalizability. First, in the quantitative phase of the questionnaire study, the uncontrolled 

variables – such as TA major, types of institutions the US TAs attended during their 

undergraduate study, duration of stay in the U.S. and prior teaching experience – may have an 

effect on how the TAs responded to the questions about the nature of the knowledge, the learning, 

and the student-TA relationship in their teaching contexts in the questionnaire.  

Second, the small number of TAs who participated in the qualitative case study restricts 

the scope of generalization. The participants of this case study are limited to the four TAs and the 

44 undergraduate students from Public University.  Nevertheless, this case study approach can 

offer valuable in-depth insight into the classroom practices that the researcher obtained from her 

four-year long dedication to the investigation itself as well as to the triangulation and respondent 

validation method, the comparative nature of the research design, the mixed-methods approach, 

the solid data from the transcript of the classroom discourse, and the multiple analytic 

approaches.  In addition, this study offers an in-depth understanding of the interaction between 

TAs’ epistemic stances and their instructional practices as well as the intricacies between their 

teaching practices and students’ expectations.  
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In sum, the findings of this study might not be directly generalizable to other TAs, classes, 

disciplines, or academic institutions.  Nonetheless, the mixed-method of utilizing both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches in comparing the two groups of TAs provides 

authenticity to the characteristics that the two TA groups represent. Moreover, the findings of the 

quantitative phase of the study are generalizable to large research U.S. universities whose TAs 

have similar background characteristics to the TAs in this study, such as ethnicity, language 

group, and major, and whose undergraduate population are relatively diverse.  Furthermore, like 

many other qualitative research investigations, the in-depth case study phase of this analysis 

provides a rich description of the four TAs’ classroom practices that occurred over time.  This 

study thus makes a strong contribution to sensitizing researchers to the intricacies of TAs’ 

epistemic positions and instructional practices at both the ideological and practical levels. 
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CHAPTER 4  

CHARACTERISTICS OF EPISTEMOLOGICAL BELIEFS OF ITAS AND US TAS 

This chapter will address the first research question based on quantitative analysis results: 

the similarities and differences in personal epistemologies between the ITA group and the US 

TA group.  I first will briefly explain the background characteristics of all the TA participants. 

After that, I will examine the analysis of the seven dimensions of personal epistemology based 

on the t test and ANOVA results, examining statistical significance within the three 

epistemological domains. Finally, I will draw interpretations from these results to pave the way 

for the qualitative case study analysis in the following two chapters. 

 
4.1   Demographic Characteristics of TA Participants 

Table 4.1 shows demographic information for the 156 TA participants. As can be seen in 

Table 4.1, the gender composition in the ITA group reveals a breakdown of 60.4% male and 39.6% 

female, whereas the US TAs have almost the opposite ratio (38% male vs. 62% female). In terms 

of age, TAs in their 20’s were the majority in each group, followed by TAs in their 30’s. With 

regard to their field of study, a majority of the ITAs are in science (29.2%) and engineering 

(28.3%) followed by business majors (19.8%).  On the other hand, liberal arts dominate the 

majors for the US TA group (42%).  Regarding the level of study, a vast majority of the students 

(78.2%) are pursuing doctorate degrees. When it comes to teaching experience in the U.S., more 

than half of the ITAs (56.6%) did not have any U.S. teaching experience whereas only over one 

third of the US TAs did not (38%). As for the instructional responsibilities assigned to TAs, only 

27.4% of the ITAs take full charge of the course as an instructor while the majority (72.6%) lead 

a lab or a recitation session, assist professors, or work as a tutor or a grader. In the case of the US 

TAs, on the other hand, 48% of them take full charge of their courses as instructors and the rest 
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of them are either leading lab or discussion sessions or fulfilling other duties.  All in all, only 34% 

of the TAs are given full authority over their courses as instructors, and the ratio is even less for 

ITAs than for US TAs.  Lastly, 69% of the TAs want to pursue faculty positions after completing 

their degree; this ratio was slightly higher for the US TAs than for the ITAs.   

Table 4.2 gives additional demographic information for the ITA participants.  On the 

whole, a vast majority of ITAs are from Asia (91.7%), with China as its highest number (38.7%) 

followed by Korea (22.6%) and India (12.3%).  Of the 8.5% non-Asian TAs, 5.7% are 

Europeans and the remaining 2.8% are South Americans. Almost two-thirds of the ITAs did not 

receive instruction in English (69.8%) until they were admitted to U.S. academic institutions. 

However, among those who did study English, their average length of study dated 12.4 years 

because most ITAs learn English as a subject in their secondary school.  
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Table 4.1 Demographic information of TA participants (N=156) 
Demographic Information ITAs (n = 106) US TAs  (n = 50) Total (N = 156) 

       n (%) n (%) n (%)  
Gender       

Male 64 (60.4%) 19 (38%) 83 (53.2%) 
Female 42 (39.6%) 31 (62%) 73 (46.8%) 

Age Group       
20's 77 (72.6%) 32 (64%)        109 (69.9%) 
30's 26 (24.5%) 10 (20%)  36 (23.1%) 
40's  2   (1.9%)   8 (16%)  10 (6.4%) 
50's  1   (0.9%)     1 (0.6%) 

Field of Study       
Science 31 (29.2%)   3 (6%) 34 (21.8%) 
Engineering 30 (28.3%)  30 (19.2%) 
Business 21 (19.8%)   8 (16%) 29 (18.6%) 
Liberal Arts  7   (6.6%) 21 (42%) 28 (18.0%) 
Communications  6   (5.7%)   3   (6%)   9   (5.7%) 
Music & Dance  6   (5.7%)   0   6   (3.8%) 
Education  4   (3.8%)   9 (18%) 13   (8.4%) 
Health Professions  1   (0.9%)   6 (12%)   7   (4.4%) 

Degree pursued       
Master 24 (22.6%) 10 (20%) 34 (21.8%) 
Doctoral 82 (77.4%) 40 (80%)        122 (78.2%) 

Country of Origin (Continent)       
Asia 97 (91.5%)   97 (62.2%) 
Europe  6   (5.7%)     6   (3.8%) 
South America  3   (2.8%)     3   (1.9%) 
U.S.   50 (100%) 50 (32.1%) 

Teaching experience     
Yes 46 (43.4%) 31 (62%) 77 (49.36%) 
No 60 (56.6%) 19 (38%) 79 (50.64%) 

TA Assignment (N=139)       
Instructor 29 (27.4%) 24 (48%) 53 (34.0%) 
Lab assistant 33 (31.1%)  9 (19%) 42 (26.9%) 
discussion leader   4 (3.8%) 6 (12%) 10   (6.4%) 
Others (grading, proctoring,  

           assisting professor, etc.) 25 (23.6%) 9 (18%) 34 (21.8%) 

Plan for faculty       
Yes 70 (66.0%)        38 (76%)        108 (69.3%) 
No 26 (24.5%) 7 (14%) 33   (6.17%) 
Undecided 10  (9.5%) 5 (10%) 15   (9.6%) 
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Table 4.2 Additional demographic information of international TA (N=106) 

Demographic Information ITAs (N = 106) 

Country of Origin  
Asia 97 (91.5%) 

China 41 (38.7%) 
Korea 24 (22.6%) 
India 13 (12.3%) 
Taiwan 9 (8.5%) 
Japan 3 (2.8%) 
Thailand 2 (1.9%) 
Vietnam 2 (1.9%) 
Hong Kong 1 (0.9%) 
Malaysia 1 (0.9%) 
Pakistan 1 (0.9%) 

Europe 6 (5.7%) 
Russia 2 (1.9%)  
Turkey 2 (1.9%)  
Greece 1 (0.9%) 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 1 (0.9%) 

South America 3 (2.8%) 
Cuba 1 (0.9%) 
Brazil 1 (0.9%) 
Peru 1 (0.9%) 

English medium instruction   
Yes 32 (30.2%) 
No 74 (69.8%) 

       English Medium Instruction dates (Year)   
Mean 10.7 
Max. 20 
Min. 0.5 

Total English study dates (Year)   
Mean 12.4 
Max. 25 
Min. 0.4 

Period of Stay in the U.S.    
Mean 2 yrs 
Max. 10 yrs 
Min. 1 week 

 
One of the factors that could have affected the results of the study from this demographic 

information is the high percentage of Asian TAs in the ITA group.  It is commonly known that in 

science, technology, engineering, and math  disciplines (STEM), a majority of the TAs are Asian, 

specifically Chinese and Indian (Luo et al, 2001; Norris, 1991; Twale et al., 2001).  Although 
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this ITA sample is assumed to be a valid representation of the ITA population in large 

universities, there is a possibility that a significantly higher percentage of Asians and lower 

percentage of European TAs in this ITA sample may have affected the results (Norris, 1991).  

 
4.2   Epistemological Beliefs of ITAs and US TAs  

Group differences for each of the seven epistemological beliefs dimensions were 

measured by the dependent t-test (see Figure 4.1 for further information about the seven 

epistemological dimensions and see Appendix D for the questionnaire items).  The results 

illuminate that out of all the domains of personal epistemology, a significant group difference 

at .001 level is revealed among the core domain of knowledge beliefs.  Similarly, the peripheral 

domain of personal epistemology that concerns social and relational views also shows a strong 

group difference (p <.001).  On the other hand, the domain of learning beliefs, which is another 

peripheral dimension of the personal epistemology, shows a significant difference between the 

groups in terms of the nature of the learning dimension at a .05 level, yet shows no significant 

group differences in the nature of intelligence dimension.  In what follows, I will discuss the 

results of each dimension in terms of the group differences and similarities in accordance with its 

epistemological domain.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Figure 4.1 Schema of personal epistemology based on its domains, constructs, and dimensions 

                                 Personal Epistemology 
 
 
 
Domains: 
  
 
 
 
Constructs: 
   
Dimensions:   
 
  

Knowledge Beliefs 
(Core domain) 

 

Learning Beliefs 
(Peripheral domain) 

 

View of Relationship 
(Peripheral domain) 

 

Nature of Knowledge Nature of Knowing   Nature of Learning Student-TA Relationship 

 -Certainty of Knowledge 
 -Structure of Knowledge 

   -Source of 
    Knowledge 

 -Nature of Learning 
 -Nature of Intelligence 

 -Degree of Closeness 
 -Degree of Status differentiation 
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4.2.1   Differences in the Epistemological Beliefs between ITAs and US TAs 

4.2.1.1   Knowledge Beliefs Domain 

Table 4.3 gives the t-test results of the three epistemological dimensions that originate 

from the knowledge beliefs domain. As shown in Table 4.3, the domain of the knowledge beliefs 

shows a significant difference between the ITA group and the US TA group.  Most importantly, 

there is a significant group difference in the ‘certainty of knowledge’ dimension: t (154) = 10.12, 

p < .001; d = 1.81. A higher mean indicates a higher degree in believing the certainty of 

knowledge.  On average, the ITAs (M = 42.74, SD = 6.44) believe knowledge to be more certain 

than do the US TAs (M = 32.24, SD = 5.09).  

This finding is aligned with some cross-cultural studies that compared Asian students’ 

beliefs about the certainty of knowledge with those of U.S. students in secondary and post-

secondary educational contexts (Lee, 1995; Qian & Pan, 2002).  In contrast to these other 

findings, the findings here are not well aligned with those of Chan a Elliott (2002) who found 

mixed results in the knowledge beliefs of students in teacher education field in Hong Kong.   

Table 4.3 Independent sample t-test of knowledge beliefs measure by TA group 
Epistemological dimensions within knowledge 
beliefs domain 

M SD t p 

     Certainty of knowledge     
           ITA 42.74 6.44 

10.12 .000*** 
           US TA 32.24 5.09 
     Structure of knowledge     
          ITA 32.84 4.32 

9.89 .000*** 
          US TA 24.84 5.46 
     Source of knowledge     
         ITA 47.67 5.33 

3.62 .000*** 
         US TA 44.32 5.55 

Note. Total N= 156, ITA N=106, US TA N=50, *** p < .001 

Secondly, there is also a significant difference in the belief of the ‘structure of knowledge’ 

dimension between the two groups: t (154) = 9.89, p < .001; d = 1.63.  Here, a higher mean 
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refers to beliefs in a higher degree of structure in knowledge as opposed to a complex and highly 

interconnected knowledge structure.  This means that the ITA group (M=32.84, SD=4.32) 

believes in the structured nature of knowledge at much higher degree than does the US TA group 

(M = 24.84, SD = 5.46).  This finding is also consistent with some cross-cultural studies (Lee, 

1995; Qian & Pan, 2002) but not with a cross-cultural study that used questionnaires and 

interviews (Chan & Elliott, 2002). These mixed results invite further investigation in this area 

with alternative measures. 

Lastly, the epistemological dimension that inquires about the ‘source of knowledge’ 

illustrates a significant difference between the two groups: t (154) =3.62, p < .001, d = 0.62. In 

fact, the higher mean suggests that the ITAs give a higher degree of credibility to authority as a 

legitimate source of knowledge.  This indicates that the ITAs (M = 47.67, SD =5.33) give 

legitimacy and credibility to authority such as scholars and teachers as the bearer of knowledge 

more than do the US TAs (M = 44.32, SD = 5.55).  These findings are aligned with findings of 

other cross-cultural studies in which they stress the common assumption among Korean students 

compared to their U.S. counterparts that an authority such as a professor or a textbook is the 

main source of knowledge (Lee, 1995; Youn, 2000).  This distinction also may be due to the 

hierarchy of the relationship between teachers and students underlying the socio-cultural norm 

that may be exerting a great impact on academic culture.  By contrast, in other cross-cultural 

studies, more than half of the students expressed the importance of individual judgments such as 

thinking and the analytic process rather than relying on a single authority or expert as the source 

of knowledge (Chan & Elliott, 2002, p. 404).  These findings from other studies caution us that 

the differential findings between the two TA groups may not be solely due to cultural differences 

generalizable to all the research contexts.  
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Figure 4.2 provides the mean differences between the ITAs and the US TAs on the three 

epistemological dimensions.  Of all the dimensions, the ‘certainty of knowledge’ dimension 

shows the largest mean difference of 10.50. This difference is more than three times higher than 

the difference found for the ‘source of knowledge’ dimension (3.35). More specifically, the 

‘structure of knowledge’ dimension shows more than three-quarters as much mean difference 

(8.0) as the ‘certainty of knowledge’ dimension does. This finding therefore strongly suggests 

that according to group comparisons in the knowledge beliefs domain, the group difference that 

shows the most compelling evidence lies in the dimension of ‘certainty of knowledge,’ which is 

connected to the core nature of personal epistemology.   

 
           
             Figure 4.2 Mean differences of knowledge beliefs domain by TA group 

 

The overarching insight gained from this comparison is that the three epistemological 

dimensions reflect the most fundamental terrain of personal epistemology.  These dimensions 

inquire about beliefs about the nature of knowledge and the nature of knowing, areas which are 

concerned with essential questions such as “what is knowledge composed of?” and “how do 

individuals come to know?” (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p.88). Therefore, the results suggest that, in 
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a majority of cases, the ITAs tend to believe that the certainty of knowledge lies with the nature 

of truth more than do the US TAs, although both of them acknowledge that undeniable 

uncertainty and complexity are a part of the realities. An authority, in this sense, is someone who 

gains the legitimacy of this objective knowledge and possesses the power and the status to give 

the knowledge and to assess others.  One possible interpretation of this finding is that the 

educational and social contexts of the two TA groups may have affected their degree of 

perceptions of the nature of knowledge and knowing.   

On the other hand, while the findings from this study are consistent with some cross-

cultural studies that looked at the domain of knowledge beliefs between Asian students 

(specifically from Korea and China) and U.S. students in (post)-secondary educational contexts, 

these results also demonstrate that there is not always a connection to all cross-cultural studies, in 

particular in the case of the study that employed multiple data sources to compensate for the 

weakness of measuring differences using only one data source (Chan & Elliott, 2002).  Therefore, 

these findings call for an increased sophistication of investigation methods utilizing a mixed-

methods approach in order to clarify the complexities of one’s beliefs in ‘the knowledge beliefs 

domain.  

 

4.2.1.2   Learning Beliefs Domain: Nature of Intelligence 

In looking at the domain of the learning beliefs that is concerned with the nature of 

learning, the data from Table 4.4 show the t-test results for the dimension of ‘nature of 

intelligence.’ As seen in this table, the dimension that inquires about the nature vs. nurture notion 

of learning ability reports a significant group difference: t (154) =-2.56, p < .05, d= 0.34. For this 

dimension, a higher mean hints at a higher degree of belief in learning as an innate ability.  This 

result suggests that ITAs (M = 24.57, SD = 5.16) believe, more than does the US TA group (M = 
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27.06, SD = 6.69) that ability to learn is a process acquired through persistent practice and 

endeavor rather than through a fixed set of innate abilities.  However, both groups’ means are at 

the lower end of the highest possible mean score of 68.  Therefore, this result also illuminates 

that one’s educational level of graduate school places more emphasis on the learning process and 

the quest for learning rather than on quick outcomes.  

Table 4.4 Independent sample t-Test of learning belief measure by TA group 

  Learning Belief Domain M SD t p 

     Nature of intelligence     
            ITA 24.57 5.16 

-2.56 .012* 
           US TA 27.06 6.69 

Note. Total N= 156, ITA N=106, US TA N=50, * p < .05 
 

Still, one possible interpretation of the significant group difference is that a majority of 

ITAs are from Asia (91.5%) and of these, 73.5% of the Asian TAs come from East Asian 

countries such as China, Hong, Taiwan, Korea, and Japan that share a traditional Confucian 

heritage culture in which much of the value of learning centers on diligence, hard-work, and 

academic endeavor (Chan & Elliot, 2002, p. 408; Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Jin, 2003).  Therefore, 

this finding adds validity to the results from other cross-cultural studies (Chan & Elliott, 2002; 

Cortazzi & Jin, 1996).  

 
4.2.1.3   Relational View Domain 

Table 4.5 provides the t-test results of the domain that concerns the TA-student 

relationship. The relational view domain involves solidarity and power issues.  The solidarity 

issue inquires about the degree of social distance that TAs and students assume in their social 

relationship. Likewise, the power issue deals with the degree to which TAs assume their status 

differentiation over their students. As shown in Table 4.5, the ‘degree of closeness’ dimension 

shows a significant group difference: t (154) = -4.01, p < .001, d =0.69.  Similarly, there is a 
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significant group difference in the dimension of ‘the degree of status differentiation’: t (154) = -

4.31, p <.001, d = 0.76.  These significant results support a claim that individuals’ beliefs about 

the nature of knowledge and knowing are connected with their perceptions of social relationships 

(Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  This result suggests a strong possibility of the interconnection 

between one’s knowledge beliefs and one’s relational views. 

Table 4.5 Independent sample t-test of relational view measure by TA group 
Relational View Domain M SD t p 
      Degree of closeness     
         ITA 56.26 5.86 

-4.01 .000*** 
         US TA 60.28 5.79 
      Degree of status differentiation     
         ITA 45.09 6.14 

-4.31 .000*** 
         US TA 49.46 5.38 

Note. Total N= 156, ITA N=106, US TA N=50, *** p < .001 

 
Figure 4.3 provides the mean difference between the two groups in each dimension of 

relational views; in general the means of both TA groups point to more than above average 

scores.  In the degree of closeness dimension, a higher mean reflects a higher degree of closeness 

while a higher mean for the degree of status differentiation dimension implies a higher degree of 

hierarchy.  These findings suggest that both TA groups maintain closer relationships with their 

students while presuming a higher degree of hierarchical status over them.  However, a closer 

look at each dimension illustrates that the US TAs (M = 60.28, SD = 5.79) assume a closer 

relationship with their students than do the ITAs (M = 56.28, SD = 5.86).  From this distinction 

between the TA groups, one might argue that the US TAs are more likely to relate to their 

students than are the ITAs.  This difference may be explained by the US TAs’ socialization into 

the macro educational culture and system governed by U.S. society that emphasize a lesser 

degree of formality between teacher and the students and promote a “wide repertoire of behavior” 

in class interaction (Althen, 1991, p. 352); thus, these US TAs find it easier to relate to their 
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students (Althen, 1991).  Conversely, a majority of ITAs, who come from a culture where the 

teacher-student relationship is viewed as quite formal, are more likely to perceive the TA-student 

relationship as somewhat distant and rigid (Damron, 2000; Davis, 1991; Gokcora, 1989; Luo et 

al., 2000).   

 
               Figure 4.3 Mean differences of relational view domain by TA group 

 

On the other hand, unlike the common notion of ITAs assuming more authority, the ITAs 

(M = 45.09, SD = 6.14) perceive a lesser degree of status differentiation than do the US TAs (M 

= 49.46, SD = 5.38).  In addition, the mean difference in the status differentiation dimension is 

almost the same as that of the closeness dimension: 4.37 in the power dimension versus 4.02 in 

the solidarity dimension.  The group difference in perceiving authority and power issues in class 

suggests that ITAs, who come from an educational culture in which teachers expect power and 

authority in class, bring almost a diametrically opposed conception of the role of a TA in U.S. 

classes.  This finding is supported by ITA research that reveals that some ITAs appeared to 

surrender their assumed teacher’s role of authority in class because they tend to be unsure of 

their social role in class (Bailey, 1982; Damron, 2000; Langham, 1989; Ranney, 1994).  It should 
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be noted that most ITAs studies were carried out with newly arrived ITAs who are less familiar 

with the knowledge of U.S. classroom culture that is necessary for gaining power in 

undergraduate class settings; thus they often view themselves as less competent in terms of the 

social aspects of teaching (Bailey, 1982).  This finding provides an important insight into the 

impact of the social context, namely the culture of the classroom, on dynamic perceptions of the 

TA-student relationship.  

These two dimensions within the relational view domain are recent additions to the 

conceptualization of personal epistemology; they are based on the evidence that there is strong 

tie between social relationship and epistemological beliefs (Belenky et al., 1986; Galotti et al., 

1999).  This domain of the relational view that concerns solidarity and power issues in class is 

viewed as a peripheral domain of personal epistemology, yet is still worth examining vis-à-vis 

the main inquiry of personal epistemology concerning the nature of knowledge and knowing 

because the growing body of research illuminates a strong relationship between these two 

domains (Baxter-Magolda, 1992; Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  In order to further the analysis and 

extend the inquiry of the possible effects of other variables on these two dimensions, I looked at 

two key background variables: teaching experience and gender.  The selection of these two 

variables stems from evidence that I gathered in my pilot study and from findings of other ITA 

research.  The preliminary pilot study, examining a small number of TA participants, revealed 

that TAs, be they U.S.-born or internationals, do not have much awareness of solidarity and 

power issues in class when they first start teaching in undergraduate classrooms.  This lack of 

awareness is especially applicable to US TAs who are from institutions where the concept of TA 

does not exist or is still new to them.  In addition to the teaching experience variable, some 

studies identify gender as quite strong variable to shift the social climate of teaching.  Penner’s 
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(1997) study on ITAs signifies that some male ITAs from a particular continent were perceived 

as “quite sexist” by their female undergraduate students in terms of their behavior with them.  

This apparent sexist behavior may have arisen because these ITAs come from cultures in which 

women and minority students are not encouraged or even permitted to seek higher education; this 

attitude is even more prevalent among ITAs from science and engineering fields.  

This evidence of sexism points to the need for further investigation of the impact of 

teaching experience and gender on solidarity and power dimensions.  Thus I conducted factorial 

ANOVAs in order to test the possibility of main effect as well as interaction effect of these 

variables on each of the two epistemological dimensions that represent the view of the 

relationship domain: the degree of closeness dimension and the degree of status differentiation 

dimension.  In the following section, I first discuss the effect of teaching experience on the 

solidarity and power dimensions, and then turn to an examination of the effect of gender on these 

two dimensions.   

 
4.2.1.3.1   Effect of group difference and teaching experience  

This section will address the ANOVA results of the group differences as well as teaching 

experience variables on the relational view domain from the degree of closeness dimension to the 

degree of status differentiation. As predicted from the ITA literature and my pilot study, the 

analysis results show the impact of teaching experience on the TAs’ perceptions of solidarity and 

power issues either as the main effect or as compounding factors with the group differences.  In 

what follows, I will discuss the ANOVA test results from the degree of closeness to the degree of 

status differentiation by exploring these findings in depth.  
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4.2.1.3.1.1   Degree of closeness 

Table 4.6 illustrates basic summary statistics of TAs’ perceived degree of closeness 

dimension across TA group and teaching experience.  Figure 4.4 provides the information in the 

graph.  As can be seen from Figure 4.4, ITAs, regardless of their teaching experience, perceive 

more social distance from their students than do US TAs. A closer look at the score, however, 

shows that ITAs who have teaching experience (M = 57.85) assume less social distance than 

those who have not had any teaching experience (M = 55.05). On the contrary, US TAs who had 

teaching experience, (M = 59.94) assume a slightly higher degree of social distance from their 

students than the TAs who did not have any teaching experience (M = 60.84).  However, the 

difference is less than one point (0.9), revealing that US TAs did not show much difference in 

their assumptions of solidarity issues regardless of their teaching experience.  These results 

suggest not only that experienced TAs, whether domestic or international, expect a certain 

degree of solidarity with students in class, but also that US TAs, regardless of experience, 

assume a slightly higher degree of closeness with students then ITAs. 

Table 4.6 Degree of closeness score of each TA group by teaching experience 

Yes No
M  = 57.85 M  = 55.05
SD  = 6.15 SD  = 5.38
M =  59.94 M  =  60.84
SD  = 5.26 SD = 6.67

Teaching experience

TA group
ITA

US TA
 

 
In looking at the teaching experience variable as shown in Figure 4.4, the mean 

difference between each TA group is over two times higher (5.79) when both groups did not 

have teaching experience than when they did have such training (2.09).  Similarly, within the TA 

group, the mean difference is larger within the ITA group (mean difference of 2.8) than within 

the US TA group (mean difference of 0.9).  On the whole, this finding suggests that teaching 

experience in U.S. undergraduate classrooms, whether the TAs are domestic or international, 
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brings these instructors to a common understanding of solidarity issues in class.  These results 

further indicate that the factor of teaching experience raises awareness that solidarity with 

students needs to be established within a certain degree of distance in order to uphold a 

professional relationship with students in class. This finding thus highlights the impact of social 

contexts on TA’s perceptions of social relationships in class.  

 
Figure 4.4 Effect of teaching experience and group difference on perceived degree of closeness 

 

Table 4.7 provides summary results of the two-way (group x teaching experience) 

ANOVA in order to determine the interaction effect as well as the main effect of the teaching 

experience and the group variables on the degree of closeness dimension. The two factor analysis 

shows a significant main effect on the group difference factor, F (1, 152) = 15.20, p < .001, η2 

= .09.  Yet there is no significant main effect on the teaching experience factor, F (1, 152) = .88, 

p > .05, η2 = .01.  Nor is there any significant difference based on the interaction of group 

difference and the teaching experience variable: F (1, 152) = 3.36, p > .05, η2 = .02. 
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Table 4.7  Two (group) x two (teaching experience) factorial analysis of variance results  

Source SS df MS F p hp
2

Between groups
Group 503.59 1 503.59 15.17 0.000*** 0.09

Teaching experience 29.01 1 29.01 0.88 0.351 0.01
Interaction effect 111.30 1 111.30 3.36 0.069 0.02

Within groups 5037.18 152 33.14
Total 5798.59 155  

Note. *** p < .001 

These statistical results summarize that group difference plays a strong role in how TAs’ 

perceive the solidarity issue in class at the beginning stage of their teaching.  What this means is 

that social and contextual factors that have been formed and shaped through different educational 

experiences are critical in affecting how TAs perceive the TA-student relationship in light of 

their solidarity.  A longitudinal follow-up study of the TAs will provide more evidence whether 

TA socialization to the university context shift these instructors’ perceptions of the solidarity 

issue.  

 
4.2.1.3.1.2   Degree of status differentiation  

Table 4.8 illustrates basic summary statistics of the degree of the status differentiation 

dimension across the TA groups and the teaching experience variable.  Figure 4.5 also provides 

graphic representation of the effect of the group difference and the teaching experience factor on 

the perceived degree of status differentiation scores.  As can be seen from Figure 4.5, ITAs (M = 

45.09), on average, expect a lower degree of status differentiation from the students than do US 

TAs (M = 49.46).  This difference tells us that ITAs, in general, view their social status as 

slightly lower than do the US TAs despite their position as a TA.  However, in view of the 

findings based on teaching experience, the results reveal that the ITAs who have teaching 

experience (M = 46.33) assume a higher degree of status differentiation than do the ones who 

have not had any teaching experience (M = 44.15).  Likewise, the US TAs who have teaching 
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experience (M = 51.06) assume a higher degree of power over the students than those who have 

not had such teaching experience (M = 46.84). This distinction suggests that the teaching 

assistants who have been exposed to U.S. undergraduate classroom contexts become more aware 

of the hierarchy of their status than do TAs without this experience, regardless of their country of 

origin.  Again, this result shows a striking contrast from the stereotyped notion of international 

TAs who assert their authority in class (Penner, 1997; Tyler & Davies, 1990). This finding also 

may be due to the international student status of ITAs as well as the compounding factors of the 

ITA’s challenging social position in class and their lack of knowledge and training in their social 

role (Ranney, 1994).  

Table 4.8  Degree of status differentiation score of each TA group  
                  by teaching experience 

Yes No
M  = 46.33 M  = 44.15
SD  = 6.36 SD  = 5.84
M =  51.06 M  =  46.84
SD  = 5.32 SD =4.48

Teaching experience

TA group
ITA

USTA
 

 
 
 Figure 4.5  Effect of teaching experience and group difference on perceived   
                     degree of status differentiation   
 

Table 4.9 provides summary results of the two-way (group x teaching experience) 
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experience and the group variable on the degree of status differentiation dimension. The two 

factor analysis reveals a significant main effect on group difference factor, F (1, 152) = 13.49, p 

< .001, η2 = .08.  Furthermore, the analysis also shows a significant main effect on the teaching 

experience factor, F (1, 152) = 10.01, p <.01, η2 = .06, with TAs having teaching experience (M 

= 48.23) and assuming more power over the students in class than TAs who do not have any 

teaching experience (M= 44.80).  Still, there is no significant difference based on the interaction 

of the TA group and teaching experience: F (1, 152) =  1.02, p >.05, η2 = .02.  

Table 4.9  Two (group) x two (teaching experience) factorial analysis of variance results 

Source SS df MS F p hp
2

Between groups
Group 447.81 1 447.81 13.49 0.000*** 0.08

Teaching experience 332.05 1 332.05 10.01 .002* 0.06
Interaction effect 33.96 1 33.96 1.02 0.313 0.01

Within groups 5044.16 152 33.19
Total 6024.99 155  

Note. * p < .05,  *** p < .001 
 

The significant group difference in the perception of TAs’ social status is aligned with 

ITA literature that depicts ITAs’ concerns about their lack of authority and confidence in the 

beginning of teaching in a new academic context.  It is no surprise that this study reveals a 

similar finding: namely the significance in the group difference in terms of the perception of 

power issue in class.  On the other hand, the impact of teaching experience on TAs’ perception 

of the degree of status differentiation suggests that TAs, as they gain more experience in teaching 

in U.S. university classes, in turn become more confident in exhibiting their authority role in 

class and thus become explicitly aware of leadership and status issues in class.  This finding also 

suggests that educational experience, be it learning or teaching in the broad social context of the 

U.S. academic institution, opens a gateway to a shared understanding of TA’s social position in 

class.  
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In brief, the results of the ANOVA tests in the two dimensions of the relational view 

domain illuminate that teaching experience is a powerful catalyst in shaping TAs’ conceptions of 

the social relationship, both in horizontal as well as vertical dimensions. The finding envisions 

that, although the group difference is the most striking factor in the initial view of TAs’ social 

relationship with their students, teaching experience in U.S. academic institutions can reconstruct 

their perceptions of their status in class. Regardless of a country of origin, TAs who are 

experienced in teaching in U.S. undergraduate classrooms become more aware of setting a 

platform in which the personal as well as the professional relationship with their students can co-

exist and develop.    

 
4.2.1.3.2   Effect of group difference and gender 

  This section will focus on the ANOVA results of the group differences as well as the 

gender variables on the relational view domain across the degree of closeness dimension and the 

degree of status differentiation dimension.  As informed by Pener’s (1997) study that reveals 

gender effects on the TA-student relationship, the interaction of gender and the group variables is 

found to bring about a significant outcome in terms of TAs’ perceptions of the solidarity issue, 

although the gender variable alone did not show any significant impact on this assumption.  In 

what follows, I will discuss the ANOVA test results on the degree of closeness and the degree of 

status differentiation along with the interpretation of these outcomes.    

 
4.2.1.3.2.1   Degree of closeness 

Table 4.10 shows basic summary statistics of the degree of closeness dimension that 

inquires about the perceived degree of rapport which TAs assume in their relationship with their 
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students in class across TA group and gender.  A higher mean score indicates that the TAs 

assume a higher degree of closeness in their relationship with students.  

Table 4.10 Degree of closeness score of each TA group by gender 
    Gender 
  Male Female 

 TA group 
        ITA M = 54.94 M = 58.29 

SD = 5.80 SD = 5.43 

     USTA M = 60.79 M =  59.97 
SD = 5.12 SD = 6.22 

 
Figure 4.6 gives a visual illustration of what is presented in Table 4.10.  In terms of group 

difference, ITAs (M = 56.26) show more distance from their students than do US TAs (M= 

60.28); see Table 4.5 for the mean difference between the groups.  With regard to gender effects 

across the TA groups, the figure also shows that the difference is much greater between male 

TAs (5.85 score of the mean difference) than between female TAs (1.68 score of the difference). 

This difference suggests that most male ITAs assume a greater distance from their students than 

do females ITAs, partly due to the fact that 91.5% of the ITAs are Asians who share some 

characteristics of school culture and system in which teachers, in particular male teachers, need 

to preserve deference and authority in their relationship with their students in order to maintain 

hierarchy of relationship (Bailey, 1982; Damron, 2000; Luo et al., 2000; Ranney, 1994). 

 
  Figure 4.6 Effect of gender and group difference on perceived degree of closeness 
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Table 4.11 shows the summary results of the two-way (group x gender) ANOVA in 

determining the interaction effect as well as the main effect of the gender and the group variables 

on the degree of closeness dimension. The two-factor analysis provides a significant main effect 

on the group difference factor: F (1, 152) = 14.00, p < .001, η2 = .08, with the ITA group (M = 

56.26) preferring more distance from their students in class than do the US TA group (M = 

60.28). However, there is no significant main effect on the gender difference factor: F (1, 152) = 

1.57, p > .05, η2 = .01.  However, there is a significant difference in the interaction of the group 

and gender variables: F (1, 152) = 4.29, p < .05, η2 = .03. The results provide evidence that ITAs, 

regardless of whether they are male or female, perceive a greater distance from their students in 

the classroom than do their US TA counterparts. This difference may be attributable to the fact 

that a majority of ITAs in this study are Asians (91.5%) who bring assumptions about classroom 

culture from their home countries where teachers and students are expected to preserve formal 

student-teacher relationships in order to maintain instructor authority (Damron, 2000; Gokcora, 

1989; Luo et al.’s, 2000).  On the other hand, the interaction effect between the group difference 

and gender variables suggests the possible impact of the gender variable on TAs’ perceptions of 

the solidarity issue.  Continuing research in this area will afford more insight into how these two 

factors interact to shape TAs’ perceptions and what mechanisms shape such perceptions.  

Table 4.11  Two (group) x two (gender) analysis of variance results  

Source SS df MS F p* hp
2

Between groups
Group 456.56 1 456.56 14.00 0.000*** 0.08
Gender 51.34 1 51.34 1.57 0.212 0.01
Interaction effect 139.86 1 139.86 4.29 0.040* 0.03

Within groups 4958.45 152 32.62
Total 5798.59 155  

Note. * p < .05, *** p < .001 
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4.2.1.3.2.2   Degree of Status Differentiation 

Table 4.12 shows basic summary statistics of the degree of authority and power to which 

TAs assume in their relationship with their students in class across group and gender.  A higher 

mean points to a higher degree of status differentiation between the TAs and their students.   In 

addition, Figure 4.7 gives a graphic presentation of this relational effect.  On average, US TAs 

(M = 49.46) assume a higher degree of status differentiation over their students than do ITAs (M 

= 45.09).  In terms of the gender difference of this perception, on the whole female TAs (M = 

47.16) assume a slightly higher degree of status differentiation than do their male TA 

counterparts (M = 45.90). However, the mean score of gender difference within each group is 

less than one point: 0.79 in the US TA group and 0.99 in the ITA group.  Thus, this difference is 

minimal in comparison to the group difference in gender: 5.25 for male ITAs vs. male US TAs 

and 3.47 for female ITAs vs. female US TAs.  These differences imply that gender differences 

appear to be less crucial in shaping TAs’ perceptions along the vertical dimension of power and 

status differentiations.   

Table 4.12  Degree of status differentiation score of each TA group by gender 

Male Female
M  = 44.70 M  = 45.69
SD  = 6.37 SD  = 5.79
M =  49.95 M  = 49.16
SD  = 6.98 SD = 4.22

Gender

TA group
ITA

USTA
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     Figure 4.7   Effect of gender and group difference on perceived degree of status differentiation 

 
Table 4.13 gives summary results of the two-way (group x gender) ANOVA in 

examining the interaction as well as the main effect of the group and gender variables on the 

degree of status differentiation dimension.  The two factor analysis provides a significant main 

effect on the group difference factor: F (1, 152) = 17.37, p < .001,  η2 = .10, with the ITA group 

(M = 45.09) assuming less power over the students in class than do the US TA group (M= 49.46).  

On the other hand, the analysis shows no significant main effect on the gender difference factor: 

F (1, 152) = .01, p > .05, η2 = .00.  Similarly, no significant difference is found for the interaction 

of the group and gender variables: F (1, 152) = .72, p > .05, η2 =  .01.  

Table 4.13  Two (group) x two (gender) analysis of variance results  

Source SS df MS F p hp
2

Between groups
Group 610.92 1 610.92 17.37 0.000*** 0.10
Gender 0.33 1 0.33 0.01 0.923 0.00
Interaction effect 25.30 1 25.30 0.72 0.398 0.01

Within groups 5345.48 152 35.17
Total 6024.99 155  

Note. *** p < .001 

 

  These results shows that, unlike Pener’s (1997) assertions about the role of gender in 

terms of authority and power issues in class, gender difference seems to be less crucial in 
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shaping TAs’ perception of power issues in class.  Similarly, the interaction of the gender and 

group variables seems to be not as central as the group variable.  A possible interpretation of 

these findings is that, based on the data from the TAs’ background information, less than one 

third of the ITAs have full charge of the class as instructors, whereas almost half of the US TAs 

have this instructor role.  TAs who do not have full charge of the course thus may perceive that 

they hold less power over their students than do TAs who work as an instructor, because most of 

the time the former group of TAs work as lab assistants or discussion leaders and therefore are 

not given full authority over the course (Ranney, 1997).  As a result, this uneven distribution of 

instructional responsibilities between the two TA groups may significantly contribute to group 

differences, but play a less significant role for gender variation.   

To sum up, the findings from the ANOVA test in the two dimensions of the relational 

view domain illustrates that group difference is the strongest factor in affecting TAs’ perceptions 

of the issues of solidarity and hierarchy of power in class.  The significant group difference in 

perceiving power and authority issues be attributable not only to the group’s different 

educational experiences but also to the fact that a majority of ITAs are assigned to a role that 

does not allow full authority over their courses whereas almost half of the US TAs are given full 

authority over their classes.  Secondly, although gender difference alone did not reveal any 

significant effect on TAs’ perceptions, the interaction of gender and group difference appears to 

be powerful in shaping their perceptions of solidarity in their relationships with students.  Further 

research is needed in this area to impart not only how these two factors work together in 

fashioning TAs’ perceptions, but also what other mechanisms may play an essential part in the 

formation of TAs’ changing perceptions during the interaction process.  
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4.2.2   Similarities in the Epistemological Beliefs between ITAs and US TAs 

Across the seven epistemological dimensions, the only dimension that does not show any 

group difference is the ‘nature of learning’ dimension which falls under learning belief domain. 

The ‘nature of learning’ dimension concerns TAs’ beliefs about the learning process. 

 
4.2.2.1   Learning Beliefs Domain: Nature of Learning 

Table 4.14 provides the results of an independent t-test for the nature of learning 

dimension. As seen in Table 4.14, the findings do not demonstrate any significant group 

differences: t (154), = 1.85, p >.05, d = 0.42.  This outcome suggests that both ITAs (M = 26.64, 

SD = 6.91) and US TAs (M = 24.64, SD = 4.71) perceive learning as a gradual process.  These 

findings differ from those uncovered in a cross-cultural study which showed that US students 

tend to believe in the quick learning process more than do students in other countries such as 

China (Qian & Pan, 2002).  

Table 4.14 Independent sample t-test of learning belief measure by TA group 
Learning Beliefs Domain M SD t p 

      Nature of learning     
            ITA 26.64 6.91 

1.85 0.660 
            US TA 24.64 4.71 

 

 
      
      Figure 4.8  Mean differences of Learning Beliefs domain by TA group 
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Figure 4.8 provides the mean difference of each dimension for the learning beliefs 

domain.  Contrary to the finding that shows a significant group difference in the ‘nature of 

intelligence’ dimension, the mean difference of 2.0 score from the two groups does not bear out a 

striking difference.  The fact that the domain of learning beliefs does not bring significant group 

differences renders a few possible interpretations.  

Most of all, unlike the domain of knowledge beliefs that is the core terrain of personal 

epistemology, the learning beliefs domain is known as the peripheral part of personal 

epistemology (Baxter Magolda, 2004; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Schommer-Aikins, 2004).  

Therefore, although the peripheral learning domain is related to the core domain of personal 

epistemology, it has a somewhat loose connection to the core component of personal 

epistemology because of possible intervention of other compounding variables such as individual 

factors in one’s upbringing as well as contextual factors from different school cultures.    

Secondly, the lack of group differences suggests that other variables such as the level of a 

TA’s education and academic achievement may have contributed to the similarities of the 

learning beliefs between the two groups. The TA’s graduate level of study centralizes learning 

that requires full engagement with principles, ideas, and theories of subject matters within one’s 

academic disciplines.  This basic tenet of graduate courses gives more weight to time and process 

of learning.  The last speculation is that the tests of normality results for the nature of learning 

dimension shows that the assumption of normality in the sample was not met ( p > .05).  

Therefore, the abnormality of the sample in this dimension may have overshadowed factors that 

may have led to the group differences. 
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4.3   Summary 

In sum, the statistical results of the seven dimensions of personal epistemology show 

significant group differences in the core domain of the knowledge beliefs as well as the 

peripheral domain of the relational views.  These results suggest that ITAs and US TAs do not 

share assumptions about the nature of knowledge and knowing, thus rendering different 

responses to such fundamental questions as “What is knowledge composed of?” and “How does 

one come to know?”  These distinctions also suggest that TAs’ differential assumptions about the 

nature of knowledge as well as the way knowledge is acquired may affect how they explain the 

subject material to students in class and how they interact with students in class.  The strong 

group differences in the relational view domain invite another avenue of research, particularly in 

relation to other social variables given that this domain concerns social aspects that are 

peripheral to epistemology.  

In the examination of the relational view domain, the ANOVA test results with group 

variables as well as with each of the two demographic variables (i.e., teaching experience and 

gender) reveal that group difference may have a strong effect on how TAs perceive social 

relations between themselves and their students in terms of the issues of solidarity and power in 

class.  The results also illustrate the strong impact of teaching experience on TAs’ perception of 

hierarchy of power issue in class (p < .05).  This means that regardless of TAs’ origin, the more 

they are exposed to teaching in the U.S., the more they believe that TAs need to maintain a 

certain level of authority and to exercise some amount of control over students’ behavior in class.   

On the other hand, while the gender variable alone did not bear out any impact on the 

TAs’ perception of the solidarity issue, the interrelationship between the gender and the group 

variables yielded significant results in terms of TAs’ perceived degree of closeness with students 
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in class.  This finding suggests that the interplay between gender difference and TAs’ 

conceptions about the TA-student relationship shaped within their educational context is crucial 

in how these TAs perceive the issue of solidarity with students in class.  However, the gender 

variable did not reveal any sign of impact on TAs’ perception of status differentiation in class.   

Furthermore, the results of the relational view domain highlight the potential impact of 

TAs’ social exposure to U.S. undergraduate classroom culture in shifting their perceptions of the 

social facet of the teaching practice.  Ultimately, this finding centralizes the potential of TAs’ 

socialization process in conceptualizing social aspects of teaching practices such as 

understanding the importance and the necessity of maintaining leadership and preserving some 

status differentiation in class.  In view of the interaction effect of gender and TA group 

classification (TA vs. ITA) on TAs’ perceptions of the solidarity issue, further research is 

necessary in this line to impart how these two factors interact with each other in molding TAs’ 

perceptions and what mechanisms may take an essential role during this interactive process.  

As for the domain of learning beliefs, which is determined to be peripheral, two 

contrasting results were revealed.  While the nature of intelligence belief dimension shows 

statistical significance between the TA groups (p <.05), the nature of learning dimension does 

not indicate any significant group difference.  The profound group difference in the dimension of 

the nature of intelligence illustrates ITAs’ strong perceptions about intelligence as an aspect of 

intellectual endeavor and persistence rather than as a trait inherent in their learning abilities, 

which is somewhat consistent with some cross-cultural study findings (Chan & Elliott, 2002; 

Qian & Pan, 2002).  Nevertheless, both TA groups have lower mean scores on both dimensions, 

indicating that even though the results illuminate a significant group difference in terms of the 

nature of intelligence dimension but not in the nature of learning dimension, both TA groups 
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hold a belief that learning is a gradual process and the ability to learn is achieved through 

intellectual endeavor and persistence rather than through an innate ability.  This modest attitude 

on the part of the TAs toward learning is thought to be due in part to the nature of the academic 

environment in graduate school, in which 78.8% of the TAs are at the doctoral level of study that 

demands academic excellence achieved through intellectual endeavor along with persistence in 

one’s quest for knowledge and learning.  These social factors may have contributed to both 

groups’ lower mean scores for the learning beliefs beyond their educational experiences as well 

as cultural differences.   

The results of this quantitative study call into question how TAs’ knowledge beliefs as 

well as their relational views interact with their teaching practices.  Examining the relationship 

between the knowledge beliefs domain and teaching practices means centralizing the academic 

aspects of teaching practices, whereas the inquiry of the relationship between TAs’ view of 

relationships and instructional practices will bring social aspects of teaching practice to the 

foreground.  

In considering academic versus social aspects of teaching as the major inquiry to follow-

up the investigation of the first quantitative phase, I chose the second phase to be a qualitative 

study in order to further investigate academic aspects of teaching, in particular the relationships 

between the knowledge beliefs domain and instructional practices in class.  The rationale for this 

selection of factors to study is that the knowledge beliefs domain illuminates the most 

remarkable group differences among the seven dimensions of personal epistemology.  Another 

compelling reason is because this dimension belongs to the core terrain of personal epistemology, 

a domain which centralizes the intellectual aspects of teaching practices in class, which has been 

underemphasized in TA research.  In addition, these academic aspects of teaching have not been 
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thoroughly examined through field work in the body of personal epistemology research within a 

TA population.  

Among the knowledge beliefs domain, I opted to focus on investigating the dimension of 

the ‘certainty of knowledge,’ which concerns epistemic positions of TAs.  The reason for 

selecting the certainty of knowledge dimension over the other two dimensions (i.e., the structure 

of knowledge and the source of knowledge) is because the certainty of knowledge dimension 

places at the forefront the most fundamental inquiry of personal epistemology, namely the 

‘nature of knowledge.’  Another reason for the pursuit of further inquiry into this particular 

dimension is because the certainty of knowledge dimension shows the most striking group 

differences among all three dimensions under the domain of knowledge beliefs.  Lastly, items 

within the source of knowledge dimension shows significantly low reliability in the Cronbach’s 

alpha value (.19), a finding which casts doubt on the validity of the results of the group 

differences for this dimension. 

In the following two chapters, I will investigate the relationship between TAs’ epistemic 

positions and their instructional practices in the classroom setting through an in-depth qualitative 

case study.  Although the focus of the inquiry in the second phase is on the core domain of the 

knowledge belief, the relational view domain of inquiry will be explored further in the discussion 

of the relationship between TAs’ instructional practices and student evaluations in class.  Though 

beyond the scope of this investigation, I believe that the relational view domain is another 

important pursuit within the study of personal epistemology and is worthy of investigation in a 

follow-up study.  
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CHAPTER 5  

CASE STUDY OF LIANG AND MARK IN STATISTICS CLASSROOMS 

This chapter focuses mainly on the relationship between epistemic positions and 

instructional practices of Liang (Chinese TA) and Mark (US TA).  The analysis of the data and 

discussion of the results are based on my field work in the class, Statistics 122, which the TAs 

taught in the summer of 2006 at Public University.  I will open this chapter with a brief 

description about (1) background information of the two TAs, Liang and Mark, (2) the student 

participants in the TAs’ classes, (3) disciplinary characteristics of statistics classroom, and (4) a 

brief procedure of the lesson selection from the TAs’ classroom practice data.  Then, I will 

discuss each of the TA’s instructional approaches as representations of their classroom practices 

by examining the TAs’ classroom transcripts in great depth.  Next is a discussion of the TAs’ 

instructional role that underlies their instructional approaches, followed by an exploration of the 

TAs’ epistemic position through an analysis of the different sets of data gathered from the TAs.  

Bringing all these findings together, I will investigate the relationship between TAs’ epistemic 

position and the instructional practices, using the framework adopted by Perry (1970) and 

Knefelkamp (1979).  In doing so, I will call attention to the intricacies of the relationship 

between the TAs’ epistemic positions and the instructional practices in order to signify the 

dynamic nature of TAs’ instructional practices that is not always parallel to their epistemic 

stance.  Following this discussion, I will examine the relationship between TAs’ instructional 

practices and students’ evaluations.  Finally, I will close this chapter by comparing similarities 

and differences of teaching practices between Liang and Mark and consider all the factors 

impacting their teaching practices.   
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5.1   Statistics 122 Course 

 Statistics 122 is an intermediate statistics course required for all major and non-major 

students in the Business School at Public University.  Because summer is the prime time for 

students to make up for required non-major courses, there is always an overflow of students in 

each of the classes.  Therefore, the course is offered in many sections at different campus 

locations.  The class size is quite large with almost 25 students per section.  Some of the classes 

take place in a large lecture hall in the Business School and others are held in a smart classroom 

that has the capability of Powerpoint presentation with overhead projector screen, white board, 

computer, desks, and chairs.  The nature of the statistics discipline typically requires teacher and 

students to engage in problem solving tasks by applying statistical theories and formulas.  

Therefore, the classroom instruction and the interactions are well structured and organized in a 

manner by which TAs can move from one task to another by topical sequence with more control 

over task organization and interaction with students. 

The course objectives are stated as such: “to introduce students to various applied 

quantitative methods to build mathematical foundation and application.”  This statement 

informs me that this intermediate statistics course is designed to teach various statistical tests, 

hypothesis testing for several populations, linear regression, correlation, analysis of variance, 

chi-square tests, sampling and problem-solving procedures by applying different tests.  Thus, 

application of different statistical theories to problem solving situations seems of prime 

importance.  The syllabus also emphasizes written communication of statistics and their 

results.  For this reason, there were always homework assignments at the end of each TA’s 

class.  The classes also stress the importance of facility with statistics for students’ future 

employment in the job market.  Since this course is designed for students in business majors, 
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it made sense to me that having solid statistical knowledge and skills will likely to give 

students a competitive edge for employment.   

To supplement the large class size during the intensive summer session, a tutoring 

center was available for the students who wanted to get extra help in addition to signing up to 

attend office hours.  Nevertheless, it seems important to me that the students are expected to 

comprehend all the learning materials taught by attending the class every single day and by 

completing all the homework assignments for each class on time.  Thus, in-class lesson and 

additional homework activities are designed to complement student learning, whereby 

students learn a statistical theory and the application of the theory to a problem situation via 

TA’s lectures and their verbal participation in the problem sets in class, along with having a 

chance to review these materials on their own outside the class.  Because of the nature of the 

tasks, a certain amount of work is expected from the students; thus TAs seem to have some 

flexibility and control over the class format and the activities as well as the amount of work 

they assigned to the students in terms of homework assignments, quizzes, and class 

participation.  

In terms of the class schedule information, Both Liang and Mark’s Statistics 122 class 

was held in the Summer of 2006.  Liang’s class took place on the main campus while Mark’s 

class was held at a different campus location.  Liang’s class met four times every week, from 

Monday to Thursday for one and a half hours whereas Mark’s class met two times every week 

for three hours.   

While Liang never taught the course before as a sole instructor, Mark taught the same 

course one time a year ago.  Mark also worked as a TA for a semester, assisting a professor in a 

large lecture class at Public University.  Therefore, it appears that this experience helped him to 
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understand the nature of large class instruction and gave him ideas on how to carry out 

interesting and motivating lessons in a large classroom setting.  By comparison, Liang did not 

have any teaching experience other than his one-year TA experience in a recitation class during 

his Master’s study period in West Virginia in which the class sizes were relatively smaller with 

10-12 students.  Liang responded in the post-observational interview that because this was his 

first time teaching as an instructor, the idea of teaching this large class presented him with an 

emotional burden and made him nervous in the beginning.  But after a few lessons, he was able 

to gain confidence and carried out lessons with less anxiety.  Thus the disparity in the two TAs’ 

teaching experience may have contributed to some of the differences in their teaching 

approaches.  This factor will be discussed later in the chapter. 

Table 5.1 shows demographic information for the student participants in both TAs’ 

classes.  As seen in Table 5.1, a vast majority of the students are in their 20’s (92.9%), yet a 

couple of the students are non-traditional in their 40’s (7.1%).  The ratio of gender in Mark’s 

class is slightly leaning more toward male (53.6%) than female (46.4%), whereas Liang’s class 

shows the opposite.  A large proportion of the students are in their senior year (67.9%) and the 

rest of them are in their junior and sophomore years because a majority of the non-major students 

tend to finish up their non-major courses in their senior years.  This evidence is shown in the 

composition of the student majors, which highlights a variety of majors in the Business School.  

Interestingly enough there are no statistics majors in either of the TAs’ classes.  In terms of the 

demographic make-up, more than half of the students are Caucasian (53.6%), one fourth of them 

are African-American (25%) and the rest are Asian (14.3%) and Africans (7.1%).  In terms of 

resident status, a great majority of the students are U.S.-born (85.7%) while only 14.3% of the 

students are internationals.  The demographics of the students show common characteristics of 
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universities in the U.S.: most undergraduates are traditional college students with a majority of 

U.S.-born.  The one distinction is that students at Public University are racially more diverse than 

students at other land-grant universities examined in ITA literature (Norris, 1991). 

Table 5.1 Background information of students in Statistics 122 class 

Background Characteristics 
Liang’s students 

(N = 15) 
Mark’s students 

(N = 13) 
Total  

(N = 28) 
Age    

20's 15 (100%) 11 (84.6%) 26(92.9%) 
40's  2 (15.4%) 2 (7.1%) 

Gender    
Male 10 (66.7%) 5 (38.5%) 15 (53.6%) 
Female 5 (33.3%) 8 (61.5%) 13 (46.4%) 

Year    
Sophomore 2 (13.3%) 2 (15.4%) 4 (14.3%) 
Junior 3 (20.0%) 2 (15.4%) 5 (17.9%) 
Senior 10 (66.7%) 9 (69.2%) 19 (67.9%) 

Major    
Accounting  3 (23.1%) 3 (10.7%) 
Business Administration  1  (7.7%) 1  (3.6%) 
Business Law 1 (6.7%)  1  (3.6%) 
Business Management 1 (6.7%) 1  (7.7%) 2  (7.1%) 
Economics 1 (6.7%) 1  (7.7%) 2  (7.1%) 
Finance 2 (13.3%) 2 (15.4%) 4 (14.3%) 
Human Resource 1 (6.7%)  1  (3.6%) 
International Business 1 (6.7%) 1  (7.7%) 2  (7.1%) 
Legal Studies 1 (6.7%)  1  (3.6%) 
Marketing 6 (40%) 3 (23.1%) 9 (32.1%) 
Management Information 
System (MIS) 

1 (6.7%) 1  (7.7%) 2 (7.1%) 

Race    
Caucasian 7 (46.7%) 8 (61.5%) 15 (53.6%) 
African-American 4 (26.7%) 3 (23.1%)  7  (25.0%) 
Asian 3 (20.0%) 1  (7.7%)   4  (14.3%) 
African 1  (6.7%) 1  (7.7%)   2   (7.1%) 

Resident status    
U.S-born 13 (86.7%) 11 (84.6%) 24 (85.7%) 
International       2 (13.3%) 2 (15.4%)    4 (14.3%) 

 
The two TAs’ lesson contents in the statistics class that I coded and analyzed in this 

chapter deal with hypothesis-testing topics.  I selected this particular lesson from both TAs in 

order to minimize other compounding variables in comparing the two TAs’ instructional 
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practices.  After careful review, reading, and reflecting on all the transcriptions from the 

observational recordings in both TAs’ classes, it became clear to me that these particular lessons 

were the most representable of all their lessons and had the greatest similarities in terms of the 

topic and the pedagogic tasks that the TAs and the students engaged in, even though Mark’s 

class was always one day ahead of Liang’s because of the overlap of the class time during my 

observation period.   

 
5.2   Case Study: Liang (Chinese TA) 

5.2.1   Instructional Practice  

Liang normally would open a class with discussion of the class logistics: homework 

assignments, exams, and organization of the lessons and tasks that deals with procedural matters.  

Then, he would move to the content of the topic and tasks, which concerns instructional matters.  

During his instructional talk, Liang mostly employed teacher-centered didactic instruction in 

which he explained all the content materials to the students in a very organized and detailed 

manner.  During the entire class period, there were only a few occasions when students initiated 

questions; most of the class time was spent in explaining statistical theories and procedures along 

with checking students’ comprehension.  Students usually came to Liang and asked a question 

individually after class.  In my four class visits, I noticed that after each lesson there was an 

average of five to six students who came to Liang and asked a question; he in turn spent 

approximately 10 minutes to address these student questions.  Each week, homework was 

assigned for students in the form of a review of the materials for the week; Liang returned the 

homework to the students on the first day of the week with his grading and comments on it.  

Before the mid-term and final exams, he designed the homework assignments to specifically help 

students prepare for the exams.  
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As suggested by Liang’s lesson format and assignment types, he mostly took charge of 

the classroom instruction, explaining materials in a highly organized and detailed way, checking 

student understanding, and guiding student thought processes toward problem solving.  Along 

these lines, students expressed their appreciation toward Liang’s attitude toward teaching, stating 

that they were very encouraged by his enthusiasm and care for their understanding of the 

materials and their performance in the course.  One student in the survey stated: “He explains 

things, so you understand it and it seems like the TA wants you to do well and really understand 

the material.”       

While Liang’s teaching appeared to be rigidly structured and carefully organized in a 

teacher-centered way, he did not seem to display higher authority or hierarchy of power in class.  

Therefore, most students also described his character as “approachable,” “easy to talk to,” and 

“easy-going.”  The students also listed “patience” as a prime quality that an international TA like 

Liang exhibited, which they would not have been able to find easily among other instructors in 

the university.  These opposing characteristics about the academic versus social aspects of 

Liang’s teaching seem to have facilitated his teaching as well as student learning in this class. 

A detailed discussion of the dynamics of Liang’s instructional practices will follow when 

I discuss the relationship between Liang’s epistemic stance and his instructional practice.  For 

now, I will turn to his instructional approaches by calling attention to classroom episodes taken 

from his classroom discourse in carrying out the lesson of “hypothesis testing.”  Based on the 

findings that I have taken from Liang’s instructional strategies, we will consider his instructor 

role in this class. 
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5.2.1.1   Instructional Approaches 

As stated in his interview response, Liang considers that by introducing students to 

different statistical tests, he aims to promote their ability to apply appropriate tests to different 

problem situations, specifically highlighting the tests that are more applicable in real-world 

contexts: 

I want them to have some kind of impression that in this situation, there is a way 
to solve this problem. And in another situation, there is another statistical 
procedure to solve other problems. About the topics, I told them that when you go 
to the work, and you will do ANOVA all the time. Or you will do regression all 
the time. Chi-square is not very important. Maybe you will never do anything 
about Chi-square. When I teach ANOVA, I told them ANOVA is very important. 
At least you must know there is a way to solve this kind of problem when H0 is 
this and that.  (Liang Interview, 8/24/2006) 
 

The analysis of Liang’s classroom discourse reveals three main instructional strategies that he 

employed simultaneously throughout the lecture in order to achieve this teaching goals.  These 

strategies are chunking and recasting, sequencing, and use of rhetorical questions.  These 

approaches are unique to Liang’s class.  In what follows, I will address each of these 

instructional strategies to better understand Liang’s instructional practices that are based on 

lesson excerpts taken from his classroom discourse transcript. 

 
5.2.1.1.1   Chunking and recasting 

Identified as a recursive practice, one of the most salient instructional strategies is 

chunking and recasting that attests to the ‘information giver’ role in class.  This strategy is an 

instructional approach derived from behaviorist learning theory as an organizing principle of 

learning and instruction (Reynold et al., 1996).  According to behaviorist, to maximize success in 

learning, information needs to be broken down into small, simple increments (p.96).  This tool is 

also an attempt to reduce learners’ cognitive load and to reinforce learning and increase retention 

of the learning materials (Martin & Driscoll, 1984).  Because of the origin of chunking and 
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recasting, this approach is also viewed as a traditional instructional strategy through which 

learning and instruction focus mainly on the preservation of objective knowledge rather than on 

the construction of knowledge by verbal sharing of ideas and negotiation. 

Episode 5.1 displays an excerpt taken from Liang’s classroom discourse on the topic of 

Hypothesis Testing.  As seen in Episode 5.1, Liang sets out the class by introducing the main 

topic of hypothesis testing and then explains concepts about hypothesis testing theory such as 

type 1 and 2 errors as well as null and alternative hypotheses.  In explaining the theory for actual 

problem solving, he employs the instructional strategy of chunking: breaking down the problem 

solving process into smaller and manageable chunks of information and presenting each chunk 

of information to the students in a highly structured and logically organized fashion (see Episode 

5.1, lines 18-56, pp.160-162).  A piece of evidence that shows this strategy of chunking can be 

his deployment of explicit discourse markers such as “first step” (Episode 5.1, line 18, p.160), 

“third step” (line 22, p.160), “step five” (line 33, p.161), and “[f]inal step” (line 60, p.162).  

Considering that the hypothesis testing procedure is too complex to grasp at once, he overtly 

directs students to each phase of the problem solving process by controlling the amount of 

knowledge that students need to absorb at each of the given phase.  

At the same time, Liang frequently reinforces student learning by recasting the 

information taken in each step of the procedure: “Clearly indicate your null hypothesis and your 

alternative hypothesis” (Episode 5.1, line 19, p.160), “[t]his is the first step and this is the second 

step” (line 21, p.160).  Likewise, toward the end of the lesson, Liang highlights the important 

information in the procedure and recasts it in directives: “[s]o what you need to pay attention to 

is first, you fail to reject H0, never say that I would like to accept H0,” (Episode 5.1, line 57, 

p.162), and “So never say that” (line 60, p.162).  In addition to recasting the information verbally, 
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Liang writes down a brief summary of each step on the blackboard to help students visualize it in 

a textual mode.  At the end of the reiteration, he formally checks student understanding to ensure 

that students are following what he explained to them by using the formal comprehension check 

question such as “okay?” (Episode 5.1, lines 20, 58, 61, pp.160-2). 

Episode 5.1 Liang’s class transcript: Hypothesis testing 
Line     Transcript Category 
  

 
1 
2 

 
3 

 
 
 
 

4 
 
 
 
 

5 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13 
 

14 
 
 

15 
 
 
 
 
 

16 
 

17 
18 

 
 
 

19 
20 

 

 
 

21 
 

22 

 
 … 
 TA: Okay,  

so today we are going to talk about hypothesis testing, which is chapter 
11. 
Well, hypothesis testing in statistics is a very important, but very abstract 
and sometimes it’s confusing. But actually, urm, those concepts 
underlying hypothesis testing should be very familiar to all of you 
because there are a variety of hypothesis testing, non-statistical 
application of hypothesis testing.  
The best known of which is the criminal trial. So when the criminal, 
when the person is accused of a criminal, he must stand for the trial. The 
prosecutor and the lawyer will present the case, present those evidences. 
And the jury will decide whether to convict the defendant or to acquit 
the defendant.  
So, actually the jury is facing two hypotheses. (( writing things on the 
board)) The first hypothesis is H0 that the defendant is innocent. The 
second hypothesis is H1 that the defendant is guilty.  

        * 
 
      
              … 
TA:  Let’s extend this to a statistics problem.  

  ((TA writes the following on the board.)) 
 “It has been believed that the average height of students in Public 
University is 170 cm, but someone suspects that the real value should be 
more than 170 cm.”   
So this ((pointing to the underlined part)) is the problem. We want to 
know something about the population mean, but it is not possible for us 
to take measure of all the students in Public University.  
A Random sample of 400 students is taken with the sample mean X bar 
is equal to 178 (X=178), so 178 is larger than 170.  
… 
We make one assumption here. Suppose the height of student is 
normally distributed with standard deviation is 65 cm,  
Okay?   
So the first step is to always clearly indicate your null hypothesis. So 
we first assume that the population mean is 170. So the null hypothesis 
is, µ is equal to 170. And the alternative hypothesis is we think we 
believe now that the population mean should be larger than 170.  
Clearly indicate your null hypothesis and your alternative hypothesis 
okay? 
 *  

        
… 
This ((pointing to #1)) is the first step and this ((pointing to #2)) is the 
second step.  
And the third step is called define significance level, which is alpha 

Procedural Talk & Instructional Talk 
 
Transitional marker: task transition 
Statement: meta-comment 
 
Statement: explanation 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (classification) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Directives: task organization 
 
Statement: information transmission 
 
 
Statement: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (connection) 
 
Confirmation check 
Statement: explanation (classification) 
                   
 
 
Directives (recast): reinforcement 
Comprehension check 
 
 
 
Statement (recast): reinforcement 
 
Statement: explanation (classification)              

1. H0 =  µ =170 
2. H1 =  µ >170 

H0: The defendant is innocent 
H1: The defendant is guilty 
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Line     Transcript Category 
 

23 
24 
25 

 
26 

 
 

27 
 

28 
 
 
 

29 
30 

 
 
 

31 
32 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

33 
34 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

46 
 
 
 
 

47 
48 
49 

 
 
 

50 
 
 

51 
 
 

52 

(α) is equal to any arbitrary defined value. 
Here in statistics, 5 % has been widely used as the significance level.  
So what is the significance level?  
Ur, it is difficult to explain significance level at this point. Ur, but 
because I am going to explain it later.  
But what I am going to say is that you can understand significance level 
from two ways, the first way is significance level, this five percent, is 
nothing but we want to control type 1 error,  
okay?   
… 
Or you can understand the significance level like this. This is kind of 
urm, we want to, this actually helps us to define what unusual event 
should be.  
… 
At this point, you can just consider the significance these two ways and I 
am going to further explain this later steps.   
*        *     
         
 
Step 4, test statistics.     
Because we want to learn something about the population mean. As I 
said, the best test statistics should be the sample mean because sample 
mean is always the best estimator for the population mean. So the test 
statistics is the sample mean, which is 178. So now the question is again 
if this value is large enough for us to safely conclude that the population 
mean is actually larger than 170.  
… 
*       *  
         
                                                         
… 
Now, we move to step five. Step 5 is calculated P value.  
So now we want to calculate the probability of getting such a value. So 
we calculate the probability that the sample mean is larger than 178. So, 
because sample mean is normally distributed with mean of 170 and 
standard deviation 65 divided by the square root of 400. So in order to 
calculate this probability, we need to transfer the problem to the problem 
of involving the standard normal distribution.  
* 
 
       
 
Step six, there are two approaches. One is called p value approach and 
the other is called the rejection region approach. If p value is less than 
alpha, the significance level, then we reject the null hypothesis in favor 
of the alternative. And on the other hand, if p value is larger than or 
equal to alpha, we fail to reject or we do not reject.  
Just don’t say we accept H0, we fail to reject H0, 
okay?  
If we use the rejection region approach, then you should mention that 
step 6 should be ‘if the test statistics, which is the mean, X bar is larger 
than the critical value, which is 175.34, then we reject H0, or H null. On 
the other hand, if X bar is less than 175.34, we fail to reject H0. 
So, again the idea here is first we assume that the population mean is 170 
and we suspect that actually the real mean population mean  
… 
And the book also mentions the critical value approach or we can say the 
reject region approach. Actually this is the same, we first find this critical 
value.  
How to find this critical value?  

                   
Statement: explanation 
Rhetorical question: facilitate thinking 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
                  
Statement: explanation (classification) 
     
                   
Comprehension check 
 
Statement: explanation (classification)         
                   
 
 
Statement: explanation (summary) 
Statement: explanation of task   
                  organization 
                  
 
Statement: explanation (classification)         
Statement: explanation  
                (connection & elaboration) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (classification) 
Statement: explanation  
                 (elaboration &connection)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation               
                (classification & connection) 
 
 
 
Directives: reinforcement 
Confirmation check  
Statement: explanation: (connection) 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (summary) 
 
 
Statement: explanation (elaboration)        
 
 
Rhetorical question: facilitate thinking 

  3. Significance level α = .05                 Control type I error 
                                                                 Help us define ‘Unusual’ 

4. Test statistics 
    X 178 < X ~ N (170)    652   (variance)   
                                         400      SD    

5. Calculated P value                                                ~  N (2.1)        
    P (X > 178) = p (X - µ   > 178-170)  = p (Z >240) = .0069 
                          δ/√n        65/√400 
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Line     Transcript Category 
53 

 
 

54 
55 
56 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

57 
 
 
 

58 
 

59 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

60 
61 

 
 
 
 
 
 

62 
63 
64 

 
65 
66 

 
 
 

67 
68 
69 

 
70 

 
 

This is nothing but, find such a value that the probability of X bar is 
larger than this value ((pointing to 175.34 in the picture)) to be our 
significance level,  
okay?  
So this value happens to be 175.34. So this point is my critical value.  
If we draw the normal distribution ((TA draws the distribution curve on 
the board)) of X bar, normal curve looks like this. It’s something like, if 
we draw the normal distribution ((TA draws the distribution curve on the 
board)) of X bar, normal curve looks like this. And the central point is 
170. If we observe 178 here, then the probability of getting such an 
extreme value or even larger is .0069 and the critical value falls right 
here. The critical value is 175.34.  And the area under this normal curve 
to the right side of this line corresponding to 175 is nothing but 5 
percent.  
So if the test statistics is larger than this point like 176 or 178, then we 
say, well, it gives us fair statistical evidence that the null hypothesis is 
not correct. We should choose the alternative hypothesis.  
… 
So this approach is actually just to find such a critical point, to set a 
limit, to set a comparing value,  
okay?  
 

 * 
 
 
 
 
 
* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Final step, conclusion, which is actually in page 382.  
If we reject H0, we conclude that there is enough statistical evidence to 
infer that the alternative hypothesis is true, which is the real population 
mean should be larger than 170 cm. On the other hand, if we fail to 
reject H0, then we conclude that there is not enough statistical evidence 
to safely infer that alternative hypothesis is true, which is we fail to 
reject the hypothesis that the real population mean of the height of all the 
students in Public University is 170 cm.  
Okay? 
So this is the conclusion part.  
So what you need to pay attention to is first, you fail to reject H0, never 
say that I would like to accept H0,  
okay?  
I would like to accept H null because actually the real population mean 
could be 169 or 168. You have no idea about the real population mean.  
So you cannot say that I accept the null hypothesis that the real 
population mean is 170.  
So never say that,  
okay?  
The other thing is you can only use this word infer, you cannot use the 
word prove,  
because we are talking about statistics, we are talking about probability. 
In statistics, almost all the cases statistics, you cannot prove anything. 
You can only say that well, the probability of, the occurrence of that 

Statement: explanation 
 
 
Confirmation check  
Statement: explanation  
Statement: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (connection) 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (summary) 
 
Comprehension check 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation (classification) 
Statement: explanation  
                 (connection & comparison) 
 
 
 
 
 
Comprehension check 
Statement: meta-comment 
Directives: summary for reinforcement 
                    
Comprehension check  
Statement: explanation (connection) 
  
  
 
Directives (recast): reinforcement 
Comprehension check 
Directives: summary for reinforcement 
 
Statement: explanation  
                (elaboration & connection) 
 

                              Reject H0 (5%) 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
 
                                                
                                                  
                                                 170    175.34   178 

 6. If p-value is < α, we reject H0 in favor of H1. 
     If p-value is  ≥α, we fail to reject H0.  
     The critical value is 175.34  
     If X > 175.34, we reject H0. 
     If X < 175.34, we fail to reject H0. 
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Line     Transcript Category 
 
 
 
 
 

71 
72 

 
 
 

73 
74 

event is something. You cannot 100% prove that the null hypothesis is 
true or the alternative hypothesis is true, because actually there is still a 
chance for you to make a mistake. The chance is .0069. We say this is 
very unusual to happen and the chance for such an event to happen 
is .0069, which means the chance of committing type I error is .0069,  
okay?  
So this p value can be further interpreted as probability of type I error. 
So you still have .0069 of the chance to make such a mistake, to 
mistakenly reject the null hypothesis, given that the null hypothesis is 
actually true,  
okay?   
So this is the whole procedure of hypothesis testing.     

 
 
 
 
 
Confirmation check  
Statement: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
 
Comprehension check  
Statement: meta-comment 

 
All in all, Liang’s instructional approaches of both chunking and recasting in explaining 

the problem solving procedure and reiterating the important points of the lesson illuminate 

effectively his intention of transmitting a body of statistical knowledge to the students.  Liang’s 

post-observational interview response also highlight a correlation between his conceptions about 

the nature of statistical knowledge and his teaching underlying the implementation of this 

strategy.  As seen in the interview excerpt, he states that the steps are “the summary of what he 

read from the book” and even labels it as “common sense.”  This statement signifies an intimate 

connection between his perception of the statistical knowledge and his teaching practice.  

Liang’s response from the interview, “if these are not based on the steps, that might confuse 

students and students might miss out something,” reveals that he believes that this approach of 

chunking facilitates the reception of knowledge by alleviating the cognitive challenge that 

students may face in processing the information.  Liang’s interview response also points to an 

assumption that Liang’s carefully devised chunking as well as recast strategies mirror his 

perceptions about the nature of the knowledge of statistics and of teaching: that all the students 

need to learn materials in the way in which he prescribes.  

Excerpt 5.1 
Interviewer: You taught the materials based on the steps. How did you come up with the steps? 
Liang: That’s the way I learn the statistics. This is the summary of things that I read from the 

book. I like emphasizing each step. This is kind of a common sense. If these are not based 
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on the steps, [it] might confuse students and students might miss out something so I 
prefer to teach this way.   

(Liang Interview, 8/24/2006) 

 
5.2.1.1.2   Linear instruction: sequencing 

Another salient instructional approach in Liang’s lesson entails the sequencing of the 

instruction according to steps in order to explain concepts and problem-solving procedures in a 

well-organized and linear way.  This strategy of sequencing instruction is used in conjunction 

with the chunking strategy discussed in the previous section.  What stands out in this strategy is 

that by sequencing the instruction based on procedure, Liang attempts not only to show 

knowledge in connection, but also to offer the students an effective way of approaching and 

solving a statistical problem.  This sequencing approach also reveals his attempt to give 

knowledge and direct students’ learning process.  

Liang’s sequencing strategy is well illustrated in Episode 5.1 in which he explains the 

problem solving procedure of hypothesis testing (see lines 18-56, pp.160-2).  As seen in Episode 

5.1, Liang broke down the problem solving procedure into steps by explicitly employing 

linguistic devices such as “the first step” (Episode 5.1, line 18, p.160) and “step five” (line 33, 

p.161).  These sequential discourse markers are used not only to signal each step of the problem-

solving procedure, but also to arrange the information according to the specific conceptual 

category as a way of effectively approaching and solving the statistical problem.  

A close inspection of the discourse functions involved in each step also shows that most 

of Liang’s statements within each phase serve the function of classifying the information, 

elaborating the explanation by giving examples or adding details, and expressing a causal 

relationship (see Episode 5.1, lines 31, 32, 33, 34, 46, p.161).  For instance, in explaining the 

sixth step which concerns hypothesis testing based on two different approaches, Liang first 
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introduces two different approaches used to test the hypothesis and then adds a detailed 

explanation for each approach one by one.  While explaining the hypothesis testing using a p 

value approach, he explicates a hypothesis testing scenario based on the cause and effect 

relationship: “[i]f p value is less than alpha, the significance level, we reject the null hypothesis 

in favor of the alternative.  On the other hand, if p value is larger than or equal to alpha, we fail 

to reject or we do not reject” (line 46, p.161).  Since concepts and calculations involved in the p 

value are already explained in the previous step (step 5), his explanation about the p value 

approach in the sixth step seems to follow a very smooth logical sequence.   

By contrast, when he explains the rejection region approach, Liang did not follow the 

same procedure.  Instead, he gives a brief summary of the whole procedure (line 50), and then 

provides a detailed explanation about how to identify the critical value and shows the 

relationship between the critical value and significance level as an extension to the summary: 

“[t]his is nothing but find such a value that the probability of X bar is larger than this value to be 

our significance level,” (line 53, p. 162)  To further student understanding, he adds a visual 

representation of the normal distribution table (see the bell curve figure on the Episode 5.1, p.162) 

to the explanation: “[i]f we draw the normal distribution of X bar…the area under this normal 

curve to the right side of this line corresponding to 175 is nothing but 5 percent” (see line 56, 

p.162).  After providing conceptual details underlying the rejection region approach, Liang 

explains the causal relationship between the critical value and hypothesis testing scenario: “[s]o 

if the test statistics is larger than this point, then we say, well, it gives us fair statistical evidence 

that the null hypothesis is not correct. [W]e should choose the alternative hypothesis” (line 57, p. 

162).  Next he summarizes the main concept of the critical region approach: “[s]o this approach 
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is actually just to find such a critical point, to set a limit, to set a comparing value,” (see line 58, 

p. 162).   

The patterns of discourse and functions of discourse in Liang’s explanation of the two 

different approaches seen in Step 6 illustrate effectively his main instructional approach that 

focuses on the logical sequence of explaining the problem solving process in great detail and 

maximum guidance.  Along the way, he adds conceptual details or visual aids in order to 

reinforce student learning and further student understanding by rehearsing the knowledge in the 

context of logical explanation.   

In addition, during each sequence of the instruction, Liang checks student understanding 

of his explanations before moving to the next phase.  The evidence is shown in the type of 

question that he uses at the end of each phase of explanation, that of a comprehension check or 

confirmation check question (e.g. see lines 27, 48, 54, 58, and 62, pp. 161-2).  These echoic 

questions are one of the most common linguistic devices used to negotiate whether the meaning 

that the utterance made by the questioner has been understood by the respondent during an 

interaction (Kearsley, 1976, p. 360).  Liang’s instructional approach, as seen through his patterns 

and functions of the discourse, points to the argument that he focuses on transmitting a body of 

statistical knowledge to the students via a logically sequenced instruction.  

All throughout the lesson, Liang uses this instructional approach of sequencing to explain 

statistical problems derived from a particular statistical theory.  As evidenced in his interview 

response, because he believes that students can learn better when lectures are highly structured 

and logically connected with a series of similar instructional strategies, he continues to utilize the 

proceduralized instruction to show the students how to approach and to solve a variety of 

statistical problem cases.  Liang’s approach implies that his conceptions about teaching, those 
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associated with presenting concepts in a logically coherent and detailed and structurally 

proceduralized manner, appear to provide a safe and effective learning environment for the 

students. 

It is also noteworthy that Liang’s strategy of sequencing instruction is interconnected 

with the chunking strategy throughout the entire hypothesis testing lesson.  Therefore, it stands to 

reason that each piece of these instructional strategies comprise Liang’s instructional practice as 

a whole.  Under this assumption, I now will turn to the other major instructional strategy that 

Liang employed to carry on his lecture. 

 
5.2.1.1.3   Rhetorical question  

The last prominent instructional technique that manifests Liang’s instructional practice is 

the usage of a rhetorical question for the problem solving tasks that are sprinkled throughout the 

lesson.  Episode 5.2 zooms in on a stretch of Liang’s instructional talk about “type 1 error and 

type 2 error” and “p value” in statistics.  Looking at Liang’s discourse as a whole as seen in 

Episode 5.2, it is also apparent that these rhetorical questions appear in the context of Liang’s 

monologic statements (see Episode 5.2, lines 33-45, p.169-70) as well as his dialogic interaction 

with students (see Episode 5.2, lines 8-12, p.169).  Sometimes, these rhetorical questions focus 

on application of the problem in a real-life case: “what are you going to do? Are you going to 

just let all five people go? Or are you going to kill all five people?” (Episode 5.2, line 10, p.169).  

Other times, these rhetorical questions require the application of a conceptual level of 

understanding to the problem: “how unusual?,” “how to define unusual?,” and “what is wrong?” 

(Episode 5.2, lines 38, 41, and 44, p.170).   

In essence, this type of question requires a listener’s ability to apply the underlying 

theory in thinking about the problem and to analyze or integrate the given knowledge or concepts.  
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Therefore, these questions serve as a catalyst for a higher level of thinking that eventually aims 

at internalizing the process in one’s mind.  Although these rhetorical questions are not 

necessarily meant to call for students’ verbal participation in the interaction, this strategy should 

be seen as an attempt to direct the students’ attention to a frame of reference in the logical 

thinking in order to model an approach of learning that he wants students to develop.  A piece of 

evidence to support this claim can be seen in his interview response which shows that he is 

mentally engaged in interaction with his students who are in the position of listeners by reading 

and observing their nonverbal behaviors and reacting to it:   

For example, in example one, they [the students] pay much attention to me, but when I 
move to the next step, they stop writing a note. I know that they understand everything. 
For those students, I draw some fancy pictures to make them better understand what’s 
going on there but these things will not be in the exams.  (Liang interview, 8/24/2006) 
 

Therefore, although the rhetorical question is not designed to elicit verbal responses from 

the students, it is clear from Liang’s instructional discourse in Episode 5.2 that by constantly 

feeding students with these questions, Liang is attempting to enable students to develop an 

ability of logical thinking and reflective inquiry to the problem and problem-solving process.  As 

revealed in his interview response, Liang keenly observes the students’ learning behavior on the 

basis of students’ nonverbal behaviors in order to interact with them internally even during the 

class time when the verbal interaction is minimal.  Therefore, this rhetorical question strategy 

itself should be seen as his attempt to facilitate student thought processes in a covert manner. 

In short, Liang’s rhetorical questions range from the demand for conceptual 

understanding of the materials to the requirement of application and interpretation of the 

materials; more specifically these questions include: definitions of statistical concepts, how to 

define a problem and approach it for the hypothesis testing, how to calculate a statistical value 

using mathematical procedure, and how to interpret the result from a given test statistics.  It 
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stands to reason that Liang’s extensive use of rhetorical questions is meant to anchor students’ 

thinking process, a covert invitation to the frame of reference by which they conceptualize their 

thinking process.  Although Liang himself gave all the explanations to these questions, this 

approach should be viewed as his initial attempt to induct students into the form of discourse that 

mediates their thinking process within the problem-solving procedure (Wells, 2006).  Students’ 

high performance in his course from post-observational interview with Liang gave some 

evidence to support this claim. Therefore, it is reasonable to believe that Liang’s frequent 

utilization of rhetorical questions hints at his underlying approach of facilitating his student 

thought processes and learning.   

Episode 5.2 Liang’s class transcript: Hypothesis testing 
Line     Transcript Category 
  

 
 

6 
 

7 
8 
9 

 
 
 
 

10 
 
 

11 
 

12 
 
 
 
 
 
 

13 
 
 

33 
34 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
TA: So which type of error is more serious?   
        What do you think?  
   S: One?                  
TA: Yeah.      

Because according to the current law system of the United States, it has 
been said that to acquit one hundred men than convict one innocent 
man. So ((pointing to type I error)) this considered more serious in this 
case. But in some cases, especially in military trial sometimes we will 
consider type II error to be more serious.  
For example, if you capture 5 people, and you know four of them are 
innocent but one of them is a horrible terrorist. But unfortunately you 
don’t have any evidence to clearly identify which one is the terrorist.  
So what are you going to do? Are you going to just let all five people 
go? Or are you going to kill all five people?  
Well, if you kill all of them, then you are not going to make this type 2 
error because you kill all of them. But four innocent people will be 
killed, so you will make type 1 error. Then, if you let all five people 
go, then you don’t have any chance to make this type 1 error but 
unfortunately you will make type 2 error, because you let the horrible 
terrorist go. So it is really difficult to simultaneously eliminate both 
types of errors.     

        My point is you need to find a balance point between these two types 
of errors. 
… 
Now, we move to step five. Step 5 is calculated P value.  
So now we want to calculate the probability of getting such a value. So 
we calculate the probability that the sample mean is larger than 178. 
So, because sample mean is normally distributed with mean of 170 and 
standard deviation 65 divided by the square root of 400. So in order to 
calculate this probability, we need to transfer the problem to the 
problem of involving the standard normal distribution.  
… 

Procedural Talk & Instructional Talk 
Dialogic interaction: 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
 
Response: displaying knowledge 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
Follow-up: explanation (connection) 
 
 
 
 
Follow-up: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
Rhetorical question: facilitate thinking 
 
Follow-up: explanation (connection) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Follow-up: explanation (summary) 
 
 
Statement: explanation (classification) 
Statement: explanation  
                 (elaboration &connection)  
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Line     Transcript Category 
35 

 
36 

 
 
 

37 
 

38 
39 

 
40 
41 
42 

 
 
 

43 
 

44 
45 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

104 
105 

 
 

106 
107 

 
108 
109 
110 

 
 
 

111 
112 
113 

       This number (.0069) tell us that if we assume that this is correct, if  
        we assume that the real population mean is 170,  
        okay?  

Then the probability of getting such a large sample mean, or even 
larger sample mean, the probability that X bar is larger than 178 is 
only .69 percent. So this is very unusual.   
If we assume that the null hypothesis is correct, then we got a very 
unusual event here.  
How unusual?  
We compare this number with this significance level. Significance 
level helps us to define unusual,  
okay?  
How to define unusual?  
We define unusual to be ‘if there is an event, and the probability of, the 
occurrence of that event is less than or equal to 5 percent.’ So it is very 
unlikely for such an event to happen. Then if that happens, then we will 
think that it is very unusual, there must be something wrong with that.  
Now this event is very unusual to happen, but it happens, so there must 
be something wrong within this procedure.  
So what is wrong?  
The null hypothesis. If we assume that the null hypothesis is correct, 
we got a very unusual thing, so there must be something wrong with 
that null hypothesis. So that’s why if this value is less than the 
significance level, then it actually gives us evidence to say there’s 
something wrong with your assumption, there’s something wrong with 
the null hypothesis, so we need to reject the null hypothesis in favor of 
the alternative hypothesis. 
… 

   S: Do we always use p value 5%?  
TA: No, not always. 5 % is the most popular one. Other popular values 

could be .1 or 1 percent 
        or 10 percent. 
   S: How do you know that? 
TA: I will clearly mention that. In exam question, I will clearly mention that 

the significance level is 5 percent or something,  
but you need to repeat that sentence in your procedure,  
okay?   
So which value to choose actually depends on whether you think type 1 
error is very serious or not that serious. Because if you think the type 1 
error is very serious, you should lower the significance level, if you 
think type 1 error is not that serious, you can use 10 percent. It depends. 
Okay?  
Good point!  
Any questions about this? Did I explain this procedure clearly?  

Statement: explanation (connection) 
 
Confirmation check    
 
 
 
Statement (recast): reinforcement 
 
Rhetorical question: facilitate thinking  
Statement: explanation  
 
Comprehension check 
Rhetorical question: facilitate thinking  
Statement: explanation  
                 (elaboration &connection)   
                  
   
Statement (recast): reinforcement   
 
Rhetorical question: facilitate thinking  
Statement: explanation  
                (elaboration & connection)        

                                                
 
 
 
 
Dialogic interaction 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info   
 
 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info  
 
Directives: task procedure (direct request) 
Comprehension check 
Follow-up: explanation  
                  (elaboration & connection) 
 
 
Confirmation check  
Follow-up: evaluation  
Comprehension check  

 
In sum, during the entire lesson on hypothesis testing, Liang primarily employed teacher-

centered didactic instruction.  Most of Liang’s teaching practice involves explaining the 

statistical content materials to the students in great detail by breaking down the concepts into 

manageable chunks of information and tailoring the instruction to the logical sequence of the 

problem solving procedure.  In addition to the provision of explanation intended to deliver a 

body of statistics concepts and problem solving procedures, Liang frequently asked echoic 
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questions throughout the entire lesson.  These echoic questions are designed to establish the 

students’ understanding of the material or to elicit confirmation that the students have heard or 

understood the speaker’s utterance.  This shows that Liang carefully controls and checks student 

learning processes. 

 During the dialogic interaction, Liang occasionally initiates a question to probe student 

thinking and extends student’s contribution to provide further explanations as a follow-up move.  

This instructional behavior during the follow-up move reveals that he not only gives students 

basic factual knowledge, but also further explains the connections between knowledge for 

examining a causal relationship or for applying it to a real-life scenario.  This approach is an 

indication that Liang intends to extend the students’ ability to analyze and integrate given 

knowledge beyond mere recall or recognition of facts.  In some interactions, he also added an 

evaluative comment to a student question by responding with “good question.”   

While it is obvious that the predominant teaching practice of Liang focused on 

transmitting a body of knowledge, it does not rule out that he covertly attempted to promote his 

students’ ability in developing logical thinking during his own dialogues.  The evidence is seen 

in the pedagogic function of Liang’s rhetorical questions throughout his lecture.  Although 

rhetorical questions do not directly function as questions that invite student verbal responses, he 

used this approach to facilitate students’ reasoning process by providing them with a frame of 

reference with which to stimulate their analytic reflection.  

Now we will turn to a quantitative analysis that enables us to understand Liang’s teaching 

practice in a much more comprehensive and tangible manner.  A piece of evidence that clearly 

summarizes Liang’s teacher-centered instruction can be seen in Table 5.2 that lists categories of 

pedagogic discourse functions from Liang’s statements during the lecture.  As given in Table 5.2, 
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most of Liang’s talk serves a function of giving explanations (85.7%) as a teacher-centered 

approach.  Explanation is a common function in academic language that pertains to a more 

general language task with broader purposes that are often accomplished by means of longer 

stretches of discourse (Kidd, 1996).  In an academic context, explanation is most broadly used in 

multiple types of instructional formats such as lectures, presentations, or discussions (Kidd, 

1996).  Because explanation itself serves a broader pedagogic purpose in classroom talk, its 

specific pedagogic functions in performing a particular task was analyzed in more depth. 

Table 5.2 Liang’s composition of statement and its function in instructional talk 
Pedagogic functions of statement  n                   (%) 
Information transmission 2 (4.1%) 
Explanation 42 (85.7%) 
Advice 1 (2.0%) 
Reinforcement 3 (8.2%) 
Total 47 (100%) 

 
Table 5.3 classifies pedagogic sub-functions of explanation and provides frequencies and 

percentages for each category counted from Liang’s entire lesson during his instructional talk.  

As plotted in Table 5.3, Liang’s explanation during the instructional talk serves various 

pedagogic functions in delivering the lesson content: elaboration, classification, comparison, 

connection, or summary.  Much of Liang’s talk focuses on furthering the information by adding 

an example or a conceptual detail to the previous speech (elaboration: 26.2%).  The next 

significant amount of talk focuses on organizing information according to categories or steps 

(classification: 21.4%) as well as  expressing relation of cause and effect in the problem solving 

process in order to show a logical relation between ideas or events (connection: 21.4%).  The 

high ratio of these language functions allows us to generalize the patterns of instruction that 

Liang employed in giving knowledge to the students.  These discourse functions also signal what 

strategies of organization and structure that Liang deployed in his explanation of hypothesis 

lesson content.  
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Table 5.3 Pedagogic functions of explanation during Liang’s instructional talk 
Pedagogic functions of explanation n   (%) 
Explanation 8  (19.0%) 

a. elaboration 11  (26.2%) 
b. classification 9  (21.4%) 
c. comparison 2  (4.8%) 
d. connection 9  (21.4%) 
e. summary 3  (7.1%) 

Total 42  (100%) 
 
Both the quantitative analysis of the discourse form displayed in Liang’s speech data and 

the pedagogic function of it impart that Liang mostly gave explanation as a lecture format, 

thereby transmitting a body of knowledge to the students by chunking and recasting content 

materials as well as sequencing instruction in a logically coherent manner.  Yet a closer 

examination of Liang’s question type reveals his unique instructional approach of facilitation that 

underlies his teaching.  

Table 5.4 Question type and its function during Liang's instructional talk 
Question type   Question function  Liang      Students      Total 

n      (%) n      (%) n         (%) 
Display question Comprehension check 1 (2.8%)   1 (2.8%) 

Referential question 
 

Requesting information (e.g. factual 
knowledge, conceptual definition, 
explanation) 

  2 (5.6%) 2 (5.6%) 

Rhetorical question Facilitating listener's 
comprehension/thinking process 11 (30.6%)   11 (30.6%) 

Comprehension check  Comprehension check 12 (33.3%)   12 (33.3%) 
Confirmation check  Confirmation check 10 (27.8%)   10 (27.8%) 
Total   34 (94.4%) 2 (5.6%) 36 (100%) 

 
Table 5.4 provides a list of question types based on their pedagogic functions that Liang 

asked the students during dialogic interactions.  As seen in Table 5.4, the rhetorical question is 

reported to be the second most frequently used question type in Liang’s discourse (30.6%).  

These rhetorical questions are prominent only in Liang’s instructional talk and not observed 

among the other TAs.  The rhetorical question is not a true question meant to invite students’ 

verbal response, but rather “functions more like discourse markers” in the instructor’s speech to 

make the discourse more of a conversation than a lecture (Myers, 1996, p. 97).  However, in this 
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instructional context, much of Liang’s dialogue, specifically the rhetorical question, is designed 

to facilitate the student thinking process.  The high frequency of rhetorical questions employed in 

Liang’s discourse indicates that by embarking on this mental dialogue between himself and the 

students, Liang intended to help students be co-participants of knowledge construction rather 

than be mere recipients or absorbers of knowledge.   

 
                   Monologue: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                       Dialogic  
                     Interaction: 
                                
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                             
 
 
 
 

 
                    Figure 5.1 Liang’s discourse form and functions during the instructional talk 

                   Note.  Speech data in dotted-lined boxes indicate Liang’s ‘dialogic interaction’ features.  
                   Speech data in normal boxes indicate his ‘monologue.’ 

 

Figure 5.1 maps out Liang’s instructional talk in terms of discourse form and its 

pedagogic functions during the lesson in an attempt to give a linguistic as well as a pedagogic 

overview of Liang’s instructional practices.  As seen in Figure 5.1, Liang’s dialogic interaction 

with students is interspersed with his monologues which invite students’ reception of knowledge 

    Confirmation 
check question 

 

 Comprehension 
check question 

Statement: 
Explanation 

Statement: 
Classification 

Statement: 
Elaboration 
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and thinking.  A vast majority of his monologues appear mostly in the form of statements which 

serve the function of explaining content materials such as statistical concepts, formulas, and 

detailed problem-solving procedures such as statistical conditions and principles.  The sub-

functions of the explanations include organizing information by conceptual category 

(classification), exemplifying or giving conceptual details (elaboration), and expressing 

relationships in terms of cause and effect or logic (connection).  

The interactional feature of dialogic interaction consists of echoic questions, rhetorical 

questions, and the three-part (triadic) dialogue (question-response-follow-up).  Firstly, echoic 

questions such as comprehension-check question and confirmation-check question are 

intermittently employed in the context of Liang’s monologues as well as during the dialogic 

interactions.  Secondly, Liang’s triadic dialogue follows a structured sequence of a question that 

has the function of checking comprehension or requesting information, a response which 

functions to demonstrate or give knowledge, and a follow-up move that intends to acknowledge 

the response or to add a detailed explanation to the response.  Lastly, rhetorical questions are 

interspersed within the context of monologues as well as dialogic interactions as nonverbal 

dialogues between himself and the students.  Liang’s rhetorical questions are viewed here as 

invitations to students’ logical thinking for problem solving under his guidance.   

In summary, Liang’s instructional practices, as seen through the classroom episodes and 

quantitative form-function analysis of the classroom discourse, reveal tangible patterns.  Liang 

focused on transmitting a body of statistical knowledge for the students by breaking down the 

concepts into smaller chunks and then sequencing them in logical steps of the problem-solving 

process.  Along these lines, he continuously imparted rhetorical questions to guide and stimulate 

student thought processes and reasoning.  Although dialogic interactions were minimal in his 



 

 

 

176 

class, Liang seemed to find a unique way to enter into mental dialogues with students.  In 

addition, in both monologues and dialogic talk, Liang did not stop checking student 

understanding nor confirming student knowledge by embarking on the echoic questions.  

Therefore, while Liang’s major instructional practice shows careful and detailed guidance and 

structure on his part, we should not discount that Liang also attempted to facilitate student 

learning by providing a frame of reference with which to induce student thinking processes.  

 

5.2.1.2   Instructor Role 

Instructional practices shown in Liang’s classroom episodes and the linguistic-

pedagogical functions characterize his multiple roles as an instructor.  One of the most prominent 

instructor roles is found to be ‘a source of knowledge as an authority.’  Throughout the lesson, 

Liang’s practice centers on delivering knowledge to students and inviting students to receive the 

knowledge by explaining all the theoretical concepts as well as the applications of the concepts 

to problem sets.  The frequent employment of the explanation as a pedagogic function found in 

every step of Liang’s instructional talk provides strong evidence that he strove to be a knowledge 

source by disseminating and transmitting what he calls an “objective” and “precise” body of 

knowledge to the students by breaking down the information into cognitively less challenging 

and manageable chunks.  

Liang’s lesson predominantly composed of his monologic statement which does not 

invite student input, by gravitating toward an explanation of statistical content materials, reveals 

that he perceives ‘information giver’ as his primary instructor role, considering himself as a 

legitimate source of knowledge (Haneda, 2005; Knefelkamp, 1979).  The following interview 

excerpt supports this argument that Liang’s instructor role is as a source of knowledge while the 
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student role is as a recipient of knowledge:  “Everybody is paying [attention to me]. I think ‘well 

they are studying.’ I think it’s good” (Liang Interview, 7/7/2007).  

 Another prominent instructor role actualized in Liang’s classroom practice concerns the 

modeling of a good learning approach, the so-called “source of right way to find knowledge” 

(Knelfelkamp, 1979).  Liang not only attempted to be a knowledge source to the students, but 

also to help the students to identify the problem, understand the proper statistical approach to use, 

and apply this approach to statistical problem solving in real-life or exam situations.  To achieve 

these goals, Liang sequenced the instruction based on the hierarchical order of knowledge 

procedure in order to show an effective approach to a statistical problem.  This practice itself 

should be understood as a substantiation of the instructor role underlying the source of modeling 

an effective approach to learning.  While instructors assuming a source of knowledge focus more 

on students’ retention of knowledge and recall of information, those assuming a source of the 

right way to find knowledge emphasize specifically how to apply the knowledge to actual 

problem solving contexts, thus distinguishing them in terms of the instructor role.  However, 

both roles seem to share such discourse features as ‘comprehension check’ and ‘confirmation 

check’ as a way to reinforce the knowledge and confirming student understanding.  

 Another criterion attributed to the role of the instructor who assumes a source of the right 

way to find knowledge is the instructor’s identification with a final authority of knowledge 

(Knelfelkamp, 1979).  Instructors who assume this role acknowledge the contribution of peers as 

a legitimate source of building knowledge and allow a space for student participation in and 

contribution to the class.  However, they see themselves as the final holder of authority to 

legitimate or validate student knowledge and learning. 
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 In short, Liang’s sequenced instruction that imposes hierarchy of knowledge and the 

detailed and elaborated explanations that extend the students’ responses, his frequent use of 

formal comprehension checks, and his evaluative comments on the student questions altogether 

provide convincing evidence of an instructor who plays the role of ‘demonstrating a good model 

of learning’ (Knefelkamp, 1979).  Moreover, these discourse patterns, which appear in Liang’s 

dialogic interactions with the students as well as his monologues, support his entitlement to be an 

instructor who has final authority.  Although Liang makes room for student participation through 

the dialogic discourse, in the end he positions himself as the ultimate authority who furthers the 

knowledge and validates student learning.  Presenting himself as a final authority is understood 

as an act of establishing his credibility as an instructor. 

 Liang’s articulation of teaching goals during the pre-observation interview confirms even 

further his conception of this dimension of the instructor role.  He asserts that his goal for this 

statistics course is to show the students how to define the problems and to show direction to 

solve the problems.  Thus, he tailored each lesson to show students what he calls the “correct and 

precise way” of identifying a problem and approaching a solution to the problem: 

I want the students to be able to know what the problem is when they find the 
problem, they should be able to know how to define the problem, where they find 
the answer, the direction to solve the problem. I want them to have some kind of 
impression that in this situation, there is a way to solve this problem. And in 
another situation, there is another statistical procedure to solve other problems.  
(Liang Interview, 7/7/2007) 

 

The other instructor role that is actualized through Liang’s instructional practice is as a 

facilitator.  Although it is true that Liang’s teaching prominently unveiled disseminating 

knowledge as an information giver, Liang covertly negotiated different pedagogical boundaries 

by employing rhetorical questions as frames of reference in order to support and facilitate 

students’ mental processes as well as to show how to approach and solve the problems during the 
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lesson.  Most of the rhetorical questions concern the logical connection of ideas and statistical 

concepts behind the problem-solving procedure.  This logical bonding is viewed as an attempt to 

help the students be active thinkers and meaning makers of knowledge by modeling the way he 

as an authority wants the students to think and learn (Knelfelkamp, 1979).   

Table 5.5 gives a quantitative summary of Liang’s teaching practices that entails the 

frequencies and the percentages of classroom discourse between Liang and the students on the 

basis of talk types and linguistic forms during the hypothesis testing lesson.  As seen in Table 5.5, 

Liang’s classroom practice is composed of two types of talks: (1) instructional talk which is 

concerned with the content of the lesson materials and (2) procedural talk that deals with 

organizational and procedural aspects of the tasks (Ernst, 1994).  Each of the talks consists of 

Liang’s monologue as well as dialogic interactions between the students and him.  Because this 

is a traditional classroom where students learn the materials from a written text, over one third of 

the talk consisted of instructional talk (72.5%).  

 Table 5.5 Composition of discourse form based on types of talk in Liang’s class 

Types of Talk Discourse form  Liang Students Total 
n (%) n    (%) n   (%) 

Instructional talk Monologue 49  (37.4%)   49  (37.4%) 
 Dialogic interaction 43  (32.8%) 3  (2.3%) 46  (35.1%) 
Procedural talk Monologue 33  (25.2%)   33  (25.2%) 
 Dialogic interaction 2  (1.5%) 1  (0.8%) 3  (2.3%) 
 Total  127 (96.9%) 4  (3.1%) 131  (100%) 

 
Liang’s total ratio of turns during his instructional talk reveals that there is a much higher 

ratio of Liang’s turns (70.2%) than student turns (2.3%). This total ratio of turns taken by Liang 

in itself suggests that Liang, seeing himself vested with an authority of knowledge, carries on the 

role of transmitting a body of knowledge and providing a good model of learning to the students 

by explaining content materials in a structured and linear manner.  His pre-observational 

interview response also confirms his emphasis on these aspects of the instructor role.  Liang 
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states that having solid knowledge is the primary qualification of a teacher and good 

communication skills are important but auxiliary to the main qualification:   

The first thing, you have to have the knowledge to be qualified as a teacher… If 
you don’t know the knowledge… you will confuse the students. Good 
communication skills, well, if you don’t have that skills, it is still not that bad. 
Then, you are not a good teacher.  (Liang Interview, 7/7/2007)   
   
On the other hand, the ratio of turns in the instructional talk shown in Table 5.5 indicates 

that Liang’s monologue (37.4%) and the dialogic interaction (35.1%) are almost equally 

allocated.  This equal allocation of turns to Liang’s monologue and his dialogic interaction with 

students in instructional talk brings a counterclaim that Liang not only assumed a role of 

knowledge giver to the students but also attempted to interact and invite students to the 

interaction during the whole lesson, which goes beyond the notion of being a knowledge source.   

Nevertheless, the ratio of turns in dialogic interaction between Liang and the students 

inversely shows Liang’s main role as an information giver or a source of the right way to find 

knowledge.  As shown in the ratio of dialogic interaction of instructional talk in Table 5.5, Liang 

talks over fourteen times more (32.8%) than do the students (2.3%).  The ratio of turns between 

Liang and the students implies that he held the turns during most of the interaction in this 

classroom context perhaps because students did not respond to Liang’s questions.  The high ratio 

of Liang’s turns alone is prone to the assumption of Liang’s role as an information giver, given 

the fact that the dialogic interaction is meant to encourage student active participation, 

articulation of ideas, and initiation of questions.  However, discourse from Liang’s classroom 

episode (see Episode 5.2, pp. 168-9) and analysis of Liang’s question types (see Table 5.4, p. 172) 

give counterevidence to the assumption of the information giver role because a significant part of 

his dialogic interaction is given in the form of rhetorical questions intended to create a mental 

model in students’ minds in order to use the logic of reasoning as a tool for problem solving.  
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In sum, Liang’s instructional practices, seen by his instructional strategies and the 

examination of linguistic form and pedagogic function, lend themselves to the claim of Liang’s 

multiple roles: that of ‘source of knowledge,’ ‘source of the right way to find knowledge,’ and 

‘facilitator.’  While the first two roles of instructor found in Liang’s teaching are overtly shown 

throughout his monologue as well as dialogic interactions, his facilitator role is inherent in the 

whole process of his instruction.  Yet these roles still point to an underlying approach of 

scaffolding that is uniquely found in Liang’s instructional discourse.  

Figure 5.2 gives a visual summary of Liang’s instructional role.  As illustrated in Figure 

5.2, Liang’s multiple roles of instructor as a source of knowledge, a source of the right way to 

find knowledge, and a facilitator frequently overlap through each phase of the lesson.  Unlike the 

first two dominant roles, i.e. source of knowledge and source of the right way to find knowledge, 

his facilitator role is suggested throughout by his instructional talk.  For this reason, I marked 

Liang’s facilitator role with a dotted line in order to distinguish it from the rest and to highlight it 

as a deviated instructional practice.  Nevertheless, I grant that Liang’s various instructional 

strategies under multiple instructor roles compose his instructional practice as a whole, although 

some roles are more prominent than others.  In what follows, I will delve into Liang’s epistemic 

position and look into the relationship between Liang’s epistemic position and his instructional 

practice.   
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5.2.2   Epistemic Position 

The interview response given by Liang with regard to his epistemic stance reveals an 

epistemic stance of dualism.  According to Perry (1970), individuals holding a dualistic 

epistemic stance believe that all knowledge is known and there is a certainty that right and 

wrong answers exist for everything; the absolute knowledge remains secure and close at hand.  

Pre-observational interview with Liang, as can be seen in the excerpts, reveals a dualistic 

epistemic position in Statistics.  Liang insists that “knowledge is truth and the only truth, [being] 

out there.”  Equating statistics with science and mathematics, he argues for a definite nature of 

knowledge in statistics, which requires accuracy in teaching and learning: 

Since this is statistics. This is basically science and mathematics. Because 
mathematics is precise, I want them to know definitions and things precisely 
because this is not English or writing essay. You must be very precise.  (Liang 
Interview, 7/7/2007) 

   

An analysis of Liang’s questionnaire responses, however, reveals that his position 

appears to be closer to the early multiplicity position.  Individuals holding the position of early 

multiplicity align themselves with the belief that there exists absolute knowledge in most 
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 Figure 5.2 Liang’s multiple roles as an instructor         



 

 

 

183 

knowledge domains (Perry, 1970).  Yet, they also acknowledge unavoidable uncertainty and 

complexity of knowledge as realities in their own nature; therefore, the amount of uncertainty in 

knowledge sometimes raises opposition and questions (Perry, 1970).  This uncertainty, however, 

is a grudging concession to the dominant belief.  In essence, absolute knowledge still holds the 

nature of truth in the majority of cases within the domain of knowledge.  

Due to the conflicting results from the two data, a member check was used as a final 

verification of Liang’s epistemic position.  When I brought the data back to Liang to confirm 

this position, he gave the most unexpected response. He claimed that in the higher level of 

knowledge or learning, there is only a 10% certainty in knowledge and the rest remains fuzzy.  

However, in introductory level courses that he taught, such as Statistics 122, he believes 

knowledge to be clear-cut and precise and that there is certainty that right and wrong answers 

exist for all knowledge. These beliefs suggest that Liang holds different epistemic positions 

according to levels of knowledge even within the single knowledge domain, moving from the 

dualistic position to the relativistic position as cognitive demands on knowledge increase.  This 

contradictory response casts doubt on the assumption that the domain of knowledge is context-

free, yet it gives credence to the assumption that the nature of knowledge is context-bound and 

one’s epistemic position has a dynamic flow on the basis of its context (Hammer & Elby, 2004).  

Given the evidence gathered from Liang’s responses to the questionnaire, interview, and 

member-checks, I come to the conclusion that Liang’s epistemic position, specifically in the 

context in which he has taught, is viewed as dualism.  

 
5.2.3   Relationship between Epistemic Position and Instructional Practice 

Drawing on the findings of Liang’s instructional practices and epistemic position, I will 

call attention to the relationship between his epistemic position and teaching practices 
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represented through his instructor roles. As mentioned in the previous section, Liang’s 

instructional practice throughout the lesson exhibits complex and multiple instructor roles.  In 

other words, although he holds an epistemic position of dualism, his instructional practice during 

the lessons instantiates multiple roles as an instructor that cross from the extreme position of 

dualism to the adjacent position of early multiplicity, and even to the opposite position of late 

multiplicity.  Thus, some part of his instruction practice is shown to be parallel to his epistemic 

beliefs while other parts of the practice are loosely connected or somewhat contradictory to his 

epistemic stance. 

Table 5.6 Relationship between Liang’s epistemic position and instructional role in class 

           Epistemic position 
  
 Instructor role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

 Source of knowledge  Liang*   

 Source of right way to 
 find knowledge Liang *  

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator) (Liang)  * 

   Note. Asterisk (*) indicates expected instructor role that corresponds to Liang’s epistemic position. Parenthesis (   )  
   indicates a subordinate instructor role.  
 

Table 5.6 illustrates the relationship between Liang’s epistemic position and his instructor 

role, as seen within the analytic framework of the matrix adopted by Perry (1970) and 

Knefelkamp (1979).  As shown in Table 5.6, Liang’s epistemic position points to dualism.  He 

claims that at the introductory level of learning, knowledge is defined dichotomously as right or 

wrong.  Applying Liang’s case to Knefelkamp’s proposition as seen in Table 5.6, an instructor 

holding a dualistic position is expected to perform as a knowledge source, focusing on 

dissemination of knowledge to the students. 

However, in the Statistics 122 classroom, Liang exhibited multiple roles as an instructor 

such as a knowledge source, a source of modeling an effective approach to learning, and a 
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facilitator.  These roles tell us that his instructional practice itself instantiates an instructor who 

negotiates a multiplicity of epistemic positions such as dualism, early multiplicity, as well as late 

multiplicity throughout the lesson.  

It is certainly undeniable that a significant part of Liang’s instructional practice represents 

a source of knowledge as an authority, thus characterizing an instructor as one who holds a 

dualistic epistemic position.  For instance, Liang presents the knowledge to the students by 

breaking down the concepts into manageable chunks of smaller pieces, logically organizing each 

step by conceptual category, in order to alleviate the students’ cognitive load and to enhance 

their understanding of the materials.   

While it is obvious that Liang mainly played the role of knowledge source, Liang’s 

practice also abundantly shows that he focused on how to approach statistical problem solving 

and understanding the problem simultaneously.  He carefully sequenced instruction in a linear 

manner based on the hierarchical order of statistical concepts and on the logical procedure of 

problem-solving in order to show effective ways to approach problem solving.  He also 

presented himself as a final authority during dialogic interactions with students.  These 

instructional behaviors typify an instructor who holds the epistemic position of early multiplicity 

(Knelfelkamp, 1979). 

These two primary instructor roles are viewed as attempts to transmit a body of 

knowledge to the students, equipping them with the ability to recall, comprehend, integrate, and 

apply what they learned.  Throughout the lesson, he gave mostly explanations of the content 

materials to the students, from statistical theories or concepts to the application of the theory to 

problem-solving cases.  In each phase of the lesson, he used echoic questions such as “right?,” 

“is it clear?,” and “okay?” in order to check for students’ understanding or to confirm whether 
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students are following what he is explaining to them.  Liang’s instructor roles as source of 

knowledge and source of modeling good approaches to learning are well supported in his pre-

observational interview responses.  He claims that a teacher’s job is to show students “precise,” 

“correct,” and “every possible way” of approaching the problems in order to guide their paths to 

correct and true knowledge.  

On the other hand, Liang classroom practices also point to an underlying facilitator role 

that reflects the late multiplicity epistemic position.  Although Liang focused mainly on 

explaining statistical concepts, theories, and problem solving procedures, he intermittently 

employed rhetorical questions to guide and direct students’ cognitive processes and to anchor 

students’ learning.  Liang’s rhetorical questions ranged from conceptual definitions, explanations 

about causal relationships, logical expositions to applications of theories and concepts to real-life 

problems.  While he intended some questions to develop convergent thinking among his students, 

he meant for other questions to promote divergent thinking processes.  Divergent thinking 

questions are meant for students to experience “reflection within the listeners” and to uncover 

possible information to construct knowledge during problem-solving tasks (Myers, 1994).  

Therefore, although this rhetorical question strategy is subsumed under Liang’s other overtly 

prominent teaching strategies such as chunking, recasting, and sequencing, the consistent 

employment of rhetorical questions during Liang’s instructional talk gives us convincing 

evidence that these are acts for enhancing students’ mental activity.  

In short, Liang’s instructional practices instantiate multiple characteristics of an instructor 

holding the epistemic position of dualism, early multiplicity as well as late multiplicity.  A bulk 

of information in Liang’s instructional practices reveals his various instructional attempts to give 

the right knowledge, to show a good model for learning, and/or to facilitate a frame of reference 
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to the logical thinking processes that manifest a variety of epistemic stances.  It should be noted 

that while the primary instructor role of knowledge source illustrates a strong connection to his 

epistemic position, the implicit and underlying role of a facilitator interspersed throughout the 

whole lesson poses a somewhat deviated practice from his dualistic epistemic belief.     

Considering these findings, it is reasonable to argue that Liang’s instructional practices 

are represented in much more complex and diverse ways than the expected practices predicted 

under his epistemic stance of dualism.  Therefore, it is dangerous to generalize the relationship 

between Liang’s epistemic position and instructional practices as fixed and predictable entities 

that lead to the equation of epistemic position with the instructor role.  Instead, Liang’s 

instructional practice should be understood in terms of the fluid and dynamic nature of human 

behaviors that crisscross the landscape of the epistemic continuum, in which his instructional 

role instantiates at times characteristics of dualism and other times those of early multiplicity or 

even late multiplicity positions. 

Possible explanations for this complexity and contradictions were drawn from careful 

review and reflection of Liang’s instructional practices and interview data.  This process reveals 

that there are three other unexpected yet crucial factors that can be attributed to the complexities 

of Liang’s teaching practices.  In what follows, I will discuss some of the reasons for this 

mismatch by considering factors that seem to exert a strong influence on Liang’s teaching. 

The most prominent factor linked to Liang’s instructional practices is Liang’s belief 

about the nature of knowledge within the specific knowledge domain of statistics.  During his 

dialogic interaction with students, Liang was especially keen on dealing with the questions that 

require a conceptual level of understanding at the utmost level of detail such as statistical 

formula, critical value, p value, and the difference between the p value and alpha level.   
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Liang’s response from the post-observational interview reveals the reason for his special 

attention to logic.  In his interview response, Liang claims that he equates statistics with science, 

which he believes consists of the concepts that follow the logical reasoning process.  On the 

basis of this belief, he tailors his instruction to explaining the conceptual aspects of statistics 

material in a logical way, even when responding to student questions:  

Since this is statistics, this is basically science and mathematics. Science is all 
about the concepts. If you understand the whole concept, you are fine. In science, 
understanding a concept and logic behind the concept is everything that you need 
to learn. I try to explain things very logically.  (Liang Interview, 8/24/2006) 
 
The second most salient factor identified as a key to his instructional techniques is found 

to be his learning strategy in statistics.  Liang insists he has developed some of his teaching 

techniques such as inquiry of reasoning along with his sequential and procedural approaches 

throughout his schooling experience in China before coming to the U.S.  Liang also states that 

due to peer pressure and competition for entering a prestigious college in China, he took more 

responsibility for his own learning and spent most of the time studying material on his own.  It 

was only when materials were very difficult that he sought help from his teachers.  

 An example of this learning strategy can be seen in Liang’s strategic use of rhetorical 

questions frequently deployed during his instructional discourse:  

When I study, I ask a lot of questions to figure out the logic behind the questions 
and to find a logical way to solve the problem. Maybe I am bringing this method 
to the class teaching as well. So it's my way of learning science and explaining 
things and my way of helping students think in a very logical way and help their 
[students’] thinking process.  (Liang Interview, 11/5/2007) 
 

As seen in his interview excerpt, Liang’s extensive use of rhetorical questions is aligned with his 

own study strategy that he has been developing for a long time to figure out how to approach 

different statistical problems.  In the Statistics 122 course, he uses this learning strategy as an 
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instructional discourse to anchor and internalize students’ thinking process that leads to the 

development of independent problem solving abilities (Reynolds, 1996).   

Therefore, while studying materials mostly on his own, Liang learned to develop logical 

thinking and reasoning processes, which he in turn utilizes as a tool for his instructional practice 

in his statistics class.  In essence, this strategy suggests that Liang’s instructional approach 

reflects his own beliefs about what facilitates students’ learning, which is tied to his own learning 

experiences from his schooling in China. 

The last important factor that is intertwined with his instructional practice is his 

conception about being a responsible teacher.  The case study data evidently reveal that while 

Liang’s schooling experience in China significantly contributed to his conceptions of the 

instructor role in his statistics class about who needs to take responsibility for students’ learning, 

his own learning beliefs have provided some contrasting beliefs about his dominant instructor’s 

role: 

I think basically everything can be learned by yourself. Why do you need a 
teacher? A teacher can tell you how you can approach the problem. I usually 
study statistics by myself but if the materials are really difficult, then I need 
guidance from the professor.   (Liang Interview, 7/7/2007) 
 
I think education should …be like, give students a list of books to read and have 
students come to the teacher when they have a question. I always tell my friends 
about this idea but I can't do this to my students. I don't know why. Maybe it’s my 
personality. In my own classroom teaching, I don’t feel safe to leave the students 
[to] figure out things on their own. I feel that it’s not [so] responsible [to leave the 
students alone]. As a teacher, I think you should explain things well to the class… 
It will take a class for me to explain things but for students it will take more time 
to figure things out on their own.  (Liang Interview, 11/5/2006) 
 
As seen in his interview response, Liang’s learning beliefs predict a facilitator role that 

promotes student independence in learning.  However, when it comes to his own teaching, he is 

leaning predominantly more toward an information giver rather than a facilitator.  In other words, 
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he volunteers to give knowledge and explain materials to provide an effective strategy of 

learning to the students because he believes this role to be his instructional responsibility in class.   

From a different angle, however, he hints at the underlying role of the facilitator in his 

instructional talk in which he used rhetorical questions to guide and facilitate student thinking 

processes.  Additionally, as stated in his interview response, his homework assignment is 

designed to create a safe learning space for students to build their independence and 

interdependence.  These aspects of instructional practices in and out of the classroom support his 

facilitator role that is subordinate to his dominant role of knowledge and/or strategy giver.  Thus,  

even though Liang’s instructional practice seems contradictory to his own learning beliefs at a 

superficial level, a deeper analysis of his teaching unfolds a certain continuity given his dynamic 

flow of teaching practice:  

Statistics is a boring subject to most people. I want them to learn by themselves. I 
don’t want them to be confused and hate statistics. I hope they can learn statistics 
in a more relaxed environment. That’s why I emphasized homework, ‘cause if 
they have problems, they will come to me or they can discuss [among] themselves.  
(Liang Interview, 7/7/2007)                  

 
Another compelling insight that I draw from this response is his conception about a 

“responsible teacher” that underlies his conceptions about a teacher.  He defines a responsible 

teacher as one who explains the material well to the students and transmits knowledge to the 

students for them to absorb and study.  Liang’s perceptions about the responsible instructor role 

can be understood in terms of his educational experience in China where most teachers act as a 

source of knowledge, transmitting knowledge to students even when these perceptions contradict 

their own learning beliefs.  The other interpretation to this perception is that this is simply a 

reflection of his personal character as he states in the interview.  This is an area that calls for 

further investigation.  
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On the whole, the mismatches in Liang’s epistemic stance and his teaching practices are 

explained by compounding factors such as his beliefs about the nature of the domain of 

knowledge, his own approaches to learning, and his conceptions about the instructor role that has 

been shaped and conceptualized within the historical times and educational and cultural contexts 

in his own country of China.  These factors are found to have profound impact on his 

instructional practices.   

In conclusion, the instructional behaviors seen in the case study of Liang suggest that his 

case does not fit into the framework that predicts the relationship between one’s epistemic 

position and instructional role (Knefelkamp, 1979; Perry, 1970).  Although I acknowledge that 

there is relationship between Liang’s epistemic stance and his instructional practices proposed in 

the framework, I find the misaligned and inconsistent instructional practices of Liang equally 

persuasive given the complex nature of teaching.   

Therefore, on the one hand, I concur with Knelfelkamp’s (1979) proposition that an 

epistemic position can be a good channel to predict TA’s dominant instructional practice.  On the 

other hand, I insist that teaching practice is much more intricately related to other cultural-

historical factors of the TA.  In this stance, I argue that Liang’s instructional practices should not 

be conceived as an epistemic-bound, fixed entity divorced from historical, cultural, and 

contextual factors.  Instead, his practices should be viewed as complex entities in dynamic flow 

in the sense that different pieces of instructional approaches are constantly negotiated by various 

socio-cultural and historical factors and constructed through different instructional discourses 

and interactions with students, thus composing Liang’s teaching as a whole.  For these reasons, 

Liang’s classroom practices as a whole instantiate multiple instructional roles, and often appear 

to be disconnected from his epistemic position of dualism.  
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5.2.4   Relationship between Instructional Practice and Student Evaluation 

Liang received high ratings on his teaching evaluations in terms of meeting the students’ 

expectations about learning the course materials. Students mentioned that he had done a nice job. 

Moreover, the students positively responded to Liang’s “very well organized” and sequentially 

structured “step-by-step” lecture with “detailed” and “thorough” explanations. His multiple 

review approaches to the learning materials also received positive evaluations. Students called 

his logically and sequentially organized teaching “thoughtful.” They even called him “a great 

professor” and “an excellent statistics professor.” These positive evaluations from the students 

seem to be correlated with the role that Liang played in class, as a ‘source of knowledge’ and 

‘source of right way to find knowledge’ who transmitted knowledge to students and provided a 

model of effective learning.  

A majority of positive comments made by students centered on academic aspects of the 

practice: (1) organization of the learning materials, (2) thorough and detailed explanation of the 

contents, (3) step-by-step approaches to problem solving, (4) multiple reviews to problem 

solving, and (5) application of theory to a statistical problem through the use of examples. 

Students showed a strong fondness for the way he explained the content materials in a well-

organized and easily comprehensible manner.  However, some students still expressed 

difficulties in selecting appropriate formulas and applying them to different statistical problem 

situations.  

In addition, unlike predominant assumptions that associate ITAs’ language problems with 

the quality of instruction and learning, none of the student participants in this study complained 

about Liang’s English.  In contrast, some students described him as “well-spoken.”  Yet, there 

were two students who wrote in the survey that they had to pay a closer attention to his speech 
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because of his accent and soft spoken manner but it was not to the degree that they could not 

understand his speech.  Therefore, Liang’s teaching performance as a sole instructor in this class 

gives very convincing counterevidence to the stereotyped claims that have been made about 

ITAs’ language deficiency, which has populated ITA research for more than two decades (Bailey, 

1982; Hoekje & Williams, 1992).  

As far as Liang’s evaluation of the students goes, he expressed satisfaction of his students’ 

overall performance and achievement in the course. He even mentioned that the students’ 

achievement went beyond his expectations with most students receiving more than an average 

grade – 88.8 out of 100 points:  

They performed very well beyond my expectation. But my result for the mid-term 
is like 90 out 100 or 87 out of 100. That is 22.2 points out of 25. So I was very 
satisfied. I told the students. The total is 25 plus two extra. And the best student 
got all 27 and two got 26 and one got 25. Mostly they got between 22 and 24. I 
am satisfied with the students’ performance from the result[s] of the mid-term, the 
questions that they ask, their attitude toward the homework, result[s] of the 
homework, and the attention they paid to the class.  (Liang Interview, 8/24/2006) 

In spite of the numerous positive aspects of Liang’s teaching put forth by students, 

challenges were also addressed by both parties.  Liang stated that the students did not ask as 

many questions during his lecture as he had hoped or expected.  This may have to do with 

communication issues.  In comparison to all the positive aspects of Liang’s teaching that 

received higher ratings, students gave slightly lower ratings on Liang’s ability to provide detailed 

explanations to their questions.  One student also expressed a desire to have a more interactive 

class.  Liang defended his position by saying that although he wanted to interact more with the 

students in class, he did not feel comfortable doing it because of his lack of teaching experience 

and, to some extent, the language barrier: 

Because there is limitation of my language, so I can’t handle group discussion. So 
I have to choose the right format [lecture]… Sometimes I hope[d] that they would 
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ask me a question about like something in the midst of my lecture but usually they 
don’t ask. That’s one thing. (Liang Interview, 8/24/2006) 

 
    On the whole, there is congruence between Liang’s teaching and the student evaluations 

in this course.  Students liked Liang’s logically structured and detail-oriented mapped out 

instruction as well as his multiple reviews of the materials.  Students expressed that this approach 

enriched their learning and retention of the knowledge.  Students also described him as “easily 

approachable,” “flexible,” and “patient” in his interaction with them. Although there was a lack 

of interaction during the class time, a lot of students brought their questions to him right after the 

class and even sought to make appointments with him to seek additional help during his office 

hours.  These interactions that occurred outside the class time appear to be partly because Liang 

structured the class in a much more lecture-oriented way so that consequentially students 

preferred to address their individual questions after the class with the teacher in order not to 

interrupt the flow of the lesson.  Therefore, given the amount of positive comments and 

evaluations from the students and students’ overall performance in the course, Liang’s teaching 

practice in this class seemed to be well aligned with students’ expectations for the course, despite 

the fact that this was his first time teaching as the sole instructor and he was assigned to the 

teaching without any guidance or supervision from a faculty member in the department.  A 

desired step to further this inquiry is to extend the investigation to students’ own personal 

epistemologies to explore whether the congruence of personal epistemologies between a TA and 

students will contribute their evaluations of the TA’s instructional practice in class (Hofer, 2004).   
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5.3   Case Study: Mark (US TA) 

5.3.1   Instructional Practice 

 Mark’s class was much more interactive in the sense that at my first visit to his class, I 

found it hard to distinguish between his lecture that was composed of his monologic talk and his 

problem solving tasks that he and the students engaged together.  This difficulty in distinguishing 

Mark’s instructional practices tells us that there was no clear-cut boundary between his lecture 

and class interaction because he structured a class in which materials were explained while the 

class was in process and while students were engaging in the problem-solving task through 

verbal interaction with him. 

Mark’s lesson was divided into three different phases: (1) a quiz as a review of the 

previous lesson, (2) an interactive lecture on a new topic, and (3) a voluntary review session. 

During the whole time of my observation, Mark’s mostly led the class through verbal interaction 

with students.  First, he started the class with a quiz, which he claims was intended to help 

students review the previous class material.  Following the quiz, he reviewed the questions with 

the students briefly and then moved on to a new topic.  Most of the class time was devoted to 

working on the problem sets that Mark prepared for the students to address the application of a 

statistical theory.  He brought a range of different real-life problems to explain a statistical theory 

and then engaged in problem solving through dialogic interaction with students.  After that, he 

gave other problem sets as homework for which students were expected to apply underlying 

statistical theories to the problems as way of reviewing the lesson.  Mark’s instruction during the 

interactive lecture was designed to elicit responses from the students at every step of the problem 

solving procedure ranging from the ones requiring convergent thinking skills to the ones 

requiring divergent thinking skills.  At times, he ended up giving information to students when 
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the students did not give sufficient or satisfactory information or when there was a need for 

further explanation to the questions.  Students asked questions mostly when they needed further 

explanations in order to understand the problem-solving procedure during the class time. 

After the class, he assigned an hour review session for students who needed extra one-on-

one help or they could come to the TA and received individualized instruction.  Every time when 

I observed Mark’s class, I noticed that only a few students remained during the review session.  

Mark assigned homework daily to the students and collected them at the start of the class and 

gave them back the next day.  I believe that his intention was to help students review each lesson.   

In the beginning of my observations, Mark did not allow me to audio-record his 

classroom discourse because he was concerned that such recording could prevent the students 

from participating in class and could make them feel uncomfortable when they said a wrong fact 

or did not give the right answer.  His blocking of my recording the session made it clear to me 

that he really cared about student participation and that he attempted to provide a comfortable 

and safe environment for his students to feel free to ask questions.  

After the first class visit, I explained to him that the recording was not meant to judge 

student performance in class, but rather to procure a more accurate account of what was going on 

in class by preserving the classroom event on audio.  During my second visit to the classroom, he 

did allow me to record. By that time, he was convinced that the purpose of my recording was 

indeed not to judge the participants’ class performance but to better understand the nature of 

classroom practice by having an accurate account of the classroom event with the artifact of a 

recorder.  

As suggested by Mark’s instructional format in the lesson, he attempted to give a spaced 

out review of the learning materials through an interactive lecture, a voluntary after-class review 
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session, and a quiz session as well as through homework assignments.  The interactive class 

format also suggests that Mark induced students to learn by having them interact with him both 

verbally and mentally, by which he intended to stimulate mental activity in the students’ minds 

and to give them a sense of ownership in this process as co-participants.  While it is not clear 

whether this instructional approach was welcomed by the majority of the students, they at least 

expressed appreciation of Mark’s approach that provided a comfortable environment for them to 

participate in the task.  

In the following sections, I will discuss Mark’s instructional practices taken from his 

classroom discourse transcript in terms of dominant instructional techniques he employed during 

the hypothesis testing lesson within his instructional episode.  

 
5.3.1.1   Instructional Approaches 

Mark’s instructional goal, as stated in his interview response, is to help students develop 

the ability to discern different statistical theories and to be able to apply appropriate theories to 

real problem solving cases.  Thus, his instructional goal goes beyond transmitting a body of 

knowledge or transforming the statistical materials, aiming at having students internalize the 

thought process that goes with the problem solving cases.  Unlike Liang’s case, he does not 

believe that explaining materials to the students will enhance their learning process.  Instead, as 

suggested by his interview responses below, Mark believes learning to take the form of students’ 

own mental engagement with the text or problem solving tasks by mastering the thought process 

that goes along with doing these tasks:        

A lot of the questions are pretty similar. The key is whether you could pick up the 
differences. I really want to drive them to the point where they can apply…. The 
way they try learn them is for them to study themselves. I don’t think there is 
much sense in me just repeating and repeating them….I stress the whole time I 
don’t really care whether they know the formula or not, I care that: ‘can you 
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follow the thought process that goes into using the formula and goes into what 
[the] formula means?  I’m trying to give them how to think about the process, not 
about just giving facts [in] their heads.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/06) 
 
Considering Mark’s instructional goals, it makes sense that Mark’s instructional 

approaches center on a questioning strategy that is oriented to the comprehension and application 

of knowledge beyond the mere recall of the factual information.  His other prominent approach 

along with this questioning strategy is the provision of real-life problem solving tasks that derive 

from articles, news, or current events.  I believe that through the use of real-life cases as problem 

examples, Mark attempts to make the learning more concrete, connected, and reflective of real 

life situations.  This strategy shows a good alignment to his teaching goal as well.  In the 

following section, I will examine each of these main instructional strategies based on Mark’s 

classroom episode from the transcript.  In doing so, I will also call special attention to specific 

discourse forms and their pedagogic function.   

 
5.3.1.1.1   Questioning as elicitation technique  

 One of the most prominent teaching approaches that occurs in a recurrent manner 

throughout Mark’s classroom practice is the employment of questioning as an elicitation 

technique.  Elicitation is a common feature of a teacher question in class that is designed to 

generate information from the students that might otherwise have been provided by the teacher 

(Nunan, 1991, p.195).  Among many question types that Mark employed in his class, display 

questions are the main ones that elicit responses from the students as a channel of engaging 

students in problem solving tasks.  Unlike referential questions, to which the speaker does not 

know the answer, a display question is often asked by a teacher to test students’ previously 

acquired knowledge (Long & Sato, 1983). 
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 Display questions that Mark asked to the students are epistemic in nature, requiring not 

only factual knowledge or calculation of a problem of an algorithmic kind using formulas, but 

also comprehension and integration of the concepts or application of knowledge to specific 

problem cases.  Therefore, the deployment of this display question as an elicitation technique 

implies an alignment with his instructional goal of enabling students to apply correct statistical 

theories to different problem cases.   

   Episode 5.3 illustrates a segment of Mark’s entire class lesson that gives a comprehensive 

illustration of his instructional approach.  As seen on line 5 of Episode 5.3, p. 202, the opening 

for a problem solving task on the quiz begins with a display question that requires an ability to 

distinguish the usage of two different statistical tests in the problem set, Z-statistics vs. t-statistics: 

“In the first one, why should you use t statistics instead of the Z?”  This kind of question cannot 

be answered with mere memorization of formulas or individual tests, but rather requires mastery 

of the concept behind each statistical theory.   

Another piece of evidence can be seen in lines 26-55 (pp. 204-5) within the same episode 

in which Mark explains the matched pair t-test by using a baseball game example.  As seen in 

this segment of interactional discourse, display questions that Mark employs to the students are 

at different levels of cognitive hierarchy and become cognitively more challenging.  First, as 

seen on line 26, he asks a factual information question to which the answer can be retrieved from 

a statistical value table in the book: “[s]o anybody have what this (t .025 indicated in the 

appendix of the book) is?”  As a second step, he moves to the next level of question that requires 

knowledge of an algorithm, for example the statistical decision making process based on t value 

(see line 28, Episode 5.3, p.204).  Following the contribution made by the student about the 

interpretation of the statistical result (see line 31, p. 204), Mark goes further to ask a higher level 
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of question that demands not only conceptual mastery of a particular statistical theory but also an 

ability to evaluate the statement made in this specific problem case: “[w]hat’s wrong with that?” 

(Episode 5.3, line 33, p.204).  This question requires a divergent thinking skill because it 

demands an ability to apply the concept to the problem case in order to find a logical problem 

within the statement made by him.   

As the lesson moves on, he adds another level of complexity to the question.  As seen on 

line 37 (p. 204), Mark’s display question demands the ability to analyze characteristics of each 

statistical test and to distinguish the differences between tests in the context of a problem case: 

“what [is the] difference about this test we did than any of the previous ones we did, huh?” This 

kind of question requires divergent thinking skills designed to promote learners’ independence in 

generating ideas and to serve as a channel of higher level thinking (Blanchette, 2001).  The range 

of display questions seen from Mark’s classroom discourse provides evidence that a significant 

part of his instructional focus aims at guiding students to problem solving processes as a whole 

rather than memorization of formulas or a chunk of information.   

 In this view, Mark’s questioning as an elicitation technique sends a mixed message about 

his instructional practices.  On the one hand, he appears to direct students to the right way of 

approaching problem solving by gradually increasing the degree of complexity of his questions.  

On the other hand, his elicitation technique as a whole seems to aim at developing divergent 

thinking skills by providing a frame of reference to conceptualize students’ thought processes as 

an attempt to facilitate student learning. 

   A close look at his follow-up moves in the dialogic interaction – following his display 

question or students’ responses to the question – clearly points to Mark’s instructional focus.  For 

example, if we revisit the segment of dialogic interaction between Mark and the students in the 
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matched-pair t-test lesson (lines 26-56 in Episode 5.3, pp. 204-5),  a pattern of Mark’s 

instructional moves can be identified in the follow-up moves.  A piece of evidence that show his 

instructional focus can be seen in lines 30-32, p. 204.  As seen in lines 30-32, after the student 

gives a response to the question of statistical decision making criteria, Mark takes over the rest of 

the task by acknowledging the response and giving additional explanations as to how to interpret 

the statistical results without attempting to request interpretations from the students.   

Similarly, the same pattern of instructional moves is identified in lines 33-36 (p. 204), 

when Mark asks a question that requires a divergent thinking skill for which students need to 

apply knowledge to make a connection with a specific task: “What’s wrong with that?” (line 33, 

p. 204).  After waiting for a student response for a few seconds, he does not push students further 

to draw the answer from them.  Instead, he not only volunteers to give the information himself as 

a response move: “what we are doing in this hypothesis testing is not to show causality,” (see 

line 34, p. 204), but he also extends his answer with further explanations (“You can’t say one 

causes the other. You can say there is evidence to get the relationship. But you have no idea 

based on this alone whether you can say the event actually causes the problem,” line 36, p. 204).   

The other piece of evidence can be seen in the same episode in which Mark tests students’ 

ability to analyze a basic principle of different statistical tests: “What [is the] difference about 

this test we did than any of the previous ones we did, huh?” (see line 37, p. 204).  Even though a 

student may attempt to contribute to the question as seen in line 41, p. 204, it is obvious in 

Mark’s tone of acknowledgement that the response is not sufficient enough to be an answer: 

“Just a little bit, maybe, a little bit.” (line 42, p. 204).  Accordingly, instead of anchoring a 

student thought process, he ends up explaining all the necessary information to the questions as 

seen in his follow-up moves (see lines 43-51, p. 204).  In these follow-up moves, he organizes 
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the information in order and helps them find the logic behind a particular statistical test (matched 

pair t-test): “first thing we did, all these ones are equal number of samples” (line 43, p. 204), “In 

addition to this, each one of these numbers is related” (line 46, p. 204), and “because of that, we 

can do the matched pair experiment” (line 50, p. 204).  

Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that Mark’s instructional moves seen in his elicitation 

techniques show evidence that he is modeling students the right way to the learning process by 

directing and guiding students through the questions; yet, he does not scaffold student learning 

enough to construct or generate knowledge from the students themselves when the questions 

require a higher level of cognitive activity.  Students’ performances that do not fully reach 

Mark’s expectation, revealed in the post-observational interview with him, provide reasonable 

evidence to support this argument.  In brief, the pedagogic functions of interactional moves that 

Mark shows in his dialogic interaction reveal that he attempts to engage students in verbal and 

mental learning activities through a range of display questions.  

Episode 5.3 Mark’s class discourse transcript: Hypothesis testing 
Line     Transcript Category 
  

 
1 
2 

 
 
 
 
 

3 
4 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5 
6 
7 
8 

 
 
 

 
 
TA:  Does everybody have a book with them today? 
         Let’s take the quiz and we are up. 

((TA passes out a quiz for the students to work on it. TA gives about 
20 minutes for the students to work on their homework. While the 
students work on the quiz, TA writes down some formula on the 
board.)) 
… 

TA:  Okay,  
let’s go over that real quick. 
((Quiz says: 1. Your assignment for a music class is to pick a singer 
who has published a large number of songs and listen to every song in 
his or her collection. You want the average length of your songs to be 
3:45 (225 seconds). After sampling 22 songs, you found a sample 
mean of 256 seconds and a sample standard deviation of 58 seconds. 
Q1: Why should you use the t-statistic instead of the Z–statistics?)) 

TA:  In the first one, why should you use t statistics instead of the Z? 
   S:  Because we don’t know the real population mean.  
TA:  Okay.  
         So we are testing the hypothesis that …  
         ((writing down the following on the board.)) 
         H0  µ = 225  
         H1  µ ≠ 225 

Beginning (30 min.):  
Procedural Talk & Instructional Talk 
Referential question: task organization 
Directives: task organization  
 
 
 
 
 
Transitional marker: transition of task  
Directives: task organization  
 
 
 
 
 
Dialogic interaction: 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: displaying comprehension 
Follow-up: acknowledgement   
Follow-up: comment (explanation) 
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Line     Transcript Category 
 
 

9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10 
 

11 
12 

 
 
 
 

13 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 
15 

 
 

16 
17 

 
18 
19 
20 

 
 
 
 

21 
 

22 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23 
 
 

24 
25 

 
 

         T = 256 – 225   = 2.507 
       58√22 

TA:  Anybody knows where it (t value from the formula) comes from? 
         This (t-value) I believe comes from [     ]. 
          df  = n-1 =21 

Reject H0 if t > t.025.21 
                   ∥   ∥ 
                2.507 > 2.080  
                        t > 2.080 

          Reject the null since 2.507 is greater than 2.080.  
          Any question about that one?  
 
TA:  Okay,  

second one was, ((TA reads the following.)) you are trying to sell 
pizzas, but you don’t know whether to sell them with pepperoni or 
plain. A sample of 64 potential customers indicated that 38 of them 
preferred pepperoni. Does this evidence suggest that more than half of 
your population of potential customers prefers pepperoni? 

TA:  We are testing hypothesis. We can say  
H0  = p = .5 
H0  = p > .5 
P was x = 38 = .59 
          n     64 
So plug in Z here ((referring to the formula below))  
Z =  .59- .5     =   1.44   
      √.5 * .5     
             64 
I got this 1.44 
Is that familiar?  
I did the p value test whether to reject the null… 
P= P (Z n? > Z ) = P (Z > 1.44) = .0749 
… 

   S:  [question about decimal number of p value] 
TA:  I would suggest 2 or 3 decimal number. I’m looking more at the  
        procedure than the exact number. 
S:    Where did you get the .0749?  
TA: [inaudible]. 

Any question before we talk about new stuff?  
((TA pauses a bit. Then because no one asks a question, he moves 
on.)) 

        … 
 
TA: Today we are gonna go over a few formulas and a bunch of examples. 

These formulas are a little more complicated.  
So far we have compared sample mean with population mean but it’s 
nice to compare one mean to another.   

        … 
        ((TA gives an example of a baseball game score between two teams.)) 
        Team 1:   24, 34, 29, 41, 57, 50, 48, 56, 44, 30, 50, 40, 40, 42 
 
        Team 2:   16, 26, 14, 41, 28, 69, 40, 48, 28, 18, 48, 17, 30, 0 
                XD:    8,   8,   15,  ?,  29, -14, 8,   8, 16, 32,  2, 23, 16, 33  
… 
TA:  Again, if you look at this, you see dramatic differences. You start with 

((referring to the formula)) Sp2, urm, and that is 13 times 91.8 plus 13 
times 250.1, urm, divided by degree of freedom which is 26.  
That clear?  
We’ve done it a couple of times. And that comes out to 171 [      ]. t is 
43.6 minus 30.5 minus zero, ur, dividing that by square root 171 times 
1 over 14 plus 1 over 14. For that, I got equal 2.69. And again we 

 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
Statement: explanation 
     
 
 
 
 
 
Comprehension check  
 
Transitional marker: transition of task 
Statement: transmission of information 
 
 

 
 
 
Statement: explanation          
 
 
 
 
 
 
       
      
Comprehension check  
Statement: explanation 
 
      
Referential question: requesting info  
Directives: task procedure (advice) 
 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info 
Comprehension check  
 
 
Middle (80 min):  
Instructional & Procedural Talk 
Statement: explanation of task     
                  organization 
Statement: meta-comment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement: explanation 
 
 
Comprehension check  
Statement: explanation (elaboration) 
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Line     Transcript Category 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

26 
 

27 
28 
29 
30 
31 

 
32 

 
 
 
 

33 
 

34 
35 
36 

 
 
 

37 
 

38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 

 
44 
45 

 
 
 
 

46 
 

47 
48 
49 
50 

 
51 

 
 

reject if t is greater than t alpha over 2.025, which is t.025. Again, we 
are testing between two years. We are not specifically testing, ‘is this 
one less than this one or this one greater than the previous one’. That 
would be changing. The alternative hypothesis would change with use 
of .05 or .025, the t test.  
 

       * 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
TA:  Okay, so anybody have what this ((referring to t.025 value on the 
         appendix table in the book)) is?  
   S:  2.056 
TA:  2.056  
TA:  So? 
   S:  Reject 
TA:  So, reject that one if greater than this one. ((*Reject if t > tα/2.025 

=t.025.26 = 2.056 ))  
So you can say there is a significant difference between [inaudible]’s 
performance the following year after the exam than the year 2001. 
Now the smart guys on ESPN are trying to, they way they phrase it, 
they obviously didn’t do [    ], but, the way they phrase it was winning 
the home run they will cause you to believe [     ].  
What’s wrong with that?  
((TA waits a couple of seconds for the response.)) 

        What we are doing in this hypothesis testing is not to show causality,  
okay?  
You can’t say one causes the other. You can say there is evidence to 
get the relationship. But you have no idea based on this alone whether 
you can say the event actually causes the problem. 

        … 
TA:  What [is the] difference about this test we did than any of the previous 

ones we did, huh?  
   S:  What are they different?  
TA:  Yeah, oh, no, no.  
        What’s the difference of the (   )? I didn’t hear you. 
S:     [inaudible]. 
TA:  ((a bit different tone of voice)) Just a little bit, maybe, a little bit.  

Oh, first thing we did, all these ones ((referring to the equation n1 =n2 
= 14)) are equal number of samples,  
okay?  
That doesn’t make the problem easier necessarily. That could have 
been coincidence. But for instance, if I compare male’s height with 
female’s height. if I happen to have the same number of males and 
females in my sample, all that makes the hypothesis a bit easier but 
you still need to figure through [     ]. But it doesn’t change the logic.  
In addition to this, each one of these numbers is related. What Darby 
did last year is nothing to do with this year’s [     ],  
right?  
Each of these is specifically tied to another one or the other factor,  
okay?  
Because of that, we can do the matched pair experiment. We define 
the new, because of all these, XD is simply 1 minus [    ],  
okay?  

          
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dialogic interaction: 
Display question: comprehension check 
 
Response: displaying comprehension 
Follow-up: acknowledgement  
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: displaying comprehension 
Follow-up: acknowledgement  
 
Follow-up: comment (explanation) 
 
 
 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
 
Response: giving information  
Confirmation check     
Follow-up: explanation (elaboration) 

  
 
 
Display question: comprehension check  
 
Clarification request  
Response: disconfirm  
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: displaying comprehension               
Follow-up: acknowledgement  
Follow-up: explanation (classification) 
 
Confirmation check                                                 
Follow-up: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
                                                               
 
Follow-up: explanation (classification)                                            
                                   
Confirmation check 
Follow-up: explanation (elaboration)  
Confirmation check 
Follow-up: explanation (connection) 
 
Confirmation check 
 
 

H0: µ1 - µ2 = 0 
H1: µ1 - µ2 ≠ 0       Sp2  =13 * 91.8 + 13 * 250.1 =171 
n1  = n 2  =14        
X1 = 43.6                        (43.6 -30.5 ) - 0 
X2 = 30.5                t  =                                   = 2.69 
S1

2 =91.8                           171 ( 1 + 1 )    
S2

2 = 250.1                                 14  14 
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Line     Transcript Category 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

52 
 
 
 

53 
54 

 
 

55 
56 
57 
58 

 
 
 
 

59 
60 
61 
62 
63 

 
64 
65 

 
66 

 
 

67 
68 

 
 
 
 

69 
 

* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
         … 
TA:  Ur, okay. If these means are tie, saying this is actually the same as 

that. if not, it has to be equally zero? Sum of the average of the 
difference should be zero. If you are hitting the same number every 
year, then your difference between two should be zero,  
right?  
And then we got the alternative, ur, the book goes through and talks 
about, you know, what’s the difference, how you see the distribution 
for the matched pair, actually [    ]. It’s just t-statistics.…  
Ur, how many degrees of freedom do we have? 

S:     13. 
TA:  13, yeah,  

because even though previously we had 26, because we are actually 
taking from two different samples, here we are just taking from one 
sample, it’s just the number of sample divided by [      ] positive one. 
Degree of freedom equals 13. X bar z is 13.14, S square z is 173.7, 
and therefore SD is 13.2 

S:     S square z is?  
TA:  173.7 
S:     And the other one is? 
TA:  standard deviation is 13.2,  
        So our matched pair statistics could be 13.14 minus zero over 13.2 

divided by root 14. Ur, that turns out to be. 3.73,  
        okay?  

Urm, as a general rule of thumb, if your t value is greater than 3, 
unless your sample size is one or 2, you can reject,  
okay? Is that good?  

         … 
 
TA: That’s pretty much all I’ve got today.  

There are a couple of more things to go over on next probably 
Monday. Monday we will go over techniques [     ]. Then we just have 
one more class before the mid-term. For homework. ((TA writes down 
the homework on the board))  
…  
Again, if anybody wants to do another example or stay around for, you 
know, what we are gonna cover today, you’re all welcome to. I’ll be 
around. Otherwise, I’ll see you on Monday. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Statement: explanation (elaboration)  
                                             

 
 

Confirmation check 
Statement: explanation (elaboration) 
 
Dialogic interaction: 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: displaying comprehension 
Follow-up: acknowledgement   
Follow-up: comment (explanation) 
 
 
 
 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info 
Referential question: request info 
Response: giving info   
Follow-up: explanation 
 
Confirmation check 
Statement: advice 
  
Comprehension check 
 End (60 min): 
Procedural talk 
Statement: closure 
Statement: explanation of task 
organization  
 
             

 
Statement: closure 

 
5.3.1.1.2   Real-life Problem Solving 

 Another prominent instructional strategy that repeatedly occurs in Mark’s lesson is the 

employment of real-life examples for the problem set tasks.  Some examples which Mark used 

during his lesson can be captured in Episode 5.3.  Throughout the lesson Mark uses a number of 

real-life examples to address the application of theory to the real-life cases: the song example 

t = XD –µD   = 13.14- 0    =3.73 
      Sd/   √nD     31.2/ √14 
 

  (df) =13 
  Xp  =13.14 
  SD

2 =173.7 
  SD   =13.2 
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taken from quiz #1 (see line 4, p. 202); the pizza example seen from quiz #2 (see line 12, p. 203), 

and the baseball game score example in the main lesson (see line below 22, p. 203).  It is 

apparent that when introducing a problem task, Mark connects the task to real-life examples that 

are appealing to the students.  In addition, Mark offers to show another problem-set during the 

voluntary review session which comes after the end of the main lesson: “if anybody wants to do 

another example…you’re all welcome to. I’ll be around” (see line 68, p. 205). 

 Another piece of evidence that signifies the magnitude and the gravity of this 

instructional approach can be seen during his teaching preparation time mentioned in his 

interview responses.  He states in the interview that during the teaching preparation, he devotes a 

vast amount of time to finding real-life examples that are directly applicable to the statistical 

theory discussed in the lesson: 

The most time-consuming part during the prep time is finding examples and 
coming up with examples that really show the point. I try to use more examples to 
show theory. I really want to drive them to the point where they can apply.  (Mark 
Interview, 8/15/2006) 

Mark’s approach, in turn, points to a strong connection to his ultimate teaching goal as 

shown in his interview excerpt below.  He encourages students to develop a capacity to select the 

correct formula and ultimately to apply the formula underlying statistical theory to different 

problem-solving situations:  

What I always want to make sure is whether the students can see an example, they 
can see how it is used through an example.... Ideally in real-life you are given a 
set of data.  Can you make sense of it, more importantly for them on the exam? 
Can you take the data from this and know what to do with it and know what the 
result means?  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 
 

In brief, evidence gathered from Mark’s classroom episode, interview data, and 

classroom observation data stress his “real-life problem solving” approach to teaching in his 

effort to show a direct connection between learning and applicability of the learning materials.  
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Mark spent a lot of time looking at the real-life examples to facilitate students’ application of 

knowledge in the real world and during this process.  He brought various problem set examples 

from real-life data to show the students the real-world application of the theory.  Furthermore, he 

provided a space to assist the students on a one-on-one basis by offering a review session at the 

end, yet made them responsible for their own learning by making the session optional rather than 

mandatory.  The structure of the lesson shows that he created opportunities for students to review 

the learning materials at multiple times with different kinds of problems sets and through a range 

of sessions: quiz, main lesson, and review.  These strategies are viewed as Mark’s attempt to 

situate students’ learning in the real-life and to make the learning more applicable and lifelike, 

which in turn can enhance higher levels of mental activity.  Moreover, this instructional format 

reveals Mark’s conception about teaching: the exposing of students to the fuzzy nature of real 

world cases in order to help them transform their knowledge into real world information. 

As discussed so far, throughout his teaching, Mark implemented two main instructional 

strategies in order to achieve his teaching goal and to orient student learning to the application of 

theory through development of a hierarchy of thought and a higher level of thinking.  One of his 

main strategies is the deployment of a display question to test student knowledge and to elicit 

specific information from the students.  As an interactive approach of teaching-learning, he 

continuously employed this strategy to generate responses from the students and to guide student 

thinking though questions.  Nonetheless, he did not provide further assistance following students’ 

lack of knowledge in the responsive move.  Instead, he accepted student responses partially by 

acknowledging their contribution; then he would volunteer to offer complete information to the 

students with occasional elaboration.   
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Therefore, even though the surface level of his dialogic interaction renders the impression 

that he was promoting students’ thought process by providing a frame of instructional discourse, 

a close-up on the details of his interactional moves provides strong evidence to the contrary.  His 

instructional move itself did not scaffold student learning enough to further their learning.  

Instead, Mark ended up being a final authority to transfer knowledge and information to the 

students.  This practice itself seems to reveal contradictions within Mark’s intended instructional 

approach and overall instructional goal.  These contradictions may be because Mark did not fully 

understand what it means to truly engage students in learning through verbal interaction and 

because he did not receive training on how to facilitate the process at a discourse and 

instructional levels.  Mark mentioned that he has never been formally trained in teaching other 

than mimicking some of his teachers’ instructional approaches.   

 Although the discourse level of analysis in Mark’s teaching shows a mismatch between 

his conception about teaching and his actual practice, examination of other aspects of his 

teaching practice show a strong connection to his overall teaching goal and to his conception of 

learning.  A piece of evidence that illustrates this connection can be seen from the other 

instructional approach, the use of real-life examples as problem questions.  In the post-

observational interview, Mark states that he selected examples from the problem sets that were 

based on real-life data from articles or news in order to show connections of learning to real-life 

situations instead of using the examples from the textbook that may not have real-life 

implications and are self-explanatory: 

I tried to come up with examples based on real-life data out of the article, news, 
something that has real-life application. I follow the topics in the book but I try to 
use different examples than the ones in the book. This way they have [one] 
example from the class and have one from the book. I don’t see much point just 
copying one from the book ‘cause they can see it themselves.  (Mark Interview, 
8/15/2006)    
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By introducing problems that have real-life applications, Mark attempts to connect learning 

materials to issues in real-life, thus making the theory more easily applicable to the problem 

tasks. 

In addition to Mark’s use of real-life problems, the structure of his entire lesson also 

shows a congruence with his overall teaching goal of facilitating student thinking and learning 

processes.  As mentioned earlier, Mark’s class time was divided into three parts: a quiz, a 

discussion of a new topic, and a review session.  Specifically the review section was designed for 

students who wanted to receive additional help outside the formal class time.  This was seen as 

an attempt by Mark to promote a voluntary attitude and responsibility for students’ own learning.  

As noted in his post-observational interview response, his comment on a “teacher can affect 

student learning as much as the student wants to do” evidently shows his conception about 

teaching: the providing of an environment for students to learn by their own will rather than 

forcing them to learn:   

I think the teacher can affect students’ learning as much as the student wants to do. 
If students really want to learn the material, the teacher can help. If they don’t 
want to, I can’t no matter what I do.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 

Although only a few students remained in the review session for additional assistance, Mark kept 

this lesson structure all throughout the course to encourage students’ own willingness and 

ownership of the learning.  Therefore Mark’s instructional practice, as seen in his instructional 

moves from the classroom episode and the overall lesson structure, show the complex and 

contradictory nature of his instructional approaches in relation to his overarching teaching goal.   

  Now, I will now turn to the quantitative analysis of Mark’s classroom discourse, which 

will identify regularities and implicit rules that underlie his instructional behavior in a discourse.  

It should be noted that this quantitative analysis is supplementary to the class discourse analysis 
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seen from Episode 5.3 and used to strengthen the argument made as to Mark’s instructional 

practice by providing generalities of his practices.   

 One instance that supports Mark’s instructional approach that aims to transfer knowledge 

to students can be seen in the analysis of his dialogic interaction.  Table 5.7 tabulates a frequency 

distribution of dialogic interaction according to the interactional features and its pedagogic 

functions in Mark’s class.  As seen in Table 5.7, in this dialogic interaction, Mark’s questions are 

composed of the epistemic nature of display questions (17.9%) that he used to check student 

comprehension of the content materials and echoic questions such as the ‘comprehension check 

question’ (10.4%) and the ‘confirmation check question’ (14.9%) which he used to confirm that 

students follow his explanations.  The high ratio allocated to these questions confirms that Mark 

attempted to lead students to the right way of gaining knowledge by testing their knowledge and 

checking their understanding of his explanations. 

Table 5.7  Dialogic Interaction in Mark’s class classified under its interactional features and the pedagogic 
functions  

Interactional features 
in Dialogue 

Discourse function for pedagogic 
purpose 

Mark     Students   Total 
   n (%)  n    (%) n    (%) 

Question        

Display question Comprehension check 12  (17.9%)   12  (17.9%) 

Referential question 
Requesting information (e.g. factual 
knowledge, conceptual definition, 
explanation) 

1  (1.5%) 5  (7.5%) 6  (9.0%) 

Comprehension check  Comprehension check 7  (10.4%)   7  (10.4%) 

Confirmation check  Confirmation check 10  (14.9%)   10 (14.9%) 

Clarification request Clarification request for identification   1  (1.5%) 1  (1.5%) 

 Response Displaying comprehension/knowledge   9  (13.4%) 9  (13.4%) 

  
Giving information (e.g. factual 
knowledge, conceptual definition, 
explanation) 

5  (7.5%)   5  (7.5%) 

  Confirming/Disconfirming previous 
speaker’s message 1  (1.5%)   1  (1.5%) 

 Follow-up Acknowledgement  6  (9.0%)   6  (9.0%) 

  Explanation 10  (14.9%)   10  (14.9%) 

Total  52  (77.6%) 15  (22.4%) 67  (100%) 
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A close look at the student data shows that Mark’s comprehension check questions 

elicited student-initiated questions (7.5%).  Most of the student-initiated questions are referential 

in order to request explanation of the learning materials from the TA in the process of the 

problem-solving tasks.  It is generally assumed that to a certain extent, student-initiated questions 

can signal a healthy distribution of the “ownership of classroom discourse,” promoting more 

effort on the part of the learner (Thornbury, 1996, p. 282).  However, in Mark’s classroom 

context, the student-initiated referential questions worked mainly as information-seeking 

questions that assumed Mark to be an authority of knowledge and a guide to learning.  

Moreover, an examination of the interactional features of the response and of the follow-

up moves further supports this finding:  while Mark’s 9 out of 12 display questions elicit some 

responses from the students (13.4%), in 10 out of the 12 questions he built on student responses 

and gave further explanation (14.9%).  Furthermore, as can be seen by the types of questions he 

asked, during the process of this dialogic interaction he constantly attempted to check students’ 

comprehension by employing formal comprehension check questions (10.4%).  

Another piece of evidence that hints at the instructional pattern underlying Mark’s 

teaching is shown in Table 5.8.  Table 5.8 illustrates a composition of his monologic statements 

and their pedagogic functions during his instructional talk.  As seen in Table 5.8, a majority of 

Mark’s statements function to explain the statistical content materials (84.2%).  The rest of the 

statements appear to minimally signal the transition of the lesson, offer advice, or recast the 

information to reinforce learning or to clarify information.  This is evidence that although Mark 

appeared to use a dialogic approach to teaching with his questioning strategy throughout the 

lesson, he also gave a lecture about the statistical theories in the process of engaging students in 

problem solving tasks.   However, it should be noted that unlike Liang’s classroom discourse in 
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which there is a clear boundary between his monologue and dialogic interactions, Mark’s 

monologic statements appear intermittently between the dialogic interaction in the beginning or 

at the end of each task when substantial explanations of statistical concepts or application of the 

concepts were required.  These data suggest that Mark’s instructional approach has more of a 

dynamic nature than does Liang’s.  Because these findings cannot be measured by quantification 

of the discourse feature and its pedagogic functions per se, these discourse features and their 

functions are mapped out in Figure 5.3. 

Table 5.8 Mark’s composition of statement and its function during instructional talk 
Pedagogic functions of statement n (%) 

Information transmission   1  (5.3%) 
Explanation  16  (84.2 %) 
Advice 1  (5.3%) 
Recast for reinforcement/clarification 1  (5.3%) 

Total 19 (100%) 
 
So far in the analysis, the quantitative data from Tables 5.7 and 5.8 illustrate the specific 

language feature and functions that generalize Mark’s teaching approach that he designed to 

transfer a body of statistics knowledge to the students; this approach includes: how to understand 

the problem-solving task, how to apply this problem-solving task to specific statistic tasks, and 

how to interpret the results.  It is also apparent that to achieve his teaching-learning goal, Mark 

provided opportunities for students either to demonstrate their knowledge or understanding of the 

materials or to interrupt him and ask questions about the materials that they had difficulty in 

understanding.  Such instruction that emphasized comprehension of the problem-solving 

procedure as a whole evidently shows that Mark’s approach focuses on comprehension of the 

problem and the problem-solving procedure beyond mere recall or retention of formulated 

knowledge.   Therefore, Mark’s teaching focused on guiding and leading the students in how to 

engage in the problem-solving process by engagement in the problem solving with the students.  

Yet, this instruction was not sufficient enough to fully facilitate students’ construction of 
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knowledge, since at the end of each interactional move Mark mostly became the supplier of 

knowledge when students were not able to respond to the questions or were not able to provide 

complete answers.   

An overview of Mark’s instructional practices can be seen in Figure 5.3 that maps out the 

analysis of Mark’s monologue and dialogic interaction based on the linguistic form and its 

pedagogic functions during the entire lesson of hypothesis testing.  The interactional feature 

and/or its functions that are marked with dotted lines indicate students’ talk and the rest of the 

functions refer to Mark’s talk.  As seen in Figure 5.3, Mark’s teaching encompasses both 

monologue and dialogic interactions.  His monologue appears in the beginning of the lesson in 

the form of statements to explain content materials or to transmit information.  Additionally, 

Figure 5.3 shows that his monologue occurs at the end of the dialogic interaction of the follow-

up move as an additional step to offer explanation(s), give advice, or recast information for 

clarification or reinforcement purposes. 

The sequence of dialogic interaction has a structure of question, response, and follow-up.  

In looking at the question, Mark’s questions are display questions which he intends to test 

student understanding and articulation of knowledge, whereas student questions are mostly 

referential questions that seek information from Mark.  As a result, Mark’s response moves 

function to give information while the students’ responses function to demonstrate knowledge.  

Moreover, Mark’s follow-up moves concern either acknowledging students’ contribution or 

extending previous responses made by students and adding additional explanations. 
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             Figure 5.3 Instructional talk in Mark’s class analyzed based on discourse form and function 
             Note. Speech data in dotted-line d boxes indicate students’ discourse form/function. Speech data  
             in normal boxes indicate Mark’s discourse form/function. 

 

Moreover, the follow-up moves at times accompany comprehension check questions and 

confirmation check questions in order to confirm student understanding and to elicit questions 

from the students.  In brief, an overview of Mark’s instructional practice analyzed by the 

linguistic form and its pedagogic functions in Figure 5.3 reveals that his primary instructional 

focus is concerned more with students’ understanding of the content materials that Mark explains 

and processes rather than students’ independent meaning making through his facilitation and 

scaffolding.   

 In brief, quantification of Mark’s instructional practice based on its linguistic form and 

pedagogic functions reveals generalizable patterns of instruction underlying his instructional 

approach.  This finding leads to our understanding of Mark’s instructional role and goal of 
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teaching-learning: engaging students in problem solving process of learning by providing 

opportunities for students to ask questions and to demonstrate their understanding of the 

knowledge.  At the same time, the data also suggest that contrary to his instructional attempt, 

Mark still perceives himself as a final authority in giving knowledge when student input is not 

sufficient to demonstrate comprehension or application of knowledge.  On this note, now I will 

turn to the discussion of Mark’s instructor role. 

 

5.3.1.2   Instructor Role  

Teaching practices observed and examined in Mark’s classroom episode and the speech 

function reveal the dual role of Mark as an instructor, which bears somewhat contradictory 

findings to his own conceptions about teaching.  Mark considers one of the most salient 

instructor roles in his teaching to be as a source of demonstrating good approaches to learning.  

Mark attempted to engage students in the problem solving process by not only creating an 

atmosphere in which students could feel free to interrupt him and to ask a question during the 

lecture, but also by inviting students’ verbal participation through initiating epistemic questions 

as well as echoic questions during the dialogic interaction.  This role appears to be as a facilitator 

because it involves an attempt to guide students’ thought processes through questioning, which 

in turn encourages and stimulate students’ verbal articulation of thoughts.  

However, Mark did not fully facilitate student learning when students showed a lack of 

knowledge and understanding in the problem solving process.  In this case, he mostly provided 

answers to the students and gave further explanations.  Therefore, Mark’s instructional approach 

at the discourse level demonstrates his active role as an instructor who attempts to show a good 

approach of learning by guiding student learning through questioning yet ultimately supplying 

knowledge as a final authority.  This factor is what distinguishes his instructor role from a 
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facilitator who can scaffold student learning to its fullest through continuous guidance and 

gradual reduction of the support until students develop independence in the construction of 

knowledge.    

Other data that support Mark’s active role of instructor is found in Table 5.9 that 

quantifies Mark’s classroom discourse based on the types of talk and forms of discourse.  Similar 

to Liang’s classroom practice, Mark’s classroom discourse is composed of instructional talk 

concerning content of the lesson materials as well as procedural talk related to the organizational 

matter of the task in class.  Because of the nature of the statistics discipline that involves a lot of 

problem solving tasks from the text, the ratio of instructional talk (81.9%) is much higher than 

that of procedural talk (18.1%).  Looking at the composition of instructional talk, we can see that 

the ratio of dialogic interactions (63.8%) is over three times higher than that of TA monologues 

(18.1%).  Thus, it appears that Mark’s classroom is much more interactive and requires a high 

degree of students’ verbal participation in the problem solving tasks.  However, a closer look at 

the ratio of talk between Mark and his students during the instructional talk reveals a different 

aspect of the practice.   

Table 5.9 Composition of discourse form in Mark’s class 
Types of Talk Discourse Form   Mark  Students Total 
  n    (%) n  (%) n       (%) 
Instructional talk Monologue 19  (18.1%)   19  (18.1%) 
 Dialogic interaction 52  (49.5%) 15  (14.3%) 66  (63.8%) 
Procedural talk Monologue 17  (16.2%)   17  (16.2%) 
 Dialogic interaction 2  (1.9%)   2  (1.9%) 
Total   90  (85.7%) 15  (14.3%) 105  (100%) 

 

Figure 5.4 visualizes the ratio of turns at talk between Mark and his students in terms of 

monologue and dialogue during Mark’s instructional talk.  In looking at the ratio of turns from 

the dialogic interaction, it is obvious that even though the interface was meant to be a dialogue 

between Mark and the students, he talked three times (49.5%) more than did the students 
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(14.3%).  The high ratio of turns taken by Mark during the verbal interaction is because when 

students did not give correct or complete answers, he volunteered to offer them response and 

further explanation.  This high frequency of turns also means that his invitation to the problem 

solving process did not provide a channel of learning that developed students’ independent 

thinking.  

Therefore, his main role in this discourse level of analysis is considered to be as a 

knowledge source in modeling effective learning.  In his post-observational interview, Mark 

mentioned that he wanted to engage students in learning by having them talk.  Although he 

employed a questioning strategy to guide their thinking process, he did not fully support students’ 

meaning making process and transfer knowledge to them, as suggested by the amount of talk 

from the classroom discourse.  This piece of data provides solid evidence that Mark performed as 

an authority in giving knowledge and helping students learn the right way.  

 
        Figure 5.4 Ratio of turns at instructional talk between Mark and the students in class  

 
On the other hand, the structure of Mark’s lesson and the examples that he brings to the 

class also suggest another dimension of instructor role as a facilitator.  An instructor who 
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assumes a facilitator role creates a learning environment in which students can see a direct 

connection to the real world through real-life problem sets, thus allowing students to revisit the 

knowledge multiple times with a variety of task formats.  Mark’s lesson structure has a 20-

minute quiz section at the beginning along with an hour and a half interactive lecture section in 

the middle and an hour review session at the end.  This three-part lesson structure is his invention 

in an effort to provide students with the opportunity to rehearse, practice, and review statistical 

concepts at multiple times with different questions and formats.  Moreover, to make the lesson 

more interesting and meaningful, he used real-life problems in order to address how to apply 

statistical theories to real-life problems.  Additionally, the addition of a review session at the end 

of the class time was meant to give students independence in that they had to take responsibility 

in their learning rather than his demanding and controlling their learning.  Mark’s interview 

response articulates this intended role well:  

I want them to know if ever anyone wants to come to me for extra help and likes 
[to] go over stuff personally, I want them to know that I’m up for it but I’m not 
gonna force them.   (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 
 

Mark’s lesson format and the types of examples that he brings to the class thus can be 

understood as way of promoting real-world application of theory, independence, and 

responsibility in learning.  Therefore, this instructional practice portrays his role as a facilitator.  

In sum, the evidence shown from Mark’s classroom discourse and his lesson structure 

render an argument that much of his instructional practices manifest his instructor role to be as a 

source of the right way to find knowledge, providing a good model of learning and transmitting 

knowledge to the students.  While Mark’s classroom practice based on the discourse level of 

analysis reveals his instructor role that ultimately promotes a specific learning approach to the 

students, his practice analyzed from the materials used in the lesson and the structure of the 



 

 

 

219 

lesson itself exposes his facilitator side, which is aligned with his own perceptions about his 

instructor role.  Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that these two roles are inherently 

demonstrated in his teaching throughout the lesson, comprising his practice as a whole. 

Figure 5.5 illustrates Mark’s instructional role in the diagram.  As seen in Figure 5.5, 

Mark’s instructional role shows a duality in his instructional practice: (1) a knowledge source in 

guiding students to the right knowledge and (2) a facilitator.  He attempted to actively engage 

students in learning during the class time by asking epistemic as well as echoic questions while 

continuously supplying knowledge to the students when they gave insufficient or no responses.  

On the contrary, the structure of Mark’s lesson, in which students were able to come forward for 

further learning or individualized help in the review session along with the real-life problem 

cases used during the lesson to promote application of knowledge, reveals a facilitator role.   

                                                 
                                                    

5.3.2   Epistemic Position  

The responses gathered by the questionnaire, the observational interview, and the 

member check confirm that Mark holds the early multiplicity position with regard to the nature 

of knowledge.  Perry (1970) claims that individuals holding this epistemic position are aware of 
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the unavoidable uncertainty of knowledge and truth as realities of the world in some areas of 

knowledge.  This new perception poses a speculation on the certainty of knowledge and gives 

acknowledgment to the thought that many answers are yet to be discovered.  Therefore, the 

amount of the uncertainty can raise opposition to the concession of authority and the truth seen 

as absolute.  Nevertheless, because this opposition is still a grudging concession in its infant 

stage, this view itself does not greatly affect one’s view of the nature of truth itself. 

Mark states that, regardless of knowledge domains, there is a certainty that the right and 

wrong answers exist in most cases, although there still may be some fuzziness and uncertainty in 

some cases.  Thus, in his view, truth and validity of knowledge need to be justifiable based on 

how convincing the evidence is that is proved by scientific reasoning and inquiry.  With this 

reasoning, he notes that most scientific knowledge can be verified based on this line of reasoning:  

Coming up with an answer that makes most sense. Good evaluation of evidence is 
very important for putting this in this task. That’s what all the mid-term was about. 
Is there evidence that suggest something or is there evidence that’s not.  (Mark 
Interview, 8/15/06) 

Nonetheless, Mark also acknowledges that there is room for authorities to falsify 

knowledge such as by scholars who may come up with an opposing theory after a long period of 

scientific experiment and research.  Given all these responses, it is reasonable to argue that Mark 

has made a grudging concession about the ambiguity of knowledge in its absoluteness, although 

this doubt is subsumed by his dominant perception about the nature of the truth that is absolute 

and certain, thus verifiable and justifiable by scientific measure and experiment.  This view 

typifies characteristics of early multiplicity in Mark’s epistemic stance during the time of 

investigation.  I believe that his academic background in physics and statistics may exert great 

influence in shaping his perceptions of the nature of knowledge.  
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5.3.3 Relationship between Epistemic Position and Instructional Practice 

Drawing on the findings of Mark’s instructional practices and epistemic position, I now 

call attention to the relationship between Mark’s epistemic stance and teaching practices 

represented through his instructor role and instructional strategies.  Next, the discussion of 

factors that affect the congruency between Mark’s epistemic stance and instructional practice 

will follow.   

An examination of Mark’s epistemic beliefs based on different sources of data reveals 

that he holds an early multiplicity epistemic position, standing in the absolute nature of 

knowledge in a given time while making concessions to the falsification of the knowledge by 

advancement of scientific discovery and reasoning.  Mark’s instructional practices expose a 

slight contradiction to his own conception of instructor.  A micro-level analysis of Mark’s 

instructional practice in the classroom context shows that while some of his teaching approaches 

appear to be contradictory to his perceived view of an instructor, other instructional approaches 

show congruence to his stated belief.  Thus, like Liang’s instructional practice, Mark’s teaching 

seems to have a dynamic flow, negotiating boundaries between the roles of facilitator and a 

source of modeling a good learning approach.  

Table 5.10 Relationship between Mark’s epistemic position and instructional role in class 
             Epistemic position 

  
 Instructor role  

Dualism Early multiplicity Late multiplicity 

 Source of knowledge    

 Source of right way to 
 find knowledge  Mark*  

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator) 

 Mark * 

 Note. Asterisk (*) indicates expected instructor role that corresponds to Mark’s epistemic position. 

Table 5.10 illustrates the relationship between Mark’s epistemic position and the instructional 

role under the epistemic framework adopted from Perry (1970) and Knefelkamp (1979).  According to 
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this model, Mark’s early multiplicity position predicts an instructor playing the role of the source of the 

right way to find knowledge in the teaching practice.  However, the analysis of Mark’s teaching 

illustrates that his instructional practice instantiates both the role of a source of the right way to find 

knowledge as well as a facilitator.   As Table 5.10 illustrates, while the role of source of modeling a 

good learning approach shows congruence to his epistemic beliefs, the facilitator role seems to be 

misaligned with his approach because it typifies an instructor who holds the late multiplicity position.  

One of the most prominent finding driven from this analysis is that although Mark 

believes himself to be a facilitator in class, the analysis of his classroom discourse reveals that he 

took on a more active role as an instructor giving knowledge and showing a good approach to 

learning.  For example, during the dialogic interaction with students, Mark employed a question 

as an elicitation strategy to promote students’ articulation of ideas.  Specifically, his display 

questions were meant to promote convergent as well as divergent thinking while engaging 

students in the problem-solving tasks.  Generally, questions that require convergent thinking are 

concerned with statistical concepts or solutions to a problem of an algorithmic kind, such as a 

mathematical computation using the statistical formulas.  By contrast, divergent thinking 

questions are those that required integration as well as application of knowledge or a concept to a 

problem situation within the topic or across the topic, with the effect of developing a connection 

between the principle and cases.  Therefore, divergent questions are much more challenging 

because they require a higher level of thinking skill, analysis, integration, and application of 

knowledge.   

The analysis of Mark’s classroom discourse reveals that even though Mark exposed 

students to a variety of questions as an attempt to guide their learning through questions, he did 

not further scaffold student learning in order to let them construct their knowledge on their own 
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when the questions required a higher level of thinking skills.  In fact, while students in Mark’s 

class were able to handle a question that required convergent thinking, they did not respond well 

or give complete answers to a question demanding divergent thinking skills.  In the latter case, 

not only did Mark not attempt to elicit responses from the students, but he also did not guide 

them to construct the knowledge by helping them contextualize the knowledge or add further 

information to the question.  Instead, he tended to answer his own question without really giving 

students a chance to think through the question themselves.   

In brief, Mark’s dialogic structure of interactional pattern (Mehan, 1979), which intended 

to promote student thinking processes, did not induct students into a higher level of mental 

activity, whereby the students were expected to construct knowledge themselves for the problem 

solving.  Much of his instructional practice that was found in his dialogic interaction was 

confined to being an authority of knowledge, thus taking charge of the students learning to a 

great extent (Knefelkamp, 1979) and demonstrating a teaching approach that demands 

convergent thinking skills.  This aspect of Mark’s teaching practice thus characterizes an 

instructor who holds an early multiplicity epistemic position.   

Therefore, this teaching approach exemplifies a disparity between Mark’s own 

assumptions about an instructor and his instructional practice in the classroom.  The following 

excerpt from the interview powerfully illustrates his conceptions about instructor role as a 

facilitator: 

I think my instructional role is more like facilitator. I’m trying to give them how 
to think about the process, not about just [drilling] facts [into] their heads.”… I 
care that ‘can you follow the thought process that goes into using the formula and 
goes into what the formula means?’…  A lot of the questions are pretty similar. 
The key is whether you could pick up the differences. I really want to drive them 
to the point where they can apply.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 
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As shown in his interview excerpt, the classroom discourse data show that Mark encouraged 

students’ participation in the problem solving process and asked a range of display questions that 

required an ability to analyze, integrate the various types of statistical tests and apply them to 

actual problems.  However, in the process, he himself took more responsibility in giving the 

answers than in encouraging the students to reach a higher level of knowledge. Therefore, this 

aspect of Mark’s practice does not manifest a true facilitator role.   

The mismatch in Mark’s instructional practice appears to be due to his lack of pedagogic 

knowledge of not knowing what it takes to be a true facilitator.  In fact, the amount of support to 

students required in this instructional context is quite challenging for any teacher because it 

requires not only solid understanding of the subject matter but also a pedagogic training and 

practice, and great amount of reflection to one’s instructional practice.  Thus, he may have 

thought that sprinkling these questions throughout the interaction would qualify him to be a 

facilitator without really steering students directly to the level of constructing the knowledge on 

their own with consistent guidance yet gradual reduction in the degree of instruction (Mercer, 

1992).  

The evidence gathered above undeniably shows that Mark attempted to give the right 

knowledge and to model a good approach to learning through various instructional moves, in 

particular through questions that require a higher level of knowledge.  Yet, it is also true that 

Mark appeared to be faithful to his own conceptions about his facilitator role.  To put it another 

way, while Mark’s dialogic discourse reveals his teacher-oriented role, Mark’s teaching also 

instantiates a facilitator role in both the academic and social dimensions.  An instructor who acts 

as a facilitator encourages students’ initiatives by drawing students’ interest and exposing them 
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to diverse perspectives as well as by promoting independence and responsibility for their own 

learning (Knefelkamp, 1979).  

In terms of the academic side of teaching, he first employed an approach in which 

students took a statistical theory and applied it to problem sets that have real-life scenarios.  He 

brought many real-life based problems to the class in order to draw student interest, to show the 

connections between statistical theory and the problem cases, and to help them gain real-life 

insights to the problem solving.  Most of his teaching preparation time was invested in finding 

those real-life based examples and thinking about the best examples to address and explain the 

theory.  Therefore, during the lesson, more of the time was spent in doing problem solving tasks 

with those examples than in explaining statistical theory.   

Secondly, he employed an independence-driven instructional format in which he invited 

students to a voluntary review session where they were able to address their questions to him and 

gain additional assistance in their areas of difficulty.  He also gave homework to students so that 

they could practice the lesson on their own.  He argues that if students could walk through the 

process of learning on their own, it would facilitate their learning.  Thus, Mark views these 

review sessions and homework as channels by which to facilitate the learning process and to 

promote independence and responsibility in a non-threatening way.  

With regard to the social aspects of teaching, Mark attempted to establish good rapport 

with the students and to create a comfortable learning environment at a professional level.  As 

mentioned in the interview excerpt, he attempted to remember student names because he 

believed that acknowledging their names would “make them feel more comfortable.”  As Mark 

stated: 

I either know their names or know where they sit. I don’t know why but because 
most classes that I’ve ever taken the teacher knows my name. If I say their first 
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name instead of saying ‘hey you’ I thought that will make them feel more 
comfortable.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 

 
During my observation, I too noticed that students frequently jumped into the question-answer 

sessions and did not seem to hesitate in asking questions no matter how easy or hard the nature 

of the topic might be.   

Due to this trend, most students positively commented on the social aspect of Mark’s 

instructor role in their evaluations, describing him as “a great person and teacher who has good 

communication skills.”  These findings strongly support Knefelkamp’s (1979) claim that the 

instructor acting as a facilitator gives some value to the personal nature of the teacher-student 

interaction, which is a common characteristic of the instructor who holds the ‘late multiplicity 

epistemic position.’  In short, the social as well as the academic aspects of instructional 

approaches demonstrated in Mark’s teaching throughout the lesson instantiate a facilitator role 

holding this late multiplicity epistemic position.   

Through these observations, it is reasonable to argue that the incongruence between 

Mark’s conception and his practice is not so much because he did not want to facilitate students’ 

thinking process to a higher level as much as that he did not know that the facilitation of students’ 

thought processes requires helping their mastery of knowledge, from comprehension, analysis, to 

application of statistical knowledge.  A follow-up investigation after Mark has undergone 

pedagogic training or mentoring will provide a better explanation of the nature of the mismatch 

between his beliefs and practices.   

Drawing on these two distinctive instructor roles that Mark displayed during his teaching 

practice, it is reasonable to state that a TA’s epistemic stance and instructional practice do not 

always show congruence when it comes down to individual classroom practice.  Essentially, I 

argue that Mark’s instructional practices show clear evidence that one’s epistemic position 
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cannot predict the definitive teaching practice within an individual TA’s classroom.  Among 

many variables accountable for this mismatch, the most compelling factor in Mark’s case is 

found to be his educational experience during his undergraduate schooling period.      

My member-check interview with Mark reveals that a significant part of his teaching 

approaches mirror his undergraduate learning experience.  Mark states that his instructor role and 

approaches were significantly influenced by exemplary teachers that he had in his undergraduate 

schooling:  

Based on the professor’s model, I try to pick a certain professor that I like and 
incorporate what they do and take the ones that I don’t like and try to eliminate 
what they have done.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 
 

As described in his interview response, how he approached his own teaching emulates many of 

the learning instructions that he received as a student such as how the professors whom he liked 

taught courses and what he liked about their teaching.  Drawing on these learning experiences, 

Mark incorporated some of the teaching techniques that he thought were beneficial and useful 

into his own teaching practices.  Therefore, these instructional practices are seen as an 

actualization of his learning experiences that were consciously and subconsciously internalized 

throughout his schooling.  

From a broad social perspective, we might consider that Mark’s education, experienced 

within his school culture, transformed into his teaching practices within the new teaching context.  

Specifically noticeable in the adaptation of such techniques is his utilization of the ones that give 

a positive outlook of his personal conceptions about education in a U.S. academic context.  The 

following excerpts from Mark’s interview responses support this utilization:  

I think the strength of educational culture in the U.S. is, maybe it’s because of my 
academic background, [that] the American strategy does cater toward legitimately 
trying to help the students rather than just explaining the materials. I think they 
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care more about how the individual students do. I think they seem to care about 
that.  (Mark Interview, 7/11/2006) 
  
I try to let everyone go a little earlier that way if they want to stick around and ask 
questions, they could stay and ask questions. I like that part because it was more 
one-on-one help.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 
 

As seen in the first excerpt, Mark believes that the advantage of the education in an institutional 

context in the U.S. that he experienced during his undergraduate years takes the form of 

individualized attention to each student’s learning.  Therefore, he implemented this approach in 

his teaching by offering the voluntary review session at the end of the class in order to give 

students this more personalized consideration.  However, it has to be noted that the concept of 

“the American [educational] strategy” that Mark labeled cannot be generalizable to other 

institutional contexts because this notion may be limited to Mark’s own schooling experience 

within his social and economic backgrounds.  

In sum, the analysis of Mark’s classroom practice demonstrates that his instructional 

practice is not always aligned with his epistemic stance of early multiplicity, although there 

seems to be some relationship.  Similar to Liang’s, Mark’s instructional practice is shown to 

have a dynamic flow instantiating more than one role of the instructor within a given lesson 

period.  One of the areas of teaching that received special attention in this investigation is the 

slight mismatch between Mark’s perception about his instructor role and his actual role in 

teaching that was found at the discourse level of analysis.  In other words, although his attitude 

toward his teaching appears to embrace a facilitator role as well as exhibit a facilitator side of 

practice to a certain degree, a significant part of his instructional talk provides strong 

counterevidence that his interactional moves are geared toward giving knowledge to his students 

rather than having the students construct the knowledge themselves by means of his support 

through interactional moves.  The reasons behind this mismatch are thought to be because of 
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Mark’s lack of pedagogic training in this role or because of his lack of pedagogic knowledge 

about what a true facilitator is.  Nonetheless, this mismatched practice inversely shows 

congruence to his epistemic position of early multiplicity.  This is an area calling for a long-term 

follow-up investigation after offering him pedagogic training.  

Although some of the mismatches are found in Mark’s instructional practices, 

specifically in the pedagogic function of follow-up moves, Mark’s three-part lesson structure and 

the specific data that he brings to the class also point to the facilitator role aligned with his 

preconceived role of instructor.  Nonetheless, this instructor role shows incongruence with his 

epistemic position of early multiplicity because the facilitator role characterizes an instructor 

holding the late multiplicity epistemic position.   

Drawing on this intricate and complex relationship between Mark’s epistemic position 

and instructional practice based on the analysis and findings, one might argue that Mark’s 

classroom practice itself marks some relationship to his epistemic position, given that a 

significant part of his instructional talk reveals his early multiplicity stance.  Therefore, it is 

dangerous to state that Mark’s teaching practice is completely divorced from the expected 

practice and to argue that there is no relationship between his epistemic position and his 

instructional practices.  Rather, it is worthwhile to delve into factors that affected his atypical 

teaching practice as an instructor who holds the early multiplicity position. 

What affected his teaching as much as did his epistemic stance appears to be his 

educational experience during his undergraduate years under a particular ‘school culture’ (Orlich 

et al., 2001).  These findings suggest that Mark’s instructional practice reveals a strong 

connection with the social and cultural contexts of his educational experiences that were afforded 

by his social-economic background. 
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Mark’s case gives compelling evidence that educational experience actualized by one’s 

school culture makes a stronger predictor in shaping one’s instructional practice than one’s 

epistemic position itself.  Equally convincing evidence is that one’s attitude toward the 

educational experience within the school culture gives one a stronger drive to emulate particular 

teaching strategies.  Yet, the relationship between Mark’s slightly misconceived perceptions 

about the facilitator role and his epistemic stance seems to be unexamined territory that is worthy 

of further investigation.  

 

5.3.4   Relationship between Instructional Practice and Student Evaluations 

Mark’s problem sets that were based on real-life appear to have worked well for his 

statistics class.  Students positively commented on Mark’s example-based approach to problem 

solving and his use of real-life data, both of which show insight into current events in the U.S.  In 

general, students felt that Mark taught the course well and they appreciated his attentiveness to 

their questions.  However, most of the positive comments centered on Mark’s social aspects of 

teaching rather than on his academic aspects. They viewed him as “easily approachable,” 

“comfortable,” and “affectionate to students” and described him as “a great person and teacher 

who has good communication skills.”  

  In turn, in terms of Mark’s evaluation of student performance, he notes: “students who 

put forth the effort in doing the homework assignments and come to the class every time seemed 

to be getting it.”  He also expressed a feeling that the quizzes worked best among all assignments 

and were beneficial for review and for exam preparations.  

Despite these positive aspects of teaching, the student evaluations at the end of the course 

ranged from satisfactory to dissatisfactory.  Students’ overall ratings of Mark’s teaching thus 

reveal that most students found it still challenging to do the homework assignments and quizzes 
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on their own even after the lessons.  Students who were not satisfied with his teaching expressed 

difficulty in keeping up with the course material.  These students seemed to be lacking a basic 

level of knowledge in this intermediate level course and they felt that Mark either dealt with 

materials rather quickly without much review or did not go into enough depth in explaining the 

materials.  In their teaching evaluations, they expressed difficulty in following his instructions 

because of their lack of knowledge of statistical concepts.  Despite these challenges, not many of 

the students came forward to ask for further help during the review sessions that were designed 

to assist students on a one-on-one basis.  As a result, they had difficulties in handling homework 

assignments and quizzes on their own even after attending each lecture and could neither 

remember concepts well nor successfully apply formulas correctly for solving different problem 

sets, which added more difficulty in the exams.  It is very clear that those students who did not 

have a good foundation in statistics did not perform well in the course.   

  These challenges brought by the students are connected to Mark’s own evaluations about 

the students’ performance.  He expects the students to study the materials on a daily basis and 

take charge of their own learning.  At the same time, he himself, as a sole instructor of this 

course, put much effort into bringing all the students to a similar level of knowledge by giving 

homework assignments and quizzes, and offering the review sessions at the end of the class.  

Nevertheless, after the semester was finished, he was unsure about whether his expectation was 

communicated enough to push the students to take ownership of their own learning. The 

following interview excerpts support this mismatch:  

One thing, I don’t think everybody quite got [what] it was, in addition to the 
homework, [that] I did expect them to study the material everyday but I’m not 
sure whether that necessarily got across. But I think the students who put forth the 
effort, like doing their homework and coming to the class every time, that person 
seems to be getting it….In the review session where I allow people stay to address 
individual questions, very few asked questions. Some students are the ones who 
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are too busy to take the class and come to [the] review session to make up the 
stuff they missed and it wasn’t so helpful. Only a couple of students who came to 
the review session who I noticed that they made progress and some didn’t.  (Mark 
Interview, 8/15/2006) 
 

The mismatch addressed by Mark and the students have significant implications for his 

classroom practice.  Mark, who conceives of himself as a facilitator, structured his lesson in such 

a way that the more students took ownership of their learning, the more they learned from it.  An 

example of this practice can be seen in the review session that was meant for one-on-one 

mentoring and coaching.  During the dialogic interaction, he encouraged student participation in 

the problem-solving task process, although his main role in this process was more of a processor 

of knowledge and a model of learning than a true facilitator.   

As a result, some of this instructional approach worked well for the students while some 

of the strategies did not work as successfully as he anticipated.  One of the reasons for these 

divergent results seems to be that the students were not at the same level to take the initiative, 

independent approach, and responsibility for their own learning.  Therefore, Mark’s instructional 

approaches that were geared toward promoting student ownership of learning did not work well 

for the majority of the students in the class.  This dysfunction may be because a majority of 

students are non-statistic majors and did not have a solid ground entry level of knowledge; thus 

they had to rely on him to be a source of knowledge as much as did the students in Liang’s class.  

On the other hand, it is clear that Mark’s problem sets using real-life based data 

addressed students’ needs well and worked effectively in this class, because this demonstrates a 

direct connection between theory and practice.  This shows that Mark’s instructional practice and 

student evaluation are somewhat loosely aligned in this class.  In order to examine the reason for 

this disjunction, one may undertake an investigation of students’ personal epistemologies in 

Mark’s class.  
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5.4   Comparison of Instructional Practices between Liang and Mark 

The case study of Liang and Mark in the ‘Statistics 122’ course reveals some similarities 

and major differences in their teaching, thus shedding light on our understanding of the teaching 

practices between international TAs and US TAs as well as on the compounding factors that are 

inherent in their epistemology and trajectory of learning which can be attributed to their teaching 

practices.  The two TAs who taught the Statistics 122 course took full charge of the course from 

syllabus planning, lecture, instruction, assignment, to grading.  Thus, unlike other TAs who 

assisted professors in a large class or taught only lab sections as adds-on, the two TAs were 

given full authority over the course from the kinds of instruction to the modes of interaction with 

the students.  Moreover, the traditional seating arrangement in which a student’s seat is facing 

the teacher in front gives the TAs more control over the nature of interaction in terms of amount 

of the questions as well as the types of questions.  With these characteristics of the classroom 

context and the nature of the course in mind, I will centralize difference and commonalities of 

teaching practices between Liang and Mark in the remaining section.  With these findings, I also 

will examine the compounding factors that were derived from the differences in their teaching 

practices, with reference to historical, cultural, and social factors.    

The analysis of the two TAs’ classroom practice identified several opposing approaches 

that highlight what teaching approaches are unique to each TA.  One of the most prominent 

differences in teaching between Liang and Mark is the method of logic that each uses to explain 

statistical theory and to show application of the theory to problem solving tasks.  Liang applied 

deductive reasoning to his teaching, moving from an explanation of the general principle of 

statistical theory to a conclusion taken from a specific problem case. For this reason, Liang used 

the same example with a slight twist of the problem task scenario in his explanation of different 
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statistical theories and engagement with students in problem solving tasks.  He even asserts that 

using the same example would enhance student conceptual understanding of the materials 

without getting them confused or lost in understanding logical conceptions. This practice appears 

to be connected with his conception about statistics as a collection of scientific concepts and 

scientific reasoning behind the concepts: 

Since this is statistics, this is basically science and mathematics. Science is all 
about the concepts. If you understand the whole concept, you are fine. In science, 
understanding a concept and logic behind the concept is everything that you need 
to learn.  (Liang Interview, 8/14/2006) 

Additionally, it is assumed that this deductive method of reasoning is tied to Liang’s epistemic 

position of dualism that centralizes the certainty of knowledge.  In the discussion of logic and 

philosophy of science, Pap (1962) argues that deductive inference brings a higher amount of 

certainty in a conclusion because the conclusion is drawn from the premises with logical 

necessity.    

Liang’s adherence to the certainty of statistical concepts and theories may have led him to 

apply the same example to his explanation of different theories that he believed would enhance 

students’ understanding of new concepts and reduce the cognitive load necessary to process 

information without making them confused.  In short, Liang’s deductive reasoning approach to 

statistics teaching followed basic premises of statistical theory to application of the theory in a 

specific case.  This teaching approach is also aligned with his own learning method that he had 

acquired and developed over the last 10 years. These data thus show the interconnection between 

Liang’s epistemic stance, learning strategy and his instructional approach to a great extent: 

I try to use same example to explain different statistical situations. I mean change 
the scenarios. I didn’t mean to confuse them. If you use totally different situations, 
they will get easily confused. This teaching method equals to my learning method.  
(Liang Interview, 8/14/2006) 
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 In contrast, Mark used an inductive reasoning approach, drawing inference from specific 

cases to show a generalized statistical principle or theory.  For this reason, he brought multiple 

examples that were based on real-life in order to show the direct application of statistical theories 

to real-life cases.  During his teaching preparation time, he spent quite a good amount of time 

finding examples from real-life data to show how the theories are used in the examples.  He 

brought these real-life examples to class in order to make learning more interesting and 

appealing to the students.  He states that he wanted to address as many real-life examples as 

possible to show the theories and how the examples were applied from the theories.  During the 

post-observational interview, he asserts that showing a variety of different examples eventually 

would help students to develop an application of theories to different problem solving situations:  

I tried to come up with examples based on real-life data out of the article, news, 
something that has real-life application. I follow the topics in the book but I try to 
use different examples than the one in the book; this way they have [an] example 
from the class and have one from the book. I don’t see much point just copying 
one from the book ‘cause they can see it themselves.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 
 
The main point for me is, “do you know how to use this stuff?” My point in the 
lecture what I’m trying to get across is follow this example.  Can you see why, in 
that example, I’m using this formula over [an]other formula?  I try to use more 
examples to show theory.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 

        
  Like Liang’s case, the adherence to inductive reasoning is also aligned with his epistemic 

position of early multiplicity that casts doubt on the absoluteness of knowledge and makes room 

for an unavoidable uncertainty of knowledge as the nature of the world.  In inductive inference, 

the conclusion brings some degree of probability because the direction of an argument moves 

from one specific case to another (Pap, 1962).  It rests outside the scope of this investigation to 

determine exactly how these two different approaches work for student learning and what are the 

strengths and limits of each approach.   
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  In breif, the most striking contrast found in the two TAs’ instructional practices is 

summarized as the difference in their instructional approach in achieving their teaching goals.  

Both Liang and Mark had similar goals toward the Statistics 122 course: (1) to make students 

understand the statistical theories and (2) to enable them to apply the theories to statistical 

problem solving.  However, each of them used different methods of logic to achieve this goal: 

Liang’s instructional approach focused on deductive reasoning whereas Mark’s approach 

emphasized inductive reasoning to show the theory.  These different approaches of reasoning 

also manifest the two TAs’ underlying beliefs about the nature of knowledge as well as the 

student learning process.  

  In Mark’s case, he believed that showing a lot of different examples would help students 

develop an ability to understand the theories and to apply them to different problem solving 

situations.  The students’ evaluations also revealed that they liked the examples Mark brought to 

class for the problem solving, which one student believed “offered some domestic insights about 

current events in the course.”  

  By comparison, Liang believed that understanding theories comes from understanding 

concepts and logic behind the concepts as a whole process.  To achieve this instructional goal, he 

explained a theoretical concept first and then applied this theory to an example in order to 

provide a solid foundation for the theoretical concepts.  Therefore, Liang used the theory as a 

main focus to establish general principles and as an example to draw a specific insight.  

Moreover, he viewed this instructional approach as an attempt to make it easier for himself to 

establish a prototypical model of statistical theories in students’ minds.  Student evaluations also 

indicate that Liang’s thorough, logical, and step-by-step approach to the problem solving laid a 
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good foundation for the understanding statistical concepts and application of the theories into the 

problems.   

 The next striking difference that was observed between Liang and Mark’s teaching 

practices is tied in with their perceptions about teaching statistical formulas.  Unlike Mark, Liang 

believes in the strong connection that the formulas have with the theories because he understands 

the reasoning procedure behind formulas and considers formulas as a part of the theoretical 

concepts.  Therefore, Liang spent some class time explaining formulas to give students a 

“complete package” of statistical knowledge: the formulas, the statistical theories, the problem 

solving procedures, and applications of theories to problem solving situations.   

 By contrast, Mark did not show much concern for students’ understanding of the 

formulas and did not explain them in class.  Instead, he focused more on helping students 

develop an ability to use the correct formula in different problem solving situations.  He 

highlighted the application of a statistical formula to a particular case rather than the formula per 

se by saying, “everyone sees this formula, you don’t know what it means, but every time you see 

it and know what to do with it from the formula.”  The following responses from the two TAs 

sum up their contrasting views about the knowledge and the use of formulas. 

Formula is very easy. There is reasoning procedure behind the formula. You 
don’t need to memorize anything. If you know what’s going on, it’s very easy and 
you can apply a correct formula to [a] problem solving situation.  (Liang 
Interview, 8/14/06) 

 
Memorizing a formula and learning what the formula means are two different 
things. On the test and the real life, you can just go to the book and look up the 
formulas.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 

  From the students’ viewpoint, each of the TAs’ approaches has its own appeal and its 

own strength in teaching statistical theories and applications of the theories to problem solving.  

It is beyond the scope of this investigation to discuss how these approaches worked differently 



 

 

 

238 

for different group of learners and different levels of students in the two TAs’ classes.  It is, 

however, certain that while Mark’s examples from real-life data showed students how real-life 

data dealing with current events in the society can be applied from theories, Liang’s logically 

sequenced instruction enhanced students’ understanding of the statistical concepts and theories 

as well as application of the concepts to problem solving.  Specifically, this instruction based on 

deductive reasoning appears to appeal well to the students who do not have a solid statistical 

foundation and conceptual basis.  

Another marked contrast observed in the teaching practices between Liang and Mark is 

the different instructor’s role that each of the TAs played throughout the course in class.  Mark 

attempted to derive students’ initiatives and ownership of learning and created a class 

environment to facilitate this process.  Specifically, the three-part structure of the lesson 

composed of a quiz, a lecture, and a review exemplifies this facilitator role in the class very well.  

Mark seems to firmly believe in students’ active engagement in learning through their 

independent effort and responsibility for learning.  Mark’s interview responses below illustrate 

the conceptions about his instructor’s role in student learning: 

They way they learn the concepts and definitions is to study themselves. I don’t 
think there is much sense in me just repeating and repeating them. I write them on 
the board, I say them and I show them how to use that. 
 
I want them to know if ever anyone wants to come to me for extra help and likes 
go over stuff personally I want them to know that I’m up for it but I’m not gonna 
force them... I believe the teacher can affect students’ learning as much as the 
student wants [it] to do.  (Mark Interview, 8/15/2006) 

 
In comparison to Mark, Liang conceived that it is his responsibility to do the majority of 

work for the students by explaining all the materials to them.  Liang used this approach toward 

teaching partly because of his presumptions that most of the students are required to take this 

course and a majority of them may not like statistics.  Thus, he believed that most students are 
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not motivated enough to make an effort to learn or to be responsible for their study.  Therefore, 

in order to make the students learn and motivate them to learn, he opted to take responsibility in 

delivering the knowledge and modeling them a good scholarship approach.  The interview 

responses given by Liang disclose these perceptions:  

For the good students, you know, then if you are bad teacher or if you are a good 
teacher, it doesn’t make much difference. But in my own classroom teaching, I 
don’t feel safe to leave the students figure out things on their own. I feel that 
because this is a required course, so they are required to take this course no matter 
[if] they like it or not. I think many people don’t like statistics but they still need 
to take this course. So they are not very responsible for their own learning. 
Therefore, as a teacher, I should explain things well to the class…It will take a 
class for me to explain things but for students it will take more time to figure 
things out on their own.  (Liang Interview, 8/14/2006) 

Thus, Liang’s instructor role focused on disseminating knowledge to the students; more students 

stayed after class and asked a question or made an individual appointment with him than did 

those in Mark’s class, despite the fact that Mark offered a separate one hour review session at the 

end of the class for all students.  

The last observable difference between their teaching approaches lies with the appeal that 

the two TAs’ practices had for students in terms of social versus academic aspects of the 

teaching.  According to the student evaluations, most students in Liang’s class gave very 

favorable comments on the academic aspects of his instructor’s role, depicting him as “an 

excellent statistics professor who has a solid knowledge about statistics materials.”  Students in 

Liang’s class gave a much higher rating in evaluating their ability to handle homework 

assignments and quizzes after the end of each lesson than did Mark’s students.  By contrast, most 

student comments in Mark’s class centered on the social aspect of his instructor’s role along with 

his communication abilities, describing him as “a great person and teacher who has good 

communication skills.”  In the evaluations, Mark received a higher rating for his abilities to 

address and give explanations in response to student questions than did Liang. 
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Overall, differences in teaching practices between Mark and Liang are summarized first 

in terms of different reasoning approaches to statistics.  Liang and Mark employed a different 

logic of reasoning to build student abilities in applying the theories according to different 

problem situations.  Second, Liang and Mark held different conceptions about statistical 

formulas and teaching of the formulas in statistical problem solving.  Next, both of them had 

different conceptions about the instructor’s role in guiding their teaching and relationships with 

students, which resulted in their different teaching evaluations.  These different instructional 

approaches, in turn, significantly affected students’ understanding of the materials and their 

performances in assignments, quizzes, and exams.  All of these differences point to the 

significance of one’s conceptualization of knowledge, instruction, and learning.  

While more differences between the two TAs’ teaching practices have been identified, 

some similarities also were found in their teaching.  The similarity of instructional practice 

between Liang and Mark can be explained in the quantitative analysis of the two TAs’ classroom 

discourse styles based on its linguistic form and functions.  Table 5.11 shows an analysis of each 

TA’s classroom discourse in terms of the ratio of turns during the lesson.  As seen in Table 5.11, 

the TAs’ classroom talk consists of two different discourse forms: (1) dialogic interaction and (2) 

monologue.  While monologue mostly concerns the TA’s own lecture, dialogic interaction refers 

to the exchange between the TA and students.  A visual illustration of the ratio of turns between 

each TA and the students during instructional talk is given in Figure 5.6.  

Table 5.11 Comparison between Liang and Mark during instructional talk 
                       TA type 

 
Discourse form 

       Liang       Liang’s students    Mark  Mark’s students 

n % n % n   % n % 

  Monologue 49 (27.1%)     19 (10.5%)     
  Dialogic interaction 43 (23.8%) 3 (1.7%) 52 (28.7%) 15 (8.3%) 

  Total 92 (50.8%) 3 (1.7%) 71 (39.2%) 15 (8.3%) 
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  Figure 5.6 Ratio of Turns between Liang and Mark based on discourse type 
 

As seen in Table 5.11, it is apparent that Liang engaged in monologue (27.1%) slightly 

more than in dialogic interaction (23.8%) with students throughout the lesson.  Even during the 

dialogic interaction, he took most of the turns; thus his total turns reached 50.8% whereas total 

student turns were only 1.7%.  The high ratio of turns during the instructional talk suggests that 

Liang primarily worked as a knowledge source in his class, transmitting knowledge to the 

students by explaining all the materials thoroughly to the students and showing how to approach 

and solve problem cases. 

  By comparison, Mark’s data indicate that he engaged in lecture-oriented monologue 

(10.5%) almost three times less than in dialogic interaction (28.7%).  Nevertheless, the total ratio 

of turns by Mark reached 39.2% while the student turns were only 8.3%.  This means that even 

though the students in Mark’s class were given more opportunities to participate in the class, he 

eventually ‘spoon fed’ the knowledge to the students, thus ascribing him the author and source of 

the students’ knowledge and learning.  This higher ratio of turns taken by TAs in class provides 

evidence of a similarity in their teaching in that both Liang and Mark assumed the role of 
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knowledge giver to some extent.  However, it is also obvious that the frequency of Liang’s 

monologues during the lesson (27.1%) which is over 2.5 times higher than that of Mark (10.5%) 

also indicates that Liang attempted to take control of student learning through the lecture more 

than did Mark.  All in all, the ratio of turns taken by Mark and Liang provides solid evidence that 

captures each TA’s instructional focus and instructor role in class. 

In addition to the knowledge giver role that both TAs have shared in their teaching, a 

quantification of the TAs’ dialogic interaction, specifically their question type, illustrates the 

common roles of instructor – information giver as well as facilitator –which simultaneously 

underlie Liang and Mark’s teaching practice.  Table 5.12 gives a summary of question type 

addressed by Liang and Mark.  As seen in Table 5.12, the largest similarities in the types of 

questions asked by Liang and Mark are their usage of the comprehension check question (16.9% 

from Liang vs. 9.9% from Mark) as well as confirmation check questions (both Liang and Mark 

at 14.1%).  This shows their common conception of instructor role as an authority who 

orchestrates and transmits to the students a body of knowledge that they thinks students need to 

learn.   

Table 5.12  Comparison between Liang and Mark in terms of question type and its functions  
Question type   Question function Liang Liang’s Ss Mark Mark’s Ss 

n (%) n   (%) n       (%) n   (%) 

Display question Comprehension check 1 (1.4%)   12 (16.9%)   
Referential question 
 

Requesting information  
(e.g. factual knowledge, 
conceptual definition, 
explanation) 

  2 (2.8%) 1 (1.4%) 5 (7.0%) 

Rhetorical question Facilitating listener's 
comprehension/thinking 
process 

10 (14.1%)       

Comprehension 
check  

Comprehension check 12 (16.9%)   7 (9.9%)   

Confirmation check  Confirmation check 10 (14.1%)   10 (14.1%)   

Clarification request Identification      1 (1.4%) 

Total   33 (46.5%) 2 (2.8%) 30 (42.3%) 6 (8.5%) 

 Note. Ss: Students 
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The other similarity that derives from the TAs’ question types is a parallel between 

Mark’s employment of display questions (16.9%) and Liang’s use of rhetorical questions 

(14.1%).  Mark purposely asked display questions to elicit responses from the students and to 

test students’ comprehension of the content materials, which is viewed as an approach of 

engaging students in learning and guiding students’ learning.   

Similarly, Liang used rhetorical questions to create an inner dialogue with students in 

problem solving.  The rhetorical question is a unique phenomenon observed in Liang’s 

instructional talk that functions to facilitate students thought processes for the problem solving 

tasks or for the conceptual understanding of the statistical theory.  Thus, although the rhetorical 

question is not meant to generate responses from students, it is seen as not only an invitation to 

receive the information but also a channel to generate a reflection of the materials in the students’ 

mind.  One year after his teaching when I interviewed him again for the member check 

verification purpose, Liang stated that he started to ask more questions of students, an approach 

that received good feedback from the students.  Therefore, it appears that Liang’s rhetorical 

question is gradually shifting to display question that elicits responses from the students as he 

become more confident with interacting with students.  

Based on these findings, it is reasonable to conclude that Mark’s display questions and 

Liang’s rhetorical questions intend to serve a similar pedagogic function, facilitating statistical 

problem-solving tasks through invitation to the engagement with the task.  In brief, the 

quantification of the TAs’ classroom practices analyzed by the discourse forms and the 

pedagogic functions suggest similarities in Liang and Mark’s teaching of the Statistics 122 

course.  Both of them played the role of knowledge giver to the students to some extent, although 

Liang acted on this role a little more extensively than did Mark.  Both of them worked as a 
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facilitator to a certain extent by creating a classroom environment in which students were 

encouraged to engage in learning by mental dialogue or applying the materials to real-life cases 

in order to establish a mental model of reasoning and application of knowledge.  

Table 5.13 maps out the summary of the relationship between the TAs’ epistemic 

positions and their instructional practices.  As seen in Table 5.13, both Liang and Mark played 

more than one instructor role under their epistemic position, revealing congruence and 

incongruence between their epistemic beliefs and instructional practices simultaneously.  For 

example, Liang holds the dualistic epistemic position about the Statistics 122 course, although he 

acknowledges variability in the epistemic position across knowledge domains and the level of 

learning.  Unlike this dualistic stance, his instructional practice instantiated a multi-faceted role 

as a source of knowledge, a source of right way to find knowledge, and a facilitator in class.  

Mark, by contrast, plays a facilitator role as well as a source of the right way to approach 

learning, which is partially aligned with his epistemic position of early multiplicity.  On the other 

hand, both of them also have overlapping instructor roles as a source of right way to find 

knowledge and a facilitator despite differences in the degree and in their epistemic stances.  

Table 5.13 Comparison of epistemic position and instructional practice between Liang and Mark  
            Epistemic position 

  
 Instructor role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

 Source of knowledge Liang* 
Chunking & Recasting  

 

 Source of right way to find 
 knowledge 

Liang 
Linear Instruction: 

Sequencing 

Mark* 
Questioning as 

Elicitation Technique 

 

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator) (Liang) 

Rhetorical Questions 

Mark 
Real-life  

Problem Solving 
* 

   Note. Asterisk (*) indicates an expected instructor role that corresponds to each TA’s epistemic position.   
   Parenthesis (   ) indicates a subordinate instructor role. TAs’ instructional strategies are marked in italics.  
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These distinctions tell us that the relationship between TA’s epistemic stance and 

instructional practice reveals complexities of instructional practice that cannot be explained by 

one’s epistemic position alone.  Liang’s instructional practice shows a dynamic flow, negotiating 

boundaries between the expected role of the instructor inherent in his dualistic epistemic stance 

as well as atypical roles that do not reflect his epistemic stance.  Likewise, Mark’s instructional 

practice also weaves strands of instructor roles that are both typical and atypical to his epistemic 

position of early multiplicity.   

  Next we need to ask: what other factors complicated the TAs’ teaching practices?  In 

Liang’s case, it is mainly his inquiry-based reasoning for learning and his conceptualizations 

about a good teacher that were shaped by his schooling experience in China that influenced the 

kinds of approaches that he employed in teaching.  Liang believes that explaining materials to 

the students in a logical process will make it easier for them to learn the materials because the 

teacher assumes to be an authority of knowledge, thus responsible for processing the information 

in student minds.  However, during this procedure, he frequently asked rhetorical questions to 

make room for students to think about these questions as a way to develop logical thinking, a 

mental model that will eventually guide their comprehension of statistical concepts/theories and 

the logic behind the concepts and the theories.  

  Likewise, Mark’s undergraduate schooling experience and apprenticeship of learning as a 

student in the U. S. have affected a great deal of his conceptions about being an instructor along 

with some of his instructional approaches in class.  Based on the teachers whom he liked and 

enjoyed in undergraduate school, he incorporated their teaching approaches into his own 

teaching while eliminating the approaches which he did not enjoy and which did not work for 

him.  What these data tell us is that TAs’ teaching is in part driven by their positive learning 
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experience and strategies that have worked for them.  This also means that their schooling 

experience conceptualizes their beliefs about a desirable teacher role, which intuitively and 

counter-intuitively affects their teaching approaches and practices in class.   

 Therefore, the two TAs’ case study in Statistics 122 class challenges the hypothesized 

assumption that the epistemic position is the single most important factor underlying 

instructional practices.  Although epistemic stance can be an important variable accountable for 

one’s instructional practice, there are also other compounding factors such as individual learning 

experiences and socio-cultural of schooling environments that play an enormous part in the 

formation and actualization of one’s instructional practices in class.  These socio-environmental 

and historical factors add complexities to individuals’ teaching practices to some degree.   

 In conclusion, the investigation of the relationship between epistemic stance and 

instructional practices in the two statistics TAs reveals that teaching practice is much a more 

complex and dynamic entity that cannot be explained by one’s epistemic stance alone.  There are 

other compounding factors such as one’s learning trajectory and socio-cultural experience of 

schooling and conceptualization of knowledge, learning, and instruction that add complexities to 

these teaching practices.  Nevertheless, the investigation also shows that there exists a 

relationship between one’s epistemic position and teaching practice when comparing the two 

TAs’ teaching approaches.   

 For example, Liang focused on a deductive approach to teach statistical theory and to 

show problem solving procedures while Mark used an inductive approach to relate individual 

problem cases to statistical theory.  While inductive inference leaves some degree of probability 

in the knowledge, deductive inference has a much higher degree of certainty in the knowledge 

(Pap, 1962).  This analysis gives a good explanation about Liang’s dualistic epistemic position 
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that seeks for accuracy and certainty of knowledge as opposed to Mark’s early multiplicity 

position that acknowledges an unavoidable uncertainty of knowledge as a reality of the world.    

 Likewise, Liang attempted to transmit knowledge to the students by breaking down the 

statistical concepts into small chunks of information in a sequenced manner, which instantiates 

his dualistic epistemic position.  However, Liang’s deployment of rhetorical questioning as an 

attempt to facilitate and guide student thinking processes appears to dispel his dualistic epistemic 

position, because this approach points to an instructor holding a late multiplicity position.  

 Similarly, Mark used a questioning technique to elicit responses from the students to 

transfer student learning, which provides evidence for his early multiplicity epistemic position 

but contradicts his conception about the teacher as a facilitator.  One of the reasons for this 

contradiction appears to be Mark’s lack of pedagogic training to transform student learning with 

dialogic interaction alone.  On the other hand, Mark’s three-part lesson structure and problem 

case examples seem to be aligned with his perceived instructor role as a facilitator yet show a 

misalignment with his epistemic position of early multiplicity.  

 Given that none of the TAs underwent pedagogic training before teaching this course, 

this investigation calls for at least a two-semester follow-up observation of the participants’ 

classroom practices after the TA’s have undergone such pedagogic training.  Through this 

follow-up study, the investigator will be able to draw more in-depth inferences relating to the key 

relationships under examination and make more generalizable claims about the teaching 

practices of international versus US TAs.  
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CHAPTER 6   

CASE STUDY OF TRISHA AND ALISON IN A TV PRODUCTION STUDIO 

This chapter examines the relationship between epistemic positions and instructional 

practices of two TAs, Trisha (India TA) and Alison (US TA).  The analysis and the discussions 

are based on my field work in the BTMM 105 class, which each TA taught in the spring and 

summer of 2006 at Public University.  I will open this chapter with a description of Trisha and 

Alison, the student participants, the disciplinary nature of the TV production class in a studio, 

and a brief introduction of the TAs’ instructional practices in the studio setting.  Then I will 

examine each TA’s case with a discussion of their instructional approaches that represent their 

in-depth classroom practice as well as details from the classroom transcript excerpts.  Next, a 

discussion of the TAs’ instructional roles that captures their instructional approaches will follow.  

Then, I will examine the TAs’ epistemic position by analyzing different sets of data gathered 

from the TAs.  Finally, I will look into the relationship between each TA’s epistemic position 

and the instructional practices, under the framework adapted from Perry (1970) and Knefelkamp 

(1979).  In doing so, I will call attention to the complexities of the relationship between 

epistemic position and instructional practices, unveiling examples of teaching practices that are 

both congruent and contradictory to the epistemic position.  After the discussion, I will consider 

the relationship between the TAs’ instructional practices and students’ evaluations.  Finally, I 

will end this chapter by comparing the two TAs’ teaching practices and consider the factors that 

provide strong evidence of a significant influence on their classroom practices.  

 
6.1   BTMM 105 Course 

BTMM 105: Introduction to Television Production is an elective course, yet this class is a 

prerequisite for students who are interested in taking higher level TV production courses at 
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Public University.  Students who are enrolled in this course are primarily majoring in 

Broadcasting Telecommunications and Mass Media (BTMM) or Communication.  Like the 

Statistics 122 course, this course has multiple sections that are taught by ITAs as well as US TAs.  

Because of the nature of this discipline which requires not only a sophisticated command and 

control of English language, but also socio-cultural knowledge about the United States and the 

media industry, a majority of the students in this course are U.S.-born and so is the composition 

of the TAs.  This course has two sections: (1) a large lecture section in which a professor teaches 

theoretical elements about TV production, and (2) a studio lab section in which a TA is assigned 

to teach technical elements of TV production with 10 to12 students.   

The BTMM lab class takes place in a mini TV production studio room filled with 

production equipment, such as curtains, backdrops, prompts, cameras, cables, battens, lights, a 

patch board, and chroma key.  Once students come out of the production room, they can get to 

the control room upstairs that is connected with the studio through the window.  The technical 

devices in the control room controls sound and screen effects, and mediates communication 

between the (technical) director and floor manager who delivers director’s instructions to other 

crew members.   

The main goal in this introductory TV production course is to have students understand 

the whole process of making production: (1) to gain experience in using different studio 

equipment, (2) to become familiar with all aspects of assembling a television broadcast that 

include both field and studio elements, including pre-production (scripting, storyboarding, floor 

and lighting plans), production (rehearsing and shooting) and post-production (editing, sound 

design and graphics), and (3) to learn to work at different jobs in a TV studio for projects as both 

crew members and director, technical director,  producer, and screenwriter.  
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The studio section, as mentioned in the goal of the course, is designed to teach students 

how to use studio equipment properly, and how to work on different jobs in TV production (i.e., 

as a crew member, a director, a producer, or a screenwriter).  Therefore, application of 

theoretical knowledge in the production is a primary learning task in this lab course.  Most of the 

lab sessions require team-oriented group work for which students are assigned to a particular role 

to complete the required task for the lesson.  In addition, learning in this lab is mediated mostly 

through the artifacts of studio equipment in the process of engaging in a particular task and 

taking on a specific job in the studio for television production projects.  

Due to the nature of the TV production class and the context of the class, a significant 

part of the TA role requires that they be able to handle multiple tasks at one time and to manage 

multiple interactions skillfully and effectively.  Moreover, the lab instruction and interaction 

between TA and students occur in a non-linear manner in which the TA quickly needs to move 

from one task to another in order to address student questions simultaneously and efficiently. 

Therefore, unlike the traditional classroom in which the teacher is at the center of the interaction 

and can control the amount and type of interaction, the interaction in the studio lab is very open 

and dynamic, thus the TA has a lesser degree of control over the amount and type of interaction 

as well as instruction that engage all the students in the learning task.   

In terms of experience in teaching the BTMM 105 course, Trisha and Alison had prior 

experience in teaching this course.  While Alison has taught the course only once, Trisha has 

taught the course two times.  Alison mentioned that during her first semester of teaching, Trisha 

was her mentor who showed her how every equipment worked in the studio and how she taught 

for this course.  This mentoring helped Alison to grasp the important elements for the teaching 

and gave her a good understanding of the course as a whole.  In addition, since Alison majored in 
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film as an undergraduate at an Arts institution in Philadelphia, she already possessed a solid 

foundation of the theoretical and practical aspects of film production.  It was only the studio 

equipment about which she was less familiar and had to learn more.  Moreover, she had taught a 

range of subjects in different countries with broad populations.  Therefore, her integrated 

theoretical knowledge along with her practical knowledge contributed significantly to teaching 

this studio section and gave her extensive control over the lesson and helped her to carry out and 

implement her instruction.  

Unlike Alison, Trisha studied business as an undergraduate and completely changed the 

direction of the field of her study because of her long-standing passion for the filmmaking.  She 

basically learned all the technical and theoretical aspects of studio production by working in the 

studio equipment office as a student worker.  She also taught herself all the theoretical 

knowledge by reading production textbooks.  Therefore, it was amazing to see how quickly she 

was able to grasp all the knowledge and skills required as a TA, although I believe that her major 

in BTMM may have expedited her gaining the knowledge and skills in the field.  During the time 

of my observations, she was in a transition from BTMM to the Master’s of Fine Art (MFA) 

program in the Film and Media Arts (FMA) Department at Public University.  Trisha’s family 

just immigrated to Vancouver in Canada and she was planning to teach Film in Canada after 

completing the double major.  Therefore, it was apparent that both TAs possessed a solid level of 

competency in teaching this studio lab.  

 Table 6.1 gives the background information of the students in the BTMM TAs’ lab 

sections who participated in my focus-group interviews.  While I was able to draw a perfect 

participation rate in Trisha’s class, in Alison’s class only half of the students were able to 

participate in my interview because of time conflicts.  As shown in Table 6.1, all the students in 
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the two TAs’ classes are in their 20’s.  Despite the predominant number of male students in the 

discipline, more female students (87.5%) participated in the interview than male students 

(12.5%).  This is partly because Trisha taught the course during the summer when all the 

students enrolled in the course happened to be female.   

Table 6.1 Background information of student participants in BTMM 105 course 

Background Information  Trisha's students 
(N = 10) 

Alison's students  
(N = 6) 

Total participants 
(N = 16) 

Age    
20's  10 (100%) 6 (100%) 16 (100%) 

Gender    
Male  2 (33.3%)   2 (12.5%) 
Female  10 (100%) 4 (66.7%) 14 (87.5%) 

Year    
Sophomore 8 (80%) 1 (16.7%)  9 (56.3%) 
Junior 1 (10%) 1 (16.7%)  2 (12.5%) 
Senior 1 (10%) 4 (66.7%)  5 (31.3%) 

Major    
BTMM 6 (60%) 5 (83.3%) 11 (68.8%) 
Communication 4 (40%) 1 (16.7%)   5 (31.3%) 

Race    
Caucasian 5 (50%) 6 (100%) 11 (68.8%) 
African-American 3 (30%)    3 (18.8%) 
Asian-American 1 (10%)    1   (6.3%) 
Hispanic 1 (10%)    1   (6.3%) 

Resident Status    
International    1 (10%)    1   (6.3%) 
U.S-born 9 (90%) 6 (100%) 15  (93.8%) 

 
There is also an interesting difference between the TAs’ classes in terms of the students’ 

year in college.  As seen in Table 6.1, Trisha’s class consists mostly of sophomores (80%) 

whereas Alison’s class has more senior students (66.7%).  This make-up of the classes may 

attribute to the differences in both TAs’ teaching practices, which will be discussed later in the 

chapter.  More than half of the students are BTMM majors (68.8%) while the rest are 

communication majors (31.3%).  In terms of demographics, a majority of the students are 

Caucasian (68.8%), followed by African-American (18.8%), Asian-American (6.3%) and 
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Hispanic (6.3%).  Of these students, all but one student are U.S.-born (93.8%); the other is an 

exchange student from Spain.  These demographic characteristics are mostly attributable to the 

nature of the BTMM Department, as mentioned earlier.  

The two TAs’ instructional practices in the studio lab that I analyze here consist of a two-

hour long lesson of a three-point lighting set-up lesson.  The selection of this particular lesson 

was to minimize other compounding variables in comparing the two TAs’ instructional practices.  

Careful review, reading, and analyzing all the transcriptions from the nine observational 

recordings in both TAs’ classes made it clear that this particular lesson had the greatest similarity 

between the two classes in terms of the lesson content, the lesson structure, and the pedagogic 

and learning tasks in which the TAs and the students engaged.  Another equally important reason 

was the nature of the lesson that enabled me to capture the unique disciplinary nature of the 

BTMM class. 

 
6.2   Case Study: Trisha (Indian TA) 

6.2.1   Instructional Practice  

Trisha’s classroom was dynamic and active, despite the fact that all the students in her 

class were female and in their last semester of their sophomore year without any working 

experience at a television studio.  Because the field of TV production is a male-dominant 

industry, male students usually outnumber female students in most other classes.  Trisha seemed 

to be very passionate about teaching every element of studio production and to enjoy watching 

students’ learning process and their production work.  She mentioned that stimulating student 

motivation and excitement was part of her teaching goal in this class: 
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I wanted students to produce their own work and get a feel for a team work, 
understanding the role of making production. Creating excitement of their field 
work is my goal because excited students always go on to the next class with an 
objective to learn more.  (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
In terms of relating to students, I consistently observed that Trisha allowed room to interact with 

students in an informal manner, although there seemed to be a boundary between Trisha as a TA 

and the students.  Most students, nonetheless, called her by her first name ‘Trisha’ and asked for 

questions or help when necessary.    

During the whole process of the lighting set-up task, Trish instructed students thoroughly 

and controlled each task procedure.  A vast majority of Trisha’s instructional practice appears to 

be devoted to giving didactic instructions in the form of asking questions about each of the task 

procedure, such as placement of backdrops, talents, the lights, and camera set-up in each phase 

of the task.  Her asking questions seemed to be her way of checking student understanding of the 

application of the knowledge and of keeping track of student understanding and progress of the 

task procedure at every step.  She stepped out of the studio only when she was assured that 

students could do things independently.  Because Trisha led the class in a more teacher-centered 

way, I noticed that students relied on her for instruction and guidance, constantly asking 

questions regarding the task procedure before they moved on to the next step.  On the other hand, 

this reliance on her may be partly because a lot of the students were sophomores and did not 

have any practical experience in working in the studio before taking this course.  

 As a way to examine Trisha’s instructional practices, I will look at her instructional 

strategies by closely examining her classroom discourse according to its form and pedagogic 

functions in the context of the lesson episodes taken from her class transcript.  Drawing on the 

analysis of Trisha’s instructional approaches, I will generalize her instructor role.   
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6.2.1.1   Instructional Approaches 

 During the lighting set-up lesson, Trisha carefully guided and instructed students about 

each phase of the task in a controlled manner.  As seen in her interview response about her 

general perceptions about teaching, she believes that a high degree of guidance is unavoidable 

for student learning because of the nature of the field and the nature of the course.  Responding 

to these teaching approaches, students were carefully following her instruction, yet occasionally 

relying on each other as resources.  Therefore, she perceived that her teaching seemed to be well 

received by students:   

In my field it requires a very high level of support because it’s very technical 
unless the student is extremely bright and can read from the book or unless 
they’ve physically done it, or experienced it or seen it … Students who get an A 
in my class have a good grasp of a concept and are able to apply it to a point 
where they get very creative. They also have to be a very good team player. It’s 
initiative and pro-activeness that brings an A into the class. (Trish Interview, 
8/22/2006) 

 
 The most salient teaching approaches that recurred during the lesson in order to guide and 

instruct student learning are identified as the direct request strategy and the modeling strategy.  

To capture the contingent nature of Trisha’s teaching practice that occurred in the actual context 

of teaching and learning tasks, I analyzed her instructional approaches within the context of the 

dialogue between Trisha and her students based on its discourse form and its inherent pedagogic 

functions in three different episodes: (1) before the 3-point lighting set-up, (2) during the lighting 

set-up task, and (3) after the lighting set-up task.  In the following subsections, I will discuss 

details of this discourse based on the excerpts taken from the classroom talk.  At the end of this 

section, I will provide a quantitative summary of the talk that can reify Trisha’s instructional 

approaches.  
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6.2.1.1.1   Direct request strategy and modeling: Before the lighting set-up task 

 Before Trisha let students work on the lighting set-up task, she spent quite some time 

giving verbal and visual instructions on how to use the required studio equipment.  Along the 

way, she gave demonstrations on the equipment usage to the students when she deemed it 

necessary.  Thus, most of her instructions were given in the form of a request or modeling.  

  Episode 6.1 illustrates an excerpt taken from the verbal interaction between Trisha and 

the students before the three-point lighting set-up task in which Trisha teaches students how to 

patch the lights in the patch board for the lighting set-up task.  As seen in Episode 6.1, she starts 

out by giving an explanation of the condition of the patch board: “right now this [patch board] is 

switched off” (See line 1, p. 258).  Then, she makes direct requests to the students to switch on 

the patch board in both the imperative form (“You need to switch this on” line 2, p. 258; “Switch 

it on” Line 4, p. 258).  She also makes a direct request to touch the switch and feel it (“I want 

you to feel for it,” line 4, p. 258).  Then, she asks a comprehension check question as well as a 

confirmation check question to check whether the students correctly understood her instruction 

and performed the task accordingly: “you feel it?” (line 7, p. 258), “Okay?” (line 9, p. 258).  

Once she ensures that the student is following through on her instructions, she moves to the next 

step to give further explanations: “now, the grand master should be all the way up.  If you notice, 

all of these buttons correspond to the battens out there.  But if you look carefully, these only go 

up to 72, but these go up to 100 and something” (lines 10-11, p. 258).   

Because Trisha sets out her instructions by both giving explanations on the task 

procedure as well as by demonstrating the task, the students start to show more active 

engagement in the task by initiating questions about the task procedure as the interactional 

dialogue moves: “so how do you switch it?,” line 16, p. 258; “so how do you do that?,” line 29, p. 
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258).  In response to these questions, Trisha first gives an explanation and demonstration, and 

then makes a request on what to do (see lines 21-30, p. 258): “I’ll show you how to do that…hit 

the button next to it twice. Turn off one, turn one off.”  Additionally, taking a comment that the 

student makes along the way as a sign of a question (“That one lights a lot. It goes all the way 

above here,” see line 33, p. 258), Trisha gives an explanation along with the demonstration: “So 

you have to adjust the intensity. This is how you would adjust the intensity, two to one” (see line 

34, p. 259).  Followed by the instruction, she checks students’ understanding: “You see what I’m 

saying?” (see line 35, p .259). 

By the time she finishes explaining how to patch all the lights, the students are able to 

acknowledge the differences in the three lights: “Okay. You have the spot light, the fill light” 

(See line 37, p. 259).  Extending the student’s comment, Trisha finishes it up and summarizes it 

again: “and the back light. Key, fill, and back. That’s your three-point lighting” (line 38, p. 259).  

As a final step, she checks students’ understanding: “All right?” (see line 39, p. 259).   

In short, the interactional moves seen in this segment of episode 6.1 exemplify Trisha’s 

recurrent instructional approaches.  In each step of patching the lights, she gives clear 

explanations on how to patch the three lights along the demonstrations, makes direct requests to 

the actions that the students need to take in order to learn the patching procedure, and attempts to 

confirm students’ understanding before moving to the next step.  In response to these 

instructional approaches, the students confirm their understanding about the task procedure and 

start to show a somewhat active engagement in the procedure by initiating questions and asking 

further questions.  The students show their reliance on Trisha for explaining and modeling the 

correct task procedure at each step of the way.  These interactional moves, seen in Episode 6.1, 

suggest that Trisha employed a direct request strategy and modeling as her main instructional 
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approaches to direct and instruct student learning that is mediated in the process of using the 

artifacts of studio equipment.  

Episode 6.1 Trisha’s class transcript: Before 3-point lighting set-up task  
Line   Transcript Category 

 
 

1 
2 
3 

 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 

 
 
 

12 
13 
14 
15 

 
 
 

16 
17 
18 
19 

 
 

20 
21 

 
22 

 
 
 

23 
 

24 
25 

 
 
 

26 
27 
28 

 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 

 
((TA goes to the patch board.))  

TA:  Right now this [patch board] is switched off.  
You need to switch this on.  
There is a button here, if you feel for it, it’s like a little switch which 
turns on.  

        I want you to feel for it. Switch it on. 
S1:   Okay. Yeah. 
TA:  Turn it on.  
        You feel it? 
S1:   Oh, yeah. 
TA:  Okay?  
        Now,  
        grand master should be all the way up. If you notice, all of these 

buttons correspond to the battens out there. But if you look 
carefully, these only go up to 72, but these go up to 100 and 
something.  

        Right? 
S1:  Okay.  
TA: What you gonna have to do is you gonna have to patch.  
        What patching means is telling this board that any light that’s 

beyond 72, whatever number you choose, you can assign it further, 
to a certain number. You can say, light number 101, put it on 11, 
this little button, so if I turn up the 11, it will turn up 102.  

S1:   So how do you switch that?   
TA:  I’ll show you how to do that. 
S1:   Oh, okay. 
TA: If you see any other screen, if you see anything like this,  

[     ] all this weird stuff, just keep hitting display till you see 
‘Patch,’  
all right?  
When you see ‘Patch’, and still looks like this, hit the button next to 
display and you’re gonna see ((pointing to the computer screen)) 
this Right now, it’s just showing you a screen of all the different 
numbers. And when you start patching things, when you start 
assigning numbers to different levels, it will come up in yellow. 
… 

TA: So, say for instance, you wanted to patch number 99 or 93, so if you 
wanted to patch 93, you gotta enter it in here,  
Somebody come here, come forward, hit 93 ((S1 hit 93)).  
Now, if you are just assigning one number, that’s all you need to do 
and I will show you what else to do. If you are doing more than one 
light, like say 93 through 95, which means that all three lights are on 
one dimmer,  
right? 

S1:  Uh-huh.  
TA: You can do that and that’s also called patching.  
… 
S1:  How do you do that?   
TA: Hit the button next to it twice. Turn off one, turn one off.  
        Now only one is coming up, up here.  
        Got it? 
S2:  That one lights a lot. It goes all the way above here. 

Middle (110 min): 
Procedural Talk & Instructional talk 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
Directives: direct request  
Statement: explanation of task procedure  
 
Directives: direct request 
Response: confirm 
Directives: direct request 
Confirmation check  
Response: confirm 
Comprehension check  
Transitional marker: task transition 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
     
 
 
Confirmation check 
Response: confirm 
Directives: direct request 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 

 
 
 

Referential question: task procedure 
Response: task procedure 
Follow-up: acknowledge 
Directives: explanation of task procedure   
 
 
Confirmation check 
Directives: explanation of task procedure   
 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
 
 
  
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
   
Directives: direct request 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
 
 
 
Confirmation check  
Response: confirm  
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
… 
Referential question: task procedure 
Directives: direct request 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
Comprehension check  
Response: task procedure 
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Line   Transcript Category 

34 
 

35 
36 

 
37 
38 

 
39 

TA:  So, you have to adjust the intensity. This is how you would adjust 
the intensity two to one.  
You see what I’m saying?  

S2:  Yeah, ‘cause that one goes all the way up here.  
        … 
S2:  Okay. You have the spot light, the fill light. 
TA:  and the back light. Key, fill, and back. That’s your three point   

lighting.  
        All right? 

Follow-up: explanation of task procedure 
 
Comprehension check 
Response: acknowledgement & 
                 explanation 
Follow-up: acknowledgement  
Follow-up: explanation (summary) 
 
Comprehension check 

 

6.2.1.1.2   Direct request strategy and explanation: During the lighting set-up task 

Trisha’s use of direct request strategy and modeling continuously appears when students 

are engaging in the three-point lighting set-up task.  Episode 6.2 provides an excerpt taken from 

student group work on the lighting set-up task.  Trisha asked the students to split into two groups 

so that each student in the group would be given an opportunity to take on an assigned role and 

engage in different jobs for the lighting set-up, such as being a talent, a camera person, patch 

board operator, and adjusting the batten and lighting physically.  Approximately four to five 

students were assigned to each group for the task.   

As can be seen in Episode 6.2, from the beginning of the lighting set-up task, Trisha 

utilizes classroom directives to tell the students how to begin the lighting set-up task a few times: 

“[d]ivide into two groups. Bring in a back drop. Set up a subject. Light the person, three-point 

lighting” (Episode, 6.2, line 39, p. 262).   After Trisha gives additional explanations of the 

lighting set-up task organization and procedure (see lines 40-41, p. 262), she makes an additional 

request to reinforce the procedure: “Start bringing a backdrop, set up a back drop, decide which 

light you want to serve as the key, as the fill, as the back light.  See where you want to move 

them if at all, and start deciding that way” (see line 44, p. 263).  Immediately after the request, 

she checks for student understanding with a comprehension check question: “All right?” (see line 

45, p. 263). 
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As the students move with the task, Trisha steps in and checks on students’ application of 

the knowledge by asking display questions on the set-up of the three light and the talent: “This 

group, wait, hold on, before you lower the batten, tell me what lights you are setting up, like 

what’s gonna be your key, what’s gonna be your fill, and what’s gonna be your back. So like 

decide where the person is gonna be standing” (line 46, p. 263).  This indicates that she still sees 

herself as the final authority, although she may respect the students’ knowledge and ability. 

Therefore, she attempts to check the correctness of students’ practical knowledge that will be put 

into use in order to ensure that they are on the right track. 

During the interaction with students about the task procedure, Trisha’s attempt to keep 

track of the correctness of students’ practical knowledge is evidenced in her response and follow-

up moves of the interactional features in Episode 6.2.  Following up on the student response to 

the placement of the subject (“inside the telephone,” see line 48, p. 263), Trisha asks a 

confirmation check question to confirm the correctness of the student response understood by her 

(“inside the telephone?,” see line 49, p. 263).  As a follow-up move, she gives an evaluative 

comment to the student response (“it’s gonna be a little difficult lighting inside,” see line 50, p. 

263).  Quickly grasping Trisha’s instruction, the student asks a referential question: “so they are 

standing here?” (line 51, p. 263).  Following the student response, Trisha confirms the 

correctness of the student proposition (“right, they stand here” see line 52, p. 263) and continues 

to make a direct request to the proper placement of the camera position: “if the person is here, 

put your camera in front of the person” (see line 53, p. 263).   

Trisha’s type of interactional move continues in every phase of the task procedure.  After 

she instructs the students to set up the subject and camera properly, she moves to the next phase 

where she checks for students’ knowledge of the placement of each of the three lights.   As seen 



 

 

 

261 

in line 66 in Episode 6.2, she asks display questions to confirm the correct selection of the key 

light: “so what’s your key?”  Additionally, she makes a direct request to the students to call out 

the number (see line 67, p. 263).  After the students’ response (see line 68), she acknowledges 

their response (see line 69, p. 263) and adds a further move to extend her request: “You need to 

adjust that so that it’s angled properly toward the person” (see line 70, p. 263).  In every response 

of the student, she either double-checks their response with a confirmation check (“six is gonna 

be your fill?” in line 72, p. 263) or validates the student’s knowledge (“you can take 28”, line 74, 

p. 263) and makes an additional request as a follow-up move (“but I would recommend 

switching the small fresnel to 27,” line 75, p. 263).   

Because Trisha created the task environment in which students need to check on the 

accuracy of their task performance at each step of the procedure, students also seem to expect her 

to validate the accuracy of their task performance in each element of the set-up.  As seen in line 

77 (p. 263), even after the student checks with Trisha on the alternative location of the backlight 

(“Can we have on further back, like 39?”), the student asks an additional referential question to 

make sure the alternative location will work for this task (“Is it too far?” line 79, p. 263).  

Extending the response that Trisha has given to the student, she adds an additional request to the 

choice of the backlight: “You probably have 37 as opposed to 39 because it is diagonally 

opposite of the key” (see line 81, p. 264).  Additionally, she points out a problem that the student 

will face if they use 37 as back light: “but now the problem is the backdrop that you guys have 

used, it’s gonna block the light” (see line 82, p. 264).  

It appears that it is at this moment that the students seem to be able to grasp how to apply 

the theoretical knowledge to the practical task.  As seen in line 83, a student is asking Trisha 

whether she can change the position of the lights to make it work: “Can we back up? If we back 
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everything up?”  At this time, Trisha appears to recognize that the students are finally able to 

apply the knowledge to the actual task.  As a response to the student question, Trisha gives a 

brief response to validate the question (see line 84, p. 264) and explains the whole procedure that 

sums up the technique used in the whole task procedure in the actual setting: “This is the whole 

thing. It’s all about adjusting. You’ll have to check and see” (see line 85, p. 264).  After Trisha is 

convinced that the students in this group can do the rest of the task on their own, she makes a 

final request to the group as the next step (“Now you know, so decide now who is switching 

what, things like that,” line 86, p. 264) and steps out of the group.   

It is also noticeable that in the beginning of the task Trisha already has explained the 

fuzzy nature of the work and how to approach the lighting set-up task as seen in line 40, p. 262: 

“You are completely allowed to … lower, raise, change, take out…”  However, as evident in the 

dialogue, students did not fully understand how every procedure works in the actual set-up.  

Therefore, she offered further guidance and instruction while students were actually engaged in 

the task and led the students to the level of knowledge and skill where she wanted them to reach 

throughout the phases.  This instructional pattern of Trisha continues in her interaction with the 

second group as hinted in line 88, p. 264: “This group, where is your, you guys have a back 

drop?”  

Episode 6.2 Trisha’s class transcript: During 3-point lighting set-up task  

Line   Transcript Category 

 
 

39 
 

40 
 
 

41 
 
 
 

42 
43 

 
 
TA:  Here’s what you guys should do. Divide [into] two groups. Bring in 

a back drop. Set up a subject. Light the person, three-point lighting.  
        You are completely allowed to, you are supposed to, lower, raise, 

change, take out, and I’ll show you guys how to handle equipments. 
Two sets of gloves, and there two ranches, one for each studio kit. 
Here’s one. Here’s one set of gloves and ranch.  

        I want you guys to learn to do. And also pull up a camera. One 
camera for each group because I want to see what the effect of the 
different lights are.  

        All right?  
        Have somebody as a subject but the person can also involve in, or 

Beginning(20 min.): 
Procedural Talk  
Directives: task procedure  

 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
 
 
Directives: direct request 
 
 
 
Comprehension check 
Directives: direct request 
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Line   Transcript Category 

 
 
 

44 
 
 

45 
 
 
 

46 
 
 
 

47 
48 
49 
50 
51 

 
52 
53 

 
54 

 
55 
56 
57 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 

 
64 
65 

 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 

 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 

we have Eunhee be the subject for both of them, all right? ((Ss are 
laughing))  

        … 
TA:  Start bringing in a backdrop, set up a back drop, decide which light 

you want to serve as the key, as the fill, as the back light. See where 
you want to move them if at all, and start deciding that way.  

        All right? 
 
 
        … 
TA: This group, wait, hold on, before you lower the batten, tell me what 

lights you are setting up, like what’s gonna be your key, what’s 
gonna be your fill, and what’s gonna be your back. So like decide 
where the person is gonna be standing.  

S:     It’s the person’s standing in line.  
S:     Inside the telephone. 
TA:  Inside the telephone? 
         It’s gonna be a little difficult lighting inside.  
S:     So they are standing ((pointing to the placement of the subject, 

which is in front of the telephone booth)) here? 
TA:  Right, they stand here,  

if the person is here, put your camera in front of the person.  
((TA is talking to the S who is operating the camera))  

        Nah, not that way [    ] being the whole thing here, like that. Right. 
Stop.  

S:     Key light will be here? 
TA:  Yeah,  

or you can even switch up. Doesn’t matter which side. You can have 
key and fill or you can have key and fill. Doesn’t really matter. They 
only say, if the person is not directly standing in front of the camera 
and facing it, if the person is talking to somebody here, you still 
have the camera here. The more that you can see the face, that’s the 
side you want the key light on. Like, if I’m angle toward Mary, and 
the camera is on me, you’re gonna see more of this side of my face. 
Now you want your key here, you would not put your key here.  

S:    You don’t want the key in front of you? 
TA:  What do you mean in front of you? 
S:     I Like to see. 
TA:  You do, but it’s always angled at 45 degrees, 

 right?  
        It would never be here ((gesturing it to the students)). The key and 

fill are always in relation to the camera, not to the person. 
S:    Oh, Okay. 
TA:  Got it? 
        … 
TA:  So what’s your key?  
         Call out a number.  
Ss:   76.   
TA:  76 is gonna your key.  
        You need to adjust that so that it’s angled properly toward the 

person. 
Ss:   And it will be [     ]. 
TA:  Six is gonna be your fill?  
Ss1:  And then the back would be this [      ]? 
TA:  You can take 28, you can take 28,  

 but I would recommend switching the small fresnel to 27. 
 It’s angled a little more. 

Ss1: Can we have one further back, like 39? 
TA:  39, you can have 39.  
Ss1:  Is it too far? 
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Line   Transcript Category 

 80 
81 

 
82 

 
83 
84 
85 

 
86 

 
87 

 
 

88 

TA:  It’s not too far.  
        You probably have 37 as opposed to 39 because it is diagonally 

opposite of the key,  
        but now the problem is the backdrop that you guys have used, it’s 

gonna block the light.  
Ss1:  Can we back up, if we back everything up?  
TA:  You can back it up, but then you need to bring this closer then.  

          This is the whole thing. It’s all about adjusting. You’ll have to check 
and see.  

          Now you know, so decide now who is switching what, things like 
that.  

        All right?  
 

((TA goes to the other group.))  
TA:  This group where is your, you guys have back drop? 

Response: task procedure 
Follow-up (directives): indirect request 
 
Follow-up: explanation of task procedure 
 
Referential question: task procedure 
Response: task procedure 
Follow-up: explanation of task procedure 
 
Follow (directives): direct request 
 
Comprehension check 
 
 
Referential question: task procedure 

 
In summary, Trisha’s instructional approaches in Episode 6.2 evidently reveal her 

instructional focus of helping student reach the level that she believes to be desirable and 

appropriate.  Trisha initially gives an instruction to the whole group and then steps in and asks 

some display questions to test students’ application of knowledge to the lighting set-up 

procedure: backdrop, placement of the subject, selection and set-up of the three lights (key, fill 

and back).  She validates student knowledge on the placement of the subject and the lights in the 

response moves (see lines 52, 56, p. 263).  As a follow-up move, she extends the proposition 

made by the students by making a request to adjust the angle of the lights (see lines 70, 75, 80, p. 

263).  Along the way, she clarifies the confusion raised by the students about the relationship 

between the placement of lights, the subject, and the camera: “The key and fill are always in 

relation to the camera, not to the person” (see line 63, p. 263).  She steps out only when she is 

confident that the students are on the right track in doing the task and can do the rest of the 

procedure independently without her guidance.  

This instructional action indicates Trisha’s underlying conception about the instructor 

who needs to carefully guide the student learning process and intervene during every phase of 

their task procedure before she witnesses a sign of mastery and independence from the students.  
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Additionally, her frequent use of direct request strategy signifies a higher degree of imposition 

on the pedagogic action that she demands from the students, which can be viewed as an exercise 

of her authority as a source of knowledge and guidance. This observation suggests that Trisha 

still sees herself as the final authority, although she may respect student knowledge and skills 

and may believe that students can work together to build knowledge and gain understanding and 

experience.  On the other hand, because Trisha was able to guide and intervene in the student 

learning process in a very detailed manner, students eventually were able to grasp the knowledge 

and to gain competence in applying the theoretical knowledge to the actual task.  When Trisha 

witnessed that students reached the desirable level, she stepped out and allowed room for 

students’ own collaboration and autonomy.   

From this perspective, even though Trisha’s dominant instructional approach is to guide 

and direct students to the right way to approach learning, the last interactional moves seen in 

lines 85-86 from Episode 6.2 reveal her scaffolding approach of teaching as well.  Mercer (1992) 

argues that the most essential quality of scaffolding in all educational contexts is the offering of 

guidance and support which is increased or decreased in response to the learner’s development of 

competence in the learning task.  Therefore, it is logical to assume that Trisha’s instructional 

moves, as seen in Episode 6.2, reveal the dual aspects of her instructional practice: the dominant 

instructional approach of direct request and modeling/explanation, and the subsumed approach of 

scaffolding hinted at in the last phase of the episode.    

 
6.2.1.1.3   Direct request strategy and modeling: After the lighting set-up task 

 Trisha continuously employs a direct request strategy and a modeling strategy after the 

students completed the lighting set-up task.  Episode 6.3 reveals a segment of Trisha’s 

instructional discourse after students in both groups finished setting up the three-point lighting 
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task.  Figure 6.1 in the episode illustrates the different lighting set-ups done by the two separate 

groups.  As seen in Figure 6.1, each group positioned the talent and the camera, and set up the 

three lights (key, fill, and back) accordingly.  The talents and the cameras then were placed on 

the floor and the three lights were placed from the ceiling of the studio and angled toward the 

talents, giving a different effect to the talent.  The first group used a phone booth as a backdrop 

and the second group attempted to use chroma key for the backdrop but could not do so because 

of a technical problem.  Therefore, the podium was used in place of the chroma key as a 

foreground.  In this task, I became a self-volunteered subject for the second group’s lighting set-

up task because of the lack of crew members for the group and the request made by Trisha and 

the students.  

 Trisha’s instructional strategy of modeling and direct request can be seen in the 

beginning of Episode 6.3 where she gathers the students to explain and demonstrate the different 

effects of each light: “All right. Let’s watch this … Let’s watch this together” (lines 89-90, p. 

270).  Using direct request strategy, she gives a very clear instruction to the students to see the 

effect of the key light in isolation: “I want you guys to do 1, 2, 3. Switch off all the lights. Keep 

up only your key and switch off your fill and your back” (see line 92, p. 270).  When all the 

lights except the key are turned off, Trisha explains the effect of the key light with a 

demonstration: “This is your key” (line 96, p. 270).   

In the same manner, Trisha goes on with the demonstration of the effect of the two 

remaining lights, the fill light and the back light: “Now put your fill on and now, half the 

intensity.  Switch it [key light] off. Switch it [fill light] on” (line 98, p. 270)…. “Now switch the 

back light on” (line 109, p. 270).  Additionally, Trisha confirms students’ understanding of the 

visual effect of the back light by asking a confirmation check question: “Can you see the 
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difference?” (line 111, p. 270).  Moreover, she extends her request to show the special effect of 

the back light that she believes the students need to see and understand: “Put it halfway between 

your key and your fill” (see line 119, p. 271).  Then, she asks a confirmation check question to 

verify that the students understand the special visual effect of the back light: “Can you see how 

it’s separating the figure from the background?” (line 120, p. 271).  As a concluding remark to 

the three-point lighting effects, she employs a comprehension check question to make sure the 

students understand the different effects of the three lights: “This is your conventional 3-point 

lighting. Can you see the difference?” (lines 122-3, p. 271).  Furthermore, she connects the 

lighting effects in relation to real-world business: “Can you see this like sparkle in her eyes? This 

is what people pay good money for. This is what PD [producer] and cinematographers look for” 

(lines 126-7, p. 271). 

Another noticeable aspect in Trisha’s teaching is that she employs an equal amount and 

type of instructional approaches to the second group’s lighting setting in order to make the lesson 

more concrete and fair to both groups of students.  As seen in the last part of Episode 6.3 (lines 

132-149, p. 271), she makes a direct request to the students in the second group to switch off all 

the lights except the key light: “Switch off…the fill and the back lights. Keep just key on” (see 

line 135, p. 271).  In the same manner as with the first group, she explains to students the 

different effects of the lights.  In response to the question raised by the student (see line 139, p. 

271), she extends the answer to give a clear explanation by using a real-world application of the 

knowledge: “You find like for us Asians… Sometimes different people require different 

intensities of light. Also that’s when make-up comes into play then you have to soften it off...For 

people who have fair skin, you definitely have less intensity of light on those people” (see line 
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144, p. 271).  In doing so, she attempts to enhance students’ application of the knowledge to real-

life situations beyond the simulated studio context.  

 In summation, Trisha’s instructional approach after the student lighting set-up tasks seen 

in Episode 6.3 consistently demonstrates her attempt to instruct students in the right way to learn 

various elements of the task procedure for TV production in this multi-modal nature of the 

learning environment.  By deploying classroom directives, specifically using a direct request 

strategy, she directed students as to what to do in order to see the effects of each light on the 

talent separately.  Every move of her instruction was designed to let the students experience and 

see the visual effects that each light creates on the talent and the background.  In every procedure, 

she attempted to verify students’ understanding by employing a confirmation check question 

and/or a comprehension check question.  In addition, she attempted to help students relate the 

learning task to the real-life contexts by adding examples of real-life situations.  Furthermore, 

she gave an equal amount of instructional guidance and support to both groups in this post 

lighting-set up task. Therefore, it is reasonable to assert that Trisha’s instructional practice 

consistently represents particular instructional approaches of carefully directing, controlling, 

modeling appropriate learning method, and confirming students learning processes. 

Although Trisha’s dominant instructional approaches are identified as direct request and 

modeling, a careful look at some of her interactional moves in the post lighting set-up task in 

Episode 6.3 also reveals some degree of facilitation.  As seen in lines 99-101, when she notices 

that the fill light is not properly positioned to the subject to show its intended effect, she visually 

directs the students to the area to let them see it (“can you see the shadow here?,” line 99, p. 270). 

After that, she hints at a possible cause of that effect by explaining the different results that the 

light will create based on the position of the light: “Sometimes when your angle is not spotted 
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on…But depending on how you angle your light, the shadow would move” (see line 101, p. 270).  

During these interactional moves, instead of directing the appropriate position of the fill light, 

she acknowledges the challenge of the task first and then creates a space for students’ own 

engagement in the problem-solving process: “it’s difficult to spot on the angle. But depending on 

the how you angle your light, the shadow would move” (See line 101, p. 270).  As a result, her 

approach stimulates the students to reflect on the fill light position and let them engage in the 

solution to this problem under her guidance: “So we have to move back?” (line 103, p. 270) “15?” 

(line 106, p. 20).   

While it is evident that Trisha, at times, withdraws the amount of the control and 

instruction given to the student task and allows room for students’ own autonomy, it is also 

undeniable that throughout this process, she does not completely stop intervening in this 

problem-solving task but continues to offer support: “You probably have to move back” (line 

104, p. 270); “a little up, angle it a little up so the shadow falls behind it” (line 107, p. 270).  One 

of the differences seen in her discourse pattern that is distinguishable from the rest of her 

dominant discourse is the coexistence of the indirect request strategy (see line 104) with the 

direct request strategy (see line 107).  The teacher’s indirect request strategy denotes a lesser 

degree of imposition to the action that the learners are expected to take, thus mitigating a degree 

of imposition from the TA and increasing the learner’s autonomy (Blum-Kulka et. al, 1989; 

Dalton-Puffer, 2007).  Therefore, this segment of Trisha’s interaction implies the scaffolding 

approach underlying her instructional practice, however minimal. This aspect of instructional 

practice is aligned with her scaffolding approach evident in Episode 6.2 toward the last phase of 

the student lighting set-up task.   
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Episode 6.3 Trisha’s class transcript: After the 3-point lighting set-up task  

Line   Transcript Category 
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Figure 6.1  3-point Lighting set-up task done by 2 groups            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
((TA shows the students different effects that each light creates by 
the light-from key to fill, to back.)) 

TA: All right.  
Let’s watch this. You come to your group later. Let’s watch this 
together.  
Who was the one who was adjusting the light up there?   
I want you guys to do 1,2, 3. Switch off all the lights. Hold on. Keep 
up only your key and switch off your fill and your back.  

S:    Where is the other one? That’s there.15 and 11 and?  
TA:  That’s just your key,  
        right?  
        This is your key.  
        Now,  
        put your fill on and now, half the intensity. Switch it [key light] off. 

Switch it [fill light] on. Not much of the difference. Raise it a little 
more.  

        … 
        Can you see the shadow here?  
Ss:   Mhm, mhm. 
TA:  Sometimes when your angle is not spotted on and it’s difficult to 

spot on the angel. But depending on how you angle your light, the 
shadow would move,  

        Okay? 
S:    So we have to move back [   ]?  
TA: You probably have to move back= 
S:    15? 
TA: 15  
        a little up, angle it a little up so the shadow falls behind it,  
        but it’s good for now.  
        Now,  
        switch the back light on.  
        Can you see the difference? 
S:    Yeah,  
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Line   Transcript Category 

113 
114 
115 
116 
117 
118 
119 
120 
121 
122 
123 
124 
125 
126 

 
127 

 
128 
129 
130 
131 

 
132 
133 

 
134 
135 
136 
137 
138 

 
 

139 
140 
141 
142 
143 
144 

 
 
 
 
 

145 
146 
147 
148 
149 

it’s like circled on, or semi-circle. 
TA: Put that on again. Put that off again. Come and see. 
        Now,  
       switch it back on.  

Did you put it up all the way? 
S:    Yeah. 
TA: Put it halfway between your key and your fill.  
        Can you see how it’s separating the figure from the background? 
S:    Yeah. 
TA: This is your conventional 3 point lighting. 

 Can you see the difference?  
S:    Uh, huh. 
TA: Also look stand to the camera.  

Can you see this like sparkle in her eyes?  
Ss:   ((Laughs))  
TA: This is what people pay good money for. This is what PD [producer] 

and cinematographers look for. 
S:     Oh,  
        Writing people? 
TA:  Yeah. 
         All right?  
        … 
TA:  Now,  

let’s bring their  [referring to the 2nd group] camera.  
((TA goes out.))  

TA:  Now, 
        switch off the key, ur, the fill and the back light. Keep just key on. 
S:    Switch off? 
TA: Yeah,  
        Switch off. Keep just the key on.  
        …. 

 ((TA shows the effect of different lighting to the students.)) 
S:    Is there a reason like it’s here, you see like [   ]? 
TA: Shadows?  
S:    No,  

like [     ] around here? 
TA: It’s like different skin reflect amount of light.  
        You find like for us, Asians, also there’s something called [     ] will 

confuse you all. Sometimes different people require different 
intensities of light. Also that’s when make-up comes into play then 
you have to soften it off. So it doesn’t reflect off as much as it does. 
For people who have fair skin, you definitely have less intensity of 
light on those people.  
All right? 

        Does it make sense? 
S:    Uh, huh. 
TA: ((clapping)) GOOD JOB! 

That took all of one and a half hour. 
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 All in all, Trisha’s instructional practices, as seen from Episodes 6.1 to 6.3, reveal the 

instructional approaches that she consistently used throughout the lesson.  Using classroom 

directives, in particular a direct request strategy, she instructed and controlled student learning 

with a high degree of involvement at each phase of the task procedure.  Where necessary, she 
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added visual illustration and demonstration to the instruction in order to maximize student 

learning, given that the lab section requires multimodality of learning.  Additionally, she 

persistently checked students’ practical knowledge of the tasks by asking the placement of each 

light, camera, and talent.  Following up on student responses, she either validated their responses 

or extended the students’ proposals in order to give further explanation or to eliminate any 

ambiguity or confusion addressed by the students.  After each phase of instruction, she checked 

students’ understanding before moving to the next step.  She stepped out only when she was 

confident of the students’ ability to handle the work without her guidance.  Although her 

dominant practice was to instruct and guide students with a high degree of directness and control, 

a few instances of her practice, specifically her scaffolding and indirect request strategy, also 

hinted at her emerging practice of facilitation.   

 To examine Trisha’s instructional practice in a tangible manner, Table 6.2 tabulates the 

frequencies and percentages of her monologue based on its form and pedagogic function during 

the procedural talk of the lighting set-up lesson.  It should be noted that even though this 

monologue is categorized under ‘procedural talk’ in this BTMM 105 class, this form of talk 

should be regarded as instructional talk in a traditional class because in this lab learning how to 

use the studio equipment and engaging in hands-on tasks are parts of the learning process 

mediated by these artifacts.  Another important factor that is worthy of attention is that the 

definition of the term ‘monologue’ in Table 6.2 is based on its surface level of the discourses.  In 

other words, the category of statement as well as of directives seen in the monologue assumes a 

non-verbal mode of interaction between the speaker and the listener(s).  For example, in the 

speech act of explanation, the speaker not only gives information to the listener(s), but also 

invites the listener(s) to receive the information (Halliday, 1994, p. 68).  Similarly, in the speech 
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act of request, the speaker demands an action from the listener(s) (p. 68).  Both cases involve the 

exchange of ‘goods and services’ as well as ‘information.’  In this lab section, it was both Trisha 

who mostly assumed the role of the speaker and the students who assumed to be both listeners 

and actors who exchanged information as well as goods and services during the lighting set-up 

lesson. 

Table 6.2 Composition of monologue and its function during procedural talk in Trisha’s class 

 Discourse Form  Discourse Function   Trisha   Ss            Total 
  n % n % n % 

Statement  
 

Explaining task procedure/ 
organization  40 (24.7%) 2  (1.2%) 42 (25.9%) 

Transitional marker Signaling task transition  7 (4.3%)     7 (4.3%) 

Directives 
 
 
 

Direct request on task 
procedure/organization 92 (56.8%) 9 (5.6%) 101 (62.3%) 

Indirect request on task 
procedure/organization 12 (7.4%)     12 (7.4%) 

Total   151 (93.2%) 11 (6.8%) 162 (100%) 

 
As seen in Table 6.2, the most frequently used function of her discourse that centralizes 

Trisha’s major instructional approach during the lesson is the direct request for the task 

procedure or organization (56.8%).  Another frequent function of her talk is shown to be the 

explanation of task procedure or organization (24.7%)  This quantitative data show that during 

the lesson, Trisha mostly spent time demanding an action to the students as a part of a task 

procedure as well as explaining the usage of studio equipment to the students.  Specifically, the 

high ratio of direct requests (56.8%) seen in Trisha’s classroom directives (64.2%) suggests a 

high degree of involvement that the speech act of the request has on the students, rendering 

herself a higher degree of authority (Dalton-Puffer, 2005, p. 1278; Ellis, 1992).  The high ratio of 

discourse functions concerning the task procedure shown in Table 6.2 hints at Trisha’s 

instructional practice of having a higher degree of control over students’ learning process along 

with a higher degree of guidance and instruction over the students’ learning.  For this reason, 
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student discourse is seen to be relatively low (6.8%), which indicates that students relied mostly 

on Trisha for guidance and instruction. 

Another piece of evidence that provides a useful overview of Trisha’s instructional 

practices can be seen in Table 6.3 that quantitatively summarizes verbal interactions between 

Trisha and her students in terms of interactional features and its pedagogic function during the 

entire lighting set-up procedure.  The frequencies and percentages of the interactional features 

and their functions between Trisha and the students are also plotted in the table.  As shown in 

Table 6.3, the interactional features comprise an initiating move that takes the form of a question, 

the responding move of her reply, and the follow-up moves by which the speaker extends the 

preceding contribution from the previous speaker and gives further information or instruction in 

a statement or directive form.   

A closer inspection of the types of question used in this interaction reveals that most of 

the students’ questions are referential (12.0%), a type of question which is concerned with the 

procedural information of the lighting set-up task, while Trisha’s questions are composed of a 

confirmation check (10.6%), a comprehension check (9.9%), a referential question (8.5%), and a 

display question (3.2%).  As discussed in Episodes 6.2 and 6.3., display questions and referential 

questions in this context are epistemic in nature and are designed to test student practical 

knowledge of the task procedure or to ascertain contextual information about the students’ 

actions (Myers, 1994).  These questions are seen as Trisha’s attempt to probe students’ 

understanding in order to discover the degree of guidance and support needed for their task 

process.   
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Table 6.3 Trisha's composition of dialogic interaction and its function during procedural talk 

Interactional features in 
Dialogue 

Discourse function for 
pedagogic purpose 

   Trisha        Ss           Total 
n % n % n % 

1) Question:                
Referential question Requesting 

organizational/procedural 
information of a task 

24 (8.5%) 34 (12.0%) 58 (20.5%) 

Display question Comprehension check on task 
procedure 9 (3.2%)    9 (3.2%) 

Comprehension check Comprehension check    28 (9.9%)     28 (9.9%) 

Confirmation check Confirmation check 30 (10.6%) 9 (3.2%) 39 (13.8%) 

Clarification request Clarification request for 
identification 1 (0.4%) 9 (3.2%) 10 (3.5%) 

 2) Response: 
  
  

Giving information on task 
procedure/organization 19 (6.7%) 11 (3.9%) 39 (13.8%) 

Demonstrating knowledge of 
the task procedure   9 (3.2%)   

Acknowledgement     13 (4.6%) 13 (4.6%) 

Confirm/Disconfirm 14 (4.9%) 15 (5.3%) 29 (10.2%) 

 Evaluation 7 (2.5%) 1   (0.4%) 8 (2.8%) 

3) Follow-up (statement) Acknowledgement 10 (3.5%) 5   (1.8%) 15 (5.3%) 

 Explanation (task procedure) 20 (7.1%) 1   (0.4%) 21 (7.4%) 

4) Follow-up (directives) 
  

Direct request 5 (1.8%)     5 (1.8%) 

Indirect request 9 (3.2%)     9 (3.2%) 

Total   176 (62.2%) 107 (37.8%) 283 (100%) 

 
Likewise, one type of Trisha’s response serves the function of giving information about 

the task procedure (6.7%) as a guide to the knowledge.  Another type of the response functions 

to confirm or disconfirm the correctness of student knowledge or understanding (4.9%).  

Moreover, a majority of Trisha’s follow-up moves consist of extending responses given by her or 

the students to provide further explanation of task procedures (7.1%).  The list of pedagogic 

functions embedded in Trisha’s interactional features of question, response, and follow-up 

moves reifies her teacher-centered and didactic instructional practice in this lab setting.   

By the same token, looking at the students’ interactional features shows that the highest 

ratio of students’ questions is referential (12.0%), which is designed to seek information about 

the task procedure.  The other two types of questions serve the functions of confirming the 
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correctness of their understanding (3.2%) or requesting clarification of the information given by 

Trisha (3.2%).  The functions of questions seen in student speech illustrate their attempts to 

receive the knowledge and information from Trisha, while viewing her as the final authority in 

this task procedure.    

In brief, Trisha’s frequent use of comprehension and confirmation check questions as 

well as deployment of display and referential questions recorded during the procedure talk 

highlights her instructional practice, actively taking control of student learning and checking 

students’ learning process.  Likewise, the presence of referential questions as well as the 

confirmation check and clarification request questions seen in students’ discourse supports their 

dependence on Trisha for modeling and directing the desirable task procedure.  Student 

gravitation toward Trisha’s instruction is partly due to Trisha’s display of authority and 

leadership as the lab instructor through her direction of students’ task processes and controlling 

every phase of the task.  

Table 6.4 brings a comprehensive overview of Trisha’s teaching practices that tabulates 

the frequencies and percentages of the talk between Trisha and her students in terms of types of 

talk and forms of discourse.  As seen in Table 6.4, during the whole lighting set-up lesson, Trisha 

and the students engaged in three different types of talks: instructional, procedural and personal 

talk.  Due to the fact that this is a lab section, distinct from traditional classroom contexts such as 

Statistics 122 seen in Chapter 5, a vast majority of the talk gravitates toward procedural talk 

(93.1%) which concerns procedural matters of tasks such as giving directions or seeking 

information about organizational and procedural aspects of the studio lab work.  There is the 

addition of personal talk which is related to personal interests, experiences, or concerns as a 

personal expression in an effort to support students and to build a rapport with them within the 
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lab context, although instances of personal talk appeared to be minimal.  The instructional talk in 

this table records purely instructional matter of the discourse concerned with facts and concepts 

pertaining to production fields which are not directly related to the technical elements of the task 

or task procedure.  

Table 6.4 Composition of discourse form based on types of talk in Trisha’s class 

Types of Talk Discourse form   Trisha    Students   Total 
n % n % n % 

Instructional talk Monologue 3 (0.6%)     3 (0.6%) 

  Dialogic interaction 16 (3.3%) 12 (2.5%) 28 (5.9%) 

Procedural talk Monologue 151 (31.6%) 11 (2.3%) 162 (33.9%) 

  Dialogic interaction 176 (36.8%) 107 (22.4%) 283 (59.2%) 

Personal Talk Monologue 2 (0.4%)     2 (0.4%) 

Total   348 (73%) 130 (27.2%) 478 (100%) 

 
 Evidence that reveals Trisha’s instructional practice can be seen in the amount of talk that 

Trisha and the students produced during the lesson.  The total ratio of talk shows that Trisha 

talked over two times (73%) more frequently than did her students (27.2%).  This disparity 

suggests that she took an active charge of the lesson and students’ learning processes.  For 

example, she gave many verbal instructions and requests at each phase of the task and every step 

of the procedure: before students engaged in the 3-point lighting set-up task, while they were 

doing the task, and after they completed the task.  It should be noted that although only the 

verbal aspect of the instruction was reported in the table, because of the nature of the discipline 

and the nature of the required tasks there were times when she used other modes of instruction 

such as visual and tactile; Trisha utilized these other instructional modes in order to show 

students how to use the equipment for the lighting set-up task while explaining the effect of each 

of the three lights on talent in the production work.  In other words, Trisha’s verbal instruction is 

given simultaneously with visual or tactile modes of instruction in order to enhance student 

understanding, a strategy which is illustrated in her instructional approach of modeling.   
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 In summary, Trisha’s instructional practices examined through the three episodes as well 

as quantification of her discourse features show that she focused on giving, directing, and 

intervening at every step of the students learning process until she was assured that students 

could handle the task independently.  During this process, she employed direct request strategy 

as well as modeling strategy to carefully instruct and control student learning processes and to 

show the right way to approach learning and appropriate the learning, taking care of students’ 

emerging questions during the actual tasks.  On the other hand, some segment of her 

instructional moves also shows that at a certain point, Trisha reduced the amount of control and 

instruction, and allowed a space for student autonomy, which also signals her scaffolding 

strategy.  Accordingly, I conclude that Trisha’s instructional practice has two different layers of 

instructional focus – TA’s control and student autonomy – although the degree and intensity 

somewhat differs.  This phenomenon in and of itself reveals the intricacies and complexities of 

Trisha’s teaching practice that are constantly interacting with the physical context of the TV 

production course and its disciplinary nature. 

 
6.2.1.2   Instructor Role 

 On the whole, Trisha’s instructional approaches that are manifested in her instructional 

practice in this multi-modal learning environment of the studio lab prominently reveal her 

dominant role as an instructor who attempts to be a source of the right way to find knowledge. 

Her instructional practice focuses on teaching students to learn how to do the technical aspects of 

studio work properly by directing and modeling the appropriate way to use the artifacts of 

equipment as a part of the studio production task, and instructing them how to apply theoretical 

knowledge to the actual task procedure by checking students’ work at every step of the 

procedure, testing students’ practical knowledge as they proceed with the task, and offering 
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guidance and support throughout the process.  Trisha’s conception about her central role of 

instructor seen from her interview supports her actual role which is aligned with her instructional 

practice:   

TA is a great responsibility since you have 20 people relying on you to give the 
knowledge, the right knowledge; you allow the knowledge to adapt and to grow. 
In my field it requires a very high level of support because it’s very technical 
unless the student is extremely bright and can read from the book or unless 
they’ve physically done it, or experienced it or seen it. 
 
The students come to you in different level of skills or knowledge. It’s up to you 
to identify them and identify what you need to take them to different (higher) 
levels. If they come and nothing is gained from it, then your teaching is wasted, I 
believe.  (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 
 
As seen in her interview excerpt, she believes that providing the right knowledge and 

high level of support to the students is of prime importance in this course.  Additionally, she 

stated that the teacher’s job is to identify students’ level of knowledge and skills and to enable 

them to advance to a higher level at which their knowledge will grow and develop to an 

advanced stage.  This conception also reflects her beliefs about knowledge having some sort of 

hierarchical structure.  Thus, her central role of an instructor in this course may have been partly 

affected by the technical nature of the course and the conception about the nature of the 

knowledge that she had about the course.   

While there is ample evidence about Trisha’s role of the source of the right way to 

appropriate learning, her instructional approach of scaffolding in some segments of interactional 

moves also convinces us that she at times assumed a facilitator role.  The scaffolding strategy, 

which derives from the constructivist learning theory in education as a way of operationalizing 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of zone of proximal development, is often seen from a facilitator.  

Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that Trisha’s subsumed scaffolding strategy in her teaching 

is connected to her own conceptions about what it is to be a teacher, as seen in her interview 
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excerpt above; for Trisha, a teacher is one who needs to identify the areas of difficulties that 

students have and scaffold them to reach a higher level of knowledge.  Trisha’s employment of 

scaffolding also can be viewed as an actualization of Trisha’s conception about the instructor, 

although it does not seem to dominate her instructional practice to a great extent all throughout 

the lesson.  However, it is also reasonable to speculate that the technical nature of the course may 

have affected Trisha’s scaffolding strategy.  Therefore, her use of this strategy calls for a long-

term follow-up investigation to see whether she carries on this strategy in other teaching contexts. 

Figure 6.1 gives a visual illustration of Trisha’s instructional role in the diagram.  As seen 

in Figure 6.1, Trisha’s instructional practice inherently displays two disparate roles of an 

instructor.  The dominant role characterizes a source of the right way to find knowledge, yet the 

other subsumed role points to her emerging role as a facilitator.  To distinguish the difference 

and the degree of the role in the diagram, Trisha’s dominant instructor role is indicated as a 

normal line while her subsumed role of facilitator is marked as a dotted line.   

                                                                                 
                                                                Figure 6.1 Trisha’s instructor role 

 
Because of Trisha’s conception about the instructor role that underlies her actual 

performance of teaching in a highly structured and guided fashion, students in her class 

  
Source of right 
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positively expressed that they were able to benefit from her teaching style by being able to learn 

efficient strategies for their group project: 

In the lab session, [the] TA taught us to learn how to designate the roles and to 
plan times in the beginning pretty well: the way we divide up the roles and 
different jobs help us to be organized and get done what we have to do because 
we all know different aspects to put the product together and we know what we 
need to do.  (Student Interview, 6/13/2006) 

 

6.2.2   Epistemic Position 

Trisha seems to have a very concrete sense of the nature of knowledge in the certainty of 

knowledge domain.  Her questionnaire and interview responses reveal that she holds the early 

multiplicity position.  Individuals holding the early multiplicity position believe in the certainty 

of knowledge as the nature of truth but acknowledge undeniable uncertainty and complexity as 

realities of the world in their own right (Perry, 1970).  Although this uncertainty causes them to 

accept the legitimacy of a multiplicity of answers to some extent, this assumption is subordinate 

to the dominant belief that still sees the world of truth as the domain of an authority.  Thus, the 

underlying uncertainty to the legitimacy of knowledge is not powerful enough to outwardly 

affect one’s beliefs about the nature of truth.  In the meantime, until the complexities of the 

reality are settled in one’s belief structure, individuals in this stage tend to maintain the belief 

that authority has the power and status to give the knowledge and assess the students, even in 

respect to areas of knowledge in which the right answer is unknown (Perry, 1970).   

As shown in her interview excerpt below, Trisha asserts that knowledge at the surface 

level keeps on changing, but the underlying concepts and theories are pretty much constant.  In 

her view, an authority is understood as the one who possesses this fundamental concept more in 

depth than others do.  Hence, the authority who presumably possesses this fundamental 

knowledge needs to teach this fundamental knowledge and theory and to show students how to 
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learn and interpret it.  This belief was hinted in Trisha’s perception of the TA role as a lab 

instructor.  As the excerpt from the interview shows, she made an attempt to comply with a 

higher authority who is her supervising faculty and lecture teacher in terms of what main 

concepts and skills need to be taught and explained in her lab section:  

Knowledge is certain though changing. Knowledge is always changing and you 
can never know enough. Knowledge is out there and it’s up to you to interpret it. 
If you can’t interpret it, you need guidance. You need to know the facts. Bottom 
line is that if you understood the underlying concepts, you experienced production, 
you can always learn new technology but the underlying concept has to be 
constant. In that way, the students don’t know as much as professors do. 
     
I make up my own syllabus but I believe that the core concepts have to be covered 
and have to be consistent with what the professor instructs me to do.  (Trisha 
Interview, 8/22/2006)  

 
Contrary to the evidence for the early multiplicity position seen in Trisha’s questionnaire 

and interview responses, her member-check response reveals that she holds the late multiplicity 

position.  She asserts that the nature of knowledge is in constant flux, evolving and changing 

across historical contexts and times.  According to her, the acceptance of knowledge claim is 

rather tentative and can be refutable.  This position characterizes an individual taking the late 

multiplicity epistemic stance:   

It’s a little hard to explain why, and I’m not sure if this will suffice, but I believe 
that my personal philosophies (towards life in general) dictate and influence my 
teaching methods /pedagogy. In this case, I believe that knowledge is dynamic in 
the sense one needs to be constantly seeking out/refreshing/altering where needed 
knowledge that has been already attained. It is during this ‘quest’ that learning 
occurs  ... If there was a definitive set of ‘right’ answers, learning would be static 
and end when one has successfully obtained these ‘right’ answers. I challenge this 
notion because knowledge is relative to the time, context, etc, and with the 
changing times, authority is founded based on knowledge that is considered ‘right’ 
at that time. However, if knowledge was as static as that, mankind would not have 
evolved into what we are now!! The ‘superiority’ of the human race/brain is in 
being able to challenge and constantly seek out knowledge that is new and 
changing. And yes, though the technical dimension of video and film production 
would hold up to this ‘theory’ of mine, I think that I would hold this position if I 
were teaching other disciplines as well ... except maybe math and the sciences? 
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But I guess even there, the quest for new knowledge continues to shape and add to 
existing bodies of knowledge.  (Trish Interview, 8/24/07) 

 
As seen in her excerpt, Trisha challenges the assumptions about the static knowledge and 

seeks out the dynamic nature of knowledge that is constructed and negotiated by social 

agreement in a given time and the situation.  In the last part of her except in which she addresses 

some of the conflict with her epistemic position and her teaching practice, she argues that even in 

disciplines in which accuracy and correctness are viewed as the foundation of knowledge she 

would hold this position, believing that a quest for further advancement in the existing body of 

knowledge will continue.  Therefore, based on this evidence I reinterpret her responses about 

epistemic position in the first interview and take her member-check response as the final 

verification, concluding that her epistemic stance toward the nature of knowledge is at a late 

multiplicity position. 

 
6.2.3   Relationship between Epistemic Position and Instructional Practice 

Drawing on the findings of Trisha’s instructional practices and the epistemic position, in 

this section, I will turn to the relationship between Trisha’s epistemic stance and her instructional 

practice and consider various factors that may have affected her overall practice in the studio lab.  

Trisha’s overall teaching practice instantiates her instructor role as a source of modeling 

the task process that is called for, which is a characteristic of an instructor holding the early 

multiplicity position (Perry, 1979).  Yet, some instances of her teaching show a scaffolding 

strategy, which appears to be emerging occasionally toward the end of each task phase during the 

entire lesson.  Therefore, while her dominant role as an instructor seems contradictory to her 

epistemic stance, the subsumed role as a facilitator shows a strong connection to the epistemic 

position.  
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Table 6.5 maps out the relationship between Trisha’s epistemic stance and her instructor 

role under the analytic framework of the matrix adopted from Perry (1970) and Knefelkamp 

(1979).   As seen in Table 6.5, Trisha’s epistemic position reveals a sign of late multiplicity in 

that she is beginning to experience a quest for discovery of knowledge open to the realm of 

multiple realities and truths in which knowledge is subject to change based on social negotiation 

and approval.  Under this belief, acquisition of reasoning and the reasoning skill that moves 

individuals to independent thought and action, hold a high value.   

Table 6.5 Relationship between Trisha’s epistemic position and instructional practice 

            Epistemic position 
  
 Instructor role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

 Source of knowledge    

 Source of right way to 
 find knowledge  *            Trisha 

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator) 

  (Trisha)* 

   Note. Asterisk (*) indicates expected instructor role that corresponds to Trisha’s epistemic position.   
   Parenthesis (   ) indicates a subordinate instructor role. 

Applying this epistemic position to the instructor role adapted by Knefelkamp (1979), the 

perfect correlation of an instructor holding the late multiplicity position is assumed to be as a 

facilitator.  Unlike the predicted role of a facilitator that promotes students’ independent thought 

and action in learning, Trisha mainly took on a very active instructor role, directing students to 

the correct way of doing the task by controlling every phase of their learning task, and modeling 

and explaining task procedure and task set-up along the way.   

For instance, before students engaged in the lighting set-up, she demonstrated to them 

how to use different equipment for the task procedure and made them see and touch each piece 

of equipment.  During the lighting set-up task, she traversed each group’s work site and checked 

on the student performance at each step of the task.  Along the way, she asked a lot of referential 

and display questions in order to check students’ practical knowledge of the task.  Following up 
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on the students’ answers to her questions, she either validated their responses or made a direct 

request to lead them to a more accurate way of doing the task.  At times, she lifted the ambiguity 

raised by the students in applying the knowledge to the practical task by giving more detailed 

explanations of the task organization and procedure.  After the set-up was complete, she visually 

demonstrated different effects of each of the lights to the students in each group and highlighted 

areas where special attention needed to be paid.  In every step of the process, she attempted to 

test students’ understanding by deploying display questions or comprehension check questions.  

Because of the instructional approaches that Trisha employed throughout the lesson, the students 

seemed to seek validation of their practical knowledge by taking instructions from her on the 

task procedure and asking her to verify the correctness of their task.     

While it is evident that the active instructor role is much more prominent in Trisha’s 

teaching in this studio lab, her scaffolding approach in segments of interactional moves points to 

her emerging facilitator role, which shows congruence to her late multiplicity epistemic position.  

Specifically, the discontinuation of her intervention in the student task procedure in segments of 

the three episodes reveals her attempt to facilitate student learning.  Once she is assured that 

students were on the right track in applying the theoretical knowledge into the practical task, she 

let them do the task on their own and stepped out of the group work. The decrease in her 

instructional support is a part of scaffolding strategy seen from a facilitator holding the late 

multiplicity position (Knefelkamp, 1979).  Moreover, in some interactional moves, she let the 

students engage in the problem solving task and had them figure the assignment out under her 

minimal guidance.  This type of instructional approach allows space for student autonomy and 

independence in the learning process.   
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  These cases convince us that Trisha’s most frequent and dominant instructional 

approaches somewhat contradict her epistemic position of late multiplicity, although we concede 

that a few instances of her teaching practice revealed a strong connection to her epistemic 

position.  One of the reasons that Trisha’s instructor role exhibits much of the knowledge giver 

appears to be due to the nature of the TV production studio lab work. The introductory TV 

production lab course requires students to gain experience in using different studio equipment as 

a basis by which to be exposed to television production work.  In this studio lab, learning occurs 

in the process of putting all the theoretical knowledge into use by being able to handle studio 

equipment properly and by physically engaging in the hand-on tasks.  In order to help students 

gain the basic knowledge and achieve technical skills simultaneously, Trisha may have acted 

against her belief to instruct and show the correct way to handle all the equipment and to proceed 

with each step of the task accurately and efficiently.   

Another possible explanation for this incongruence seems to be due to the student level of 

knowledge and skill in this course.  Because most students in Trisha’s class have no experience 

in studio work, Trisha may have given more direct instruction and intervened in the student work 

more often than she might have done with other groups of students who were more experienced 

in the production work.  These variables seem to be important to consider when examining the 

relationship between Trisha’s instructional practice and her epistemic position. 

An equally compelling explanation for this mismatched relationship is her beliefs about 

learning and her conceptions about a teacher that strongly underlie her instructional practice, 

although such conceptions are not well aligned with her beliefs about the nature of knowledge.  

During the post-observation interview, she maintains that knowledge equals knowing how to 

learn and that authority is the one who gains the legitimacy of acquiring an effective learning 
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approach, a strategy that would take a long time for most students to develop and acquire.  She 

believes that a teacher is one who presumably masters the knowledge and the effective learning 

approach whereas most students are still struggling with learning that technique and knowledge.  

Therefore an important role of a teacher is to guide student learning by identifying areas of 

difficulty that students are facing and showing them how to approach the problem.  Her last 

comment from the excerpt, “If they [students] come and nothing is gained from it, then your 

teaching is wasted, I believe,” strongly reveals her conceptions about a teacher who needs to be 

responsible for student learning, which typifies a characteristic of an instructor holding an early 

multiplicity epistemic position: 

Knowledge is learning how to study. It takes many people a long time to realize 
how to learn for themselves. It takes [a] long time for individuals to develop a 
strategy because you have to be aware of how you learn. The best learners know 
how to learn. It’s hard work and persistence. You may be working hard for the 
wrong strategies for yourself and you are not gonna learn. That’s why [a] very 
important role of the teacher is to identify and to be able to tell the students how 
to learn if they have difficulties….The students come to you in different level of 
skills or knowledge. It’s up to you to identify them and identify what you need to 
take them to different (higher) levels. If they come and nothing is gained from it, 
then your teaching is wasted, I believe.  (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 

From this evidence, it is reasonable to argue that there is a strong connection between 

Trisha’s own learning strategy and her teaching approaches.  Because Trisha had never taught a 

class before she became a TA in the U.S., most of her teaching approaches were derived from 

her own approach to learning, which was socially and culturally conditioned and shaped by her 

schooling experience in India.  According to Trisha, during her undergraduate study in India she 

was expected to study all the subjects on her own and was not expected to ask help from 

professors.  The professors in India gave lectures in a class size of 100 students, and the students 

learned to work independently outside the class.  Students in India mostly receive further 

instruction from instructors in private institutes that teach students how to study the subjects and 
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how to do well on the exams.  Therefore, this educational infrastructure forced her to develop an 

independent learning strategy in order to cope with the challenging situation. With no examples 

to follow in her teaching in the U.S., she brought her own learning approach that she developed 

over the years into her own teaching practices yet opted to compensate for the lack of support 

that she experienced during her schooling years in India.   

I’ve never taught a classroom before. I tutored before. It’s a style that I’ve created 
by myself and I kind of understand without having taken any educational courses. 
There are certain techniques which work and which don’t work. It’s always best 
in media production to have the students do something rather than to demonstrate. 
It’s something that comes from me, from my own learning, the way I learn. I 
probably incorporate the way I learn into the way I teach. It’s also a style that I 
created over time and you begin to realize that how different students learn and 
how you adapt different students.  (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
In addition to the possible effect of these variables on her teaching, her interview 

responses illuminate a contradictory nature of her conceptions about the instructional practice 

and her actualization of practice in the studio lab.  As seen in Trisha’s interview except below, 

she has an ideological conception of teacher who needs to strike a balance between a facilitator 

and a knowledge source by allowing students to make a mistake and develop independence in 

learning while teaching the students all the knowledge and skills for doing the task.  However, 

her actual teaching practice did not illuminate this ideal instructor role in most cases although 

this facilitator role was instantiated in her practice a few times during the entire lesson.  Instead, 

she took more responsibility in students’ learning by intervening in their learning process, 

checking on their practical knowledge, and validating the task procedure at every step of their 

learning process.  This may be because she was not aware of her active role of instructor yet or 

she was not able to balance out her ideal instructor role due to the lack of pedagogic skills and 

training in coping with this particular instructional context and the students.  
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While I concede that much of her instructor role exhibits an instructional practice that is 

misaligned with her epistemic position, I still assert that the emergence of her facilitator role in 

some instances of her instructional moves during the interaction with students calls for a long-

term, follow-up investigation.  Therefore, a follow-up study with pedagogic training and support 

will give further insight into how these conceptions carry over to her teaching in the long run and 

whether the characteristics of the students can truly be a compounding variable in Trisha’s 

instructional practice or whether pedagogic training will make a difference in her implementation 

of teaching practice.  Trish states in her interview:  

The nature of my field is so technical, you have to give them the basics to start out 
on. But then, much of the learning in our field comes from doing it yourself. It’s 
difficult to manage from that perspective because as a TA when facilitating things 
like that sometimes it’s frustrating, when your level of knowledge is more than 
theirs and you want them do it in a certain way, so you have to draw a line 
allowing them to learn and you teaching them and you doing it. You have to allow 
them to make mistakes and make choices. You got to learn where to draw a line 
between guidance and making them do it.  (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
To sum up, Trisha’s case study reveals a somewhat misaligned relationship between her 

epistemic position and instructional practices, as documented in this studio lab section.  I argue 

that these mismatches cannot be taken at the face value.  Instead, other compounding factors, 

such as Trisha’s learning beliefs, her own learning strategies developed during her schooling 

period in India, the nature of the learning tasks in this discipline, and the student characteristics 

seem to be significant factors accountable for this incongruence.  On the other hand, instances of 

a facilitator role which are congruent with her epistemic position lend themselves to further 

investigation of the development of Trisha’s teaching over time.  
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6.2.4   Relationship between Instructional Practice and Student Evaluations 

On the whole, Trisha’s teaching received a very positive evaluation from the students in 

both academic and social aspects. Her main role as an active instructor in teaching, in showing 

students how to do jobs and how to work through the process seems to work well for the students. 

Moreover, her enthusiasm for the subject matter and her patience appeared to have strongly 

motivated her students.   

  Positive comments made by the students about academic aspects of Trisha’s teaching 

practice are that she (1) provided detailed explanations about the learning material, (2) explained 

material at the students’ cognitive level, (3) connected concepts to real-life cases, and (4) 

instructed students in how to be effective in working on a group project. One of the most notable 

comments with regard to Trisha’s teaching as an ITA in comparison to domestic TAs is that the 

students liked the her teaching method of giving a much more detailed explanation of the 

learning materials and the procedures of the task.  Students in this course are mostly in their 

sophomore year; therefore they still have an intellectual dependency on learning from an 

authority as well as expectations that the authority will reiterate the materials at their cognitive 

level, reinforce the learning, and model effective methods of learning.  The following interview 

response from the students supports this interpretation: 

I think I learned a lot with [the] TA partly because I don’t know anything about 
TV production and I can’t make [it] up on my own; she has to give me [a] brief 
overview about stuff. Even with a book, me personally, I still need a TA there just 
to reiterate stuff because even if I read it, I might interpret it in a wrong way but 
that might not be the right way. I still need [the] TA to reinforce what the book is 
saying. I just feel that she is an important part.  (Student Interview, 6/13/2006) 

  Students also made affirmative comments about social aspects of Trisha’s teaching. They 

were encouraged by her enthusiasm about the course and the topics as well as by her patience 

and open-mindedness in handling their questions.  Trisha stated that she also had a goal of 
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creating excitement in her students’ field work so that they would continue onto the next level of 

the class with a high motivation.  The following student excepts demonstrate some of Trisha’s 

passion: 

Excerpt 6.1 
S1: She knows what she is talking about and is very passionate about it, so it makes a lot easier 

for us to understand and more motivated and excited. If someone is just teaching and not 
showing any emotions, it makes us bored.         

S2: If you keep asking [the] same questions again and again, she doesn’t get so uptight even if 
you keep asking the same questions five different times. If you don’t understand, she would 
explain it repeatedly. 

S3: Even if I ask a question that is not necessarily related to BTMM105 but more related to TV 
production, she doesn’t mind us asking those questions.   

(Student Interviews, 6/12/2006) 
  
It is clear from these comments that students were expecting their TA to be able to effectively 

show support, care, and concern for them. 

In terms of Trisha’s own evaluation about student performance, she felt that students 

actively participated and were highly engaged in learning.  She also gave much credit to the 

students’ initiation of their ambitious and adventurous final group project.  Her evaluation 

consists of students’ ability in comprehension, application, and creativity as well as their attitude 

toward cooperation: 

Students who get an A in my class have a good grasp of the concepts and be able 
to apply it to a point where they get very creative. It’s initiative and pro-
activeness that brings [an] A into the class. Third, they have to be a very good 
team player.” (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 
 

 However, there were a few areas that Trish felt the need for improvement and challenge.  

She expressed her slight dissatisfaction with students’ technical skills in the production. 

Additionally, because some students raised an issue about their group’s grade for the final group 

project, she had to divide the grade into individual as well as group grades. Thus, as she remarks 
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below, making sure that all the students equally contributed to the group project and brought a 

good team spirit to the project turned out to be quite a challenging tasks for Trisha as a TA: 

For my students’ performance in the final project, it could be 8.5 out of scale of 
10. And I have higher expectations … It was the techniques that I was expecting 
more. They could have been a little stronger technique-wise. 
 
Because it’s so team-work oriented, there is always concern raised by a student 
against other students. The nature of our field is you have to learn how to work as 
a team. Most of the challenges raised by our students in this class is that some 
students have issues with other students and concerns that their grade is collective 
grade, their grade depends on other people, which is why I make sure the work is 
group plus individual ones.  (Trish Interview, 8/22/2006) 

Along these lines, Trisha also commented on American students not working hard enough but 

still expecting to receive a good grade:  

I think students here don’t know what it takes to get an A. They think it’s easy to 
get an A. It’s a lot of grade inflation. I had some students coming to me trying to 
challenging their grades. The students who challenge the grade are the ones who 
were not constant in their performance. I think Americans are more spoon-fed 
because they know that they can always ask for help from teachers.  (Trish 
Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
 From the students’ view-point, they also expressed that the course was slightly 

challenging and dissatisfying. They claimed that they expected their TA to be a bit more flexible 

in giving deadlines in unusual circumstances and to teach them more minute technical and 

interpersonal tips that they perceived were important to their project. Again, it is my 

understanding that this dissatisfaction may be because the students either wanted to make a better 

piece or were at an intellectual level which they felt dependent on the authority to instruct, teach, 

and guide them along the way of learning.  Some students commented:  

Excerpt 6.2 
S1: I thought she could give us [an] extension ‘cause there was a rainy day. 
S2: There were minor things that I wish we had known like “don’t stop the camera because … 

how to work with [the] equipment office and understand their rules, find out how to deal with 
the woman in the equipment office.  (Student Interviews, 6/13/2006) 

 



 

 

 

293 

Nonetheless, Trisha’s active teaching approach of instructing students in applying 

theoretical knowledge to the actual hands-on tasks, thereby gaining technical skills to understand 

the studio production work, received a positive evaluation from her students.  They also felt 

inspired and encouraged by her passionate demeanor and patience.  All in all, Trisha’s 

instructional practice worked for this particular group of students despite the minor issues and 

challenges that emerged during the course.  Additionally, part of Trisha’s active teaching 

approach, although it does not appear to be aligned well with her epistemic stance, may have 

been affected by her students’ level of experience in the production work and their reliance on 

her for learning.  

 

6.3   Case Study: Alison (US TA)    

6.3.1   Instructional Practice 

My overall impression of Alison’s class from the observations was that her class was well 

organized and structured in terms of all the tasks that need to be completed during the session. 

Most students seemed to be highly motivated and very independent in engaging in the work 

while others appeared to be quite familiar with dealing with the studio equipment as well.  When 

there was a dry-run day for a group project, students came half an hour before the class to set up 

all the studio equipment for the studio shooting.   

There was a clear boundary between Alison and the students; each party showed a respect 

toward each other and in addition the students showed respect among themselves when 

discussing their ideas or working together as a group.  Yet students still called Alison by her first 

name ‘Alison,’ and found it easy to approach her to address questions or concerns that they had 

about the assignments or lab work during the lesson.  Despite the challenging role of a TA in this 
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studio lab that requires dynamic interaction and handling multiple tasks at one time, Alison dealt 

with a variety of responsibilities quite efficiently and in an organized manner, from giving 

instructions about the task, offering advice on student work, and addressing students’ questions 

and concerns one at a time. 

Because Alison’s lab section was scheduled a couple of days before the lecture, at times 

she taught students theoretical concepts before letting them engage in the hands-on task.  This 

was the case for the 3-point lighting set-up lesson which I am going to discuss in this section.  

During the two-hours of the lighting set-up lesson period, Alison gave a 20-minute interactive 

lecture on three-point lighting, and then let the students do the hands-on lighting set-up task as a 

group in the remaining time.  While students were engaging in the lighting set-up procedure, 

Alison mainly facilitated students’ work, addressing their questions and giving advice and/or 

suggestions occasionally when necessary.  She rarely intervened in the student task until the final 

stage when students came forward for a specific question or request for help. 

 
6.3.1.1   Instructional Approaches 

As Trisha did for her lab section, Alison set a primary teaching goal, in this case to teach 

students how to apply theoretical knowledge to a hands-on learning task and to facilitate the 

students’ lab work.  Specifically, Alison, as shown in her interview response below, focuses on 

teaching students not only how to use the equipment but also how to work as a team in a 

professional way, relying on each other while respecting and taking instructions from each other.  

Therefore, she strived to promote a class atmosphere that was independent yet had an order and a 

structure in place.  In accordance with her teaching goal, the students worked in a very 

professional way, showing respect to each other and to Alison, taking each other’s advice and 

instructions, as suggested by her comments:  
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I wanted to them to learn how to work with each other and work kind of in a 
professional way with each other in that they would depend on each other and 
realize that other people depend on them… They would be able to take instruction 
from each other…they learn how to work together and learn how to both respect 
each other. Of course, they need to learn how to use the equipment and stuff like 
that. I think like the real strength of doing this group work is kind of having a 
thick enough skin to be able to work in an environment where people speak to 
each other, you know, really quickly and you know, sometimes things may sound 
rough or people will tell you what to do and…all these things but you just have to 
make it work in order for it to work, and then afterward, you know, it’s very 
satisfying to see the work.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 
 
The analysis of Alison’s instructional practice illuminates two main instructional 

approaches that she employed to carry out the lesson and to fulfill her instructional goal.  

In order to capture the contingent nature of interaction inherent in the TA-student dialogue, 

Alison’s instructional approaches were examined, using the actual content of the classroom talk.  

Details of the approaches based on the analysis of Alison’s classroom discourse and the excerpts 

taken from the classroom talk will be discussed in the subsequent sections.  Each subsection will 

end with a quantitative summary of the classroom discourse that illustrates a particular 

instructional approach.  

 
6.3.1.1.1   Questioning as elicitation technique 

 During the 20-minute interactive lecture session of the three-point lighting, the main 

instructional approach recurrent in Alison’s teaching is the elicitation technique of questioning.  

This technique was discussed in the examination of Mark’s Statistics 122 course in the previous 

chapter.  Alison’s questioning strategy is an attempt to reinforce and to facilitate student 

understanding about the three-point lighting.  Episode 6.4 captures a segment of instructional 

practice in which Alison gives a short lecture on three-point lighting.  As seen in Episode 6.4, 

from the surface level, it appears that Alison’s lecture is structured as an interactive dialogue 

with students.  This interactive dialogue is seen as an attempt to create a space to verbally engage 
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the students in learning by demonstrating their knowledge, by asking further questions of Alison, 

and by confirming their understanding of Alison’s instruction.  

As seen at the beginning of the instructional talk, one of Alison’s elicitation techniques is 

to ask display questions in order to test student knowledge about a topic and to elicit student  

responses: “Does anybody know what three-point lighting is?” (See line 2, p. 299).  Following 

the response made by the student (line 3, p. 299), Alison keeps on checking the students’ 

knowledge while acknowledging the student’s contribution: “We have back light and fill light. 

Anyone knows the third one? (lines 4-5, p. 299).  In the initial stage of the lesson, her questions 

gravitate toward testing factual knowledge about the content.  As the lesson progresses, the 

degree of complexity in Alison’s questions increases: “Where will I put the key light?” (line 11, 

p. 299); “Does anyone know why we would put it to the side instead of the main front?” (line 14, 

p. 299).  Alison’s deployment of the display questions in this first phase of the lecture is seen as 

an attempt to establish student knowledge by calling for their active participation in 

demonstrating their knowledge in response to her questions (Kearsley, 1976).  

A closer look at her question at a syntactic level also reveals that Alison signals the 

complexity of the question by using the syntactic devices of conditional form vs. indicative form.  

Alison’s deployment of the conditional form “would” (see line 14, p. 299), as opposed to the 

indicative form used in other display questions (see lines 2, 5, and 8, p. 299) is also an  indication 

that she attempts to moderate the imposition of the request (Blum-Kulka et. al, 1989; Dalton-

Puffer, 2007).  However, this question does not elicit any response from the students (see lines 

14-15. p. 299).  Instead of inducing students to explore answers by contextualizing the question, 

Alison waits for student responses for a few seconds and then directly gives the information to 

the students: “If we light someone straight from the front, we remove all the shadows …” (see 
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line 15, p. 299).  Moreover, extending this response, Alison gives further explanation of the key 

light such as its function, lighting ratio among the three lights, and placement: “The key light is 

generally a spot light. It’s gonna be the brightest light….always set up the key light first” (see 

line 16, p. 299).  Thus, this first sequence of interaction reveals that Alison’s elicitation 

technique is mainly used to test students’ knowledge and to encourage active verbal participation 

rather than facilitating students’ thinking process to construct knowledge together.  

Following the linear structure of the content, Alison’s instructional moves initially take 

the form of factual information.  As the lesson progresses, her instruction deals with application 

of such knowledge to real-life case in order to explain to students how to work with ambiguity 

and complexity in real-world.  As seen in lines 18-20 in Episode 6.4, p. 299, Alison addresses a 

student question about a lighting spot and extends the information in order to exemplify how the 

knowledge of the ‘lighting spot’ is applied to their final group project for which students need to 

produce a short film that has both studio and field production elements: “it would be helpful for 

you guys in your final project also…you make a lighting spot…. identify which light is the key, 

which light is the fill, which light is the back light.” 

The other elicitation technique is Alison’s usage of a comprehension check question.   

Alison uses a comprehension check question in each phase of the lecture to check for students’ 

understanding and to address questions that emerge from the students.  As seen in lines 22-27, 

toward the end of the first phase of the lecture on the theoretical concepts about the three lights 

and the lighting set-up, Alison employs comprehension check questions to confirm students’ 

understanding of the learning content: “Do you have any questions about three point lighting?” 

and “Any other questions before we will do a little bit of lighting studio tour and you guys will 

test it out?” (see lines 22 & 27, pp. 299-300).  In this phase, it appears that her comprehension 
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check question functions mostly as a formal comprehension check, which means that it does not 

elicit questions unknown by the students (see lines 22 & 27, pp. 299-300).  

However, in the second phase of the lesson in which Alison gives students a tour of the 

studio to explain the individual equipment for the lighting set-up task, her question begins to 

elicit student-initiated questions (see line 37 & 41, p. 300).  Even though the limited capacity of 

the audio recording device made it difficult to record the full utterance of the student questions, it 

is clear from the transcript that Alison’s question strategy promotes students’ active participation 

in articulating their ideas by bringing their own questions to the interaction.  More active 

participation taken by the students in the second phase of the lecture may have been stimulated 

partly because they learned how the equipment works in the real-life situation, which made them  

able to connect it to the theoretical knowledge that they learned in the first phase of the lecture. 
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Episode 6.4 Alison’s class transcript: Three-point lighting lecture  
Line Transcript Category 

 
1 

 
 
 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
 
 

11 
12 
13 

 
 

14 
 
 

15 
 
 
 

16 
 
 
 

17 
18 

 
19 

 
 
 
 
 
 

20 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

21 
22 

 
23 

 
24 
25 

 
TA:   Okay we will talk about lighting today.  

((TA brings the white board back to the studio to explain the 
lighting. Students grab their backpack and take out a notebook and a 
pen to write on.)) 

TA:  Does anybody know what 3-point lighting is? 
S:     Back light and fill light. 
TA:  We have back light and fill light.  
        Anyone knows the third one? 
S:     Key light. 
TA:  Key light.  
TA:  You guys know what the key lights are? 
S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  Yeah, they will all end up being in the same subject, but the key light 

is the main one. 
((TA draws a picture on the board.)) 

TA:  This is the subject. Where will I put the key light?  
S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  We will put it slightly to the side. We can actually do [      ] ((draws a 

picture on the board)) supposed to be this is the line between our 
subject and the camera should be about 30 degree off to the side.  

TA:  Does anyone know why we would put it to the side instead of main 
front? 

         ((TA pauses for a couple of second.)) 
TA:  If we light someone straight from the front, we remove all the 

shadows. They were really flat. We can’t really see their features 
very well. So if you give it to the side, you get a little bit of shadow 
that helps [       ].   
The key light is generally spot light. It’s gonna be the brightest light. 
It’s gonna be on the subject’s main light. So we would always set up 
the key light first. 

         … 
S:     [       ] key light xxx to be there movement, like how [    ]? 
TA:  I think it’s pretty intuitive because there is no standard space really 

and there is no standard movement. 
If Randy over here moves from there to the door, we wanna make 
sure that there are key lights set up so that he is not walking through 
dark in light. And it would be done like what you guys did with the 
rehearsal [     ] run-through. You would test their walk and then test 
the light again and again so you have it, until when the director will 
look through [    ] say [     ]. This we have in the piece of paper 
without [     ] on it. This is called ‘lighting spot.’  
It would be helpful for you guys in your final project also. You know 
the ways where your subject is gonna be and whether they are gonna 
move and how they are gonna move, you make a lighting spot. We 
have a ton of lights in here. So you can kind of, you know, figure out 
and design the lighting spot in your mind and then come in here and 
set up the lights accordingly, so you would set up, you know, 
identify which light is the key, which light is the fill, which light is 
the back light, have your subjects and have the camera in there and 
from above so that anyone can hand it to somebody and have them 
look at it.  
Okay.  

TA:   Do you have any questions about three point lighting?  
         … 
TA:  So you guys ready to check this stuff out? 
 
S:     [      ] light? Are we gonna, we have to lower the [     ]? 
TA:  Okay, that’s really a good question.  

Procedural Talk & Instructional Talk 
Statement: meta-comment 
 
 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: demonstrating knowledge 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: demonstrating knowledge 
Follow-up: acknowledge 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: demonstrating knowledge 
Follow-up: acknowledge & comment 
 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: demonstrating knowledge 
Follow-up: explanation 
 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
 
 
Response: Giving info 
 
 
 
Follow-up: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info 
 
Follow-up: explanation (elaboration) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Follow-up(directives): indirect request 

on task organization & procedure  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Transitional marker: transition of task 
Comprehension check 
 
Directives: indirect request on task 

procedure 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: acknowledgement 
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Line Transcript Category 

26 
 
 
 
 
 
 

27 
 

28 
29 
30 

 
 
 

31 
32 

 
 
 
 

33 
34 
35 

 
36 
37 
38 

 
 

39 
40 
41 
42 
43 

 
 

44 
45 

 
 
 

46 
 

47 
48 
49 

 
 
 

 

In studio we don’t really have the options to lower the batten, 
interrupting cameras and all of the stuff. We would just have it, and 
we generally wanna keep the batten a little bit above that rail, ur, 
little bit above the rail. So it is gonna have to be higher than camera 
height. But if you guys are doing lighting on your own in the field, 
then you have a lot more control over the height of the light than you 
wanna do it about camera level.  

TA:  Any other questions before we will do a little bit of lighting studio 
tour and you guys will test it out?  

Ss:    ((Silence)) 
TA:  Let’s do it.  

All right! 
((TA and the students move together to the lights hanging on the 
ceiling in the studio. TA moves the board.)) 
… 

TA:  Let’s starts with lights. 
These lights are called ‘Fresnel.’  

         I’ll spell it for you on this little board in a minute. it’s French, so it 
doesn’t sound like [    ] Ur, fresnel is, it’s a spot light. There’s an 
option on the side to make it spot [    ] or flood a little more, either 
way, called fresnel because the lens is a special kind of lens[    ]  
So what kind of lighting people will use that for? 

S:     Key.  
TA:  Yep, key.  

… 
Any questions about the types of lights in here?  

F:      Are they really [     ] ? 
TA:   I think that we have that. Yeah [    ] You mean adult for something 

like this fresnel, you can see [     ] pick up the side of the front of the 
light.  

F:     [      ] piece of [     ]? 
TA:  Yeah, I think we have some here. So I’ll show you [     ]  

Ur, any other questions? 
A:     If you want to change [      ] directly onto camera [    ]? 
TA:  We are gonna haul [       ] these lights down. Changing around all that 

stuff. 
… 

TA:  All right.  
The final thing we need to know before we start is how we lower this 
thing. We come over here all of these to lower the batten [    ] we 
wanna make sure [     ] so they should not just like randomly drop, 
should not.  
Just be sure we wanna make sure that if you are gonna lower batten 
that everything is clear.  
So you would yell like ‘LOWERING BATTEN= 

F:     B 
TA:  Batten B.’ and then you would want somebody out there to kind of 

check and make sure that nobody is out there and yell ‘CLEAR’ so 
that you know when to lower it you’re not gonna hurt anybody and 
everyone is aware what’s happening and nobody is like ‘Oh my I left 
my [     ] over there’, run under your lowering batten [     ] ((Ss 
laugh)) not a scary [     ].  

Follow-up: explanation 
 
                
 
 
 
 
Comprehension check 
 
 
Directives: indirect request 
Phatic statement: encouragement 
 
 
 
Directives: indirect request 
Statement: explanation 
 
 
 
 
Display question: comprehension check 
Response: demonstrating knowledge 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
… 
Comprehension check 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info 
 
 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info 
Comprehension check 
Referential question: requesting info 
Response: giving info 
 
 
Transitional marker: task transition  
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
 
 
 
Directives: indirect request 
 
Statement: explanation of task procedure 
Response: task procedure 
Directives: task procedure 
 
 
 
 
 

 
As the dialogic interaction from Episode 6.4 shows, Alison deployed a questioning 

strategy in order to test students’ knowledge, to confirm students’ understanding, and to 

encourage student-initiated questions.   
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Table 6.6 Alison’s composition of dialogic interaction and its function during instructional talk 

Interactional features 
 

Discourse function for 
pedagogic purpose 

    Alison        Students Total 
n % n % n % 

1) Question:               
Display question Comprehension check 11 (16.2%)     11 (16.2%) 
Referential question 
 
 

-Requesting information  
  (e.g. factual knowledge,   
   conceptual definition, 
   explanation) 

    5 (7.4%) 5 (7.4%) 

  
-Requesting personal 
  opinions or issues that 
  emerged during the task 

    1 (1.5%) 1 (1.5%) 

Comprehension check  Comprehension check 5 (7.4%)     5 (7.4%) 

Confirmation check  Confirmation check 1 (1.5%) 3 (4.4%) 4 (5.9%) 

2) Response: -Demonstrating comprehension   11 (16.2%) 11 (16.2%) 

  

-Giving information  
  (e.g. factual knowledge,  
   conceptual definition, 
   explanation) 

6 
 
 

(8.8%) 
 
 

1 
 
 

(1.5%) 
 
 

7 
 
 

(10.3%) 
 
 

  -Confirming/Disconfirming  
  previous speaker's message 

1 
 

(1.5%) 
 

1 
 

(1.5%) 
 

2 
 

(2.9%) 
 

  -Acknowledgement 1 (1.5%)     1 (1.5%) 
 
 
 
3) Follow-up 

 
 
 
-Acknowledgement 

 
 
 

8 

 
 
 

(11.8%) 

 
 
 

1 

 
 
 

(1.5%) 

 
 
 

9 

 
 
 

(13.2%) 
  -Evaluation 1 (1.5%)     1 (1.5%) 

  -Explanation 9 (13.2%) 1 (1.5%) 10 (14.7%) 

  -Advice 1 (1.5%)    1 (1.5%) 

Total   44 (64.7%) 24 (35.3%) 68 (100%) 

 

Table 6.6 gives a quantitative summary of the dialogic interaction between Alison and the 

students during the lecture part of the instructional talk.  As can be seen by the question types, 

Alison utilized three different types of questions to engage students in learning: display, 

comprehension check, and confirmation check questions.  Of the question types, the most 

frequently used question is the display question (16.2%), followed by the comprehension check 

question (7.4%).  The display questions served the function of testing students’ knowledge, 

which in turn generated responses from the students (see the function of response: demonstrating 

comprehension, 16.2%).  The comprehension check questions were intended to check students’ 

understanding, some of which in turn promotes student-initiated questions about the learning 
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content that require further explanation (see the referential question in the student part: 7.4%).  

The usage of a referential question is seen as an attempt on the part of the learner not only to 

seek legitimate knowledge from the authority but also to actively engage in the learning process, 

thus taking ownership in learning.   

In response to the referential questions by the students, Alison gave information about the 

three-point lighting (see the function of Alison’s response move: giving info, 8.8%), extending 

the information given by herself, or the contribution made by the students to give further 

explanation of the theoretical nature of the three-point lighting (see the function of her follow-up 

move: explanation, 13.2%).  In brief, Alison’s instructional moves, as seen from this 

interactional sequence, range from testing student knowledge, giving the necessary knowledge 

previously unknown to the students, and inducing students’ active engagement in learning.  

Specifically, this interactional pattern highlights Alison’s questioning strategy as a tool for 

testing students’ prior knowledge, promoting student-initiated questions, and checking student 

understanding of the content materials, all of which summarize her attempt to promote active 

involvement of students in the learning process.  

In summary, Alison’s teaching practice, as seen in Episode 6.4, illustrates that she 

focuses on guiding students to the right way of approaching learning in a hierarchical way.  A 

major part of her instructional practice in the first phase of the instruction aims at engaging 

students in learning by having them verbally respond to her display questions while providing a 

solid framework for learning by teaching students what to learn, how to learn, and how to apply 

the theoretical concepts to the practice.  As a result, her elicitation technique promoted students’ 

active verbal participation as a way of demonstrating their knowledge and created a space in 

which students are encouraged to take ownership in their learning.  Moreover, the second phase 
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of lecture shows that Alison enabled students to develop their thought processes by asking 

further questions that were of concern to their learning.  Considering the nature of classroom 

interaction that was shaped by Alison and the students, this segment of the instructional moves 

well supports Alison’s facilitation of student engagement in learning.   

On the other hand, her strategy did not bring the students to a level at which they were 

able to construct knowledge and meaning in the discourse.  A piece of evidence that supports this 

argument was seen in the segment in which Alison dealt with students’ responses.  Although part 

of her questioning strategy was designed to stimulate students’ thought processes in a linear and 

hierarchical way, when students were not able to provide an answer to her questions, she 

volunteered to supply the knowledge rather than inducting the students with a frame of reference 

with which to contextualize their knowledge (Wells, 2006).  This may be partly because of 

Alison’s lack of pedagogic training in carrying out teaching in the way she intended.  

All in all, Alison’s questioning technique not only elicited recall of the information 

known by the students, as seen in the function of most of Alison’s display questions, but also 

stimulated student-initiated questions and more active classroom communication.  Thus, Alison 

was able to gradually move students to independent thought processes beyond the mere recall of 

knowledge along the way (Knelfelkamp, 1979; Wells, 2006).  Nevertheless, there were some 

places in the interactional moves when her instruction did not fully equip students to construct 

knowledge with her.  

 

6.3.1.1.2   Indirect request strategy 

Another instructional approach recurrent during Alison’s lesson was her emphasis on the 

deployment of an indirect request strategy in the form of classroom directives used to facilitate 
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the student lighting set-up task.  Episode 6.5 shows a segment of interaction in the studio work 

during which Alison instructs and facilitates students’ three-point lighting set-up task.  As seen 

in Episode 6.5, Alison indirectly makes an initial request of where to set up the lighting in a 

directive convention of suggestory form: “Let’s set you up kind of in this corner over here…” 

(see line 52, p. 308 in Episode 6.5).  Considering that her choice of the perspective is expressed 

as inclusive, as in “let’s” to include both the hearer (students) and the speaker (Alison), she 

reduces the level of coerciveness by inviting both herself and the students into the action of the 

task (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).  Moreover, by using the hedge “kind of” as a lexical downgrader, 

she reduces the degree of directness in her request even more.  Thus, this segment of her 

utterance clearly illustrates Alison’s instructional attempt to minimize her authority and increase 

students’ autonomy.  

This instructional pattern of Alison’s indirect request strategy is also shown in the next 

instructional move in which she attempts to instruct students to pull the curtain for the 

background.  As seen in line 55 of the episode, Alison directs student to the task as a query 

preparatory: “Can somebody pull the curtain around so that you guys have background too or 

you guys are…?” (p. 308).  As seen in Alison’s utterance, the utterance itself contains reference 

to a preparatory condition for the feasibility of the request, specifically one’s ability to do the 

action of ‘pulling the curtain.’ as conventionalized in the given language. Thus, by using 

conventional indirectness, Alison simultaneously makes a request that the students need to pull 

the curtain yet at the same time gives them the options of answering the question, acting on the 

request, or doing both (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989, p. 44).  This strategy lends itself to negotiability 

of the request: Alison as a speaker can deny and students as hearers can ignore the requestive 

interpretation inherent in this strategy.  Therefore, Alison’s constant deployment of an indirect 
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request strategy also suggests that she attempts to moderate the imposition of her request directed 

to the students, thereby leaving a space for students’ own responsibility and decision making 

processes to take action.  

The recurrent instructional practice of indirect strategy also can be seen in the interaction 

in which Alison deals with a student question.  Until the mid-half of the lighting set-up task, I 

observed that Alison rarely intervened in a student task process until students came forward to 

seek for her assistance.  When students came for help, she offers suggestions or advice rather 

than giving instruction or commanding an action.  A piece of supporting evidence is shown in 

the segment of the interaction in which she addresses a student question about the lighting ratio.   

As seen in Episode 6.5, line 56, Student 2 comes to Alison to ask about the measure of lighting 

ratio in the real set-up of the lights: “We have two back lights now.  We need the spot light, the 

key light, and fill light. How far does it measure…? Does it matter how many rows … ?” (see 

Episode 6.5, lines 56-7, p. 308)  Responding to the student question, Alison does not directly 

respond to the question requested by the student. 

Instead, she introduces the student to how to approach the lighting set-up in real-life: 

“that’s something that you are gonna have to kind of see because when you are doing lighting, 

you don’t really, ‘okay it’s gonna be measured by’ ‘okay, how does that look?’” (see line 57, p. 

308).  Then, she gives a suggestion: “I would test the key. You actually wanna use your key 

first…” (see line 58, p. 308).  In this follow-up move, Alison again uses the subjunctive mood of 

“would” in order to reduce the imposition of the request and the level of directness.  This 

syntactic device of the subjunctive mood serves a mitigating function in the speech, leaving a 

space for the student’s own decision making in carrying out the actual task.  Immediately after 

the follow-up move, Alison repeats the request in a more direct way to reinforce the student’s 
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learning: “Test your key to make sure it’s good. As long as your key is good then, everything 

else will work around that” (see line 59-60, p. 308).  As a follow-up move to this suggestion, the 

student acknowledges her request (“Okay”, line 61, p. 308).  In the next interactional move, 

Alison’s brings her request forward and extends it by partially reiterating it and adding details to 

it: “Test your key and see if you like it, see if it’s too bright or not bright enough or whatever, 

and then pick where your fill and your back light is” (See line 62, p. 308).  By this moment the 

student affirms her understanding by acknowledging it further (“Okay. Thanks,” line 63, p. 308).   

This particular thread of the interactional moves seen in lines 56-63 reveals multiple 

layers of Alison’s instructional practice.  On the one hand, this episode shows that Alison directs 

and reinforces student learning by commanding an action. On the other hand, it suggests that she 

facilitates student learning by offering suggestions and giving advice.  Secondly, the fact that 

Alison increased the level of directness in her second and third follow-up moves (see lines 59 & 

62, p. 308) highlights the importance that she gives to this request.  Thirdly, this also suggests 

that Alison attempts to reinforce student learning by recasting the instruction.  Therefore, this 

instructional practice indicates that while Alison facilitates the learning process, she also 

reinforces student learning simultaneously. 

Evidence of Alison’s instructional practice of facilitation can be seen in the last segment 

of interaction in which she offers suggestions to the students (see Episode 6.5, lines 64-74, p. 

308).  This segment of interaction describes a scene in which a couple of students work on 

patching the three lights as a part of the lighting set-up task.  As described earlier, during the 

whole lighting set-up task, Alison mainly oversees the task, leaving most of the work to the 

students and occasionally checking student progress, which is quite the opposite of Trisha’s 

instructional practice.  When Alison approaches the patch board, students ask her advice: “Do I 
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want the key light 39 all the way up to the top?” (see line 65, p. 308).  Responding to the student 

question, Alison gives advice: “You may want to start all the way” (line 66, p. 308).  After 

checking the progress, she gives another suggestion: “You would just reassign it” (line 71, p. 

308).  After acknowledging Alison’s advice (“okay”), students start to work independently with 

each other (See lines 73-75, p. 308).  This segment of the episode also illustrates instances of her 

facilitating the students’ task process by offering suggestions and giving advice when necessary.  

In brief, Episode 6.5 gives a good grasp of Alison’s instructional pattern during the lab 

session.  A significant part of her use of directives, specifically the indirect request, verifies a 

strong evidence of her facilitation to student work.  Alison mostly mediates the students’ 

learning process by guiding students in how to approach the task, how to construct the 

knowledge in the process of the task, and how to deal with every little problem as they move 

through each procedure of the task.  Throughout student hands-on lighting set-up task, Alison 

attempts to facilitate the student group work rather than making a decision for the students or 

commanding them to take an action on the task.  Yet, some of her instructional moves also reveal 

her attempt to reinforce learning in order to direct students in how to approach learning.  

Therefore, her request strategy suggests that her instructional focus is geared to helping 

students develop independent thought through her utilization of decision-making during the task 

procedure and encouragement to work with peers to deal with issues emerging at every step of 

the procedure.  Alison’s interview responses confirm that her classroom practice seen in Episode 

6.5 was consistent with her underlying conception about the instructor: 

It’s a delicate balance between knowing when to step in and when to let it ride 
and let them figure out. And I tend to lean toward letting them figure out because, 
you know, otherwise they are just gonna be.  If they are in an environment where 
they are always told what to do, then they will never gonna learn to how to make 
that decision.  
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I would be like “Hey Frank, have you worked with this kind of sound board 
before?” And then, if he is like “Yeah” then I’ll leave and ask him to explain it. 
So that they also feel like empowered by their own knowledge and kind of in a 
position to help other people with that knowledge. And then people can kind of 
see like “Oh, if I’m doing this thing and I don’t know how it works and maybe 
Frank will know how it works” so that they have other sources also immediately. 
(Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 

 
Episode 6.5 Alison’s class transcript: During the 3-point lighting set-up task 

Line Transcript Category 
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57 
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60 
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64 
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69 
70 
71 
72 
73 

 
74 
75 

 
TA:  Okay,  
         because it’s two groups of five and [    ] and whoever, you guys   are 

[    ]. 
Let’s set you up kind of in this corner over here and you can take a 
camera and pull it over and start to do loading set-up. You will pull 
the background aver and have a cue where [   ].  
Okay? 
 ((Students are working as a team to set up the lighting. They were 
shouting to raise the batten B.)) 

S:     Raising batten B! 
TA:  Can somebody pull the curtain around so that you guys have 

background too or you guys are [    ]?  
         … 
S2:   We have two back lights now we need spot light, the key light and 

fill light. How far does it measure [    ]?  Does it matter how many 
rows [     ]?  

TA:  Urm, that’s something that you are gonna have to kind of see because 
when you are doing lighting, you don’t really, ‘okay it’s gonna be 
measured by,’ ‘Okay, how does that look?’  
So I would test the key. You actually wanna use your key first. Test 
your key to make sure it’s good.  
As long as your key is good then, everything else will work around 
that.= 

S2:    Okay.   
TA:  Test your key and see if you like it, see if it’s too bright or not bright 

enough or whatever, and then pick where your fill and your back 
light is.  

S2:     Okay. Thanks. 
         … 
       ((TA approaches to students who are working at the patch board.)) 
S1:    Can you turn on 48? Can you bring up [     ]? 
S2:    Do I want the key light 39 all the way up to the top?   
TA:   You may want to start all the way and then see if it’s right or that’s 

too bright. 
((Students working on the light are raising the batten and working on 
the lighting set-up diligently. TA and the students are still trying to 
figure out what was wrong with the lighting patch.)) 

TA:  Would that work? 
S4:    No, that will patch 3 unless our light just doesn’t work. 
TA:   That might be the case. 
S4:    How do you say like clear, patch 3?  
TA:   You would just reassign it.  
S4:    Okay.  

Let’s try, ur, ((turning to other students)) try 161. 
((Fraser checks with other Ss to see whether 161 is all right.)) 

S2:    161 is one. 
S4:    All right. We will just use that. 

Procedural Talk & Instructional Talk 
Transitional marker: transition of task 
Statement: task procedure 
 
Directives: task organization & procedure 
 
 
Comprehension check 
… 
 
Statement: task procedure 
Directives: indirect request  
 
 
Referential question: task procedure 
 
 
Response: task procedure 
 
 
Follow-up (directives):indirect request  
Follow-up (directives): direct request 
Follow-up: explanation 
 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
Follow-up (directives): direct request 
 
 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
… 
 
Directives: indirect request  
Referential question: task procedure 
Statement: suggestion on task procedure 
 
 
 
 
Referential question: task procedure 
Response: task procedure 
Follow-up: explanation  
Referential question: task procedure 
Response: task procedure 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
Directives: task procedure 
 
Statement: task procedure 
Statement: task procedure 
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To better understand Alison’s use of classroom directives as a way to facilitate student 

learning, Table 6.7 plots the frequencies and percentages of Alison’s procedural talk during the 

three-point lighting set-up organization and procedure.  As seen in Table 6.8, the highest 

percentage of talk is allocated to the indirect request on the task procedure (40.0%), followed by 

an explanation of the task procedure (31.4%) and the direct request (20.0%).  These data 

suggests that both indirect and direct request strategies mark classroom directives that students 

and Alison were engaged in while executing and facilitating the task.  A closer look at Alison’s 

talk alone reveals that she made indirect requests (35.7%) twice as frequently as direct requests 

(18.6%) in order to facilitate and mediate the student work, yet leaving some space for students’ 

own decision-making as to what appropriate action to take.  These findings underscore Alison’s 

attempts to minimize the degree of coerciveness in her request, thus reducing her authority and 

rendering a symmetrical relationship between herself and her students in her mediation of the 

student learning process (Blum-Kulka, 1989, p. 19).  In addition, the fact that her explanation of 

the task procedure, which is shown to be the second most frequent in the talk category (31.4%), 

is given more frequently by students (17.1 %) than by Alison (14.3%), thus supporting the notion 

of students’ active participation in this hands-on learning process and their ownership in the 

learning process.    

Table 6.7 Alison’s composition of monologue and its function during procedural talk 

 Discourse Form Discourse function 
   Alison         Students       Total 

n % n % n % 
Statement 

 
Explaining task organization or 
procedure  10 (14.3%) 12 (17.1%) 22 (31.4%) 

  Meta-comment: introducing 
topic 1 (1.4%)     1 (1.4%) 

 Transitional marker Signaling task transition  5 (7.1%)     5 (7.1%) 

Directives  
 

Direct request on task 
procedure/organization 13 (18.6%) 1 (1.4%) 14 (20.0%) 

 Indirect request on task 
procedure/organization 25 (35.7%) 3 (4.3%) 28 (40.0%) 

Total   54 (77.1%) 16 (22.9%) 70 (100%) 
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In summation, Alison’s use of the indirect request strategy, as seen in Episode 6.5 reveals 

that she strongly attempts to facilitate students’ learning by minimizing the level of directness of 

her classroom directives and by promoting independence, responsibility, and ownership during 

the hands-on learning process.  Yet, instances of her instruction also demonstrate that she 

attempts to give knowledge and to show an appropriate way of approaching a problem solving 

by reiterating the instruction and reinforcing student understanding.  It is believed that part of 

these instances may have been affected by the disciplinary nature of the studio work in which 

mastering technical skills is necessary to carry out the task.   

 
6.3.1.1.3   Rapport building with students 

The last segment of Alison’s instructional moves shows not only the academic aspect of 

her teaching, but also the social aspect which emphasizes the personal nature of TA-student 

interactions for the purpose of building personal rapport.  This particular aspect of the teaching 

practice is a very unique characteristic seen in Alison’s class only, yet it marks its significance in 

relation to the larger scheme of her practice in this studio context.  During the lab session, Alison 

at times exchanged jokes with students as a way of relieving tension and building positive 

interpersonal relationships.  The excerpt in Episode 6.6 calls attention to Alison’s emphasis on 

social as well as academic aspects of her teaching practice.  The academic aspect of the practice 

shows Alison’s continuous employment of an indirect request strategy while the social aspect of 

the practice highlights her rapport building with students as a way of facilitating the group work 

and making it enjoyable.  

Episode 6.6 illustrates the last phase of the student lighting set-up task in which Alison 

steps in to address questions and to check the correctness of the lighting set-up task.  Part of her 

instructional approach of indirect request is revealed in her procedural talk in which she 
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announces the time line of the task to keep the task moving forward yet to keep students aware of 

the time limit for finishing up the task: “we got about 20 minutes to get your 3-point lighting” 

(see line 76, p. 314).  This indirect speech also suggests that even though she does not intervene 

in the student work directly, she attempts to enable students to work under time pressure and to 

keep the task moving forward to an end.  

This indirect request strategy in her teaching is shown when she steps into student work 

to address a question about how to deal with the shadow on the background (see lines 87-95, p. 

314).  When the student persistently asks for a solution to the problem of dealing with shadow, 

she gives a couple of suggestions on how to deal with the shadows: “[y]ou might want to dim the 

key light a little bit” and “another way to do it is you could raise the key light more and the 

shadow would fall down” (see lines 90 & 92, p. 314).  Alison’s suggestions do clear up the 

student’s question: “I see. Okay. ‘cause if it’s dead on, I wouldn’t have the shadow at all” (see 

line 95, p. 314).   

A close look at the discourse level of Alison’s speech in addressing the student question 

illustrates that she indirectly points to the solution of the problem by giving suggestions and 

advice rather than commanding students as to what to do.  The use of past tense such as “might” 

and “could” indicates that she intentionally attempts to minimize the degree of imposition, thus 

making it more of a suggestion or advice rather than a request or a command.  Thus, the form 

and functions of her speech clearly reflect her indirect request strategy, thus rendering her role as 

instructor exhibiting a more symmetric relationship of power and authority. 

The social aspect of Alison’s instructional practice inherent in this segment of the 

interactional move is her personal rapport building with students, seen in her encouraging student 

work and bringing the class into a relationship of harmony.  The last half of the interactional 
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segment in Episode 6.6 reveals the social aspect of interaction between Alison and the students 

in the other group.  Firstly, as seen in the last segment of interaction with each group, Alison 

encourages student group work by evenly complimenting both groups’ work (lines 103, 125. pp. 

314-5): “Cool! That looks really good. Good job, guys!” and “Good job, guys!”  Secondly, 

Alison joins the personal nature of discourse with students in an effort to maintain a class 

atmosphere in which the students make personal comments about the work as well as jokes about 

topics that are related to the task or the subject matter.  

As seen in lines 104-106, as Alison moves to the other group to facilitate the task, two of 

the students from the first group follow her.  As the students move with Alison, one of the 

students (Randy) is making a joke about Mary who is the talent in the other group: “Mary, Mary, 

looks like cherry. What makes you a party girl?” (see line 106, p. 314).  Randy continuously 

makes a joke by even connecting it to a lyric of an old song “Where my Rosemary goes.” (line 

108, p. 314).  Given the nature of the joke, it is assumed that this is an attempt on the student’s 

part to relieve the tension and create a harmonious atmosphere in the class.  Kougl (1997) 

defines this as a ‘tension-relieving’ joke, which means it addresses the subject matter in the 

discussion, yet promotes a positive interpersonal relationship and a group-centered atmosphere in 

the classroom simultaneously.  Taking the turn from Randy (S3), Alisha (S2) initiates a personal 

comment to Mary: “your eyes are so beautiful” (See line 111, p. 314).  Responding to Alisha’s 

comment, Alison quickly takes her turn (line 113, p. 315): “her hair light is really nice.”  At this 

moment, Alisha makes a cultural reference to Maria’s hair light: “like Pantene shine” (See line 

115, p. 315).  Alison takes this joke further and uses it to alleviate tension (line 117, p. 315): 

“That’s the whole Pantene. All you need is like back lighting.  All the time you look like 
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Pantene.” Immediately following Alison’s comment, Alisha takes her turn and extends the joke 

(line 120, p. 315): “Are you in a Pantene commercial?”   

It appears that the segment of interaction shown in this personal talk among Alison and 

the students during the group task reveals a social aspect of teaching and learning practice in 

which students and TA attempt to create a comfortable and tension-relieving environment in 

order to build rapport with one another and enjoy the work while gaining academic knowledge 

and technical skills during the lighting set-up task.  The following excerpt taken from the post-

observation with Alison supports her perception about her social aspect of the instructor role: 

I think that it [the TA’s social role] is really important and it’s kind of [a] hard 
position to be in ‘cause you can’t be totally friends with them, but it’s also nice to 
make an atmosphere where it’s okay to joke around and it’s okay for students to 
talk about things that affect them and are important to them and that also relate to 
the subject matter, you know, and doesn’t go totally far afield.  (Alison Interview, 
5/12/2006) 

 
In brief, Episode 6.6 reveals the social as well as academic aspects of Alison’s teaching 

approach that aims at enabling students to move forward with the task in a fun way by giving 

advice when asked and by participating in the rapport building with the students.  The speech 

form and function seen in her instruction about the student lighting set-up task also reveals that 

she is attempting to minimize the imposition of her instruction in order to make it more of a 

suggestion rather than a request, thus creating a space for student’s own autonomy and 

responsibility in the learning process.  These social and academic aspects of the instructional 

behaviors that Alison exhibited in Episode 6.6 typify the facilitator’s instructional characteristic.   
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Episode 6.6 Alison’s class transcript: Toward the end of 3-point lighting set-up task 
Line Transcript Category 
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110 
111 
112 

 
 
TA:  ((a loud voice)). So we got about 20 minutes to get your 3-point 

lighting.  
S5:    All right. Lower that. (Ss are lowering the batten.)) 

((Alisha approaches to the TA.)) 
S2:   Do you see that, the shadow that’s behind Mary? Is it because there is 

no back light on? Or? 
TA:  Yeah. So what you would do, like her shadow on the background? 
S2:   Yeah, right. 
TA:  It’s pretty good.  
         Let’s take a look in the camera.  

So wide shot that would be too bright. But if you did close up or 
something, then you could go ahead and [    ] shadow out.   

S2:   Yeah. 
TA:  Ur, that’s not actually bad because there is not like shadow right 

behind her. But if you [     ] 
S2:    So do we want to change the back light or the key light to get rid of 

the shadows? 
TA:  Urm, so you would probably,  

well, let’s take a look.  
It’s really bright right now. For like, you know, for dating show, for 
example, would be nice bright lighting.  
You might want to dim the key light a little bit.  

S2:    ((soft the voice)) Dim the key light.  
TA:   another way to do it is you could raise the key light more, and the 

shadow would fall down,=  
S2:    Yeah, Okay.  
TA:   which is why you want the key light [    ].  
S2:    I see. Okay. ‘cause if it’s dead on, I wouldn’t have the shadow at all.   
         … 
TA:  So your key is on the right and your fill is on the left? 
Ss:   Yeah. Our key is right and fill is left. 
TA:  Yeah, it might be a little bit.  
        You might want to fill in on her left a LITTLE bit more.  
        … 
TA:  Yeah, it’s a lot of playing around with background and balancing the 

lights.  
Looks good guys, easy,  
right?  

… 
TA:  Cool. That looks really good. Good job guys!  
 

((TA moves to the other group.)) 
TA:   Let’s see how these guys are doing. 

((Randy and Alisha go to the other group with the TA.)) 
S2:    So we should see Mary [who is a talent in this group]. 
S3:    Yeah, Mary, Mary, looks like a cherry. What makes you a party girl?  

((Alisha laughs.)) 
TA:   Mary, move to the left a little bit.  
S3:    I love Mary, Mary, Where my rosemary goes…  

((Randy is singing and humming. And other students are laughing on 
his singing.)) 

TA:   ((operating the camera.)) Okay. I’m gonna go up a little more ‘cause 
right now her head is cut off. Yeah, with glasses, you always gonna 
have to cope with glasses shadow.  

         Yeah, let’s take’em off.  
S2:    Your eyes are so beautiful. ((laugh)) 
TA:   Yeah, so can you tilt up a little bit more and then, zoom out a little.  

 
Procedural Talk & Instructional Talk 
Statement: task organization 
 
Directive: direct request 
 
Referential question: task procedure 
 
Confirmation check 
Response: confirm 
Follow-up: evaluation 
Directives: indirect request 
Follow-up: explanation of task procedure 
 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
Follow-up: evaluation 
 
Referential question: task procedure 
 
Response: task procedure 
Directives: indirect request 
Follow-up: explanation on task procedure 
                    
Follow-up :suggestion 
Statement: task procedure 
Directives: indirect request 
 
Follow-up: acknowledge 
Follow-up: explanation 
Follow-up: acknowledgement 
… 
Confirmation check 
Response: confirm 
Follow-up: evaluate 
Follow-up (directives): suggestion 
 
Follow-up: explanation of task  procedure 
 
Phatic statement: encouragement 
Confirmation check 
 
Phatic statement: encouragement 
 
Instructional Talk & Personal Talk: 
Directives: task organization 
 
Statement: task organization 
Statement: joke 
 
Directives: direct request 
Statement: joke 
 
 
Statement: explanation of task  procedure 
 
 
Directives: indirect request 
Statement: personal opinion 
Directives: indirect request 
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Line Transcript Category 
 

113 
114 
115 
116 
117 

 
118 
119 

 
120 
121 
122 
123 

 
 
 

124 
125 

Yeah, her hair light is really nice.  
S1:    Yeah,  
S2:    Ya! like Pantene shine! 

Is it from the back light? 
TA:   That’s the whole Pantene. All you need is like back lighting. All the 

time, you look like Pantene. ((TA is joking with the students. 
Students are laughing with TA.)) 

S5:    Computer generated, that hair is not real and it’s always like…  
TA:   Right. It’s like every shampoo has gloat in it. Like Mary’s hair for 

example.  
S2:    Are you in a Pantene commercial? 
TA:   Okay,  

that’s pretty good.  
We are not dealing with too much shadow. Of course, she is wearing 
dark clothes also. We don’t get a lot of the shadow in her face or you 
see a little bit of shadows under her clothes and... 

        ((Ss are chatting and joking in the middle of the lighting set-up.))  
TA:  All right. Okay.  

Good job guys. 

Statement: personal opinion 
Statement: acknowledgement 
Statement: joke 
Referential question: task procedure 
Statement: joke 
 
 
Statement: personal opinion 
Statement: personal opinion 
 
Statement: joke 
Transitional marker: transition of task 
Follow-up: evaluation  
Follow-up: explanation of task 
                   procedure 
 
 
Transitional marker: task transition  
Phatic statement: encouragement 

  

On the whole, Alison employed the instructional strategies of questioning and indirect 

request in order to facilitate students’ conceptual as well as hand-on learning of the lighting set-

up task.  In terms of the questioning technique used during the instructional talk in which she 

gave an interactive lecture, the technique is used as a channel by which to encourage active 

verbal participation from the students and to stimulate students’ independent thought processes 

beyond the recall of knowledge.  During the time when students were working on the lighting 

set-up task, Alison’s indirect request strategy serves the function of facilitating the students’ 

work by reducing her authority yet creating a space for students’ own autonomy and 

responsibility.  In addition to the academic aspect of her teaching, Alison occasionally engages in 

personal talk with her students such as jokes to relieve the tension of the work and to establish 

solidarity. 

While the employment of these two strategies are shown to be the dominant teaching 

practice of Alison to facilitate student lab work in the studio, other instances of her teaching also 

illustrates her attempts to model for students how to approach learning by explicating and 

exemplifying the content knowledge or by directing students to an appropriate task procedure.  It 
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is believed that part of these instances may have been affected by the disciplinary nature of the 

studio work in which mastering technical skills is necessary to carry out the task.  

Table 6.8 Composition of discourse form based on types of talk in Alison’s class 

Types of Talk Discourse form 
      Alison            Students            Total 

n % n % n % 

Instructional talk Monologue 9 (3.3%)     9 (3.3%) 

  Dialogic interaction 44 (16.4%) 24 (8.9%) 68 (25.3%) 

Procedural talk Monologue 54 (20.1%) 16 (5.9%) 70 (26.0%) 

  Dialogic interaction 61 (22.7%) 42 (15.6%) 103 (38.3%) 

Personal Talk Monologue 4 (1.5%)   4 (1.5%) 

  Dialogic interaction 5 (1.9%) 10 (3.7%) 15 (5.6%) 

Total   177 (65.8%) 92 (34.2%) 269 (100%) 

 

 Table 6.8 summarizes the frequencies and percentages of Alison’s classroom talk in 

terms of types of the talk and discourse form during the three-point lighting set-up lesson.  As 

seen in Table 6.8, Alison engaged in three different types of talk: instructional, procedural, and 

personal talk.  As in Trisha’s classroom discourse, a majority of the talk (64.3%) in Alison’s 

class is composed of procedural talk which is concerned with the procedural matter of the lab 

work.  However, unlike Trisha’s class in which instructional talk is shown only to be a small part 

of the discourse, in Alison’s class, a little less than a third of the talk (28.6%) consists of 

instructional talk.  This disparity may be due to the fact that Alison’s lab section was scheduled 

before the lecture class in which she had to teach the basic concepts of the 3-point lighting to the 

students before they engaged in the actual task.  Nevertheless, since a majority of the 

instructional talk is allocated to dialogic interaction (25.3%), the questioning strategy used 

during the instructional talk promoted dialogic interaction between Alison and the students.  In 

addition, the personal talk during the lighting set-up task illustrates the social aspect of her 

teaching practice that stresses a somewhat informal nature of the relationship between the TA 

and the students.  Specifically, the student engagement in dialogic discourse during the personal 
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talk indicates lower degree of social distance between Alison and her students along with a 

higher degree of solidarity with them. 

 
6.3.1.2    Instructor Role 

Alison’s teaching practice, as seen through her instructional strategies and the 

accompanying function of the discourse during the lighting set-up lesson, points to her role as a 

facilitator: encouraging student verbal participation in learning, creating a classroom atmosphere 

in which students can feel free to ask questions and exchange ideas for their group work, and 

even making jokes of a personal nature that creates harmony in the TA-student relationship.  

Even when students come forward for direction or instruction, Alison indirectly addresses their 

questions by mainly giving advice and suggestions on how to approach the solution.  In doing so, 

she is helping students to develop independence in decision making, take the responsibility in 

their group work, and use other peers as resources in applying theoretical knowledge to the 

actual task.  Alison’s interview response validates her conception about instructor in her practice: 

I wanted to create a space where they felt like, you know, they were responsible 
to do the small task. It was a collaborative task. They kind of had the space to 
themselves for the time that they were doing that task. So I think that’s something 
that I really wanted to create in terms of that environment. I’m just here to 
facilitate. The space is really yours. It’s a collaborative space and you guys are 
responsible for the things that I ask of you.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 

 
Although Alison exhibits a facilitator role in most of her instructional practice during the 

lesson, occasionally some instances of her teaching also reveals an instructor who is playing a 

role of ‘source of right way to approach learning.’  Specifically her instructional practice during 

the short lecture time indicates that she focused more on supplying knowledge to the students by 

verbal and visual explanations, by asking questions to test student knowledge, and by checking 

students’ understanding of the materials.  When the students were not able to demonstrate their 
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knowledge, Alison did not scaffold them in order to construct the knowledge among the students.  

Instead, she offered to give the answer to the question, perhaps because of her lack of skill or 

training in implementing the discourse strategy to scaffold students to the level that she wanted 

them to reach.  

Given the dynamic nature of the instructional practice that was shaped by the interaction 

between Alison and the students, the two different instructor roles that were exhibited in 

different interactional moves in the episodes reveal the complex nature of the teaching practice.  

It is also assumed that the shift in the instructional content from conceptual knowledge to 

practical knowledge may have had an impact on allowing or constraining Alison to play one role 

over another: facilitating student active engagement and/or reinforcing student learning.   

                          
                                                             Figure 6.2 Alison’s Instructor Role 
 

Figure 6.2 gives a visual illustration of Alison’s instructor role in which she balances out 

her facilitator as well as active instructor role of ‘source of right way to find knowledge.’  Her 

facilitator role was more prominent during the time when students were engaged in the hand-on 

task as a group.  By comparison, when she explained the theoretical knowledge of three-point 

lighting, she was playing the role of an instructor who guides students to the right way of gaining 
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knowledge and understanding by testing student prior knowledge, explaining materials to the 

students verbally and showing them visually according to her lesson structure, and checking for 

students’ understanding.  

Alison’s conceptions about her instructor role also are shown in the interview responses.  

Although Allison’s dominant conception of an instructor is viewed as a facilitator, her response 

hints at a subsumed role of an instructor who plays a source of the right way to approach learning 

as well.  As seen in the first excerpt from the interview, Alison argues that it is important for 

teachers to reinforce the knowledge through the lecture to expand student understanding about 

the materials before letting the students put the knowledge into practice.  The following remark 

suggests that Alison believes that by teaching students theoretical knowledge, they will be able 

to gain understanding of an underlying theory that in turn will conceptually guide their hands-on 

practice:   

If I teach, I would do both. I think it’s good for students who read the book to 
reinforce through the lecture and some components where you teach them 
something that they may not already know and then have a component where they 
can apply the new knowledge to. I feel like it’s really important to have them do it, 
you know, but you can’t just like have them do it without having a little bit of 
underlying theory or understanding of it in advance.  (Alison Interview, 1/20/2006) 

 

Additionally, her interview response below clearly shows the facilitator role that she 

holds toward her teaching.  As stated in the excerpt, Alison believes that once students are in a 

studio lab in which they need to apply knowledge, it is desirable to create a space for them to 

develop the capacity for independence, initiative, and responsibility in doing the required tasks 

while she is facilitating and mediating the overall task process and progress of the student 

learning.  Alison’s response from the interview along with the one below reveal that her 

conceptions of instructor role traverse a more controlled teaching approach (i.e., the source of 
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right way of approaching learning) to a less controlled approach (i.e., facilitator) depending on 

the types of instructional task and students’ mastery of knowledge and technical skills: 

I would only really say anything if I notice that something was totally wrong. But 
I also felt like, you know, they need to make mistakes and learn from them. It’s [a] 
delicate balance between knowing when to step in and when to let it ride and let 
them figure out. And I tend to lean toward letting them figure out because, you 
know, otherwise they are just gonna be, if they are in an environment where they 
are always told what to do, then they will never gonna learn to how to make that 
decision.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 

  

6.3.2   Epistemic Position 

Alison, among the four TAs, has obviously the most open and relativistic perspectives 

about the nature of knowledge.  Her questionnaire and interview responses inform that she holds 

an epistemic position of ‘late multiplicity’ in the certainty of knowledge dimension.  Perry (1970) 

argues that an individual who holds the position of late multiplicity makes room in one’s 

epistemology for legitimate human uncertainty.  Uncertainty and complexity in this stage are no 

longer considered impediments devised by an authority, but rather seen as realities in their own 

right, inspected in the midst of an authority’s world.  Epistemologically relevant, uncertainty 

implies the legitimacy of a multiplicity of answers.  In this stage of the epistemic position, 

reasoning provides a channel that moves knowledge from the dualistic realm to multiplicity.  In 

addition to the emphasis on reasoning, an authority encourages students to develop their own 

opinions or independent thoughts.  Students’ opinion is graded based on how well it is expressed, 

when authorities differ (Perry, 1970). 

Alison asserts that knowledge is socially constructed within institutions based on social 

agreement among the members; therefore so called ‘accepted knowledge’ mirrors the 

institution’s values and beliefs shaped by the members of the institution.  She also stresses that 

the institutionalized as well as contextualized nature of knowledge can shape individuals’ beliefs 
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about such knowledge.  As shown in the first interview excerpt, she believes knowledge to be 

subject to change and open to interpretation on the basis of social agreement and/or supporting 

evidence.  She asserts that when things do not work as explained in the book or as taught by an 

authority in the studio lab, students need to be taught to reexamine their understanding about the 

knowledge and to adapt the new knowledge according to the way it works.  Based on the data 

from her interview and the questionnaire responses, I draw an interpretation of Alison that she 

believes knowledge to be socially constructed and open to falsification by evidence.  This 

assumption characterizes an individual who holds a late multiplicity epistemic position.  It is 

assumed that her academic background in film and communication may have shaped her 

perceptions of the nature of knowledge to some extent: 

I think everything mediates knowledge. Part of my focus in my own field has 
been institutions, and how institutions shape the knowledge [xxx]. And [an] 
institution is made up of individuals and individuals have different perspectives 
and follow different methods. So I think there are all kinds of factors that mediate 
what is accepted knowledge.  (Alison Interview, 1/20/2006) 
 
It’s kind of [a] lab, ((laugh)) kind of like the way that you do in science, like you 
learn a thing, and then you put [it] into use and see how it works and see if it 
actually works. And then if it doesn’t work or if it works differently, you kind of 
go back and change how you think about it, you know.  (Alison Interview, 
5/12/2006) 

 

6.3.3   Relationship between Epistemic Position and Instructional Practice 

Drawing on the findings of Alison’s instructional practice and the epistemic position, I 

now will call attention to the relationship between Alison’s epistemic position and instructional 

practices as seen in her instructor roles.  First, I will discuss the relationship based on the 

epistemic correlation matrix informed by works of Perry (1970) and Knefelkamp (1979).  After 

that, I will address any (in)congruence between Alison’s epistemic position and her instructional 
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practice.  I will end with the discussion of factors that exerted a strong influence on Alison’s 

teaching practice.  

Table 6.9 tabulates the relationship between Alison’s epistemic stance and her instructor 

role.  As can be seen in Table 6.9, her epistemic position is considered as late multiplicity.  An 

instructor holding this position believes in an authority’s categorical world in which right and 

wrong answers exists, yet at the same time this instructor seeks a world that is open to multiple 

truths where all opinions can be just as valid or invalid as all others depending on the degree of 

reasonableness in the light of relationships among assumptions, contexts, purposes, and 

observations (Perry, 1970).  Alison believes that knowledge is constructed by social and 

institutional agreement while subject to falsification based on the reasoning process.  In her view, 

knowledge is believed to be flexible, relativistic, and subject to change on the basis of context, 

social agreement, and reasoning. 

Table 6.9 Relationship between Alison’s epistemic position and instructional practice  

             Epistemic position 
  
 Instructor role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

Source of knowledge    

Source of right way to find  
 knowledge  * Alison 

Source of process of thinking 
(facilitator) 

    Alison* 

    Note. Asterisk (*) indicates expected instructor role that corresponds to Alison’s epistemic position. 

Applying Alison’s epistemic position to the epistemic correlation matrix informed by the 

works of Perry (1970) and Knefelkamp (1979), an instructor who holds the epistemic position of 

late multiplicity is expected to play a facilitator role in his/her teaching practice.  However, as 

seen in Table 6.9, Alison’s teaching practice observed during the lighting set-up lesson in this 

studio lab discloses her to be a facilitator as well as an active instructor who takes on a source of 

the right way to approach learning.   
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Alison’s epistemic position of late multiplicity is best represented during the students’ 

group wok on the lighting set-up.  Assuming a facilitator role, she encouraged students to take 

ownership in their learning by encouraging them to take the responsibility in the group work and 

by having them construct knowledge together using group members as resources.  She 

intervened and offered advice and suggestions only when necessary or requested.  At times, she 

exchanged jokes with students in a matter related to the task in order to build personal 

relationships with students.  Thus, her primarily role was to encourage students’ independence, 

responsibility, and initiative in learning by facilitating and guiding their learning process while 

creating a relationship of harmony and solidarity with them.   

Other instances of Alison’s teaching practice show a misalignment with her epistemic 

position.  During the short lecture time, Alison took on a source of the right way to approach 

learning by teaching good methods of scholarship to the students through the use of questioning 

as an elicitation technique.  She followed a linear format of teaching in which she led students to 

learn materials from simplest to increasing complexity and ambiguity.  In the process, she 

successfully elicited responses from the students in the areas in which they already knew the 

answer and could ask questions to further their knowledge.  Nonetheless, in the area in which 

students did not know the answer, she did not mediate their construction of knowledge.  Instead, 

Alison directly explained theoretical concepts to the students in order to help them gain 

knowledge and be able to apply the knowledge to actual practice.  This aspect of Alison’s 

practice reveals the characteristic of an instructor who holds an early multiplicity epistemic 

position (Knefelkamp, 1979).   

As seen in Alison’s two different instructor roles, her instructional practice is not always 

congruent with her epistemic position.  One of the most reasonable explanations for the 
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mismatched relationship in her epistemic stance and instructional practices seems to be the 

technical nature of the television production class that requires an accurate understanding of the 

conceptual knowledge and the procedures of the task.  Therefore, part of her responsibility as a 

TA involves giving the underlying theory of studio equipment usage as well as teaching basic 

skills of using the equipment in order for students to handle the technical work properly and 

efficiently.   

The other reason for this mismatched relationship seems to be the lack of pedagogic 

training offered by the department.  As a first year TA, Alison had never received any formal 

training from her department since she was placed to teach this course.  Thus, in her teaching of 

theoretical knowledge, she may have assumed that she was doing a facilitator’s role by merely 

eliciting questions or responses from the students.   In reality, however, this technique alone was 

not enough to fully engage students in the thought processes to construct knowledge or to 

scaffold their learning.  Thus, the lack of resources and training to draw on and modify in her 

teaching may have contributed to this mismatched practice.    

In examining the relationship between Alison’s epistemic position and instructional 

practice, it appears that other compounding variables strongly affected her teaching practice.  

Firstly, much of Alison’s teaching practices are guided by her own learning experiences during 

her post-secondary schooling years.  The interview excerpt below shows Alison’s reflection on 

her learning experiences. As seen in the excerpt, Alison’s response reveals that her learning 

experience in undergraduate and graduate school considerably shaped not only her conceptions 

about being an instructor but also her specific teaching approaches: 

I guess in classes that I’ve taken, the classes that I’ve gotten the most out of have 
been the classes that kind of challenge me to be the one to take initiative and to do 
the projects and to do the things and think creatively and really put the 
responsibility on me as a student. So I think I learned mostly from the teachers 
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and classes that I really liked and admired and motivated by, you know. So I 
learned things from them that I would wanna bring into the classroom.  (Alison 
Interview, 5/12/2006) 

Considering this response, it is reasonable to point out that Alison’s schooling experience 

had a strong impact on her classroom practice in this lab, specifically in terms of her 

instructional approaches and instructor role.  Besides this academic aspect, the schooling 

contexts and the apprenticeship under the teachers in class in the past exerted a great influence 

on her conceptualization of the social dimension of her teaching practice:   

I always went to really small schools with very informal classroom environments. 
And I like that, you know, on some level. I think that’s something that I bring in. 
Probably students here are more used to being informal, kind of like being able to 
talk about different kind of stuff in class, make different kind of jokes in class and 
be able to respond to that in a way that’s like both comfortable…I think [a] 
teacher’s role is really vital. I think [a] teacher can inspire students to take more 
ownership of their learning or not.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 

 

Based on these findings, I claim that Alison’s schooling experience, that was internalized in her 

‘school culture,’ and her conceptions about teaching eventually guided and inspired her teaching 

practice in both the social and academic dimensions of her own class.    

The other crucial factor that contributed to Alison’s teaching practice is the make-up of 

students’ characteristics in her class.  During the last interview, Alison stated that the reason why 

she was able to directly apply her conceptions about teaching that were internalized through her 

schooling experience is because she had a good group of highly motivated and somewhat 

experienced students who were willing to push themselves to try new things and to take 

responsibility in learning, which was compatible with her central teaching approaches and 

conceptions about her TA role.  A piece of evidence can be seen from her interview excerpt in 

which she talks about her own evaluation of her students’ performance: 

With this class, it was great ‘cause they were really willing to learn and willing to 
suspend judgment on some kind of activities that may be otherwise would be like. 
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Part of it for me is also, I mean, I guess for me like the thing that I think is the 
most important is really setting up from the very beginning this kind of 
environment where students will feel, I mean you can’t always have totally 
motivated students, you can kind of make an environment where students are 
willing to take some risks and learn something new and do something that was 
kind of daring for them, they are kind of having a bit of adventure with learning 
these new things, you know. So it’s kind of an adventure for me too in terms of 
seeing how it works with different groups of students, something like that. If 
something works with one group of students and I am hoping that it will work 
with another group of students.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 

This interview also suggests that Alison is willing to tailor her teaching according to the 

characteristics of the students with whom she has to work in order to create an environment and 

to guide the students in the way that she wants them to learn.  A follow-up study may be a good 

way of cross-checking the validity of this response.    

To conclude, as seen in Alison’s case, the relationship between one’s epistemic stance 

and one’s teaching practice shows more complexity beyond the prescribed theory of a one-on-

one relationship.  It appears to be undeniable that there is some impact that the underlying 

epistemic position has on Alison’s conception of the instructor’s role and on the implementation 

of instructional strategies in achieving her teaching goal.  However, other compounding variables, 

in particular the disciplinary nature of the course, the lack of pedagogic knowledge, and the lack 

of teaching resources, may be accountable in part for mismatches in Alison’s teaching practice.  

With the lack of resources and training available in her discipline, a TA like Alison usually must 

draw on her schooling experience in both academic and social dimensions in order to carry out 

the teaching role.  On the other hand, the characteristics of Alison’s students, highly motivated 

and fairly independent, may have facilitated her teaching approach that was aligned with her 

epistemic stance.  
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6.3.4   Relationship between Instructional Practice and Student Evaluations 

The focus group interview with students reveals that students were satisfied with Alison’s 

teaching. They believe that Alison teaches the students how to use the lab equipment and 

facilitates the course very well, giving them freedom yet at the same time making them 

responsible for their own learning. The students felt that they were guided by the TA in doing 

each task in both the group work as well as the individual project.  In general, her instructional 

practice in both academic and social aspects received very positive evaluations from the students, 

as reflected in the following excerpts: 

Excerpt 6.3 
S1: She gave us the freedom and continues to do so and works with us to help us get more 

productive in our project … In the first class, she let us just go on our own and let us be 
hands on, if we had any questions, she would explain to us. 

S2: She doesn’t pick people or force someone; she asks people who want to volunteer … It’s an 
opportunity if you do wanna learn, the responsibility is more on you but you have the 
opportunity. That’s the atmosphere that she created for this class.    

(Student Focus-group Interviews, 4/3/2006) 

Of the positive evaluations, students particularly liked Alison’s fair grading and 

encouraging comments, as well as her detailed feedback on their individual project, as the 

following excerpts indicate: 

Excerpt 6.4 
S1: Not only did like she give like a fair grade…she also, like, broke it down, why we got that 

grade, every aspect of our production. What we shot, she said like “This could have been 
done better. That was good.”  She gave compliments.     

S2: She gave both ways. It was the criticism. She still said what your strengths were. It kind of 
makes it feel better. She grades everybody on their own level, not like across the board. 

S3: I got my last project she used the word “innovative,” etc. I was kind like “Ah, thank you,” 
felt good.  

S4: She is fair ‘cause it seems like she grades everybody on their own level, not like across the 
board.             

              (Student Focus-group Interviews, 4/3/2006) 
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Alison’s instructional strategy in giving feedback stems from her teacher models during her 

undergraduate study. As stated in the previous section, her positive learning experience and 

outcome show a strong connection with the way she approaches her own teaching: 

For me and this also comes from teachers that I had in the past because I’ve taken 
my undergraduate in film production. I always got critique and feedback on my 
work. For me it was always like the more feedback I got and the more specific 
feedback I got, the more I would learn out of it, you know. I am thinking of one 
specific teacher I had for photography, who for every project would give really 
detailed feedback and be very specific.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 
 

Students also positively commented about her multi-modal approaches of teaching, 

appealing to students’ different intelligence levels. She would give a verbal explanation and 

visually draw on the board while also letting students test out the theory through hands-on 

practice. Through this multiple presentation of the knowledge, students were able to get more out 

of it, as one student suggests: 

In addition to lecturing, she appeals to everybody’s learning ability, like an 
example is a microphone. Not only she speaks about it, she drew on the board and 
she brought the mikes to class, and tested it out. It was like [a] complete learning 
experience. I like that. That’s how I learn best, being introduced to something, 
seeing it, and being able to touch it. That whole package that I like.  (Student 
Focus-group Interview, 4/3/2006) 

 
  As mentioned earlier in Alison’s teaching practice, her attention to the personal nature of 

student-TA interaction received a very positive response from the students. On the whole, 

students liked the personal relationship that they had with their TA who is a similar age to them 

and can relate well with them.  Students found her personable, approachable, friendly, and caring 

while at the same time exhibiting a certain level of authority as a teacher.  In the lab, students 

interacted with her in a polite and respectful manner yet freely asking for help when needed, as 

indicated in the following student excerpts: 
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Excerpt 6.5 
S1: She is personable and easy to communicate with.  
S2: She doesn’t make you feel stupid if you don’t know something. So you are not taking back 

or you’re not afraid of asking her questions. Some TAs don’t do that. Outside the class, they 
walk past you and make you feel disconnected.   

S3: She maintains her authority so to speak well enough without overbearing that with some TAs 
they don’t know where the line is. ‘Okay I’m a student teacher but I’m a student.’   

(Student Focus-group Interview, 4/3/2006) 
 

In response to this social aspect of TA role, Alison believes it important to strike a 

balance between maintaining an instructor’s authority and building a personal relationship with 

one’s students.  During my observation, it was apparent that Alison had status as an instructor in 

that the students showed respect to her in their interactions, while, at times, they made jokes with 

each other about the things that were related to the lab activities in order to relieve the tension of 

lab practice and to make the task an enjoyable and fun activity, as Alison describes below: 

I think that’s really important and it’s kind of [a] hard position to be in ‘cause you 
can’t be totally friends with them…I think that you have to have some level of 
authority without being authoritarian about it. You have to find a right balance 
middle that students can joke around and can talk about, you know, the things that 
affect them and are important to them and that also relate to the subject matter, 
you know, and doesn’t go totally far afield.  (Alison Interview, 1/20/2006) 
 
With regard to Alison’s evaluation of her students, Alison states that she is very satisfied 

with the students’ performance, level of motivation, attitude, and effort in her lab class as well as 

in the lecture class:  

With this class, it was great ‘cause they were really willing to learn and willing to 
suspend judgment on some kind of activities…It was fun to see their work, you 
know.…We just graded the final exam. My students had a lot of 80’s. I think it 
really reflected their engagement. I really had a knock out in my group. It was 
amazing to see that many students … I’m 90% sure that eight of my students are 
there consistently and they probably got [the] top five grades in class.  (Alison 
Interview, 5/12/2006) 

 

Students in her class appeared to possess a certain level of maturity, independence, and 

commitment to learning; they were willing to take initiatives and responsibility for their own 
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learning. This initiative-taking is shown in the way they handled a group assignment that was 

given without much instruction and time to work on it. Despite the challenging circumstances, 

they were able to manage quite well by using an online communication tool that Alison set up 

for the students and by relying on the physical participation in the process of some committed 

peers, as indicated by student excerpts: 

Excerpt 6.6 
S1: The only time we have ever had problems was I think we had a little bit of hard time doing 

the last script that we were doing. The thing is that we were trying to do it on the weekend 
and it was hard to get people together.   

S2: I didn’t feel like there was no guidance with it at all. 
S1: but I think it still worked out though. 
S1: ‘cause we did get input from everyone before we started it everything. We decided on our 

own what we are gonna write about. 
S4: Get in the tech lab.  
S5: Every single day.         

(Student Interviews, 4/3/2006) 
 

With this assignment case, Alison herself expressed amazement with the students’ ability to 

perform this difficult task successfully. 

The following interview excerpt from the students summarizes the students’ perspective 

and attitudes about their learning:  

Excerpt 6.7 
S4: It’s a lot of your own job because you could sit on the side and like not volunteer to do stuff 

or work anything. So it is more of yourself like with [the] whole learning experience. 
S2: It’s up to you to decide what you wanna focus on or what you wanna try out.     

(Student Interviews, 4/3/2006) 
 

Despite these positive learning outcomes, on the other hand, Alison expressed a slight 

disappointment in the students’ final group project for which the students were not given an 

opportunity to push themselves to a position where they could challenge themselves more to take 

on a role and learn more from it:  

I wish, at the end of the last project, I wish there would have been still a little bit 
more flexibility for them to do that kind of stuff but they felt really pressured 
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‘cause they wanted to do a really good final project … I was disappointed that 
Alisha didn’t have that opportunity to put herself in a position where she could 
learn more about …toward the end, because there was like the pressure, 
everybody kind of like went to the role that they felt comfortable with instead of 
trying to challenge themselves.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 

 
  In sum, Alison’s teaching received high ratings from her students in both academic and 

social aspects. According to her students, Alison facilitated the group activities during the lab 

session, encouraging students’ learning with fair grading and constructive feedback on their 

projects.  Additionally, they reported that she related to the students in a personal way by making 

herself approachable and easy to communicate with in terms of addressing students’ difficulties 

or concerns.  She put the students in a challenging situation when they had to deal with their 

group projects without much guidance, but the students were willing to work through this 

difficult task. In the last phase of the final group project, however, because of time constraints 

and the competitive nature of the project she was not able to carry out her goal of pushing 

students to overcome the challenge for which they had to take on a role that was new to them and 

learn more from it. On the whole, however, her teaching practice in both the academic and social 

levels helped her to achieve her primary teaching goal to a great extent.  

 

6.4   Comparison of Instructional Practices between Trisha and Alison 

The teaching practices in which Trisha and Alison engaged during the Introduction to TV 

Production lab class have revealed both similarities and differences in their teaching that was 

actualized through their instructor roles and their instructional approaches.  This studio lab 

session is designed to help students gain practical experience and knowledge of various elements 

of TV production, such as equipment handling, scripting, floor and lighting plan, shooting, 

rehearsing, editing, sound, and graphic design, and taking on a different role as a crew member, 
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floor manager, or director.  Therefore, the instructional demands that these TAs needed to handle 

were much more dynamic and complex than those of a TA who was teaching a course as an 

instructor in a traditional classroom.  The nature of interaction between the TAs and the students 

was somewhat unstructured and the TAs had less control over the direction of questions or types 

of questions addressed by students.  The nature of the studio lab environment required TAs to 

handle multiple tasks efficiently – from giving instruction to handling one-on-one or one-to-

many group interactions of the task.  Given the unique nature of the course, I will highlight the 

most essential aspects of the TAs’ instructional practices that provide a good comparison of the 

differences and the similarities and consider the factors accountable for them.  I will end with a 

summary of the relationship between the two TAs’ epistemic positions and their instructional 

practices. 

A piece of evidence that shows a distinctive difference between Trisha and Alison can be 

seen in their monologue during the engagement of the lighting set-up task procedure.  Table 6.10 

provides the summary statistics for the two TAs’ classroom discourse during the procedural talk 

taken from the TAs’ speech.  As seen in Table 6.10, both TAs show differences in the amount of 

talk they engaged in to teach students how to set up the lights during the class period.  Overall, 

Trisha (73.7%) engaged in the talk almost three times more than did Alison (26.3%).  A close 

look at the discourse form also shows that one third of the talk consists of the statement that 

concerns explaining the task procedure (24.4%) or signaling a transition of a task (5.9%).  

During this time, for explaining the procedure of the task to the students Trisha (19.5%) spent 

over four times as much as Alison did (4.9%).  This result alone indicates that Trisha spent quite 

a lot of time explaining and showing students how different equipment works for the lighting set-

up and how to use the equipment properly.  This finding also suggests that Trisha’s lesson was 
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very thorough, detailed, and carefully guided throughout whereas Alison’s lesson was more 

open-ended and less controlled.  

Table 6.10 Summary statistics of BTMM TA’s discourse during procedural talk  
    Trisha Alison Total 
Discourse Form Discourse Function n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Statement         
 Explaining procedure of a task 40 (19.5%) 10 (4.9%)  50 (24.4%) 
 Meta-comment: introducing topic     1 (0.5%)   1 (0.5%) 
Transitional marker Signaling transition of a task   7 (3.4%)   5 (2.4%)  12 (5.9%) 

 Directives            

 Direct request on task 
procedure/organization 

92 (44.9%) 13 (6.3%) 105 (51.2%) 

  Indirect request on task 
procedure/organization 

12 (5.9%) 25 (12.2%)   37 (18.0%) 

Total   151 (73.7%) 54 (26.3%) 205 (100%) 

 
The other great majority of the talk, as seen in Table 6.10, consists of classroom 

directives which serve a function of either direct or indirect requests of the task procedure or 

organization.  In the classroom directives, the ratio of talk between Trisha and Alison also shows 

a lead by Trisha (50.8%) that is 2.7 times over Alison (18.4%).  What is more prominent in these 

data is that while Trisha made direct requests (44.9%) seven times more than indirect requests 

(5.9%), Alison’s use of directives shows the opposite: the ratio of indirect requests (12.2%) was 

two times higher than that of direct requests (6.3%).  This different ratio of the function of 

classroom directives seen for each TA’s speech form indicates a different role that each TA is 

playing during the task.  While Trisha mainly employed a direct request strategy to demand an 

action from the students and to direct each phase of student learning during the task, Alison used 

an indirect request strategy to make it more of a suggestion than a command in order to allow a 

certain degree of freedom on the student’s part in accepting the request.  

 Another piece of evidence that reveals a difference in teaching practice between Trisha 

and Alison can be seen in their interaction with students during the task procedure. Table 6.11 
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tabulates frequencies and percentages of interactional features shown in Alison’s class vs. 

Trisha’s during the lighting set-up task procedure.  For comparison purposes, I highlighted 

interactional features of question and response based on type and function of each feature in this 

table.  In looking at the table, one of the differences highlighted in the question feature is 

Trisha’s use of display questions (3.1%), a practice which is absent in Alison’s speech.  Trisha’s 

display questions function to test student practical knowledge of the lighting set-up task 

procedure.  Reactions to Trisha’s display questions can be seen in student responses which serve 

the function of demonstrating knowledge and understanding of the task procedure (3.1%).  This 

finding suggests that Trisha took charge of directing, checking, or controlling student work in 

order to lead the students to the way that she believes to be right to learn.  In contrast to Trisha’s 

teaching approach, Alison seemed to allow a space for student autonomy and independence.   

Table 6.11 Composition of dialogic interaction between Trisha and Alison during procedural talk 

Interactional features 
in Dialogue 

Discourse function for 
pedagogic purpose 

Trisha Trisha’s Ss  Alison   Alison’s Ss 
n % n % n % n % 

Question:           
Referential question Requesting organizational   

or  procedural information  
24 (8.3%) 34 (11.7%) 6 (2.1%) 19 (6.6%) 

Display question Comprehension check  9 (3.1%)       

Comprehension check Comprehension check    28 (9.7%)   2 (0.7%)   

Confirmation check Confirmation check 30 (10.3%) 9 (3.1%) 6 (2.1%) 2 (0.7%) 

Clarification request Clarification request  1 (0.3%) 9 (3.1%)     

Response: 
 
Giving information about  
the task procedure  

19 (6.6%) 11 (3.8%) 17 (5.9%) 3 (1.0%) 

 Demonstrating knowledge    9 (3.1%)     

 Acknowledgement   13 (4.5%)     

 Confirm/Disconfirm 14 (4.8%) 15 (5.2%) 7 (2.4%) 3 (1.0%) 

Total   125 (43.1%) 100 (34.5%) 38 (13.1%) 27 (9.3%) 

 Note. Ss: Students 
 

Because Trisha shaped the lab instruction more in a teacher-centered way, student speech 

data support the previous findings that the students relied on her for direction and instruction.  As 

seen in the table, students in Trisha’s class are inclined to ask a clarification request question to 
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elicit clarification of Trisha’s utterance (3.1%, 9 times).  Again, this was not the case among 

students in Alison’s class.  Likewise, Trisha asked comprehension check questions (9.7%) and 

confirmation check questions (10.3%) much more frequently in comparison to what Alison did 

in her class (comprehension check question, 0.7%; confirmation check question 2.1%).  Trisha’s 

frequent usage of display, comprehension check, and confirmation check questions – a practice 

which was either nonexistent or rare in Alison’s speech – illuminates that Trisha approached 

teaching in a more teacher-centered way in order to control the phase of the task process and 

ensure that her students were doing the work properly.  On the contrary, Alison gave minimal 

guidance in overseeing student work and mediating the task, yet did give advice or suggestions 

when necessary or asked for by students.   

On the whole, the difference in teaching practices shown between Trisha and Alison’s 

classroom discourse points to the gravity of instructional focus that each TA has given to their 

instructional practice in the sequence of the lighting set-up lesson.  Trisha mostly took on a 

source of the right way to give knowledge by explaining, modeling, and controlling each phase 

of the student task procedure.  She attempted to direct and control every phase of student 

learning by explaining and modeling how to use different equipment properly and validating the 

correctness of each task procedure, while instructing what to do and how and when to proceed 

with the task.  She stepped out only when she is confident that students were on the right track 

and could do the work independently.   In contrast to Trisha, Alison mainly worked as a 

facilitator who served as a guide, helping students how to approach the problem rather than 

giving direct answers to the students.  She offered suggestions when students asked for help, thus 

leaving a space for their own autonomy and responsibility for their actions.  
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Although there seems to be more differences than similarities between the two BTMM 

TAs’ teaching practices, some resemblances were identified in their teaching.  Most of all, 

looking at the types of questions that were raised by the TAs reveals commonalities in their 

instructional practices.  Their questions focused on testing student knowledge, reinforcing and 

reiterating knowledge to the students.  Trisha used this approach when students actually engaged 

in the lighting set-up task while Alison employed this technique when she taught students 

theoretical concepts about the lighting and the set-up.  This approach taken by Alison can be 

easily perceived as unavoidable because unlike other lab sections, her class was scheduled before 

the lecture section.  Nevertheless, Alison’s interview response reveals her underlying beliefs 

about the significance of giving or reinforcing knowledge as a theoretical basis or as 

enhancement of the knowledge.  Trisha, as seen in her interview response, also states that the 

technical nature of the course requires a TA to give basic knowledge to the students before they 

engage.  Although Trisha argues that adopting this approach is more to do with the nature of the 

course rather than with her conceptualization of teaching, her teaching portrays quite the 

opposite.  In light of these findings, it is reasonable to assume that the two TAs share certain 

aspects of teaching in accordance with the nature of the course and their conception about 

learning: testing, reinforcing, and reifying knowledge to the students through a questioning 

strategy, as suggested below in each of their interview responses:   

I think it’s good for students who read the book to reinforce through the lecture 
and some component where you teach them something that they may not already 
know and then have a component where they can apply the new knowledge to. I 
feel like it’s really important to have them do it, you know, but you can’t just like 
have them do it without having a little bit of underlying theory or understanding 
of it in advance.  (Alison Interview, 1/20/2006) 
 
The nature of my field is so technical, you have to give them the basics to start out 
on. But then, much of the learning in our field comes from doing it yourself. It’s 
difficult to manage from that perspective because as a TA when facilitating things 
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like that sometimes it’s frustrating, when your level of knowledge is more than 
theirs and you want them do it in a certain way, so you have to draw a line 
allowing them to learn and you teaching them and you doing it.  (Trisha Interview, 
8/22/2006) 

 
However, given the fact that the class contexts are in natural settings and there is no 

control over the structure of the course, it is impossible to systematically compare the two classes 

and generalize their practices without considering such variables as make-up of students and 

difference in lesson elements.  It is definitely worth the attention to consider what Trisha would 

have done if her class also had been scheduled before the lecture session and her students had 

some experience in studio production just as they did in Alison’s class, or what Alison would 

have done if her class had been scheduled after the lecture and her students were not as 

experienced in studio production as the case of Trisha’s class. [italics are not necessary] These 

differences might have revealed or concealed some of the approaches in their teaching.  

The other resemblance seen from the TAs’ practices is the social aspect of their instructor 

role.  Both TAs have a shared belief that TAs have to have a platform from which they maintain 

a professional relationship with their students and at the same time create a relationship in which 

students feel free to address their concerns and questions and even can make jokes about the 

subject matter or topics of the class.  During my observation period, I found more evidence of a 

strong social teacher/student relationship in Alison’s class than in Trisha’s.  In Alison’s class, 

students and the TA engaged in personal talk such as jokes to relieve the tension of the work and 

at the same time to make the task a more enjoyable and fun activity.  In Trisha’s classroom, 

though less visible, some evidence of informality also was found in her use of informal register 

of the words, the way students called her by her first name “Trisha,” and the occasional personal 

talk that she engaged in during the lesson.  Interview responses from both TAs also validated 

their conceptions about the social aspects of teaching: 
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I think that’s really important and it’s kind of hard position to be in ‘cause you 
can’t be totally friends with them, but it’s also nice to make an atmosphere where 
it’s okay to joke around and it’s okay for students to talk about things that affect 
them and are important to them and that also relate to the subject matter, you 
know, and doesn’t go totally far afield.  (Alison Interview, 1/20/2006) 

 
I allow certain social relations to be created and again it is within the realm of an 
instructor. I like easily approachable but know that they cannot cross the line. It’s 
not a relationship where I hang out with you. But you can come to me if you have 
a problem in terms of academics. Even if they have personal problem, I can refer 
them to someone who can deal with it professionally. You don’t want to [the] 
contaminate student-teacher relationship. For me, it’s fine if they call me by my 
first name…They can joke around with me and they can xxx around with me…as 
long as at the end of the lesson, my lesson plan is achieved. That’s what generally 
I expect from my students, definitely with respect.  (Trisha Interview, 8/22/2006) 
 

In the remaining section, I will discuss those factors that may be accountable for these 

differences and similarities on the basis of the TAs’ beliefs about learning and their schooling 

experience in different contexts, as well as of the disciplinary nature of the course.  In examining 

the reasons behind the differences between the two TAs’ teaching practices, the conceptions 

about learning is found to be one of the most essential factors in shaping their teaching practices.  

Trisha and Alison each have different perceptions about how learning occurs.  Alison believes 

that students can learn things better when they articulate and exchange their ideas and thoughts 

through discussions while Trisha thinks that it is teacher’s job to identify areas of difficulty that 

students have and teach them an exemplary method of scholarship in order to enable them to 

advance their knowledge and understanding.  The following interview responses clearly illustrate 

this discrete position about teaching that Alison and Trisha hold: 

I think discussion facilitates learning, kind of being able to share your opinion 
about it or even being put in a position where you have to articulate what you 
think or what you learn or what you didn’t learn or any reaction to what you read 
or what was in lecture….it becomes more concrete to them when they talk about 
it.  (Alison Interview, 1/20/2006) 
 
Knowledge is learning how to study. It takes many people a long time to realize 
how to learn for themselves. It takes [a] long time for individuals to develop a 
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strategy because you have to be aware of how you learn. The best learners know 
how to learn …The students come to you in different level of skills or knowledge. 
It’s up to you to identify them and identify what you need to take them to 
different [higher] levels. If they come and nothing is gained from it, then your 
teaching is wasted, I believe.  (Trisha Interview, 8/22/2006) 

Aligned with this conception about learning, Trisha attempted to identify students’ knowledge 

levels and to provide a good method of scholarship all throughout different phases of the 

learning tasks.  By comparison, Alison prominently focused on facilitating the lesson throughout 

an interactive lecture and hands-on activities during her lesson.   

This difference in teaching practice matches students’ perceptions about their TAs’ 

teaching methods, which show a prototype inherent in students’ observations of teaching 

practices between international TAs and US TAs in general.  During the focus-group interview 

with the students in Trisha’s class, students addressed differences in the teaching practices 

between international TAs vs. US TAs based on their experiences of having diverse TAs in class.  

They state that ITAs tend to focus on giving detailed explanations about the learning materials 

whereas US TAs encourage students to articulate their own thoughts: 

Excerpt 6.8 
S2: I think international TAs really teach a little more than US TAs. I think they [US TAs] are 

more interested in us expressing ourselves. They kind of reiterate what the professors said 
but they don’t necessarily teach it.  

S3: I feel like American TAs think that they think you should understand it. They just give you 
the blatant stuff and Okay there it is. That’s over-generalized stuff. But international TAs go 
over in more details. I don’t know because they don’t think we don’t understand it, but they 
just do it and I like it better.   

(Student Interview, 6/13/2006)  
 

As seen in Excerpt 6.8 of the student interview responses, due to the fact that ITAs tend 

to explain materials more thoroughly than do US TAs, ITAs’ teaching approaches seem to be 

well received by some undergraduate students.  However, this practice and perception may not 

be generalizable to other disciplines or to other populations beyond this research context.    
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One of the most striking findings illuminated from the difference between the two TAs’ 

conceptions about learning is that each TA draws their teaching from their differences in learning 

experiences.  While Alison, as evident in her interview responses, brought to her class her own 

apprenticeship of learning during her schooling years; Trisha, by contrast brought the opposite of 

how she was taught during her undergraduate period.  As seen in Trisha’s interview responses, in 

India she was expected to study by herself and was not expected to seek much help from 

professors because of large class size and a lecture-oriented instructional approach.  This 

challenged learning experience may have motivated Trisha to give particularly thorough 

instruction and explanation about the materials to the students in her own current teaching 

context that has ten times fewer the number of students than her undergraduate classes in India:   

I guess in classes that I’ve taken, the classes that I’ve gotten the most out of have 
been the classes that kind of challenge me to be the one to take initiatives and to 
do the projects and to do the things and think creatively and really put the 
responsibility on me as a student. So I think I learned mostly from the teachers 
and classes that I really liked and admired, you know. So from that, I was like 
“Oh, this is cool. This is something that I would want to use and something that I 
would want to do.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 
 
In India, the approach to education is different. When you study as an 
undergraduate, you are expected to study by yourself. You are not expected to ask 
help from professors. The professors give lectures in India. The classes are always 
as big as 100 students. Students learn to cope. Infrastructure in India is set up so 
that there are so many private institutes where students go for extra coaching for 
the subject in smaller numbers and these institutions also coach you how to do 
well on the exam. Indian schooling is geared toward performing well on the exam. 
I don’t think [a] TA will be so successful in India. There are not much instructions 
going on in classes except only scratching surface level. Students come to the 
class just to take the attendance.  (Trisha Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
Regarding the similarities in their teaching, the resemblance found in the two TAs’ 

teaching approaches – testing, reinforcing and reifying knowledge and learning through 

questioning – seems to be partly attributable to the disciplinary nature of the course that requires 
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understanding and acquisition of knowledge and skills as a basis for reifying the theoretical 

knowledge to the task.   

The social aspect of teaching observed commonly in both TAs’ teaching practices also 

reveals an interesting finding.  In Alison’s case, her undergraduate education in the United States 

greatly affected the way she perceives this kind of balanced relationship.  As for Trisha, on the 

other hand, her graduate school experience before obtaining a TA position, in particular her 

interaction with the faculty in graduate school in the U.S., has shifted her perception about 

student-teacher relationships a great deal.  The following interview response from Trisha gives 

an understanding of how her experience in a U.S. graduate school changed her perceptions about 

the student-teacher relationship in both social and academic dimensions.   The different cases of 

the two TAs’ development of the social aspect of teaching reveal that once TAs are socialized 

into particular academic contexts, they either bring resources that were internalized through their 

past schooling experience or alter their teaching behaviors in order to make them more suitable 

to their new teaching context, as discussed in the TA interviews: 

I always went to really small schools with very informal classroom environments. 
And I like that, you know, on some level. I think that’s something that I bring 
in…. you can’t be totally friends with them, but it’s also nice to make an 
atmosphere where it’s okay to joke around and it’s okay for students to talk about 
things that affect them and are important to them and that also relate to the subject 
matter.  (Alison Interview, 5/12/2006) 
 
Degree of familiarity was greater, and easy of which you can chat and converse 
and interact with professor in a classroom setting is far different than back home. 
Back home, you are not expected to challenge and if you have to challenge, it has 
to be done with a great deal of thought. It’s more of [a] question of maintaining 
the authority figure that is created by the professor. The minute you begin to 
challenge the professor, they will see as a challenge to their authority, not as 
intellectual discussion. So you just know back home if you have [a] problem with 
what the professor says, for that point in time, you just have to shut up and listen, 
then do your own research whether the professor is right or wrong. Then, you still 
don’t challenge the professor and you find it for yourself. Here in the U.S. it is 
very different in a sense that it is right for student to ask a question and it is right 
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for the professor to admit that they don’t know and find what the right thing is.  
(Trisha Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
Table 6.12 provides a summary of the relationship between epistemic stance and 

instructional practices for Trisha and Alison.  As seen in Table 6.12, both Trisha and Alison 

share an epistemic position of late multiplicity.  However, their instructor roles show differences 

in their level of involvement.  On the one hand, while Trisha’s dominant instructor role is 

represented as a ‘source of right way to find knowledge,’ Alison’s dominant instructor role is 

shown as a ‘facilitator.’  On the other hand, the subsumed instructor role for Trisha reveals a sign 

of her being a facilitator.  Likewise, Alison’s teaching shows that she is an instructor who 

assumes a ‘source of right way to find knowledge.’   

Table 6.12 Comparison of epistemic position and instructional practice between Trisha and Alison 

          Epistemic position 
  
 Instructor’s role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

 Source of knowledge    

 Source of right way to 
 find knowledge   

Trisha 
Direct request strategy  

& Modeling 
AAlliissoonn  

QQuueessttiioonniinngg  aass    
eelliicciittaattiioonn  tteecchhnniiqquuee 

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator)   

Alison* 
Indirect request strategy 

((TTrriisshhaa))*  
Scaffolding 

   Note. Asterisk (*) indicates an expected instructor role that corresponds to each TA’s epistemic position. 
   Parenthesis (   ) indicates a subordinate instructor role. TAs’ instructional strategies are marked in italics.  
 

All in all, the relationship between epistemic position and instructor role seen in Table 6.12 

reveals that both Trisha and Alison have a shared epistemic position and instructor role to a certain 

degree.  However, to the extent that the degree of instructor role that each TA assumes in their teaching 

differ, this disparity points to the argument that one TA’s teaching practice is aligned with her epistemic 
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more than for the other.  More specifically, Alison’s teaching practices are shown to be congruent with 

her late multiplicity epistemic position.  Alison worked mostly as a facilitator, allowing space for 

students to learn from each other, guiding and coaching students during their hands-on group learning 

process and group discussions.  However, her teaching also shows an aspect in which she worked as an 

information giver, reinforcing learning and offering an effective learning approach to students.   

By comparison, Trisha’s teaching practice, in most cases, does not match with her 

epistemic position of the late multiplicity.  Instead of working as a facilitator, Trisha seemed to 

choose to take on a more active instructor role, teaching what she believes is a good method of 

scholarship, continually testing student knowledge, checking on their progress, and offering 

direction and evaluative feedback for each of the tasks.  She intervened in students’ learning 

process more often than did Alison, providing a good method of scholarship and allowing the 

students’ autonomy in learning only when she was assured that students could do the task 

without her guidance.   

Examination of factors shaping the instructional practices of the two TAs illuminates that 

in an unstructured learning environment such as a BTMM studio lab that requires a dynamic 

interaction between a TA and students, the TAs’ instructional practice is a much more complex 

and dynamic process.  While it still holds true that there is some degree of relationship between 

one’s personal epistemology and one’s instructional practices as the theory of personal 

epistemology proposes, I believe that framing the discussion of TAs’ instructional practice solely 

based on their epistemic stance is not feasible given other socio-cultural, historical, and 

contextual factors that may exert a strong influence on TA’s teaching practices in real-life 

classrooms.  As findings from my field work at the BTMM studio lab class show, different 

teaching approaches, adopted by each of the TAs to achieve their teaching goal, reflects and 
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signifies their underlying beliefs about learning conceptualized mostly through their 

undergraduate schooling experiences as well as through the epistemic stances that they held in 

the developmental stages of teaching and learning.  In addition, as seen in the case of Alison, the 

particular nature of the course may have placed some constraints over certain teaching 

approaches for those TAs who did not receive any formal training within the BTMM department.  

Therefore, these results lead to the claim that TAs’ teaching practices are largely shaped 

by their personal epistemology as well as by socio-cultural factors such as their learning beliefs 

themselves that are shaped in turn by different cultural experiences of schooling and 

apprenticeship.  Whether there is room for change in TAs’ teaching approaches will be a 

continuing debate that is dependent on the TAs’ willingness to modify their approaches, on 

available resources such as TA training and support, as well as on socialization effects.  
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CHAPTER 7     

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS  

In this chapter, I bring together the practical implications of the study, by extending the 

discussion of the relationship between personal epistemologies and teaching practices between 

the two groups of TAs.  In exposing the intricacy of the relationship, I will also call attention to 

other compounding factors such as disciplinary differences and TAs’ educational experiences 

that were found to complicate the study outcomes. 

As a way to facilitate the discussion and as a personal testimony to this investigation, I 

will open this chapter by sharing my motivations for this dissertation as well as my first year 

teaching experiences as a TA in the Freshman Writing Program (FWP) at Public University.  I 

will explore each of these personal background factors that have played such a significant role in 

my evolving epistemic stance and in my teaching practices along with other aspects of my life 

that have exerted a great influence on my conceptions about teaching and my actual teaching 

practices.  In conjunction with my personal testimony of being a TA, I will examine the 

relationship between the personal epistemologies and teaching practices of four TA participants 

in this study.  Bringing together the findings of the first phase quantitative study, I will 

substantiate these group differences by exploring disciplinary differences as well as other 

compounding factors such as TAs’ different educational experiences.  Following the discussion, 

the relationship between the TAs’ teaching practices, their student evaluations and these students’ 

potential academic performance will be put under scrutiny.  Practical and theoretical implications 

of TA training and development will follow on the basis of these discussions.  Finally, I will link 

the TA research to past theoretical work on personal epistemology and propose suggestions for 

further research on personal epistemology with other TA populations. 
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7.1   Personal Testimony: My First Year TA Experience 

Over the past decade of my graduate school experience at a U.S. academic institution, my 

evolving perceptions and reflections of the reality of the world have shaped my stance toward the 

nature of knowledge a great deal.  My exposure to social theories and learning theories during 

my coursework in the fields of sociolinguistics and of educational psychology has challenged my 

existing assumptions about the nature of knowledge and the nature of reality.  This coursework 

also enabled me to revisit and question the validity of my conceptions about the nature of the 

world.  For example, I started to question the given assumptions that knowledge is certain and 

neutral and that what the text told me is all true, beliefs which had shaped my assumptions about 

the nature of knowledge all throughout my school years in Korea.  In addition, my experiences in 

a U.S. academic institution provided an opportunity to revisit these assumptions even further.  

Specifically, I witnessed and experienced that numerous unspoken ideas, attitudes, and behaviors 

that hold value in Korean academic contexts did not seem to be equally rewarded and valued in 

U.S. academic contexts.  For instance, in Korea, at least when I was in school, a good teacher is 

expected to transmit a body of knowledge to students in a very prescribed and logical manner 

and the more time a teacher spends in explaining the materials in a logical manner in class, the 

more students perceive the teacher as good and competent; verbal participation in class, however, 

is not much encouraged, and certainly not required.   

In contrast, in the U.S. classroom, a teacher rarely seems to give information to the 

students.  Instead, the active participation by students seems to be valued as long as they 

demonstrate an application of the knowledge to the learning content no matter whether they 

address a major point of the learning material or a trivial or sometimes even irrelevant issue.  

Students who do not participate in class discussion seem to be perceived as unprepared, 
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incompetent, or even incapable of understanding the content material by teachers as well as by 

their fellow students.  These trends are almost the opposite of what good learning entails in 

Korean educational contexts.  Often, I asked to myself: “how come students who do not 

demonstrate much understanding about a central idea in this learning content are rewarded for  

ideas and even regarded as excellent? Why do I need to spend so much time hearing other people 

mumbling? Why don’t we talk more about the author’s ideas rather than devoting so much time 

to the application of the ideas?”  

After living through these different expectations for conceptions about learning and 

knowledge in U.S. academic classrooms, I began to develop a critical inquiry to question my 

assumptions about the values and beliefs about the knowledge that were initially perceived as 

universal.  This new discovery of the dynamicity and multiplicity in values and beliefs assigned 

to the nature of knowledge and knowing across contexts, individuals, and culture started to 

awaken my mind and my quest to pursue this line of inquiry further.  Toward the end of my 

graduate coursework, I came to an acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the multiplicity of 

knowledge that reflects the realities of the world in its own right, denying the absolute truth of 

the knowledge.  In other words, I found myself standing on the ground of a moderate 

constructivist, making concessions to the epistemic position of late multiplicity.  My venture into 

the unexplored territory of the study of TAs’ personal epistemologies opened up new 

opportunities to extend this inquiry to a real-life context with human participants while 

broadening my knowledge in this arena.  

 As far as my first year teaching experiences are concerned, fortunately when I first 

started to teach the Freshman Writing Program (FWP) offered a mandatory practicum course for 

new composition teachers.  I was given the opportunity to learn more about the basic tenets of 
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the composition course as well as about the goals and standards of the FWP.  In addition, I had 

the opportunity to listen to insiders’ perspectives by interacting with other composition teachers 

who were in the fields of composition, literature, or creative writing.  The epistemological 

orientation of the composition field seen through the practicum course experience reinforced my 

conceptions about the nature of knowledge and knowing.  The composition field seemed to 

welcome unlimited exploration of the multi-faceted nature of knowledge that can be achieved 

through the writers’ full engagement of the central ideas presented by multiple authors.  This 

unlimited exploration seemed to be a step toward intellectual development as well as ethical 

growth.  The legitimacy of knowledge was assessed based on how well one’s opinion was 

expressed and supported and how thoughtfully one acknowledged multiple positions by 

engaging in authors’ central ideas when making one’s own argument.  In accordance with the 

discipline’s epistemology, the coursework in composition required students to develop critical 

thinking and reflective inquiry through reading authors’ ideas, critiquing colleagues’ work, and 

considering a multitude of audiences by reexamining given assumptions and values from 

multiple standpoints.  The epistemological orientation of the composition field thus appeared to 

be well aligned with my own epistemological stance and what I hoped for my own students to 

achieve.  

Because of this congruence, when I stepped into my class I felt somewhat confident and 

excited about sharing this epistemological stance with my students.  I wanted to transform their 

learning experience beyond the course to their lives while at the same time equipping them with 

the tools of knowledge and skill, resources that they could draw on from their own learning 

experiences in their educational and cultural backgrounds.  However, looking back at these times, 

I now realize that I had a rather naive conception about teaching without having given much 
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thought to my students’ own beliefs or the challenges that they had to face.  In other words, 

although I was enormously excited to share my life-transforming experience achieved through 

two distinctive schooling experiences across different social and educational contexts, my 

students did not seem to be prepared to fully comprehend these ideologically-laden processes 

while fulfilling the academic demands during their first semester of college all at once.  

Moreover, I was not experienced or trained enough to achieve my ideals successfully in my first 

year of teaching.  

In fact, I did not really know how to effectively make that happen or whether my ideal 

teaching goal was congruent with my students’ own needs or interests.  Filled with huge 

motivation and enthusiasm yet with less tangible teaching strategies, I brought to the class some 

of the teaching techniques that I have been exposed to during my graduate school years, one of 

which is the questioning strategy in an attempt to promote their critical thinking skills.  In the 

first semester of teaching, most of my teaching preparation time was spent in inventing thought-

provoking questions which I believed would help my students to make connections between 

different source texts and ideas proposed by authors in the course readings and to see the 

overarching themes across the texts or underlying assumptions of the authors.  I believed that this 

was a good approach to teaching a composition class that was composed of linguistically, 

ethnically, and culturally diverse students.   

What I did not know was that there were multiple steps that I had to go through to 

achieve these desired learning outcomes.  Simply sprinkling these questions among the students 

was not enough to facilitate their learning or to help them construct their knowledge as well as 

make connections between different source texts, not to mention to have them engage fully in the 

discussions or to elicit their responses.  Often, I encountered incorrect or unrelated answers and 
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sometimes “a wall of silence” in my class (Jensen et al., 2005, p. 21), which posed a great 

challenge to my teaching approach and sometimes my qualification as a teacher.  Jensen et al., in 

proposing practical tips for generating discussion from students, stress that most TAs are 

“underprepared and do not know what to do when they are faced with a wall of silence from their 

students” (p. 21).  She also asserts that most undergraduate freshmen, be they U.S. born or 

international, come to the class underprepared or unprepared and are often reluctant to talk (p. 

21).  Therefore, this dilemma of class participation was not an unusual or atypical issue to expect 

in the first year of teaching.  

To remedy the lack of student participation, I tried to put students in groups and have 

them work together in order to facilitate their task engagement and to “promote better 

understanding of [challenging] questions” (Jensen et al., 2005, p. 22).  I also delegated the job of 

leading the discussion question to one of the group members.  At the same time, I prepared 

myself to assist the discussion leader when necessary.  Despite these efforts, I confronted another 

challenge: most of my students did not like the group work, which made it even harder to 

motivate them to work together.  I now acknowledge this student resistance as due to their 

different learning styles and educational experiences, given that all my students were 

international and mostly fresh from their own home countries.  As an alternative approach, I 

asked one overarching question and had each student take turns to answer the question by 

applying it to their own experiences in an attempt to provide an equal share of the floor and to 

have each student receive a fair hearing in my class.  I found it less challenging to facilitate 

discussion in this case, but still saw myself in the center stage of knowledge transfer and 

facilitation.  
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In light of my teaching experiences, it stands to reason that although the content of my 

lessons and the types of questions that I asked my students were seen as part of a ‘constructivist 

approach’ that was designed to stimulate convergent and divergent thinking skills by drawing on 

multiple viewpoints of the authors, my instructional approach itself did not lend itself to 

‘scaffolding’ or ‘anchoring’ that my professed epistemic belief.  Rather, my teaching was closer 

to a ‘teacher-centered’ approach in which I become an ultimate fountain of knowledge as an 

information giver or an evaluator.  Ironically, I did not fully realize or accept this disjunction or 

contradiction in my teaching until the beginning of my second semester of teaching. 

The second part of my reflections that awakened me from my mundane teaching 

approach came in the second semester of teaching when I was receiving support from a more 

experienced TA who supervised all the second-semester TAs in the Freshman Writing Program.  

All of the TAs were scheduled with this mentor for two class visits in order to receive feedback 

on their teaching.  Upon her first visit, she suggested to me a strategy to encourage class 

discussion without taking control of the flow of the discussion as well as other helpful tips for 

managing class discussion in an organized manner: contextualizing my questions when faced 

with silence and directing the question in an ordered manner by designating a volunteer group to 

initiate the discussion or point out a particular group or a particular student.   

Although her feedback was not substantive enough to transform all my teaching 

behaviors, this advice was crucial and powerful enough to revisit my teaching approach and to 

extend this inquiry into the actualization of my instructional practice.  I must admit that it was 

my “Ah-ha” moment.  I realized that all throughout the first semester and until then, in teaching 

content materials, I had helped students construct their knowledge by promoting thought-

provoking and challenging questions in order to aid their thought processes, whereas my 
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teaching technique was mostly a teacher-centered approach.  I validated the legitimacy of student 

answers by either acknowledging or recapping them.  I supplied the students with the correct 

answers when there was no sign of response or understanding from students or when they did not 

seem to provide the answer that I had in mind, without attempting to find a way to let the 

students work through their questions to construct the answer themselves.   

I came to the realization that a significant part of this disjunction was due to my lack of 

pedagogic skill and knowledge as well as resources to draw on in order to adequately facilitate 

class discussion.  I had been exposed to teacher-centered instructional practice for a majority of 

my schooling period, which I believed was critical enough to internalize certain teaching 

approaches from which I could model my own teaching.  First, I had subconsciously internalized 

the teacher-centered approaches that I had been exposed to throughout my schooling experience 

in Korea.  Second, my graduate schooling experience was not enough to adopt or model this 

approach because I felt that I was not convinced thoroughly of the idea that class discussion can 

truly promote facilitation of student ideas.  Therefore, I did not make a conscious effort to 

observe and learn from other teachers’ approaches because of lack of conviction and lack of 

acknowledgement of their value. 

I saw a great disjunction between my epistemic stance and the actual practices in my own 

teaching.  However, in my case, it was not only a question of contradiction or inconsistency.  It 

was also a matter of finding a tool of discourse by which to act on my epistemic stance and to 

transform my desired goal of teaching into my teaching practice.  From then on, I tried to find a 

way to contextualize my questioning to make it more concrete and make it connected to student 

real-life issues; I also attempted to give students some time to think about my questioning or to 

connect it to real-life issues.  In some topics, I was easily able to show that connection but in 
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other topics, I had a much harder time when I was lacking resources to bring or when I found 

myself not fully familiar with the particular topic under discussion.  

My final reflection of teaching came when I began to teach an intermediate level of 

composition course during a summer semester, which counted as my third semester of teaching.  

While attempting to engage in the discourse of pedagogy to find insightful resources for my 

research conclusions, I began to reflect more on my own assumptions about the source text used 

for the course as well as on my teaching approaches and interaction with students in class.  I 

began to realize that I tended to spend a significant amount of time in discussing the content of 

the reading and less time in how the content in the reading was connected to real world issues.  

This imbalance was not because I did not want to talk about the application of the materials but 

because there was not enough time to allow me to do both and I felt compelled to cover all the 

content materials before letting the students apply them to their life experiences.  At the same 

time, I thought about another class taught by a TA colleague that I had observed once, in which 

she immediately put the material into a group activity without going through the source text in 

detail.  The students in her class seemed to engage in the activity and were able to draw some 

knowledge out of the text to apply it to their immediate task.  In this sense, I saw some value to 

this approach and thought I would be able to try out this teaching approach on my own, but I was 

still not fully convinced about its effectiveness.  

In this sense, the teaching approach that I hold on to does not necessarily reflect my 

epistemic position of late multiplicity, but rather it gives counterevidence to my position.  I 

believe that this contradiction definitely reflects my schooling experiences in Korea where the 

teacher put primary significance on the source text.  From these reflections, I began to realize 

that the source text is important to teach and learn, but a thorough understanding of the source 
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text does not bear out an ideal learning outcome from students because their knowledge of the 

source materials itself does not warrant an automatic transfer to real-world application without 

additional guidance from the teacher.  Thus, I gradually felt the need to guide the students’ 

meaning making process in class through other practical activities through which they could put 

the learning materials into use.    

Parallel to the centrality of source text that I have given emphasis to in class is the 

delivery of the content knowledge.  While it is true that I was standing firmly in the late 

multiplicity epistemic position, rejecting the dichotomous distinction about the nature of 

knowledge, when I looked back on my focus of instructional delivery, I was more interested in 

whether my lesson was successfully received by the students rather than in how my students 

made sense out of my lesson, including my questions as well as my explanations (Parawat, 1992).  

The act of centralizing knowledge transfer rather than knowledge selection and knowledge 

construction appears to represent someone whose epistemic position is dualistic, which discloses 

another contradiction to my own epistemic stance.   

After coming to a realization of this dimension of teaching that was also in contradiction 

to my epistemic position, I tried to pay attention to responses of students more often, specifically 

students whose learning styles did not seem to work well with my teaching approach, whereby I 

made a conscious effort to have better understanding on the issues of my student knowledge 

construction.  I often asked myself questions like: “How do they make sense out of my 

instruction and my lesson?” and “What are the ways to interact with the students to facilitate 

their learning?”  One way I approached these questions was to change my comprehension 

questions on a discourse level by asking questions such as “Does it make sense?” or “Is it clear?” 

rather than asking “Do you understand?” or “You got it?”.  In this manner, I subconsciously 
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emphasized students’ own meaning making of the knowledge rather than expecting them to 

absorb prescribed knowledge divorced from their own mental activity.  I started to believe that 

this was a step toward actualization of my epistemic stance and my ideals through my teaching.  

Without the mentoring, support, and the opportunities to reflect on my teaching in 

relation to my current research agenda, I might not have given this much thought to some of the 

contradictions that I observed in my own teaching and to the intricacy of the relationship 

between my epistemic stance and my own teaching practices.  I was also sensing that the more I 

was aware of this discrepancy, the more I would try to achieve the consistency between my own 

epistemic stance and my teaching practice, which seemed to help me improve my instructional 

practices.  I believe that these approaches eventually will render positive learning outcomes to 

my students.  In this sense, I am still on a long journey toward being a more reflective and 

thoughtful teacher.  My teaching experiences seem to mirror the learning experience of one of 

my students in my writing class: 

I learned that experience and practice is the best way to learn.… I’ve learned two 
important lessons: Always look ahead and never look behind or underneath you. 
On top of that, sometimes you have to fall in order to be able to rise again.  
(Student Essay, 9/27/07)  

This passage, taken from one of my students’ essays in my first semester of teaching, has 

been echoing in my mind.  It does not mean that gaining this knowledge and receiving mentoring 

and support will assist my teaching without any rocky road ahead.  Just as my students were 

struggling to appropriate and reinvent their own Second Language (L2) voices in this college 

composition course, I was, have been, and still will be in the same journey with my students in 

an effort to reconstruct my identities as a competent composition teacher and to transform my 

teaching approaches in this new land.  There still will be plenty of room for new discoveries and 

constant learning along these unfolding paths of my teaching throughout this journey.  However, 
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I believe that the journey will be exciting as long as I know that every step will take my students 

and myself one step closer to achieving our desired goals.  Concurring with Gunn’s (2007) 

argument, I believe that TA development, the so called “pedagogic socialization process” (p.535), 

is an in-service graduate school trend, not a postgraduate phenomenon that moves TAs from an 

amateur stage to a paraprofessional one in relation to their growth in pedagogic knowledge, 

professional experience, and critical reflection.    

In what follows, I will open a discussion about the complexities of the relationship 

between personal epistemologies and the instructional practices of TAs, specifically based on the 

findings of the four TAs’ cases in the Statistics and in the Broadcasting, Telecommunications 

and Mass Media (BTMM) departments.  In conjunction with the discussion of the relationship, I 

will address group differences – disciplinary differences as well as other compounding factors – 

that add complexity to the findings, as disclosed in the two phases of my quantitative and 

qualitative studies.   

 

7.2   Relationship between TAs’ Personal Epistemologies and Instructional Practices 

In looking at the relationship between TAs’ personal epistemologies and their 

instructional practices, the case study unveiled mixed results: partial alignment as well as 

misalignment with their stated epistemic position.  These mixed results, however, are consistent 

with those of teachers’ epistemology research in the teacher education field.  Researchers 

examining teachers’ epistemologies proposed two dimensions of personal epistemology: 

professed epistemology which concerns one’s stated views about knowledge and enacted 

epistemology which is observable from one’s classroom behavior, arguing that often teachers’ 
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actual classroom practices are not consistent with their stated beliefs (Louca et al., 2004; Schraw 

& Olafson, 2002; Schraw & Sinatra, 2004).  

In an effort to conceptualize this inconsistency issue, Fang (1996) argues for various 

dimensions of teacher’s knowledge in interpreting the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and 

practices.  According to Fang, teacher knowledge consists of (1) subject-matter content 

knowledge, (2) pedagogical knowledge, such as knowledge on how best to present and formulate 

ideas in order to facilitate learning, and (3) personal practical knowledge inherent in teacher’s 

classroom experiences such as knowledge of students’ learning styles, interests, needs, various 

instructional strategies, and classroom management skills (p. 49). When these different 

dimensions of teachers’ knowledge create knowledge structures that are elaborative and 

substantive, such knowledge becomes highly stabilized as a result of these schemata (Berliner, 

1987).  Under this proposition, different dimensions of knowledge are all interlinked and 

interdependent with each other in order to propel efficacy of teaching.  However, all dimensions 

of this knowledge cannot be developed evenly from the very beginning stage of teaching.  In 

view of this claim, the mixed results of this study, which reveal a somewhat congruent yet 

simultaneously incongruent relationship between TA’s professed epistemologies (epistemic 

stance) and their enacted epistemologies (instructional practices), yield no surprise given the TAs’ 

lack of pedagogic knowledge and personal practical knowledge at the beginning stage of their 

teaching despite their higher level of subject-matter content knowledge.  In other words, 

although the TAs may possess epistemological sophistication in their subject-matter knowledge, 

such erudition does not automatically lead to an equivalent epistemological sophistication in 

their pedagogical knowledge or in their personal practical knowledge that they then can put into 
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practice at their infant stage of teaching.  Therefore, the mismatch does not appear to be an 

implausible result.  

A piece of evidence that supports this claim was illustrated in the discussion of teaching 

practices of Alison and Mark that are somewhat misaligned with their epistemic stance and with 

their stated instructor roles.  In Alison’s case, a certain degree of mismatch between her 

epistemic stance and instructional practices are due to her lack of pedagogic training at the 

discourse level that would have enabled her to engage students in constructing the knowledge 

with her.  Similarly, Mark professed a facilitator role as an instructor; but in his own teaching he 

did not enact fully according to this professed role and was not able to facilitate the problem 

solving tasks sufficiently enough when he faced with silence in his class or when students were 

not able to give the answers that he anticipated that they would give.  Mark’s difficulties 

occurred not simply because he completely abandoned his professed instructor role, but rather 

because he did not know how to extend his role to the discourse level in order for the interaction 

to be true scaffolding and facilitation of students’ thought processes beyond the surface structure 

of interaction such as question, response, or follow-up.  The findings here also reveal that these 

two TAs misconceive a facilitator as someone who is simply employing an interactive teaching-

learning approach that promotes students’ verbal participation and expression of ideas.  

Therefore, it stands to reason that these TAs settled on their interactive approach and were not 

able to provide a frame of reference at the discourse level by which students were able to 

construct knowledge and meaning among themselves.  These mismatches and misconceptions 

accountable for the TAs’ lack of pedagogic knowledge urgently call for TA training in pedagogic 

knowledge and skills.    
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In a similar vein, Alison stated once that having in depth understanding of the subject-

matter content gave her better leverage to use the kinds of instructional approaches that she 

wanted to adopt and implement.  She expressed that in some lessons, she felt that she had a good 

amount of pedagogic knowledge to utilize in class but was lacking a deeper understanding of 

subject content to utilize these strategies.  If we take the individual cases of the TAs together, it 

is reasonable for us to assert that the individual TAs possess different amounts and degrees of 

confidence and sophistication in terms of the three dimensions of teacher knowledge in their 

initial stage of teaching.  The consistency between the TAs’ professed epistemology and their 

enacted epistemology cannot be conceived as an automatic process.  Instead, TAs’ advancement 

and growth in content knowledge, pedagogic knowledge that is achieved through training and 

mentoring, and personal practical knowledge that is afforded by the TA socialization process 

interact with each other can be attributed to the consistency between their beliefs and their 

behaviors.   

The debate over congruence versus incongruence between TAs’ epistemic positions and 

instructional practices will be discussed more in depth later in the section.  For now, I will turn 

the discussion to the TA group difference which was framed as one of the main issues in this 

investigation.   

 
7.2.1   Group Differences 

The analysis of the first-phase quantitative results illuminate that group differences are 

found to be significant in the core domain of knowledge beliefs as well as in the peripheral 

domain of relational view, yet the peripheral domain of learning beliefs reveals mixed results.  

While the dimension of the nature of learning shows a strong group difference, the dimension of 

the nature of intelligence did not illustrate any significance between the groups.  Within the core 
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domain of epistemology that shows the significant group difference, the dimension of the 

certainty of knowledge is found to be the most striking and contributing factor to the group 

differences. The results point to the strongest group difference in the core element of personal 

epistemology (i.e. the inquiry of the nature of knowledge), thus shedding light on contextual 

differences.  These findings support assumption that differences in the TAs’ educational and 

cultural milieu help to develop different ways of representing knowledge and ways of thinking 

among the indigenous cultural members as a result of imposing and exposing a particular world 

view (Koltko-Rivera, 2004).  At the same time, the results of this first phase of the quantitative 

study point to the value of further investigation into group differences for the dimension of the 

certainty of knowledge (i.e. epistemic stance).     

The second phase of the case study that was carried out with two groups of four TAs (2 

ITAs and 2 US TAs) in two respective disciplines added but another layer and depth in the 

investigation by looking at the relationship between TAs’ epistemic stance (professed 

epistemology) and their teaching practices (enacted epistemology).  Unlike the quantitative study 

results that unanimously revealed strong group differences, the case study unveiled mixed results.  

While in the statistics TAs’ case, there was a group difference between Liang (ITA) and Mark 

(US TA) in their epistemic positions, in the case of the BTMM TAs, both Trisha (ITA) and 

Alison (US TA) were found to hold the epistemic stance of ‘late multiplicity.’  Therefore, the 

case study reduces the group difference in the epistemic position shown in the first phase 

quantitative study to a generalized assumption and points to the worth of considering disciplinary 

differences in subsequent inquiries. 

On the other hand, the TAs’ instructional practices per se highlighted group differences 

across the disciplines.  In the case of the ITAs, both Liang and Trisha took full charge of the 
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classroom instruction, employing more of a teacher-centered approach by explaining the content 

materials to the students and guiding them in a highly structured manner; moreover, these ITAs 

applied this teacher-centered method according to a hierarchy of knowledge in an attempt to 

show their students the appropriate way to approach learning, to perform tasks, and to yield 

desired learning outcomes.  For instance, Liang’s lecture-oriented teaching, with the use of 

chunking, recasting, and sequenced instruction, illustrates a dimension of teacher-centered 

instruction.  Likewise, Trisha’s modeling and direct-request strategies during the students’ 

lighting set-up task also reflect the responsibility that she placed on herself in enhancing student 

learning.  In Trisha’s case, although this teacher-centered approach operates in a contradictory 

and oppositional fashion to her epistemic stance of late multiplicity, this approach nonetheless is 

aligned with her conception of the teacher role that is rooted in her schooling experience in India.  

In a similar vein, Liang’s conception about his instructor role manifested in his instructional 

practice was found to be greatly affected by his learning experiences in China.  The ITAs’ case 

thus leads to the assertion that both ITAs bring into their classroom their educational experiences 

from their home countries that were internalized throughout their schooling history.  These 

unique educational experiences, which in some cases are not aligned with their epistemologies, 

may have worked as contributing factors to the group differences in TAs’ instructional practices 

in class. 

Yet, an interesting discovery behind the two ITAs’ conceptions about their instructor role 

is that a large part of the underlying assumptions that both TAs bring to the U.S. undergraduate 

classroom is fashioned by their comparison of educational experience from their home countries 

with that from the U.S.  As shown in their interview excerpts below,  both of them presumed that 

U.S. undergraduate students, in general, are either accustomed to be “spoon-fed” in getting help 
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from the teacher or not motivated to make efforts to do well in the subject unless the subject 

itself interests them or motivates them to learn.  The TAs’ perceptions about U.S. education and 

characteristics of U.S. students spurred them on to be more responsible teachers who explain and 

demonstrate the materials to their students by utilizing a teacher-centered approach, as indicated 

below:   

When you study [as an] undergraduate [in India], you are expected to study by 
yourself. You are not expected to ask help from professors. American [students] 
are more spoon-fed because they know that they can always ask for help from 
teachers. Here, you [students] are encouraged, no matter what your individual 
skill set or knowledge level is, they [teachers] are constantly following over you 
to teach you if you want it. In India, if you have a problem in the class, you don’t 
raise your hand. You make a note of it and after class, you go and find out what 
the answer to the problem is on your own.  (Trisha Interview, 8/22/2006) 

 
If I were to teach statistics in China, I think most students want to learn more and 
want to get an A, because of peer pressure and competition. But I think in the U.S. 
students don’t seem to be interested in getting a good grade unless they are 
interested in the subject.…This is a required course, so they are required to take 
this course no matter they like it or not. I think many students don’t like statistics 
but they still need to take this course. So they are not very responsible. So I think 
[the] teacher’s role should be important and [the] teacher should be well prepared 
and maybe 90% responsible for student learning. For me, I usually learn statistics 
by myself, but if the materials are really difficult then I need guidance from the 
professor but basically you need to learn things by yourself. Teachers can tell you 
how you can approach the problem. You just read and think, find logic behind the 
concept and theory.  (Liang Interview, 7/7/2007) 
 

In Trisha’s case, her perceptions about U.S. students may have been largely affected by the lower 

degree of formality and hierarchy assigned to the nature of the student-teacher relationship in the 

United States, which makes a teacher more approachable when students want to seek additional 

help for content material.  Liang’s assumption, by comparison, appears to be ingrained in the 

current trends that point to a rapid decline of U.S. student enrollment in Science, Technology, 

Engineer, and Math (STEM) fields.  He believes that this phenomenon reveals a lack of interest 

in these disciplines of which statistics is a part.  Liang’s claim that Chinese students work hard in 
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order to get a good grade regardless of their interests shows a striking contrast to his generalized 

assumption of U.S. students that they are less concerned about learning in those subject fields 

that are not of interest to them.  Therefore, applying this generalized assumption about U.S. 

students to his statistics class that was a requirement for both majors and non-majors gives us a 

reasonable explanation for the observing that he enacted an instructor role in his class.   

Unlike this perception of the teacher’s role, however, the two ITAs’ learning experiences 

in their native countries were found to take quite the opposite form: these ITAs were very 

independent and goal driven in their learning throughout their schooling periods outside the 

United States.  This simultaneously juxtaposes the competitive nature of educational culture in 

China and India with its high density population.  As an old Chinese saying goes: “[i]n China, 

when you are one in a million, there are 1,300 other people just like you.”  Therefore, it is 

reasonable to assume that most Chinese students believe that in order to compete with this mass 

population and succeed in their society, they have to work harder and excel in school in all types 

of subject areas.  Similar to China’s educational system that was portrayed in Liang’s interview 

responses, Trisha described Indian educational culture as exam-oriented and competitive because 

of the large population.  Trisha asserts that, like Chinese students, Indian students demonstrate an 

aggressive attitude to excel in their exam-oriented educational culture as a means of survival in 

order to make India successful in the global market.  However, Trisha also denounces Indian 

students as weak in their application of knowledge to a real-world context or situation and as 

strong only in their retaining of the knowledge they learn, resulting in a lack of flexibility and of 

having a wide variety of knowledge across different fields: 

It [India] is exam-oriented culture. The educational system is not adapted to 
individual needs as compared to here [the U.S]… If you are forced into a rigid 
structure, you have to survive. You have to know how to fight the structure. 
Indians are very good test-takers. You have to know how to fight the system. 



 

 

 

364 

Because we are so heavily populated, you got to be better than the rest. That’s the 
attitude that makes Indians successful. But a lot of Indians are very good at 
retention of knowledge. They are not good at application of knowledge. They are 
very deep in their knowledge, but they are not very flexible, or wide in their 
knowledge.  (Trisha Interview, 8/22/2006) 
 
Drawing on these responses, it is reasonable to conclude that those characteristics unique 

to the two ITAs’ native educational environments shaped their own perceptions about U.S. 

educational culture and U.S. undergraduate students, which in turn encouraged them to act 

contrary to their learning experiences from their home country in two ways: (1) by taking charge 

of students’ learning by utilizing a teacher-center approach of modeling, direct request, and 

sequenced instruction and (2) by thoroughly and carefully directing students’ learning process 

(see Table 7.1 for summary of the relationship between epistemic positions and instructional 

practices of the four TAs). 

Table 7.1 Epistemic position and instructional practice between two TA groups across the disciplines 
            Epistemic position 

  
 Instructor role  

Dualism Early Multiplicity Late Multiplicity 

 Source of knowledge Liang* 
Chunking & Recasting  

 

 Source of right way to 
 find knowledge 

Liang 
Linear instruction: 

Sequencing 

Mark* 
Questioning as 

elicitation technique 

Trisha 
Direct request strategy 

& Modeling 
Alison 

Questioning as 
elicitation technique 

 Source of process of 
 thinking (facilitator) 

(Liang) 
Rhetorical questions 

Mark 
Real-life 

problem solving 

Alison* 
Indirect request strategy 

(Trisha)* 
Scaffolding 

  Note.  Asterisk (*) indicates an expected instructor role that corresponds to each TA’s epistemic position.  
  Parenthesis (  ) indicates a subordinate instructor role.  TAs’ instructional strategies are marked in italics.  

As far as the teaching practices of US TAs are concerned, the commonalities found in 

their instructional approaches across the disciplines are worthy of attention as well.  The TAs’ 

professed instructor role shown in their interview responses as well as in the surface level of the 
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interactional structure definitely gravitates toward the active learning approach intended to 

promote student verbal participation and engagement with real-life issues in class.  In view of 

this evidence, on the one hand, it is true that both US TAs acted in accordance with their 

conceptions of the facilitator role which aims to contribute to the facilitation of students’ learning 

in some aspects of tasks by providing real-life problem questions to enable them to apply 

knowledge to real-world cases and by encouraging interdependence and responsibility in their 

group work.  On the other hand, it is evident that both US TAs have a misconception about being 

a facilitator, believing that providing students with opportunities to verbally express their 

thoughts and ideas in class will lend itself to the constructive approach of teaching-learning and 

qualifies them to be a facilitator.  What they did not know is that there are multiple steps at the 

discourse level as well as at the thought process level that are required for them to be truly able 

to facilitate, anchor, and scaffold learning in order for students to construct knowledge and make 

meaning out of the learning materials.  Simply employing the interactive teaching approach does 

not render their teaching to be constructive and facilitative.  Therefore, when it comes to the 

verbal interactions designed to construct knowledge, the U.S. TAs were not able to facilitate or 

scaffold students learning as they stated in their interviews.  Instead, when there was a lack of 

response or understanding to the questions, they became the suppliers of the knowledge by 

providing the answers to the students without further attempt at facilitation and anchoring.  From 

a pedagogical perspective, this mismatch needs to be understood in reference to the TAs’ lack of 

training and awareness of pedagogic knowledge rather than viewed as an inconsistency between 

their professed beliefs and enacted behaviors (Fang, 1996).  This mismatch calls for the urgency 

of pedagogic training that can bring a difference to their teaching practices.  A follow-up study 
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after one semester of pedagogic training with these TAs will clarify the limits and validity of this 

claim.   

Now I will move on the discussion of the disciplinary differences of TAs’ personal 

epistemologies based on the qualitative case study results.  In viewing this matter, I will focus on 

the difference in TAs’ epistemic positions that appeal to the nature and the character of their 

disciplines. 

 

7.2.2 Disciplinary Differences: Domain Generality or Domain Specificity? 

Unlike the quantitative study results that highlight profound group differences in the 

domain of knowledge beliefs, the qualitative case study unleashes differences in the dimension 

of the certainty of knowledge attached to disciplinary nature; that is, the domain specificity that 

is across different knowledge domains as well as the contextual variability within the same 

knowledge domain (Louca et al., 2004).  For example, the case study with four TA participants 

in two disparate disciplines reveals that TAs in the statistics discipline tend to hold a higher 

degree of certainty of knowledge than do TAs in the media communication field.  On the other 

hand, the results also illustrate variability within the statistics discipline that appears to be more 

connected to group difference.  In other words, Liang’s dualistic epistemic position toward the 

course that he was teaching exhibits a slightly higher degree of certainty of knowledge than 

Mark’s epistemic position of early multiplicity.  Yet, the epistemic position of TAs in BTMM 

discipline did not reveal any variability between the two groups.  Instead, their epistemic stance 

is found to be identical to ‘late multiplicity’ and specific to the creative nature of their discipline, 

believing a much lower degree of certainty of knowledge and a more multiple and flexible 

degree of the nature of the knowledge.  
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 In light of these findings that reveal variability within and across the knowledge domain, 

categorizing these results simply under ‘domain specificity’ (disciplinary difference) of 

epistemology does not seem to render a wise interpretation to this phenomenon.  Nor will 

reducing this complex result under the label of individual differences do the right job of reaching 

the heart of this investigation.  Based on these mixed results that unveil domain specificity as 

well as contextual variability, it is reasonable to assert that although domain specificity exerts 

some influence on TAs’ epistemic stance across the disciplines, contextual variability that is 

present in the single knowledge domain, such as the course level or the nature of the course, 

imparts influence on TAs’ epistemic stances as well.  However, while Liang was specifically 

professing his epistemic stance in the course that he was teaching, other TAs were addressing 

their epistemic stance in their own disciplines and did not provide any separate answers to these 

two areas.  Therefore, it is still unknown whether the other TAs have given any thought to the 

contextual variability in their epistemic stances.  However, Liang’s data alone suggest the worth 

of extending the inquiry of contextual variability to future epistemology research.    

Buehl and Alexander’s (2002) study that exposes evidence of domain specificity and 

domain generality provides substantiation for this claim well.  With three-phase studies, Buehl 

and Alexander explored the domain specificity of students’ epistemic beliefs about two different 

academic disciplines, mathematics which is considered to be a well-structured domain and 

history which is regarded as a rather ill-structured domain.  In the first phase, they administered 

Schommer’s domain-general epistemological questionnaire with 182 samples of undergraduate 

students.  In the second phase, they administered the Domain-Specific Beliefs Questionnaire 

(DSBQ) to 633 students using confirmatory factor analysis.  After the comparison of the 

subsample of DSBQ respondents with Schommer’s questionnaire respondents, the third phase of 
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the study was carried out with a second confirmatory factor analysis with the data from the new 

sample of 523 undergraduates.  The results show that the students hold certain domain-specific 

beliefs about knowledge in the two knowledge domains: mathematics and history.  However, a 

significantly moderate relationship between DSBQ and Schommer’s questionnaire afforded 

evidence of domain-generality in the undergraduates’ epistemic beliefs.  Therefore, they 

conclude that “students’ beliefs about academic knowledge are, to some degree, general and 

domain specific” (p. 444).  Although this study does not address contextual variability within a 

single knowledge domain, the results provide convincing evidence for domain specificity and 

pave the way for the possibility of contextual variability specific to the nature of a single 

knowledge domain.  

All in all, the employment of a qualitative case study allowed me to tackle domain-

specific knowledge beliefs that are specific and sensitive to the context of the knowledge domain 

in the TAs’ own fields.  The questionnaire study was not able to explore these beliefs because the 

items in the epistemological questionnaire were designed to inquire only about TAs’ general 

stance on the nature of knowledge.  In addition, the case study in part reveals contextual 

variability in the single knowledge domain specific to the nature of the course and the level of 

the course.  This line of inquiry on domain-specific versus domain-general beliefs of the nature 

of knowledge as well as of the relationship between the two beliefs is in growing demand 

(Scommer-Aikins, Duell, & Hutter, 2005), which adds excitement to future epistemology 

research agendas.  For now, it is believed that these findings point to the usefulness of Hammer 

and Elby’s (2002) interpretative framework of a resource-based model that accounts for 

variability of the epistemic beliefs that are sensitive to the knowledge domain as well as to the 

context of learning.  Details of this model will be addressed later in the section. 
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In view of these findings, personal epistemology research needs to find a means by which 

to compensate for its limitations regarding the epistemological questionnaire that do not separate 

one’s view of domain-specific knowledge from one’s view of domain-general knowledge.  One 

way of addressing this limitation is to design an interview procedure that will allow participants 

to contemplate more deeply their own discipline-specific knowledge beliefs and the relationship 

between domain generality and domain specificity.  What remains unclear in the present 

investigation is how much the domain-specific epistemological beliefs interact with TAs’ 

instructional practices in class and how much contextual variability of one’s epistemology 

account for their teaching practices.  The current research findings did not show any identifiable 

patterns of generalization with regard to this issue of domain specificity and contextual 

variability, but these inconclusive findings lead to another exciting venue for future research. 

 
7.2.3 Et Cetera: Compounding Factors 

In addition to the group variable and disciplinary factor that added layers of complexity 

to the nature and outcome of this investigation, the analysis of the case study unveiled other 

compounding variables that may have an impact on the relationship between TAs’ professed 

epistemology and their enacted epistemology.  One of the major factors that complicate TAs’ 

classroom practices is their own educational and learning experiences that were shaped in their 

native educational and cultural milieus.  In the case of the US TAs, Alison and Mark, who had 

been exposed to particular instructional approaches and enjoyed these approaches as learners 

during their undergraduate schooling periods, they emulated these teaching techniques in their 

own classes.  Similarly, the two ITAs, Trisha and Liang, reflecting on their own learning 

experiences, brought their own learning approaches to their classroom instruction.  In view of 

these factors, it is reasonable to assume that in the beginning stage of teaching, most TAs apply 
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their own learning approaches and their learning experiences which themselves have been 

shaped by their educational environments to their teaching practices.  Specifically, their college 

schooling experience appears to be critical in the formation of their beginning year of teaching 

practices.  As they are socialized into their academic institution, they gradually seem to explore 

different dimensions of the practice that are more aligned with the needs and nature of the 

learners within their particular instructional settings.  

Another significant factor that contributes to these complications is the TAs’ 

preconceived notion about being a teacher.  The four TAs’ conceptions about the teaching and 

learning appear to guide their teaching practices in their class to some degree.  Taylor (2003) 

argues that teachers’ ingrained beliefs about teaching-learning shaped through the socialization 

process as students in class have a great impact on their current beliefs about teaching because 

the conceptions provide a channel for fostering critical thinking and transformative learning in 

their instructional practices.   

In viewing this claim in terms of each TA’s case, I argue that while the teaching practices 

of the US TAs, Alison and Mark, were guided by their ingrained beliefs about ideal teaching that 

was shaped through their socialization processes during their undergraduate schooling periods, 

the ITAs’ conceptions about teaching and learning in U.S. undergraduate classrooms seem to 

show a slight contrast to their conceptions about teaching and learning that are rooted in their 

educational milieus.  This contrast may be because when the ITAs cross the cultural and 

pedagogic boundaries, their attention is called to the differences in the learners, learner 

characteristics, and learning culture in the U.S. through their experiences in U.S. academic 

contexts.  Therefore, they may assume that they cannot bring the same assumptions to the new 

teaching context and need to tailor their conceptions to the needs of the target learners in the 
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particular academic context into which they are socialized.  Therefore it is safe to assert that for 

most TAs, even though their deep-seated teaching-learning conceptions through their 

socialization into academic institutions may exert a profound influence on their instructional 

approaches, this model may not directly apply to ITAs who are crossing cultural and pedagogic 

borders.  It stands to reason that ITAs go through a much greater transformation during their 

exposure and socialization to new academic contexts in the United States.  

In connection to the TAs’ conceptions about instruction and learning, it is equally 

reasonable to consider other compounding variables that contribute to the inconsistency of the 

relationship such as the nature of the course, classroom environments, or learner characteristics 

that may constrain or facilitate the implementation of TAs’ desired instructional approaches in 

their class (Fang, 1996).  Trisha stated once in her last interview that the technical nature of the 

intro course and her students’ level of knowledge in this course “held up against her desired 

teaching approach.”  Hofer (2004) argues that there are four essential elements in one’s teaching 

that intricately shape the dynamicity of relationship between TAs’ epistemic stances and their 

instructional practices.  These factors take the form of the teacher, the teacher’s educational and 

cultural milieu, the learner, and the context of the knowledge domain to which the teacher 

assigned their instructional responsibilities.  Hofer’s claim adds validity to the consideration of 

the four compounding variables that were mentioned above as significant elements that may 

complicate TAs’ instructional practices.  

 The last yet still significant factor that impedes TAs from achieving congruence between 

their beliefs and their practices is thought to be the lack of pedagogic training and support that all 

the TAs experienced in their home departments.  While it is true that the accumulation of 

teaching experience will reduce the issue of incongruence to a certain degree, it is also essential 
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to consider that most instructional approaches cannot be mastered by teaching experience alone 

and need apprenticeship or a certain form of pedagogic training within the discipline and across 

disciplines.  In this sense, it is worthwhile to consider the constraint that prevents Trisha from 

utilizing her desired teaching approach in her teaching context from the viewpoint of the 

pedagogic knowledge that she may have been lacking due to the absence of TA support and 

training in her home department.   

In describing factors which interfere with the consistency between beliefs and classroom 

behaviors, Morris (2001) argues that teachers were mostly aware of the inconsistencies between 

their professed beliefs and their enacted behaviors in class.  However, external factors such as 

the lack of professional preparation, difficulty of planning instruction and using time efficiently, 

and lack of knowledge about student characteristics, often negatively affect teachers’ abilities to 

teach in a manner consistent with their professed beliefs.  However, most of these challenging 

factors can be dealt with and resolved once teachers are equipped with pedagogic knowledge and 

personal practical knowledge in their teaching (Fang, 1996).  It will validate Fang’s claim if we 

have follow-up investigation of Alison’s teaching practice after a semester-long pedagogic 

training session.  If Fang’s proposition holds true, Alison will show more control over the 

teaching strategies that she wants to implement in class that are well aligned with her own stated 

epistemic beliefs.  

On the whole, the TAs’ learning experience in their educational and cultural milieus 

appears to be an important variable that determines their classroom practices, especially in their 

first year of teaching.  In addition, their conceptions about teaching, transferred from their 

educational experience or altered from the comparative educational experience between their 

homelands and the United States, are found to exert a great influence on their instructional 
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practices.  There are also other variables such as the nature of the course, student characteristics 

as well as lack of pedagogic knowledge and personal practical knowledge that have adverse 

effects on the consistency between TAs’ epistemic positions and their teaching practices.  

Therefore, I conclude that in the first year of teaching, TAs, be they U.S.-born or international, 

bring their indigenous educational experiences to their teaching.  In the case of US TAs, 

conceptions about good teaching are often parallel to their learning experiences, whereas ITAs’ 

conceptions about teaching are not directly transferred from their educational experience but 

altered based on their own perceptions of target learners specific to the new teaching context.  

Therefore, ITAs appear to go through a much greater transformation than do US TAs in order to 

narrow the gap between their indigenous way of teaching and teaching in their new academic 

contexts.  Even when TAs prepare themselves for teaching by transferring their own resources 

and experiences into their current teaching in the U.S., they are still faced with a plenty of 

external barriers such as the nature of the course and learner characteristics that constrain or limit 

their teaching practices due to their own lack of pedagogic knowledge and skills.   

In light of these compounding variables that attribute to teaching practices of TAs, it is 

worthwhile to draw on Fang’s (1996) interpretative framework of dimensions of teacher 

knowledge for this research context.  It is believed that these TAs are equipped with subject-

matter knowledge in the beginning of their teaching assignments.  To some degree, they also 

have resources to draw from for their pedagogic knowledge and practice.  However, they are 

lacking in personal experiential knowledge as well as pedagogic knowledge to carry on their 

teaching consistent with their own conceptions about teaching.  In some cases, they seem to be 

aware of this gap while in other instances, they seem to be unaware of this disjunction or they 

seem to have misconceptions about a particular instructional approach.  In this stance, it is 
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worthwhile to examine their teaching practices after at least a semester of pedagogic training and 

mentoring support within their department.  On the other hand, in the case of ITAs, the issue 

seems to be more complicated not only because of their ingrained beliefs about learning but also 

because of their long-term experiences in their native countries that seem to have had a critical 

influence on their conceptions about teacher roles and teaching.  Nonetheless, the findings also 

juxtapose ITAs’ changing perceptions about their teaching with their learning experiences which 

are mutually contradictory and conflicting.  Research on epistemic changes reveals the 

significance of contextual factors such as exposure to new ways of thinking and their 

socialization process (Pintrich, 2002).  In this sense, although the TAs’ changing perceptions 

about teacher roles rest outside the scope of this investigation, this inquiry deserves further 

investigation in relation to the issue of epistemological development and TAs’ educational 

differences.  Given the unique cases of these ITAs, it is also essential for future research to 

extend pedagogic training to the issue of educational differences and compare some of the 

changes that the TAs exhibit in their pedagogic behavior before and after the training.  This 

comparison study will yield more concrete insights into the relationship between TA’s professed 

epistemology and their enacted epistemology as well as their changing conceptions and 

behaviors.   

The multitude of factors accountable for TAs’ personal epistemologies at both the 

ideological and practical levels paves the way for the value of considering a resource-based 

model of personal epistemology in interpreting the complex relationship between one’s 

professed epistemology and one’s enacted epistemology (Louca et al., 2004).  Hammer and Elby 

(2002) proposed a resource-based model of personal epistemology, asserting that neither 

professed epistemology nor enacted epistemology can be a true personal epistemology.  Under 
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this perspective, epistemological beliefs are not constitutive of “attribute, similar to ‘learning 

styles’ or ‘personality trait[s]’” (Hammer & Elby, 2002, p. 172).  Instead, epistemological 

knowledge is a manifold entity, composed of a range of epistemological resources, whose 

activation depends on context (Hammer & Elby, p. 817).  This conception of epistemological 

knowledge implies that individuals activate a particular epistemological resource sensitive to 

their learning context in accordance with their understanding of the nature of the knowledge and 

knowing within a single knowledge domain as well as across various knowledge domains.   

This resource-based model of personal epistemology renders better interpretations of the 

contextual variability existing in one’s professed epistemology, as can be seen in Liang’s case.  

Liang’s epistemic stance is found to be context-bound, moving from a dualistic stance to a 

multiplicity stance on the basis of the context of the course (e.g., intro statistics vs. intermediate 

statistics vs. advanced statistics, or statistics at the undergraduate level vs. statistics at the 

graduate level).  To put it another way, even though in the context of this investigation – the 

undergraduate level of an intermediate statistics course – Liang holds the epistemic position of 

dualism, he professed a late multiplicity epistemic position in the graduate level statistics course 

that he studies.  This variability and multiplicity of professed epistemology, according to 

Hammer and Elby’s (2002) ‘resource-based model,’ illuminate Liang’s epistemology “sensitive 

to the nuances of context” (p.186).  Therefore, under this interpretative framework, it is possible 

for someone to hold more than one epistemic stance about a single knowledge domain because 

epistemology is sensitive to ‘context,’ which refers to the level of the knowledge domain in this 

study. 

More importantly, this resource-based framework appears to shed light on the 

interpretation of the inconsistency between the TAs’ epistemic stances and instructional practices 
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in this case study.  This model stresses the essential role that context plays in one’s activation of 

epistemological resources that appears to be aligned and sometimes misaligned with one’s stated 

beliefs.  Although it is still early to apply this model to teacher education research, it points to the 

worth of expanding the current research after exposing TAs to a pedagogic socialization process 

and pedagogic training (Fang, 1996; Gunn, 2007).  Under this framework, the training can offer 

techniques that enable TAs to utilize different dimensions of teacher knowledge, such as 

pedagogic knowledge or personal practical knowledge (Fang, 1996).  This framework may be 

one way of accounting for explaining and narrowing the disjunction between the TAs’ professed 

epistemology, that is, their epistemic stances and their enacted epistemology that may take the 

form of their teaching practices in class.   

In brief, I have discussed the compounding factors that complicate TAs’ instructional 

practices, such as TAs’ educational experiences, ITAs’ transformation to the new teaching 

context, lack of pedagogic and practical knowledge, and other contextual variables such as 

nature of the course, classroom environments, and learner characteristics. I also have considered 

the usefulness of a finer-grained resource model of personal epistemology that affords 

articulation of contextual variability within a single knowledge domain and the inconsistency of 

TAs’ stated beliefs and observable behaviors in class.  I also have considered instilling 

pedagogic knowledge in the TAs that will help to invoke their epistemic resources in an attempt 

to afford greater consistency between their epistemic stances and classroom practices within the 

new teaching contexts.  

On the basis of these discussions which are emerged from the study findings, I would like 

to propose a reconceptualized ‘model of personal epistemology,’ which will provide a more 

comprehensive framework to understand and examine one’s personal epistemology for further 
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inquiry in this line of research.  Figure 7.1 presents a ‘revised model of personal epistemology’ 

(see the initial model in Figure 2.1, p. 59, which this research was based on).  As seen in Figure 

7.1, the revised model shows that one’s personal epistemology consists of both ‘stated belief 

(professed epistemology)’ and ‘enacted behavior (enacted epistemology).’  This new model will 

allow us to examine one’s enacted epistemology, be it instructional practice or learning practice, 

as a manifestation of one’s professed epistemology.  The reconceptualization of this model is 

informed by scholarly review of teachers’ epistemologies (Louca et al., 2004) and multiple 

examinations of the relationship between TAs’ epistemic stances and instructional practices 

throughout this study.     

 

  Professed 
  Epistemology: 
 

  Enacted Epistemology: 
 

 

                  Figure 7.1 Revised model of personal epistemology 

 

 Figure 7.2 presents revised schema of personal epistemology (see Figure 2.2, p. 60 for the 

initial proposition of the epistemology schema).  Unlike the initial schema which separates one’s 

personal epistemology from the instructional practice, this new schema enables us to examine 

one’s personal epistemology at both belief (‘professed epistemology’) and behavior (‘enacted 

epistemology’) levels while acknowledging the reciprocal interaction between seven dimensions 

of professed epistemology and the enacted epistemology of instructional practices.  The 

proposition of the reconceptualized epistemology schema is an attempt to understand one’s 

personal epistemology at both ideological and practical levels in order to explore the complex 
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nature of the relationship between the two levels of the epistemology, which is often fluid, 

dynamic, and even contradictory at times.   

            Personal Epistemology 

Professed Epistemology: 

Domains: 

 

 

Constructs: 

 
Dimensions:   

 

 
Enacted Epistemology:                                                                          

 

 

 

            Figure 7.2 Revised schema of personal epistemology  

 

7.3   Relationship between TAs’ Teaching Practice and Student Evaluations 

The student evaluations seen in the focus-group interview and survey data reveal that 

each TA’s teaching approaches reveal their own strengths and works as stimulators for their 

student learning. Thus, it does not seem reasonable to make any generalizable claims about the 

TAs’ teaching based on the factors of group or course discipline.  Instead, it makes more sense to 

discuss TAs’ teaching within their disciplinary boundary and compare each TA’s teaching in 

relation to student evaluations.   

As for the statistics TAs, Liang’s logically structured and hierarchically sequential 

instructional approaches stimulated students’ learning because these approaches made it easier 
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for the students to conceptually follow his explanations and provided those who did not have a 

good foundation of the subject with the learning tools to equip them for the challenges associated 

with this learning process.  Likewise, Mark’s real-life based problem solving questions were 

effective in helping students to develop applications of knowledge beyond the course text.  On 

the other hand, even though Liang’s teacher-centered approach, in which he played the role of 

the fountain of knowledge, helped students to develop a clear conceptual understanding about the 

statistics, some students expressed a preference for verbal interactions during the problem 

solving tasks in class.  Similarly, while Mark’s real-life based problem solving approach 

appealed to some students because he related the problem to real-life issues, other students who 

did not have a good basis of statistics expressed difficulty in grasping basic concepts before 

being able to apply them to the problem questions.   

As far as the BTMM TAs are concerned, both TAs received positive ratings from the 

students and each TA’s teaching approach worked well with their students’ level of knowledge 

and experience.  While Trisha’s teacher-centered direct instruction provided good guidance to 

students’ conceptual as well as procedural learning about lab work involved in television 

production, Alison facilitated the student learning well by having them take charge of the studio 

work and simultaneously collaborate with other fellow crew members in the studio.  This group 

work was possible partly because a majority of students in Alison’s class had prior experience in 

studio production and were motivated enough to work independently and interdependently with 

each other to produce a good quality project.  Similarly, Trisha’s direct instruction worked well 

with her students who did not have any studio experience and therefore were not ready to take 

full charge of the lab work without their TA’s guidance and instruction.  Students in Trisha’s 

class expressed satisfaction with the amount of instructional support and guidance that they 
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received from her, while students in Alison’s section responded positively about the balance 

between the “freedom” that they enjoyed with the lab work and her “constructive feedback” that 

made their work effective and efficient.   

On a social level, students complemented all the TAs with labels such as approachable, 

easy-going, and personable.  In terms of group differences in students’ perceptions, if any, 

students positively responded to the US TAs in terms of their communication skills in interacting 

with students while they made favorable comments about ITAs in terms of their patience and 

enthusiasm in explaining the learning materials and of their willingness to reiterate explanations 

to the same questions that were addressed repetitively due to the students’ lack of understanding.      

Therefore, it is difficult to argue for one side, asserting that one group of TAs performed 

better than the other group or that TAs in a certain discipline did a better job than those in the 

other discipline.  One assumption that we can draw from these findings is the potential impact of 

these students’ personal epistemologies on their evaluations of the TAs’ instructional practices.  

In this research context, there seems to be a connection between student epistemic beliefs and the 

TAs’ teaching approaches, which sometimes facilitates learning and other times poses some 

challenges to student learning processes and affects the teaching evaluations.  In discussing the 

relationship between students’ perceptions about teaching and their epistemological assumptions, 

Hofer (2004) notes that students filter their perceptions of instructional practice through their 

own epistemological perspectives.  In view of this claim, it is worth considering those TAs who 

have some understanding of students’ epistemological assumptions and are able to communicate 

with students about their rationale for utilizing certain types of instructional tasks and approaches 

in their classes (Hofer, 2004).  This investigation will help TAs find a more effective way to 
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engage students fully in learning tasks that work for the students in accordance with their needs 

and performance.   

Another insight that we can draw from this study is the counterevidence to the claim that 

often has come in the form of casting doubt or blame on ITAs’ teaching and on the lack of their 

accountability in terms of ITAs’ quality of teaching and student achievement in their 

undergraduate classrooms (Dameron, 2000; Gravois, 2005; Plakans, 1997).  This present study 

highlights other merits that ITAs’ instructional approaches bring to the classroom in terms of 

providing students with solid conceptual knowledge, as seen in Liang’s case and with procedural 

knowledge, as seen in the case of Trisha.  This finding about conceptual knowledge was 

validated in the student responses in the interview and in the survey in both Liang and Trisha’s 

class, where the students described their ITAs as being good at explaining the materials 

thoroughly and being patient with student learning and their repetitive questions.  However, there 

still needs to be caution in taking the student evaluations at face value because sometimes 

student evaluations alone cannot be reliable sources of assessing TAs’ excellence in teaching.  

Rodriques and Bond-Robinson’s (2006) comparative study in TAs’ teaching practices as 

measured by undergraduate students versus supervising faculty in a chemistry class reveals that 

student evaluations were found to be unreliable because they were concerned with the immediate 

task at hand and the students were neither capable of identifying a high-performing conceptual 

teacher nor able to distinguish conceptual teaching vs. procedural teaching in their classrooms. 

Therefore, one more reasonable way to assess TAs’ teaching is to look at students’ 

academic performances as measured by their course grades.  Although there were no accessible 

official data for this measure in this study, the post-observational interviews with each TA 

confirmed that students in ITAs’ classes performed as well as students in US TAs’ classes and in 



 

 

 

382 

some cases, they even outperformed those in US TAs’ classes.  For instance, students in Liang’s 

statistics class were found to perform better than students in Mark’s class.  This difference 

provides evidence that TAs’ instructional approaches do affect students’ academic performance, 

as measured by their final grade.  Nevertheless, student final grades can be a reflection of 

individual students’ attitudes toward the course as measured by their performance; therefore this 

measure may not be a solely reliable source from which to make any generalizations about the 

quality of instruction between the two groups of TAs.  As far as student performances in BTMM 

TAs’ class are concerned, both groups of students performed well, although students in Alison’s 

class produced a little more sophisticated work due to their prior studio experience.  Existing 

comparative studies of TAs also illuminate similar findings.   

A study by Norris (1991), which compares performances of ITAs vs. US TAs, reports 

that students of ITAs perform as well as those of their US TA counterparts as measured by their 

final grades, because ITAs are very much committed and motivated in their teaching despite the 

fact that they are faced with the difficulties of graduate education in a foreign country.  Although 

we acknowledge that grades per se are not the sole means of evaluating TAs’ quality of 

instruction, all the evidence shown above, such as positive evaluations from their students and 

students’ learning outcomes as measured by the final grades, provides strong enough evidence to 

dismiss the problematized and stereotyped notion about ITAs’ quality of teaching. 

In view of undergraduates’ favorable evaluations given to ITAs, it is worthwhile to 

extend Hofer’s (2004) claim about the impact of students’ own epistemological assumptions to 

their learning outcomes.  One of the reasons that the ITAs’ teaching approach led to a good 

learning outcome among the students may have to do with the compatibility between ITAs’ 

teaching approaches and students’ epistemological assumptions about learning and instruction.  



 

 

 

383 

Further research along these lines is needed to examine students’ learning outcomes on the basis 

of the interaction between TAs’ instructional approaches and student epistemological 

assumptions.  

 
7.4   Implications 

7.4.1   Practical Implications: TA (Teacher) Training 

Researchers who investigate teachers’ personal epistemologies argue that often times 

teachers either do not have well-articulated epistemological beliefs or engage in instructional 

practices which are not aligned with their stated beliefs (Brownlee, Purdie, & Boulton-Lewis, 

2001; Schraw & Olafson, 2002; Schraw & Sinatra, 2004).  In response to this argument, this 

research of TAs’ personal epistemology illustrates that a significant portion of the inconsistency 

between TAs’ epistemic beliefs and their instructional practices often derives from the TAs’ lack 

of pedagogic knowledge and skills, thus calling for legitimacy of TA training, support, and 

development within the academic institutions.  The case study of TAs clearly demonstrates that 

even though most US TAs’ professed beliefs favor a facilitator role in their teaching, in actual 

practice they frequently fall into a more traditional instructor role and end up explaining the 

materials to the students rather than helping them to get to the answer by continuously guiding 

their thought process.  In other words, the structure of their classroom instruction itself renders 

the impression of interactive teaching because it allows students to express their ideas and have 

them generate the responses.  Nonetheless, an interactive teaching approach in and of itself does 

not lend itself to the facilitation or the promotion of student thought processes.  Despite this gap 

between the surface level of verbal interaction and pedagogical level of facilitation of student 

thinking, both of the US TAs seem to misconceive a facilitator as merely someone who allows 

students to verbally participate in the classroom tasks such as in problem solving or even in the 
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lecture.  They seem to believe that this role is sufficient enough for them to be a facilitator or the 

source of the process of student thinking.  Coupled with these misconceptions about what it is to 

be a facilitator is their lack of the pedagogic skills to carry out their professed instructor role 

fully and completely during verbal interactions with students.   

For example, the examination of Alison’s incongruence between her professed beliefs 

and enacted classroom practices reveals that this mismatch was because of not only the nature of 

the course that she was teaching but also the fact that she was not properly trained to facilitate 

the discussion about the lighting set-up task.  Her general approach of teaching in the lab where 

she mostly becomes a facilitator of student lab work definitely shows the congruence to her 

stated facilitator role, but her instructional approach to the discussion reveals more of a final 

authority role as information supplier rather than as a true facilitator, and she was not able to 

facilitate the discussion well for students to find the answer through verbal interaction with her 

or other fellow students.  By the same token, Mark who assumed a facilitator role in his teaching 

was not able to facilitate the student thought process fully enough at the discourse level when he 

faced silence or an incorrect response from the students during the interaction.  Nonetheless, the 

real-life examples that he brought for the statistical problem tasks throughout the course shows 

an instructional approach to enhance student application of theoretical knowledge, an approach 

which is viewed as a dimension of the facilitator role.  

In fact, these TAs do not seem to understand that the surface level of artificial interaction 

does not lend itself to facilitation of students’ thinking processes. In order for this strategy to 

work, the TAs need to be able to scaffold students even further by providing a frame of reference 

with which the students can contextualize their knowledge throughout the discussion or problem 
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solving process.  Those TAs who assume that they play a facilitator role are observed to be 

lacking in these skills and in an awareness of their true facilitator roles.  

In the review of Nyquist et al.’s (1989) proposition of TA’s intellectual developmental 

stages, this lack of awareness in pedagogic knowledge observed in the TAs’ classroom practice 

comes as no surprise.  According to their proposition, TAs in the beginning stage are concerned 

mostly with basic survival in the classroom during their transition from being students to TAs.  

As they move forward, they focus more on ways to enhance their pedagogical methods and skills, 

and then shift to optimizing student learning outcomes and their classroom impact on students (p. 

346).  Similarly, Korinek et al. (1999) also argue that educators undergo a developmental process 

with the increase of experience and training in the role of teacher.    

Therefore, this lack of understanding of the facilitator role seen in the TAs’ cases should 

be understood as a developmental process found at the beginning stage of TAs’ intellectual 

development.  At the same time, this occurrence is juxtaposed with neglected support and 

training for TAs across academic disciplines in higher educational contexts.  According to the 

National Research Council (1995), among the post-graduates who earned doctorates, 83% 

become faculty in a humanities major, whereas 22% become faculty in an engineering major; 

however, only three percent of the nation’s colleges and universities are purely research 

universities.  This means that a vast majority of graduate students upon graduation need to find 

jobs at institutions that value teaching more than research.  Yet, graduate education severely 

discounts the professional goal of the majority of graduate teaching assistants who will become 

college professors and have to develop their teaching skills.  As Gunn asserts (2007), a 

significant part of the TA developmental process happens during the Ph. D study during which 

the TAs begin to acknowledge the dynamics of teaching and learning as well as the intricacy of 
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relationships in instruction and interaction.  Given this key developmental stage, pedagogical 

training of TAs cannot be stressed enough, specifically focusing on TAs’ socialization into the 

teaching profession in their respective disciplines (Twale et al., 1997).   

In the ITAs’ case, the teaching issue is a little more complex than in the case of US TAs.  

ITAs, in the beginning stage of teaching, apply their own learning techniques to their teaching 

regardless of the stage in their epistemic position.   Moreover, often times their conceptions 

about the instructor role are complicated by comparative educational experiences in their home 

countries and in the U. S.  Such complications suggest that their perceived instructor role does 

not reflect model teachers in their home countries, but is altered by cultural contact with U.S. 

students in the classroom.  Take the two ITAs for example: both Liang and Trisha studied their 

subjects independently of each other and developed their own learning strategies to approach and 

solve the problems in their subject matters.  However, when they taught students in the U. S. 

classroom, they chose to be information givers, trying to explain all learning procedures in detail 

to the students and making sure students comprehend their explanations rather than guiding 

students to solve the problems on their own.  Although their instructional strategies for the 

subject content mirror their own learning approaches, this teacher-centered pedagogic approach 

per se seems to be the opposite of what they experienced in their home countries.  This approach 

is taken due to their somewhat generalized and biased assumption about U. S. students that the 

students are not interested in subjects outside their major fields or that they are more accustomed 

to the comfort that comes with their educational system of easy access to teachers in getting 

additional help for the subject matter knowledge and skills. 

Because of these reasons, ITAs’ instructional practices show mixed results with some 

consistency as well as inconsistency with their professed epistemologies.  It goes without saying 
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that there are also other variables, such as the nature of the course or the characteristics of 

students, which hinder ITAs in the classroom from exploring and enacting in accordance with 

their stated beliefs.  However, these complex issues ultimately point to the significance of TA 

training in all TA groups because more accurate understanding of the target U.S. undergraduate 

population and the growth in pedagogic knowledge and skills are likely to give them more 

control over their teaching and interaction with students in class.  Specifically for those ITA 

groups who bring different assumptions into U.S. classroom contexts, exclusive ITA training 

faces challenges because of the limited number of available faculty mentors who have been 

trained in pedagogical methods that are particularly designed for ITAs (Twale et al., 1997).   

Accordingly, instead of excluding the US TAs from the training, TA training needs to set 

up a session where ITAs and US TAs can share their cultural assumptions about U.S. 

undergraduate classrooms.  This joint communication between ITAs and US TAs as well as 

cultural sharing of their assumptions about the class and the students will not only enhance 

everyone’s understanding of the different assumptions and expectations behind TAs’ educational 

backgrounds but also clear up ITAs’ generalized and homogenized assumptions about US 

students.  This open communication will extend the understanding of the U.S. students as well as 

the international students in TAs’ classes, which eventually will facilitate the TAs’ socialization 

into the teaching professions in U.S. academic institutions.  In addition, academic institutions 

also need to envision not only pedagogic training specific to the disciplinary nature, but also 

subject-matter content to facilitate the training and the process of TAs’ professional growth 

specific to their discipline.    

In terms of the departmental level of TA training, the department needs to acknowledge 

the major gap between the responsibilities that departments assign to TAs and the investment and 



 

 

 

388 

support they give in proper training and professional development (Nicklow et al., 2007).  Under 

this concession, departmental level training should be tailored to augment TAs’ pedagogic 

knowledge and skills by having them an apprentice in experienced TAs’ and supervising faculty.  

Evidence shows that TAs generally look up to their supervisors as role models in teaching (Luo 

et al., 2001).  Supervising faculty, who TAs are assisting in large classrooms or who exclusively 

supervise TAs, will likely have a strong and lasting impact on TAs who plan to work in 

academia after graduation.  Knowing that TA experience will be the only and best preparation 

for future faculty, academic institutions need to emphasize effective instruction and on-going 

mentoring of future faculty.  By doing so, TAs will be adequately socialized to the disciplinary 

contexts of teaching and will be likely to apply techniques that they learn from their 

apprenticeship to their teaching practices.  

In addition, TA training needs to enable TAs to learn to “walk and talk simultaneously” 

(Brindley, 2000, p.12). This means that the TAs should be able to practice in accordance with 

their professed epistemology yet at the same time be able to talk about the theories and 

assumptions behind their beliefs in order to advance their practice.  Applying this claim to the 

university teaching contexts, TA training need to implement a system in which beginning TAs 

are encouraged to engage in conversations about their epistemic beliefs with their cohort and 

mentors.  This communication will bring the TAs along on the journey of articulating and 

exploring this new ideologically-laden epistemology and will develop a working understanding 

of their epistemology.  It is argued that explicitly addressing one’s epistemology in class will 

enhance students’ appreciation of their epistemology (Brindley, 2000).  

The training also needs to include the design of a mentoring supervisory program to help 

TAs to develop a critical inquiry of evaluation and reflection of their classroom practices.  One 



 

 

 

389 

of the techniques that can be incorporated in this program is to give TAs opportunities to explore 

their epistemic assumptions and reflect on their instructional roles and strategies as part of their 

teaching practices.  This is in line with Taylor’s (2003) proposition of a conceptual model of 

teaching belief.  According to this model, once TA participants explore their beliefs, they need to 

be encouraged to express (1) the purpose of their instruction and of student learning underlying 

their beliefs, (2) their instructional role to achieve this purpose, and (3) specific strategies and 

techniques associated with the role (p. 74).  Once TAs understand the relationship among their 

epistemic positions, their instructional goal and their teaching practices, and once they receive 

appropriate training on how to translate their epistemological assumptions into their instructional 

practices in order to achieve their instructional goals, it is expected that not only will the gap 

between their beliefs and practices be narrowed, but their instruction skills will improve (Menges 

& Rando, 1989).  Just as Brindley ( 2000) argues for the significance of expressing one’s 

teaching beliefs, the process of TA’s articulation of their epistemic beliefs will help them to 

clarify their philosophical positions, to understand and respect differing conceptions, and to 

search for common ground where their teaching beliefs are compatible with one another.  This 

open discourse appears to be essential for the current and future professorate of TAs who are 

searching and refining strategies not only to disseminate their professed epistemologies, but also 

to conceptualize and internalize the role of the TA within the culture of the institution.   

Much research supports the claim that effective teaching comes with practice, experience, 

training, and personal reflection.  Moreover, the consistency between one’s belief and practice 

can be fostered with practice, training, and reflection.  Simply put, the more TAs gain personal 

experiential as well as pedagogic knowledge in their teaching, the more there is the opportunity 

for them to achieve congruency between their professed epistemology and their enacted 
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epistemology (Fang, 1996).  There has been growing evidence that university students express 

high satisfaction with instruction when they perceive a clear relationship between their TAs’ 

professional beliefs and their classroom instruction (Menges & Kulieke, 1984).  Thus, this 

congruence in turn is expected not only to inspire positive student evaluations of their TAs’ 

instruction, but also to contribute to facilitating more favorable student learning outcomes (Fang, 

1996; Morris, 2001).   

TA training in the 21st century needs to envision an educational practice that equips all 

the TAs in the global academy of higher educational contexts in the United States.  In this global 

academy, more and more U.S. academic institutions see every color of the human rainbow in the 

form of a sizable flow of diversity in undergraduate as well as graduate education.  This diversity 

suggests an urgency that TA developers need to be a leader in this global campaign of 

deconstructing assumptions about a homogeneous U.S. student population and negative attitudes 

toward ITAs’ instructional practices.  Given the increasing diversity and heterogeneity in this 

globalized cosmopolitan enterprise of U.S. academic contexts, the training of undergraduate 

students requires an urgent call.  The involvement of undergraduate students is central in this 

joint effort in order to prepare all the students, be it TAs or undergraduates, to be global citizens 

of the academic communities of the world.    

In undergraduate training, TA developers should encourage undergraduate students to 

share with their TAs their expectations of learning and effective teaching because effective 

teaching requires instructors to have a good understanding of students and to be able to 

communicate with their students about their teaching.  A study provides strong evidence that 

TAs’ communication apprehension negatively affects their relationship with students (Roach & 

Olaniran, 2001).  This elevated level of TA communication apprehension and stated anxiety 
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tends to be associated not only with negative consequences for TAs’ teaching evaluations, but 

also with negative outcomes of student learning.  It is found that the TAs with high 

communication apprehension spent significantly more preparation time on non-communication-

oriented tasks, which was unsuccessful because of the way they prepared (Roach, 2003).  To 

address the communication needs of both parties, undergraduate training needs to include a 

session in which both ITAs and US TAs are invited to share their expectations about student 

learning as a way to reduce the communication and expectation gap as well as to enhance mutual 

understanding.  

As the case study results of the two ITAs indicate, the international status of the ITAs can 

be an asset and resource to encourage and enhance student learning and academic performances 

rather than an impediment to communication.  In order to spread this positive notion about ITAs’ 

status and accountability university-wise, I  propose that academic institutions launch a periodic 

international fair-share program in which undergraduate students and international TAs share 

their inter- and cross-cultural classroom experiences, including their challenges, 

misinterpretations, cultural shocks, and different norms of interaction across societies.  This 

program will enhance the issues of diversity in ITA/student communication in the classroom 

contexts and will provide opportunities for undergraduate students to acquire an accurate 

understanding of their current or future ITAs, which in turn will spread more positive discourse 

about ITAs to their fellow students across campuses.   

 Another component of undergraduate training essential for this proposed training is to 

require undergraduates to enroll in a cross-cultural communication course as an academic 

requirement (Twale et al., 1997), in which undergraduate students have the opportunity to meet 

with individual ITAs on a regular basis and openly dialogue and exchange their cultural 
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knowledge as a two-way process (Plakans, 1997); then these student participants will write 

reflection papers on their experiences with these regular dialogues with ITAs at the end of this 

cultural exchange.  By doing so, U.S. undergraduate students will become enriched with the 

understanding about the values and beliefs that ITAs bring from their home countries while ITAs 

will have better knowledge about U.S. students, such as their ideas, their behaviors, and their 

values that they communicate in classroom interactions.   

 In conclusion, TA training should be an on-going developmental process, envisioning 

long-term progress, supported at the departmental level as well as university-wise.  Much 

research has found that through training, practice, sharing of their practice, and personal 

reflection, TAs grow in their knowledge of content, pedagogy, and practical experience.  

Moreover, the more TAs can articulate their pedagogic beliefs and reflect on their practice, the 

greater their chance to achieve congruence between their professed epistemology and enacted 

epistemology, which in turn facilitates student academic achievement.  The training should 

center on facilitating TAs’ professional development and view these instructors as potential 

faculty who will impart a great deal of their own learning from their cultures on the students, and 

in the process enhance the future of the entire academic world.  In addition, this professional 

development cannot overlook the power of the joint effort of international as well as U.S-born 

TAs, undergraduate students, and professional TA trainers at disciplinary as well as university 

levels to address and find creative ways to deal with the epistemological, pedagogical, social, 

and cultural issues around teaching in today’s global academy.  In essence, the various TA 

training and development programs that were discussed in this study bring wide applications to 

various pre-service and in-service teacher training programs, to different educational contexts 
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such as primary and secondary settings, and even to different socio-cultural contexts in the field 

of teacher education.  

 

7.4.2 Theoretical Implications: Personal Epistemology Research with TA Population 

Advocates of teacher beliefs research argue that teachers’ thoughts and conceptions of 

subject-matter exert a great influence on students’ learning outcomes and effectiveness of 

education (Fang, 1996; Luo et al., 2000).  Given this significance, an examination of TAs’ 

perspectives about learning and instruction needs to be made the priority in academic institutions 

in which the survival of the institution is largely dependent on the service of graduate TAs 

(Amores, 1999).  Specifically, understanding TAs’ own personal epistemologies will enable 

them to be more reflective about their practices and to “walk and talk simultaneously” (Brindley, 

2000, p. 12), thus allowing for more flexibility and leverage in relation to the kinds of 

instructional approaches that they want to implement in line with their epistemology and the 

goals and standards of their academic disciplines.  Likewise, an understanding about students’ 

learning is pivotal for students’ learning advancement in the same way as knowledge about 

teachers’ beliefs and conceptions about their instructor role is crucial to achieve efficacy of 

education that will fulfill the hegemony of the educational paradigm within an academic 

institution as well as across such institutions.   

The current status of teacher education research reveals that “the big advances in 

understanding student learning have not been matched by equivalent advances in understanding 

about teaching” (Fang, 1996, p.58).  The same phenomenon is seen in the scholarship of personal 

epistemology in which a vast amount of attention has been given to the investigation of the 

relationship between students’ personal epistemologies and their academic performances, but not 
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much to study of the interaction between teachers’ personal epistemologies and their classroom 

practices or student learning outcomes.  The present research ventures into this “missing 

paradigm” with the comparative study of TAs (Shulman, 1986).  The results of this research 

contribute to the denouncement of the widely-held stereotypical notion of ITAs’ instructional 

practices that often has cast doubt on the quality of undergraduate education and undergraduates’ 

academic performances.  In addition, the mixed results in the consistency between TAs’ 

professed epistemologies and enacted epistemologies open a gateway for such future areas of 

investigation: (1) the possibility of contextual dependency of one’s personal epistemology within 

a single knowledge domain, and (2) the role of TAs’ pedagogic and practical knowledge in 

affording a higher degree of the consistency between their epistemic position and their 

instructional practice.   

Nevertheless, the investigation of the connection between one’s professed epistemology 

and enacted epistemology in one’s teaching context is still in its infancy.  There is a limit in the 

extent and the depth of the findings from which this current study can draw on and generalize the 

teaching practices of two different TA populations across the disciplines.  In addition, the issue 

of the relationship between one’s epistemic stance and teaching-learning practices remains to be 

further examined with other aspects of cognition and affects.  Moreover, even with the domain of 

knowledge beliefs, there also has been an increasing amount of research that focuses on the 

relationship between general epistemological beliefs and domain specific beliefs (Scommer-

Aikins, Duell, & Hutter, 2005).  With these issues in mind, I will formulate suggestions for 

future research on personal epistemology with TA populations.  Specifically, I will direct 

attention to the issues of clarity of construct, instrumental and methodological considerations, as 



 

 

 

395 

well as areas of further investigation with reference to the larger theme of instruction and 

learning.   

Most importantly of all, in examining one’s personal epistemology, this construct needs 

to be clearly defined and agreed upon among scholars in order to study the role of epistemology 

in one’s instruction and learning in more depth.  There are three different positions that scholars 

take with regard to the constructs of personal epistemology: (1) developmentalist, (2) belief 

perspective, and (3) contextualist.  Firstly, within the first construct, developmental theorists 

often argue that one’s epistemology is part of cognition moving through the mental development 

stage from a quite naive view to a more sophisticated belief about the nature of knowledge 

according to one’s intellectual development (King & Kitchener, 1994; Kuhn, 1997).  Within this 

perspective, personal epistemology is constitutive of an “attribute, similar to ‘learning style’ or 

‘personality trait’” (Hammer & Elby, 2002, p. 171).  On the other hand, supporters of applying 

the second construct, that of a belief perspective to personal epistemology, grant that one’s 

personal epistemology is part of beliefs existing in the form of declarative knowledge to which 

one can have conscious and articulate access upon inquiry, such as with questionnaire items or 

interview protocols (Schommer, 1990, 1992, 1993).  Because of the fundamental differences in 

viewing the constructs of epistemology, ‘trait’ versus ‘belief,’ these two positions place a limit 

on the interpretation of the inconsistency between one’s epistemological beliefs and instructional 

or learning behaviors as can be seen in the current investigation.   

The new resource-based model of the epistemology under the third construct, that of a 

contextualist perspective, views ones’ epistemology as composed of finer grained resources 

situated in the contexts of knowledge domain (Hammer & Elby, 2002), thus allowing an 

interpretive framework in explaining the dynamic relationship between one’s epistemology and 
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teaching-learning practice.  This line of inquiry on epistemology opens more possibilities to 

allow researchers to explore the variability of one’s epistemology as a context-dependent 

activation of resources; this third approach of contextuality is a much finer grained ‘resource’ 

than ‘trait’ or ‘belief,’ both of which are viewed as part of an “organic” or “mechanistic 

cognitive” entity (Pintrich, 2002, p.395).  Within this contextualist framework, individuals tend 

to hold multiple beliefs about the nature of knowledge on the basis of the contexts and situations 

within and across knowledge domain(s).  To put it another way, this manifold perspective about 

the nature of knowledge is justified as a contextual sensitivity inherent in one’s epistemology, 

thus making room for “fostering epistemological changes” (Hammer & Elby, 2002, p. 182).  In 

addition, this contextualist perspective provides a tool for teacher’s intervention in student 

learning when the teacher sees students faced with difficulties in understanding a learning 

material because of the students’ inability to distinguish different types of knowledge.  This 

framework enables teachers to tap into one of the students’ epistemological resources in order to 

invoke the resources which can trigger the students’ comprehension of the knowledge (Louca et 

el., 2004; Rosenberg et al., 2006).  

Another reason that Hammer and Elby’s (2002) resource-based perspective is promising 

is that it allows the researcher to test the hypothesis of congruency in relation to context-

dependent epistemological resources when TAs are equipped with pedagogic knowledge as well 

as personal practical knowledge from at least one semester of the departmental level training or 

training from professional development staff in an academic institution.  Following up on the 

TAs’ teaching practice in class after the training, the researcher may explore the effectiveness of 

the training in providing a tool for enabling TAs to activate a dimension of their pedagogic 

knowledge as an epistemological resource to allow leverage and control over their instructional 
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practices, specifically their desired instructional roles and strategies in accordance with their 

epistemic positions.  This area of research also needs to look at whether TAs’ control over their 

instructional practices facilitates student learning outcomes.  

Given that this resource-based framework of inquiry is still in its infant stage, one should 

use caution when applying a resource-based model to this line of personal epistemology research.  

Therefore, the constructs of epistemological resources that are claimed to be situated in a 

particular context – which enable one to activate one’s epistemological resource specific to the 

nuances of that context – need be clearly and carefully defined and mapped out in their relation 

to different contexts of the knowledge domain; in this way, such constructs of epistemological 

resources will give researchers a more comprehensive understanding of how these resources 

function or become activated based on a particular context.  A longitudinal follow-up study of 

the same individuals would be useful to trace their use of different resources in multiple contexts 

so that researchers can examine the connection between domain generality of the resources and 

contextual flexibility or sensitive of resources (Pintrich, 2002, p. 398).   

In addition, there is the issue of incommensurability in the key assumptions of this 

resource-based model when compared with other perspectives, such as the developmental 

perspective or beliefs perspective (Pintrich, 2002).  In this sense, applying the resource-based 

model to personal epistemology, a model which is rooted in the assumption of the situated and 

historical nature of development, will lose credibility from the followers of organismic 

(developmentalist) and mechanistic (belief perspective) theories (Pintrich, 2002, p.397-8). 

In terms of methodological issues, the current body of personal epistemology research 

needs to expand its scope from its traditional research settings which utilize paper and pencil 

instruments, stimulated recall, think-aloud protocols, or personal interviews.  These methods in 
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such artificial research contexts give a somewhat shallow understanding about the participants’ 

epistemology, although these tools do provide the opportunity to test a theory within a target 

population.  Instead, future studies need to incorporate the qualitative tradition of field research 

so that they are able to look at the interaction between one’s epistemology and instruction in 

order to more accurately understand the complexity of the phenomena, specifically the meaning 

implied from the results in relation to the contexts of the research and to the participants; in this 

way, such future investigations will be able to delve deeper into the research problems under 

study from an emic perspective.  This approach also provides richer description of the 

phenomena and offsets the limits to the interpretation of the quantitative study results (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2007).    

 In conclusion, the continuing commitment to further research of TAs’ personal 

epistemologies is promising, given (1) the connection between TAs’ underlying assumptions 

about teaching and their role in facilitating the learning process (Luo et al., 2000) as well as (2) 

the positive relationship between understanding TAs’ own epistemology and the consistency 

between their beliefs and practices, an understanding which may contribute to the improvement 

of TAs’ instructional practices (Morris, 2001).  In addition, inquiry into the value and worth of 

TA training awaits further investigation to see the contribution of such training in facilitating the 

congruence between TAs’ epistemological beliefs and their instructional practices, a process 

which is believed to heighten the efficacy of TA instruction and the learning outcomes of 

students (Fang, 1996; Menges & Rando, 1989; Taylor, 2003).  Moreover, with the increasing 

consensus about the interconnection between personal epistemology and other aspects of 

cognition and affects such as self-concept, teaching strategy, motivation, comprehension 

monitoring, as well as identity and relationship (Kegan, 2000; Schommer-Aikins, Duell, & 
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Hutter, 2005), the growing inquiry about the connection between personal epistemologies and 

other areas of academic outcomes – such as cognition, learning and motivation – opens infinite 

research arenas.  In this sense, examining students’ personal epistemologies also will help TAs to 

negotiate the passage in their teaching practices between students and themselves while 

encouraging TAs to communicate their epistemologies with students and other colleagues and to 

put it into practice in accordance with their epistemologies.  The future of epistemology research 

also needs to look at changes in TAs’ epistemologies in reference to such conditions as the 

nature of interaction with students and faculty as well as the socialization process within the 

academic institutions so that such research will be able to either reconfirm or refute the claim of 

the cultural impact of one’s epistemological development (Bendixen, 2002).   
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APPENDIX A 
 

 
 
 

TEACHING ASSISTANT PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 
Researcher:  Eunhee Seo 

Phone:          215-985-1361 
E-mail:         ellenseo@temple.edu 
 
Research Title: Teaching assistants’ (TAs) personal epistemologies and their instructional 

practices in U.S. universities: A mixed methods investigation 
of international TAs and U.S. TAs 

 

 
Purpose of the research: 
This study intends to investigate the degree to which teaching assistants’ (TAs) epistemological 
beliefs accounts for their pedagogy and classroom practice in undergraduate classes by 
examining TAs’ personal epistemologies. In doing so, this study attempts to offer a framework 
for TA training that will help TAs explicitly understand and reflect on their epistemological 
beliefs in order to facilitate more effective communication with their students.  
 
Selection of the subjects & Research procedure: 
You are invited to participate in this study as I, a researcher, am interested in your beliefs about 
instructional practices, your expectations of the students’ learning as well as your 
concerns/difficulties in teaching and interacting with your students. First, you will be asked to fill 
out a 40-minute long questionnaire. Following this, the researcher may contact you based on 
your interest in the follow-up study. If you agree to participate, the researcher will ask for an 
hour long interview with you a couple of times during the semester. In addition, the researcher 
will do non-participatory observations in your class and audio-record your classrooms upon your 
agreement. The researcher may/may not use selective data for her purposes provided it applies to 
the researcher’s particular hypothesis. 
 
Risk:  
There are no known risks associated with this study. However, if you experience any discomfort, 
you may feel free to contact the researcher to discuss the issue and she will do her best to address 
your concerns. Your honest opinions on this issue will always be welcome and valued.  
  
Benefit:  
The findings of the study will be valuable resources for the training and development of TAs. 
This study will be especially beneficial for the instructional training and support for international 
TAs in meeting the high demand of instructional responsibilities and undergraduates’ 

mailto:ellenseo@temple.edu
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expectations in new teaching contexts. The results of the study will also be used for training of 
undergraduate students to help them develop intercultural communications and to understand 
various modes of teaching and interaction styles.  
 
 
Confidentiality:  
The data you will provide will be recorded anonymously. Your participation and everything you 
say during the session will be held in the strictest confidence. Extreme care will be taken to 
remove any identifying features from the interviews or recorded observational data. Doing this 
will make it impossible to discover who says what from the findings of the study. Only the 
aforementioned researcher will access the data and it will be kept confidentially under the 
researcher’s care.   
 
 
Disclaimer:  
Your participation in this study is on a voluntary basis, and you may refuse to participate at any 
time without consequence or prejudice. 

 

Terms:  
“I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may 
contact Richard Throm at the Office of the Vice President for Research of Temple University by 
calling (215) 204-8757.” 

 
 

Consent 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Researcher’s Signature                                                                   Date 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Participant’s Signature                                                                    Date 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
 
 
 

STUDENT PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 
Researcher:  Eunhee Seo 

 
Phone:          215-985-1361 
E-mail:         ellenseo@temple.edu 
 
Research Title: Teaching assistants’ (TAs) personal epistemologies and their instructional 

practices in U.S. universities: A mixed methods investigation 
of international TAs and U.S. TAs 

 

 
 
Purpose of the research: 
This study intends to investigate the degree to which teaching assistants’ (TAs) epistemological 
beliefs accounts for their pedagogy and classroom practice in undergraduate classes by 
examining TAs’ personal epistemologies. In doing so, this study attempts to offer a framework 
for TA training that will help TAs explicitly understand and reflect on their epistemological 
beliefs in order to facilitate more effective communication with their students.  
 
 
Selection of the subjects & Research procedure: 
You are invited to participate in this study as I, a researcher, am interested in your beliefs about 
instructional practices, your expectations of the students’ learning as well as your 
concerns/difficulties in teaching and interacting with your students. First, you will be asked to fill 
out a 40-minute long questionnaire. Following this, the researcher may contact you based on 
your interest in the follow-up study. If you agree to participate, the researcher will ask for an 
hour long interview with you a couple of times during the semester. In addition, the researcher 
will do non-participatory observations in your class and audio-record your classrooms upon your 
agreement. The researcher may/may not use selective data for her purposes provided it applies to 
the researcher’s particular hypothesis. 
 
 
Risk:  
There are no known risks associated with this study. However, if you experience any discomfort, 
you may feel free to contact the researcher to discuss the issue and she will do her best to address 
your concerns. Your honest opinions on this issue will always be welcome and valued.  
  

mailto:ellenseo@temple.edu
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Benefit:  
The findings of the study will be valuable resources for the training and development of TAs. 
This study will be especially beneficial for the instructional training and support for international 
TAs in meeting the high demand of instructional responsibilities and undergraduates’ 
expectations in new teaching contexts. The results of the study will also be used for training of 
undergraduate students to help them develop intercultural communications and to understand 
various modes of teaching and interaction styles.  
 
 
Confidentiality:  
The data you will provide will be recorded anonymously. Your participation and everything you 
say during the session will be held in the strictest confidence. Extreme care will be taken to 
remove any identifying features from the interviews or recorded observational data. Doing this 
will make it impossible to discover who says what from the findings of the study. Only the 
aforementioned researcher will access the data and it will be kept confidentially under the 
researcher’s care.   

 

Disclaimer:  
Your participation in this study is on voluntary basis, and you may refuse to participate at any 
time without consequence or prejudice. 

 

Terms:  
“I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research subject, I may 
contact Richard Throm at the Office of the Vice President for Research of Temple University by 
calling (215) 204-8757.” 

 
 

Consent 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Researcher’s Signature                                                                   Date 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Participant’s Signature                                                                    Date 
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APPENDIX C 
 

 

 

PERMISSION TO AUDIOTAPE 

 
 
Investigator’s Name: Eunhee Seo 
Department: Curriculum, Instruction & Technology in Education (CITE) 
 
Research Title: Teaching assistants’ (TAs) personal epistemologies and their instructional 

practices in U.S. universities: A mixed methods investigation of 
international TAs and U.S. TAs 

 

 
Participant:                                                                Date:  
Log #:  
 
I give the principal investigator, Eunhee Seo, permission to audiotape my class. This audiotape 
will be used only for the RESEARCH purpose. This audiotape will be used as part of the 
dissertation research project to understand the nature of the classroom events at Temple 
University. I have already given written consent for my participation in this research project.  At 
no time will my name be used. 
 
 

WHEN WILL I BE AUDIOTAPED? 
 
I agree to be audiotaped during the time period:          Academic year Spring-Fall, 2006 
 

HOW LONG WILL THE TAPES BE USED? 
 
I give my permission for these tapes to be used:         6 years 
The data will be stored for three years after completion of the study.  
 

WHAT IF I CHANGE MY MIND? 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request, the audiotape(s) 
will no longer be used.  This will not affect my care or relationship with Eunhee Seo in any way.  
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OTHER 
 
I understand that I will not be paid for being audio-taped or for the use of the audiotapes. 

 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
If I want more information about the audiotape(s), or if I have questions or concerns at anytime, I 
can contact: 
 
 

Eunhee Seo 
 
Department: Curriculum, Instruction& Technology in Education (CITE)     

Institution: Temple University 

Street Address: 1301 Cecil B. Moore Ave. 

City: Philadelphia    State: PA  

Zip: 19122 

Phone: Office: 215-204-5526   Home: 215-985-1361 

E-mail: ellenseo@temple.edu 

 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the principal investigator. A 
copy will be given to me. 
 
 
Please Print: 
 
Participant’s Name:                                                             

Date: 

Address: 

 

 

Phone: 

E-mail Address:  

Signature:  
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APPENDIX D  
 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

Section I: Background Information 
 
The following are questions about your personal information. Please answer as clearly as possible.  
 
1. Please write your name or pseudonym.  

Name/Pseudonym:           
  
 
2.   What is your gender? (Please check e.g. ) 
      Female                                   
       Male       
 
3.   What is your age group? (Please check e.g. ) 
       20’s               
       30’s                 
       40’s                
       50’s    
 
4.  What is your family’s socio-economic status?  
                 
      
 
5.  What is your major/area of study? (Please be specific.) 
            
 
6.  What degree are you pursuing? (Please check where it applies) 
       Master’s                                 
       Doctoral       
 
 
7.  Were you born in the U.S.?  
      Yes                   (If yes, skip questions 8-12 and go to question 13) 
       No                   
 
8.  What country are you from?  
                 
 
 
9.   How long have you been in the U.S.? 
                                   
 
 
10.  Have you ever attended any educational institution where English was the medium of  
        instruction before coming to the U.S.?  
         Yes                      
          No              (If no, go to question 12) 
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11.  If yes, what was level of education and how long have you been exposed to the 
       English-medium instruction? (Please check (√ ) and indicate the period.) 
   
      ٠Level of education: 

      ٠Elementary                 for how long?         
       ٠Secondary:  middle school  high school        for how long?       
       ٠Post-secondary (e.g. college, University )          for how long?       

       ٠Total Period of exposure to the English-medium instruction:       
 
12.   How long have you been studying English? 
                                               
 
13.  What language(s) do you speak other than English?  
                                                                                  
 
14. Where did you receive your undergraduate education? (please specify the name of the institution(s) 
       that you attended for receiving undergraduate education.)  
       Name of Institution:                                 Country:       
 
15.   Have you ever taught before? (Please check/circle that applies) 
         Yes                
          No          (If no, please go to question 17) 
 
 
16.  If yes, please answer the following questions?   
 
       1) Period of teaching experience:       
       2) Subject taught:       
       3) Setting (country/region where you taught):        
       4) Level of course(s) you taught (e.g. college, middle/high school, etc.):       
 
 
17.  What kind of work are you currently assigned as a teaching assistant?  
       (Please check  and fill the blank) 
 
       1) Instructor:                  ,     
            -Name of the course(s) that you are teaching:                                             
            -Level of the course(s):        
        
       2) Lab assistant:                     
       3) Discussion leader:                                             
       4) Other (please specify):         
 
18. Do you plan to become a faculty in the future? 
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gree 

   A
gree 
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gree 

   N
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   Slightly D
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   D
isagree 

  Strongly D
isagree 

    
                  

Section II. Nature of knowledge, learning, and instruction 
 
In the following questions, I will ask you of your beliefs about nature of knowledge, learning, and 
teaching. Please answer the questions from your experience as a teaching assistant (TA) or a 
prospective TA. If some of the questions do not reflect your experiences, provide hypothetical answers to 
the questions. Please put a check-mark () in the scale that best reflects your opinion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
1. I believe it impossible to understand the intent of the                                             
     author even when I read the book. 
 
2. I believe that knowledge is certain until it is challenged.                                        

 
3. I believe that students will learn better when they are able  
    to combine information across chapters or even across                                          
    classes. 
 
4. I believe that in evaluating students’ lab report, the teacher  
    should focus more on their learning process rather than                                         
    the accuracy of the information presented.  
 
5. I believe that a good teacher should be able to evaluate the  
    accuracy of information in a textbook, if he/she is familiar                                    
    with the topic. 
 
6. I believe that students who learn things quickly are the                                          
      most successful. 
  
7. I believe that learning is acquisition of objective  
    knowledge that exists independently beyond the time                                            
    and the situation. 
  
8. I believe that how much a person gets out of school mostly                                   
     depends on the quality of the teacher. 
       
9. I think that to integrate new ideas in a textbook with  
    knowledge I already have about the topic will end up                                            
    making me confused. 
  
10. I believe that if a student tries hard to understand a  
     problem, they will most likely end up being more                                                 
     confused. 
 
11. I believe that every student needs to learn how to learn.                                       
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12. It would be a good learning attitude to keep questioning  
      and challenging the advice or ideas from experts.                                                 
 

13. I believe that an expert is someone who has special gift                                       
      in a particular area. 
 
14. I believe that no matter how smart a person is it takes                                          

      a long time to learn important things.  

 
15. If a person forgot details, and yet was able to come up  
      with new ideas from a text, I would think they were                                            
      very bright. 
  
16. I believe that it is a normal learning process for                                                   
      students to contradict teachers in class. 
 
17. I believe that students can ask questions that dispute                                           
      the truth or validity of a statement made by a teacher. 
 
18. I believe that the most important aspect of academic                                           
      research is precise measurement and careful work.  
 
19. I believe that students can learn more from school, if  
      professors would teach more of the facts and do less                                           
      theorizing. 
 
20. I believe that each student is responsible for how                                                 
      much they can learn from the class. 

21. I believe that students learn best when teachers provide  
      structured information about assigned reading through                                        
      lecture. 
 
22. I believe that a good teacher’s job is to keep students                                          
      from wandering from the right track.  
 
23. I believe that scientists can ultimately discover the truth.                                    
 
24. I believe that a good teacher should use logical                                                    
       progression of ideas during the lectures.  
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25. I believe that most problems have one best solution no                                        
       matter how difficult they are. 
 
26. I believe when I first encounter a difficult concept in a                                        
      textbook, it is best to work it out on my own.  
 
27. I believe that students can get a sense of how well they  
      can do in the subject matter the first time they attend                                           
      the class. 
 
28. It would be a shame if a TA misinterpreted concepts  
      and made mistakes in front of the students during                                                
      the class. 
 
29. I believe that in order to better understand the content  
      materials it is important to reorganize the course                                                  
      materials based on the students’ own personal scheme. 
 
30. I believe that the most important part of academic work                                      
      is original thinking. 
 
31. I believe that everything written in the text is true.                                               
 
32. I believe that it takes a lot of work to outperform other  
     students in school even for a smart student.                                                           
 
33. I believe that learning definitions word-for-word is  
      often necessary to do well on tests.                                                                       
 
34. I believe that students should ask questions without  
      hesitation in order to be successful in school.                                                       
 
35. I believe that rereading a difficult textbook chapter  
      usually will not help students better understand it.                                               
 
36.  I believe that some people are born good learners  
       while others are just stuck with limited ability.                                                   
 
 
37. I like classes in which students are told exactly what                                           
      they are supposed to learn and what they have to do. 
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38. I believe that successful students understand things                                              
      quickly.  
 
39. I believe that a study skills course would be valuable.                                          
        
 
40. I take professor’s comments and feedback on my paper                                       
       or project seriously. 
 
41. I believe that success in school depends largely on                                               
      discovering how to improve the ability to learn. 
 
42. I believe that working hard on a difficult problem for an  
      extended period of time only pays off for really smart                                          
      students.  
 
43. I believe that it would be ideal for teachers to organize                                         
      their lectures meticulously and then stay with their plan. 
 
44. I believe that a good teacher should give clear  
      explanation of the concepts being learned during the                                            
      lecture.  
 
45. I believe that students who challenge teachers’                                                     
       comments or lectures are over-confident. 
 
46. I believe that students can figure out difficult concepts  
      if they eliminate all outside distractions and really                                               
      concentrate.  
 
47. I believe that during the first reading, students should be  
      able to understand almost all the information they can                                         
      learn from a textbook.  
 
48. I believe that if students find the time to re-read the  
      course textbook, they can get a lot more out of it the                                            
      second time. 
 
49. I believe that it is worth continuing to try to understand  
      difficult concepts even if a student can’t understand                                             
      them within a short amount of time. 
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50. I tend to value more what professors say rather than                                         
      what the classmates say. 
 
51. I believe it important to see the big picture of the text                                       
       before getting into the details. 
 
52. Sometimes I just accept answers and comments from                                       
      a professor even though I don’t understand or agree     
      with them. 
 
53.  I believe that self-help books are not much help.                                              
 
54. I believe that a good teacher should be able to know  
      which is the best class format (e.g. lectures,  group                                           
      discussions, etc). 
 
55. I believe that learning is an activity that can be                                                 
       improved through hard work over time.                            
 
56. I believe that the best thing about science courses is                                         
      that most problems have only one right answer. 
 
57. I believe that learning is a gradual process of building                                      
       up knowledge. 
 
58. I believe that good learning involves memorizing facts.                                   

 
59. I believe that genius is 10% ability and 90% hard work.                                   
 
 
60. I like a class where the professor gives a big picture  
      of the course material before getting into specifics.                                           
 
61. I believe that really smart students don’t have to work  
      hard to do well in school.                                                                                    
 
 
62. I find it refreshing to think about issues that even                                              
      scholars in my field cannot agree on. 
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Section III. TA-student relationship 
 
In the following questions, I will ask you of your view about TA-student relationship. Please answer the 
questions from your experience as a teaching assistant (TA) or your perceptions of a TA. Please put a 
check-mark () in the scale that best reflects your opinion.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

63. I believe that TAs should remember students’ names  
      and call them by their first names as a way of building                                     
      personal rapport. 

 
64. I believe that TAs should allow their students to call          
      them by their first name.                                                                                    
 
65. I believe that TAs should call on students and ask a  
      question when they are not paying attention to the                                            
      lecture.  
 
66. I believe that TAs should not tolerate students who do  
       not pay attention to their instruction when they are                                          
       giving important explanations.  
 
67. I believe that it is better to refuse students’ offers when  
       they try to give TAs gifts or items of personal nature                                      
      (e.g. sports games tickets, discounted clothes coupons).  
 
68. I believe that TAs should maintain a certain degree of  
       distance from the students in order to balance power                                       
       relations in the classroom. 
 
69. I believe that it is desirable for TAs to greet their               
       students by name when they see the students.                                                  
 
70. I believe that when TAs see students who missed their  
       classes, it is necessary to stop the students and                                                 
       encourage them to come in next time.  
 
71. I believe that my role as a TA is more of being a help       
       to students than being an evaluator of students.                                                
 
72. I believe that TAs could feel disrespected when they  
       see students arrive late or leave the class early without                                    
       giving any reason in advance.  
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73. I believe that TAs need to be supportive of students’  
      comments, in order to make them feel recognized as                                        
       unique individuals by their teacher. 
  
74. I believe that TAs need to treat their students with               
       respect in order to earn the students’ respect.                                                   
 
 
75. I believe that TAs should be approachable, flexible,          
       and open-minded toward students’ attitudes and                                              
       behaviors in class.  
 
76. I believe that for TAs it is difficult not to take  
       personally students’ attacks on their explanations of                                        
       the course materials.  
 
77. I believe that TAs need to show regard for students’  
      questions and responses, and be able to stimulate                                              
      enthusiasm for the course that they are teaching.   
 
78. I believe that TAs need to respond in a friendly and  
       non-judgmental way to students’ questions and                                                
       comments.   
 
79. I believe that it is worthwhile for TAs to show  
      open-mindedness toward a student whose behavior at  
      first appears to be disrespectful of themselves                                                   
      (e.g. arguing so forcefully during the class discussion  
       that the argument sounds as if it is against the TA 
       rather than against a point of view).  
 
 
80. I believe that it would be difficult to handle students  
      whose behaviors and attitudes convey disrespect to  
      TAs. (e.g. talking to each other, eating something,                                            
      or sending text messages on their cell phones during  
      class).  
 
81. I believe that TAs should encourage students to  
      consult to them when their students have difficulties                                        
      with the course work (e.g. papers, lab reports,  
      preparing exams, or problem solving). 
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82. I believe that it is worthwhile for TAs to try to  
      communicate to individual students about any issues                                        
      that they have with the course or the TAs themselves.  
 
 
83. I believe that a good TA has a higher position than  
      students and the students should follow the TA’s                                              
      commands in most cases.  
 
84. I believe that students should treat TAs in the same        
      way as they treat a professor.                                                                             
 
 
85. I believe that it is important for TAs to keep a  
      professional relationship with students at all times                                           
     (e.g. in class, during office hours, on campus, and   
      off campus).  
 
86. I believe that it is important to maintain a reasonable  
       social distance in order to avoid conflicts                                                         
       (e.g. grading, classroom behaviors). 
 
 
87. I believe that showing leadership to the students by  
       explicitly setting class norms and behaviors can                                              
       develop a welcoming and comfortable classroom  
       atmosphere.  
 
88. I believe that it would be better to consult with a TA  
       supervisor to reevaluate students’ work if the TA feels                                    
       that students may have some justifications for  
       disputing their grades.  
 
89. Would you be interested in participating in follow-up interviews? 
      Yes              email:       
       No     

Thank you for your participation !☻ 
 
Section II of the questionnaire was modified and reproduced from ‘Epistemological beliefs Questionnaire’ with 
permission from © Schommer and from the British Journal of Educational Psychology, © The British Psychological 
Society.  
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APPENDIX E 

 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR ITAS 

 
 

1. How long have you been teaching at Temple? 
 

 
2. What’s your assignment as a TA in the semester? (leading discussion, or lab sessions, 

tutoring, instructor, etc.) How many students do you have in your class? Level of the 
course? 

 
 
3. Do you give grade to students? (How much power do you have in terms of evaluating 

students’ academic performance?) 
 
 

4. Approximately, what is the percentage of international students in your class?  
 
 

5. Given the population of international students in your class, what do you think is the most 
important aspect of teaching?  

 
 

6. What do you think is your role as an instructor in the class?  
(a) Source of knowledge 
(b) Source of right way to find knowledge 
(c) Source of the process of thinking, modeling the use of supportive evidence 
(d) Source of expertise 

 
 
7. Which of the following three aspects do you think is the most important qualification of a 

teacher, e.g. expert in content knowledge, good communication skills, establishing a 
rapport with students? 

 
 
8. What aspect of your teaching plan is the most important when you prepare for 

teaching: content material covered, method of presenting the materials, or class format? 
Why?  

  
 

9. How do you assess accuracy of facts from account in your discipline? 
(a) An account that is more persuasive, convincing, credible 
(b) There isn’t really one 
(c) The accounts that agree on facts 
(d) Qualified validation by scholars 
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10.  Do you think knowledge is ever changing or stable? Why? 

 
 

11. What is your preferred method of class format in teaching? E.g. lecture, whole class 
discussion, small group work, activities? Why?  

 
 

12. How do you plan on your teaching? (Do you have plan A, B, C instead of just one plan in 
case one doesn’t work you can switch to alternative ones?)  

 
 

13. What is the best indicator of accuracy? 
(a) Most facts 
(b) Story that makes most sense 
(c) No indicator 
(d) Good evaluation of evidence  
 
 

14.  (TA who leads a discussion or serves as an instructor), what would you do if a student 
ask (a) question(s) during discussion/lecture that are not directly related to the class 
materials?  

 
 
15. What do you focus on during the class? (Is it concept, or is it more of a 

comparison/contrast of concepts, analysis/synthesis/critique, application of the concept(s), 
relate learning in one context to learning in another? Add: How do you think the class 
discussion help students’ understanding of the material and learning?) 

 
 

 
16. How much control do you think is needed in class for students to learn what you intend to 

teach? (commander, facilitator, evaluator, helper, information disseminator?)  
 
 
17. Do you agree that the students’ grade reflect their learning process in any way? (How 

much of the grade are you assigned to give to the students this semester?) 
 
 
18. If so why? If not, why? 

 
 
19. Do you think it’s necessary to provide big picture of the course material before getting 

into details? Why? 
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20. How much do you believe the teacher can affect students’ learning? How much do you 
believe students are responsible for their own learning? What makes you think so?  

 
 

21. How would (do) you react if your student asks a question that disputes or challenges the 
validity of a statement made by you as a TA? Why?  

 
 
22. How much does professors’ feedback/comment on your academic work affect you? How 

much do you value your peers’ feedback in learning?  
 
 
23. Do you believe that TA should also disseminate knowledge to your students directly or 

facilitate it?  
 
 

24. Do you believe knowledge has hierarchy, which means that knowledge that comes from 
the authority has more credibility? Why?  

 
 
 

25. What do you think mediates knowledge?  
(a) nothing can mediate knowledge.  
(b) method of inquiry.  
(c) interpretation or perspective.  
(d) available information.  
(e) evidence.  

 
 
26. What do you believe is a good learning practice in general and in your class? (e.g. 

hardworking, persistence, developing an ability that someone is good at, finding a 
strategy that works for me, developing an independent thought.) 

 
 
 
27. How would you evaluate the students’ learning? (e.g. accuracy of information, quantity 

of focus: amount of time, hard work, or effort that the student put in the course through 
assignment, class participation, and engagement in the activity, independent/creative 
thought. Do you believe that teacher should evaluate the accuracy of the information 
rather than focusing on the students’ development of ideas or thought? Why? If not, why 
not? 

 
 
28. Do you think some learners are born as smart while other are not and there is no room for 

improvement? Why? 
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29. Do you think TA is also responsible for students’ leaning in terms of providing guidance 
and study skills to improve the student’ ability to learn?  

 
 
30. In your past TA experience, was there any student who brought your attention during the 

class because of his behavior or attitude to you? (Or have you observed this in your 
professor’s class? Or if it happens to you in class, how would you handle it?) 

 
 

 
31. How would it be different if you were to teach in your own country? 
 
 
32. How do your students address you: first name, professor, non verbal? Do you have any 

preference of how you want to be addressed? Why? 
 

 
33. Has there been any miscommunication between you and the students? If so, how did you 

handle the situation? If that happens, how would you handle it? 
 

 
34. How do you define a good learning? What is your expectation of the students’ learning?  

What do you do to engage the students in good learning practices in and outside the class? 
 
 
 
35. In the Q66, you slightly (dis)agrees that “TAs should not tolerate students who do not pay 

attention to their instruction when they are giving important explanations.” Why?  
 

 
 
36. Do you believe that a TA should build a good rapport with their students? What would be 

a good way of making this happen? (Give me some examples) 
 
 
 
37. You also said that TA should not accept students’ offer such as gifts or items of personal 

nature. What makes you think it is not okay?  
 

38. How would you handle students who arrive late or leave the class early without giving 
any reason in advance?  

  
 
 

39. What’s your take on TAs’ position/status with regard to the students and the 
professor/instructor of the course?  
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40. How would you handle when a student attacks or challenges your explanations of the 
course materials? What makes it difficult/acceptable to deal with this situation?  

 
 
 
41. What aspects of your experience as a student would you like to bring in to your 

classroom? 
 
 
 
42. What do you see the greatest strength and weakness of your educational culture/ U.S.? 

 
 
 

43. What departmental/institutional restrictions do you perceive on your ability to teach as 
you wish? 

 
 
 

44. How do you want your students to treat you? (degree of formality and solidarity) 
 
 
 

45. What do you want your students to know about you at the end of the semester as a 
teacher and as an individual? 
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APPENDIX F 
 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR US TAS 
 
 

1. How long have you been teaching at Temple? 
 
 
2. What’s your assignment as a TA in the last semester and this semester? (leading 

discussion, or lab sessions, tutoring, instructor, etc.) 
 
 
3. Do you give grade to students? (How much power do you have in terms of evaluating 

students’ academic performance?) 
 
 

4. Approximately, what is the percentage of international students in your class?  
 
 

5. Given the population of international students in your class, what do you think is the most 
important aspect of teaching?  

 
 

6. What do you think is your role as an instructor in the class?  
 
 
7. Which of the following three aspects do you think is the most important qualification of a 

teacher, e.g. expert in content knowledge, good communication skills, establishing a 
rapport with students?  

 
 

 
8. What aspect of your teaching plan is the most important when you prepare for 

teaching: content material covered, method of presenting materials, or class format? Why?  
  

 
 

9. How do you assess accuracy of facts from account in your discipline? 
(a) An account reporting facts which are accepted at face value 
(b) An account that is more persuasive, convincing, credible 
(c) There isn’t really one 
(d) The accounts that agree on facts 
(e) Qualified validation by scholars 
 
 

10.  Do you think knowledge is ever changing or stable? Why? 
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11. What is your preferred method of class format in teaching? E.g. lecture, whole class 
discussion, small group work? Why?  

 
 
 

12. Do you think knowledge is ever changing or stable? Why? 
 

 
 

13. What is your preferred method of class format in teaching? E.g. lecture, discussion, small 
group? Why?  

 
 
 

14. How do you plan on your teaching? (Do you have plan A, B, C instead of just one plan in 
case one doesn’t work you can switch to alternative ones?)  

 
 
 

15. What is the best indicator of accuracy? 
(e) Most facts 
(f) Story that makes most sense 
(g) No indicator 
(h) Good evaluation of evidence  
 

16.  (TA who leads a discussion), what would you do if the questions that students ask during 
discussion/lecture are not based on the materials from the textbook?  

 
 
 
17. What do you focus on during the class discussion? How do you think the class discussion 

help students’ understanding of the material and learning?  
 
 
 

18. How much control do you think is needed in class for students to learn what you intend to 
teach? (commander, facilitator, evaluator, helper?) 

 
 
 
19. (Do you give a grade or is it your professor who gives a grade?) Do you agree that the 

students’ grade reflect their learning process in any way? 
 
 
 
20. If so why? If not, why? 
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21. Do you think it’s important to provide big picture of the course material before getting 
into details? Why? 

 
 
 
22. How much do you believe the teacher can affect students’ learning? How much do you 

believe students are responsible for their own learning? What makes you think so?  
 
 
 

23. How would (do) you react if your student asks a question that disputes or challenges the 
validity of a statement made by you as a TA? Why?  

 
 
 

24. In the Q, you said you (do not) value professor’s comment more than that of your peers. 
Why? How much professors’ feedback/comment on your academic work affect you? Do 
you take it seriously or do you neutralize it based on your own judgment of your work 
and your effort?  

 
 
 

25. Do you believe that TA should also disseminate knowledge to your students directly or 
facilitate it?  

 
 
 

26. Do you believe knowledge has hierarchy, which means that knowledge that comes from 
the authority has more credibility? Why?  

 
 
 

27. What do you think mediates knowledge?  
      (e.g.) First, nothing can mediate knowledge.  
               Second, method of inquiry.  
               Third, interpretation.  
               Fourth, perspective.  
               Fifth, available information.  
               Last, evidence. 

 
 
28. What do you believe is a good learning attitude? (E.g. hardworking, persistence, 

developing an ability that someone is good at, finding a strategy that works for me) 
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29. How would you evaluate the students’ learning? (e.g. their learning process (e.g. effort 
that the student put in the course through assignment), class participation, and 
engagement in the activity, final grade of the student.  

 
 
 
30. Do you think some learners are born as smart while other are not and there is no room for 

improvement? Why? 
 
 
 
31. Do you think TA is also responsible for students’ leaning in terms of providing guidance 

and study skills to improve the student’ ability to learn?  
 
 

 
32. Was there any student who brought your attention during the class because of his 

behavior or attitude to you? (Or have you observed this in your professor’s class? Or if it 
happens how would you handle it?) 

 
 
 
33. If so, how did you deal with it?  

 
 

 
34. How would it be different if you were to teach in your own country? 
 
 
35. How do your students address you: first name, professor, non verbal? Do you have any 

preference of how you want to be addressed? Why? 
 

 
 
36. What is your expectation of the students’ learning and what do you do to engage them in 

the learning in and outside the class?   
 
 
 
37. Has there been any miscommunication between you and the students? If so, how did you 

handle the situation? If that happens, how would you handle it? 
 
 
 

38. How do you define a good learning? What do you do to engage the students in good 
learning practices?  
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39. In the Q you (dis)agree that “TAs should not tolerate students who do not pay attention to 
their instruction when they are giving important explanations”. How would do you that? 
(e.g. call on students and ask a question when they are not paying attention to the lecture.)  

 
 
 
40. You also agree that a TA should build a good rapport with their students. What would be 

a good way of making this happen?  
 
 
 
41. You also said that TA can(not) accept students’ offer such as gifts or items of personal 

nature. What makes you think it is (not) Okay? 
 
 
 

42. How would you handle students who arrive late or leave the class early without giving 
any reason in advance?  

 
 
 
43. You agree that “a good TA has a higher position than students and the students should 

follow the TA’s commands in most cases”. What’s your take on TAs’ position with 
regard to students and to professor? 

 
 
 

44. You also disagree that “for TAs it is difficult not to take personally students’ attacks on 
their explanations of the course materials.” Why do you think this is Okay? What would 
you do if case situation happen to you?  
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APPENDIX G 
 
 

FOCUS-GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS (BTMM) 
 

 
1. Demographic Information 

-Age group:  
    -Gender:  
    -Years in school:  

-Major:  
-Required/elective: 
-Work experience in the field:   

    -Future plan: grad school/work in a professional setting 
 
 
 
2. Has anyone ever lived, studied, or traveled abroad? If so what country? How was the 

experience?  
 
 
 
3. How many TA have you had so far? Has there been any TA who are internationals?  
     (if so, Have you notice any difference between international TAs and US TAs in 
      class? If so, how do you find it different in terms of teaching and communication?) 
 
 
 
4. What do you think of your TAs’ role in this class? (social & instructional role) 
      Close equal/ close superior/ distant superior/ distant equal)  
 
 
 
5. What do you expect to learn most in the class? What have you learned most so far?   

Did your expectation meet? 
 
 
 
6. What do you expect your TA to do to help you achieve your learning goal? 
 
 
 
7. What do you think your TA is really good at? (Content knowledge, communication skills, 

individual rapport? Can you give me an example of this case?) 
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8. Your TA gave you an ample opportunities for you to volunteer and be hands on in terms of 
lighting, in-camera editing rule, script, final cut-pro, etc. how much of these information do 
you feel like would have value to you? How much do you find this information 
useful/important to you?  

 
 
 
9. Is there anything else that you wanted to learn more about in this class?   
 
 
 
10. How do you feel about talking to your TAs about your concerns such as assignments, 

understanding the content materials, conflict with classmates in group project, assignment 
due date, equipment borrowing, etc.?  

 
 
 
11. How much do you feel responsible for your own learning in this class? How much do you 

feel the TA/instructor should help you in achieving what you want to learn? 
 
 
 
12. How do you expect your TA to treat you? 

(or Have you experienced a moment when your TA reacted in a way that you never expected 
him/her in the interaction with you in class?  If so, can you give me an example?) 

 
 
 
13. Have you noticed an occasion when your TA seemed a bit uncomfortable with your 

questions or comments?  
 
 
 
14. How do you feel about your TA’s grading of your assignment/projects?  

 (If you were not satisfied with a TA’s grading policy, have you ever talked to the TA  
 about this? If yes, how did your TA respond to it? If not, why not? ) 

 
 
 
15. How do you like about this course so far? (Any activities/instruction/assignment that you 

found most liked and useful or not useful to your learning?, e.g. watching everybody’s 
project. What else could have done to make the learning more effective and interesting?)  
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16. How do you like about your TA’s teaching (in terms of instruction, in-class activities, in-
class/written feedback to assignment, grading) so far?  

 
 
 
17. What worked well in this class?/What didn’t work well if any? 
 
 
 
18. What was the most challenging/difficult part of this course? 
 
 
 
19. Has there been any miscommunication between you and your TA in/out of the class? If so, 

how did you/your TA handle/resolve this?  
 
 
 
20. Do you feel that the whole course prepare you for the kinds of knowledge and skills that you 

need to learn?  
 
 
 
21. Any other comments about this course (assignment, teaching, structure of the class)? 
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APPENDIX H 
 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE:  
STATISTICS 122 (ITA CLASS) 

 
Please take a few minutes to respond to the following questions about your instructor’s social and instructional role 
and your learning experience in this course. The opinions you will provide to these questions will give informative 
feedback to your instructor in terms of his teaching and evaluation of your learning. All responses are anonymous 
and your answers will be kept confidential at all times. Thank you for taking the time to answer the questions 
thoughtfully. 

 
1. The instructor provides clear explanations for new learning material that needs to be covered in each 

chapter.  
Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   

 
2. In most cases, the instructor’s lecture facilitates my understanding of the statistical concepts and 

definitions used in this course.   
Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   

 
3. The instructor allows opportunities for students to review/rehearse the materials regularly.  

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 
4. The homework assignments were easy to handle after attending each lecture. 

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 
5. The instructor has graded the homework assignments fairly. 

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 
6. When the instructor responded to students’ questions, he usually gave good explanations.   

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 

7. The exam questions were based on what has been covered during the class time.  
Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   

 
8. I believe that so far the instructor has taught the course well. 

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 

9. Which of the following areas do you think your instructor is very good at?  
      Explaining content materials/concepts     Communicating with students       
      Building individual rapport with students  
 
10. What do you think of your instructor’s social role in this class? 
       Close equal      close superordinate        distant superoridate       distant equal   
 
11. How many international TA/instructor(s) have you had so far?  
 
 
12. What do you expect learn most from this course? Has your expectation met so far?  
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13. How do you like the instructor’s teaching and what do you like about his teaching most?  
 
 
14. What was the most challenging part of the course/teaching?  
  
 
 
15. What could the instructor have done differently to facilitate your understanding of the course material 

during the class?  
 
 
 
16. What adjustments (e.g. linguistic, cultural, social), if any, did you have to make in this course because 

of the fact that your instructor is an international?  
 
 
 
17. What, if any, did your instructor offer you in this course that could not have been offered by an 

American instructor? 
 
 
 
18. How do you feel about talking to your instructor about your concerns such as assignments, 

understanding the content materials, assignment due date, grading, etc.?  
 
 
 
19. How do you expect your instructor to treat you? 
 
 
 
20. Has there been any miscommunication between you and your instructor in/out of the class? If so, how 

did you or your instructor handle that issue?  
 
 
 
21. Additional comments. 
 
 
 
22. Demographic Information 
    -Age group:  20’s            30’s             40’s                   
    -Gender:      Female        Male   
    -Year in school: freshman      sophomore      junior       senior  
    -Academic major:       
    -Ethnicity:       
    -I am an international student    
                                U.S. student   

Thank you for your participation !☻ 
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APPENDIX I 

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE:  
STATISTICS 122 (US TA CLASS) 

 
Please take a few minutes to respond to the following questions about your instructor’s social and instructional role 
and your learning experience in this course. The opinions you will provide to these questions will give informative 
feedback to your instructor in terms of his teaching and evaluation of your learning. All responses are anonymous 
and your answers will be kept confidential at all times. Thank you for taking the time to answer the questions 
thoughtfully. 

 
1. The instructor provides clear explanations for new learning material that needs to be covered in each 

chapter.  
Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   

 
2. In most cases, the instructor’s lecture facilitates my understanding of the statistical concepts and 

definitions used in this course.   
Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   

 
3. The instructor allows opportunities for students to review/rehearse the materials regularly.  

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 
4. The homework assignments and quizzes were easy to handle after attending each lecture. 

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 
5. The instructor has graded the homework assignments fairly. 

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 
6. When the instructor responded to students’ questions, he usually gave good explanations.   

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 

7. The exam questions were based on what has been covered during the class time.  
Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   

 
8. I believe that so far the instructor has taught the course well. 

Strongly agree           Agree            Neutral       Disagree      Strongly disagree   
 

9. Which of the following areas do you think your instructor is very good at?  
      Explaining content materials/concepts     Communicating with students       
      Building individual rapport with students  
 
10. What do you think of your instructor’s social role in this class? 
       Close equal      close superordinate        distant superoridate       distant equal   
 
11. How many TA/instructor(s) have you had so far?  
      International TA/instructor       
      U.S TA/instructor       
 
 
12. What do you expect learn most from this course? Has your expectation met so far?  
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13. How do you like the instructor’s teaching and what do you like about his teaching most?  
 
 
14. What was the most challenging part of the course/teaching?  
  
 
 
15. What, if any, could the instructor have done differently to facilitate your understanding of the course 

material in the course?  
 
 
 
16. Please answer the question, only if you are an international student. What adjustments (e.g. 

linguistic, cultural, social), if any, did you have to make in this course because of the fact that you are 
an international student?  

 
 
 
17. What, if any, did your instructor offer you in this course that could not have been offered by other 

international TA/instructor(s) if you had international TAs/instructors before?  
 
 
 
18. How do you feel about talking to your instructor about your concerns such as assignments, 

understanding the content materials, assignment due date, grading, etc.?  
 
 
 
19. How do you expect your instructor to treat you? 
 
 
 
20. Has there been any miscommunication between you and your instructor in/out of the class? If so, how 

did you or your instructor handle that issue?  
 
 
21. Additional comments. 
 
 
22. Demographic Information 
    -Age group:  20’s            30’s             40’s                   
    -Gender:      Female        Male   
    -Year in school: freshman      sophomore      junior       senior  
    -Academic major:       
    -Ethnicity:       
    -I am an international student    
                                U.S. student   
 

Thank you for your participation !☻ 
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APPENDIX J 

 
TRANSCRIPT CODING 

 
TA       Teaching Assistant 
S          Student  
[   ]       Unintelligible or inaudible speech   
((   ))    Enclosure of a description of some phenomenon or participants’ verbal or nonverbal action 
             with which the transcriptionist does not want to wrestle (e.g. pause, laughs, action, etc.) 
!            An animated tone, not necessarily an exclamation. 
=          continued speech 
 
Source: Jefferson (1979); Gumperz & Berenz (1993); Schiffrin (1987a) 
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APPENDIX K  

EPISTEMIC POSITION AND INSTRUCTOR’S ROLE MATRIX  

 
Analytic Framework adapted from Perry (1970) & Knefelkamp (1979) 

E
pi

st
em

ic
 p

os
iti

on
 

  Dualism 
 
 -All knowledge is known. 
 -There is a certainty that right and 
wrong answers exist for 
everything.  

 -Knowledge is collection of 
information.  

  Early Multiplicity 
 
-  Most knowledge is known. All is 

knowable. (View of learning as a 
process that the student can learn.)  

-  Certainty that there exists a right 
way to find the right answers. 
Realization that some knowledge 
domains are “fuzzy.”  

  Late Multiplicity 
 
- In some areas we still have 

certainty about knowledge. In 
most areas we really don’t know 
anything for sure.  

- Certainty that there is ‘no 
certainty’ (except in a few 
specialized areas). Hence “do 
your own thing”—all opinions 
can be just as valid or invalid as 
all others.  

In
st

ru
ct

or
’s

 r
ol

e 

  Source of knowledge 
 
 
 -To give the knowledge to students.  
 -Good instructor equals 
  absolute authority and  knower of  
truth.  

 -Help the learners to receive the 
information and to demonstrate 
having learned the right answer.  

 -Peer is not a legitimate source of 
knowledge or learning. 

 

   Source of right way to find 
knowledge (modeling) 

 
  -Source of right way to find 

knowledge, of how to learn. 
  -Modeling good methods of 

scholarship 
  -Model “the way” or process, to  

show how to learn, how to do the 
process called for, apply oneself 

 

   Source of process of thinking 
(facilitator) 

 
-Modeling the use of supportive 

evidence.  
-Model the way the instructor 

(authority) want the students to 
think’.  Instructor can also be 
completely discounted.  
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APPENDIX L 

 
NORMALITY TEST RESULTS 

 
Epistemological 

dimensions Group ID Kolmogorov-
Smirnov (p) 

Shapiro-Wilk 
(p) Skewness 

Certainty of 

Knowledge 

ITA          .200          .192 -.370 

US TA          .200          .732 -.149 

Structure of 

Knowledge 

ITA  .004*          .002* -.576 

US TA .057          .053   .736 

Source of 

Knowledge 

ITA .076          .239 -.379 

US TA .200          .376 -.022 

Nature of Learning 
ITA .092          .000 1.175 

US TA .200          .539   .099 

Nature of 

Intelligence 

ITA           .019*          .366   .227 

US TA           .019*          .028*   .447 

Degree of Closeness 
ITA           .200          .241  -.277 

US TA           .200          .010*  -.668 

Degree of Status 

Differentiation 

ITA           .200          .237    .190 

US TA           .001*          .010*    .062 

    Note. * p < .05
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APPENDIX M 
 

SCATTER PLOT ANALYSIS RESULTS 

  Note.  Scatter plot analysis between Asian TAs (1) vs. Non-Asian TAs (2)  
     in the seven dimensions (constructs) of epistemological beliefs 

                                         Here, the word ‘construct’ replaces the word ‘dimension.’ 
Construct 1 indicates the dimension of the ‘certainty of knowledge.’  
Construct 2 equals the dimension of the ‘structure of knowledge.’ 
Construct 3 indicates the dimension of the ‘source of knowledge.’ 
Construct 4 indicates the dimension of the ‘nature of learning.’ 
Construct 5 equals the dimension of the ‘nature of intelligence.’ 
Construct 6 equals the dimension of the ‘degree of closeness.’  
Construct 7 equals the dimension of the ‘degree of status differentiation.’ 
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APPENDIX N 

TRANSCRIPT: LIANG’S STATISTICS 122 CLASS 

 Line  Transcript 
 

1 
2 

 
 

3 
4 

 
 

5 
6 

 
7 
8 

 
 

9 
10 
11 

 
 
 

12 
 
 
 

13 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 
15 
16 
17 

 
 
 
 
 

18 
 

19 
 
 
 
 

 
TA:  Okay,  

So again my office hours has been changed to 2:25 to 4:00 pm. Okay, before the class starts, I 
would like to introduce you Eunhee who is a graduate student in the College of Education. She is 
trying to do some research in this classroom…  

         Okay,  
I just passed today’s homework. It is due following Monday. That will be July 10th before the class.  

 
 
S:    ((Questions about how to hand in the homework assignment.)) 
TA: No, no, just write the answers on the … yeah, yeah. Those questions are about what I explained in 

previous lecture, so it would not cost too much time, I think maybe an hour at most.  
         So if you have questions, you can send me an email and I will reply within 24 hours, I think.  

So, urm, one thing, please clearly print your name on your answer sheet. I need to make a list of 
your names, so I don’t want to mispronounce, misspell your names. 

 
TA: Okay,  

 so today we are going to talk about hypothesis testing, which is chapter 11. 
Well, hypothesis testing in statistics is a very important, but very abstract and sometimes it’s 
confusing. But actually, urm, those concepts underlying hypothesis testing should be very familiar 
to all of you because there are a variety of hypothesis testing, non-statistical application of 
hypothesis testing.  
The best known of which is the criminal trial. So when the criminal, when the person is accused of a 
criminal, he must stand for the trial. The prosecutor and the lawyer will present the case, present 
those evidences. And the jury will decide whether to convict the defendant or to acquit the 
defendant.  
So, actually the jury is facing two hypotheses. (( writing things on the board)) The first hypothesis is 
H0 that the defendant is innocent. The second hypothesis is H1 that the defendant is guilty.  

 
 
      
       … 
 
TA: So which type of error is more serious?  What do you think?  
S:    One?                  
TA: Yeah.      

Because according to the current law system of the United States, it has been said that to acquit one 
hundred men than convict one innocent man. So ((pointing to type I error)) this considered more 
serious in this case. But in some cases, especially in military trial sometimes we will consider type II 
error to be more serious. For example, if you capture 5 people, and you know four of them are 
innocent but one of them is a horrible terrorist. But unfortunately you don’t have any evidence to 
clearly identify which one is the terrorist.  
So what are you going to do? Are you going to just let all five people go? Or are you going to kill all 
five people?  
Well, if you kill all of them, then you are not going to make this type 2 error because you kill all of 
them. But four innocent people will be killed, so you will make type 1 error. Then, if you let all five 
people go, then you don’t have any chance to make this type 1 error but unfortunately you will make 
type 2 error, because you let the horrible terrorist go. So it is really difficult to simultaneously 
eliminate both types of errors.     

H0: The defendant is innocent 
H1: The defendant is guilty 
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25 
 

26 
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       My point is you need to find a balance point between these two types of errors. 
       … 
TA: Let’s extend this to a statistics problem. ((TA writes the following on the board.)) 
       “It has been believed that the average height of students in P University is 170 cm, but 
       someone suspects that the real value should be more than 170 cm.”  
       So this ((pointing to the underlined part)) is the problem. We want to know something about the 

population mean, but it is not possible for us to take measure of all the students in P University.  
So what I am going to do is, I am going to take a random sample of 400 students. And take, get the 
sample means to make inference about the population mean.  
A Random sample of 400 students is taken with the sample mean X bar is equal to 178 (X=178), so 
178 is larger than 170.  

       But does it give us sufficient evidence to say that the real population mean is actually larger 
       than 170?      
 I mean sample mean is always a very nice estimate of the population mean. Now the sample 
       mean is larger than the presumed population mean, 170.  
       But is this value large enough for us to safely conclude that the real population is larger than  
       presumed population mean, which is 170? What if the sample mean is 171? Do you think  
       it’s large enough to reject the null hypothesis? But does it give us sufficient evidence to say  
       that the real population mean is actually larger than 170?  
       So we need to use statistical way to, to solve this problem.    
       We make one assumption here. Suppose the height of student is normally distributed with 
       standard deviation is 65 cm,  

Okay?   
       So the first step is to always clearly indicate your null hypothesis. So we first assume that 
       the population mean is 170. So the null hypothesis is, µ is equal to 170. 
       And the alternative hypothesis is we think we believe now that the population mean should 
       be larger than 170.  
       Clearly indicate your null hypothesis and your alternative hypothesis,  
       okay? 
      *  

        
       So now the question is, as I said, is sample mean of 178 sufficiently greater than 170 to   
       allow us to confidently infer that the population mean is greater than 170? so which  
       hypothesis should we choose?  

This ((pointing to #1)) is the first step and this ((pointing to #2)) is the second step 
       and the third step is called define significance level, which is alpha (α) is equal to any 
       arbitrary defined value. 
       Here in statistics, 5 % has been widely used as the significance level.  
       So what is the significance level?  
       Ur, it is difficult to explain significance level at this point. Ur, but because I am going to  
       explain it later.  

But what I am going to say is that you can understand significance level from two ways, the first 
way is significance level, this five percent, is nothing but we want to control type 1 error,  
okay?   
So if you still remember we define type 1 error to be alpha (α), the probability of committing type 
1 error to be alpha, so this 5 % means we want type 1 to be to less than or equal to 5 %. ((writing 
this on the board: control type 1 error.)) 
So, we want the whole procedure to work and we want to control the type one error. We want the 
type 1 error to be less than or equal to 5 %, this is .05.   
Or you can understand the significance level like this. This is kind of urm, we want to, this actually 
helps us to define what unusual event should be.  
What does this mean?  
It means if there is an event, and the occurrence of this event is less than or equal to 5 %, which 

3. H0 =  µ =170 
4. H1 =  µ >170 
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means that event is not likely to happen but if that event actually happens, we will consider this to 
be a very weird thing, consider this to be a very unusual thing. So this 5 % actually draws us a line. 
So any event, if the occurrence of that event is less than or equal 5 percent, so it is very unlikely 
this event will happen,  
right?  
But actually in reality if it this event actually happens, then we will think it is very unusual, it is 
very weird,  
okay?  
At this point, you can just consider the significance in these two ways and  
I am going to further explain this later steps.   

        *     
         
 
        Step 4, test statistics.        
        Because we want to learn something about the population mean. As I said, the best test statistics 

should be the sample mean because sample mean is always the best estimator for the population 
mean. So the test statistics is the sample mean, which is 178. So now the question is again if this 
value is large enough for us to safely conclude that the population mean is actually larger than 170. 
So according to the previous lecture, we said that according to COT, central [     ] theorem, X bar is 
normally distributed because the parent distribution is normal distribution. I don’t need to say x bar 
is approximately normally distributed. I can safely say that X bar is normally distributed with the 
mean of X bar, which is the same as population mean, which is 170, because we first assume that 
the population mean is 170, so we can directly use the result. 
What is the variance?  
The variance of the parents’ distribution divided by the sample size. So this is 64 divided by 400. 
This is what we learned in the previous lecture. So actually I can drop that assumption. I mean we 
first assume that the distribution, the height of the students is normally distributed. But since the 
sample size is really larger, so even we drop the assumption, we can still reach the conclusion that 
the sample mean is normally distributed, or approximately normally distributed with the mean 170, 
which is the same as the population mean, and the variance is the population variance divided by 
sample size, 400. So now we want to calculate the probability of getting such a value. We want to 
know if this 178 is large enough. So we want to calculate the probability of X bar, the sample mean 
is larger than 178.  
So this is just a practice of yesterday’s lecture. 

        *  
         
                                                         

… 
        Now, we move to step five. Step 5 is calculated P value.  

So now we want to calculate the probability of getting such a value. So we calculate the probability 
that the sample mean is larger than 178. So, because sample mean is normally distributed with 
mean of 170 and standard deviation 65 divided by the square root of 400. So in order to calculate 
this probability, we need to transfer the problem to the problem of involving the standard normal 
distribution. So we use this equation to get standard normal distribution Z. So this probability is the 
same as this probability. Here, X bar is normally distributed with this, these parameters. And Z is 
the standard the normal distribution, which is normal distribution with mean zero and standard 
distribution, or variance one, the same. This 2.46 comes from 178 minus 170 divided by 65 divided 
by 20 square root of 400. And this value, I got this value from the table, which is .0069,  
okay? 
This number tell us that if we assume that this is correct, if we assume that the real population 
mean is 170,  
okay?  
Then the probability of getting such a large sample mean, or even larger sample mean, the 
probability that X bar is larger than 178 is only .69 percent. So this is very unusual.   

3. Significance level α = .05                      Control type I error 
                                                                   Help us define ‘Unusual’ 

4. Test statistics 
    X 178 < X ~ N (170)    652   (variance)   
                                         400      SD    
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If we assume that the null hypothesis is correct, then we got a very unusual event here.  
How unusual?  
We compare this number with this significance level. Significance level helps us to define unusual, 
okay?  
How to define unusual?  
We define unusual to be ‘if there is an event, and the probability of, the occurrence of that event is 
less than or equal to 5 percent.’ So it is very unlikely for such an event to happen. Then if that 
happens, then we will think that it is very unusual, there must be something wrong with that.  
Now this event is very unusual to happen, but it happens, so there must be something wrong within 
this procedure.  
So what is wrong?  
The null hypothesis. If we assume that the null hypothesis is correct, we got a very unusual thing, 
so there must be something wrong with that null hypothesis. So that’s why if this value is less than 
the significance level, then it actually gives us evidence to say there’s something wrong with your 
assumption, there’s something wrong with the null hypothesis, so we need to reject the null 
hypothesis in favor of the alternative hypothesis. 

       *  
 
 
        

Step six, there are two approaches. One is called p value approach and the other is called the 
rejection region approach.  If  p value is less than alpha, the significance level, then we reject the 
null hypothesis in favor of the alternative. And on the other hand, if p value is larger than or equal 
to alpha, we fail to reject or we do not reject,  
just don’t say we accept H0, we fail to reject H0, 
okay?  
If we use the rejection region approach, then you should mention that step 6 should be ‘if the test 
statistics, which is the mean, X bar is larger than the critical value, which is 175.34,  
then we reject H0, or H null. On the other hand, if X bar is less than 175.34, we fail to reject H0. 
So, again the idea here is, first we assume that the population mean is 170 and we suspect that 
actually the real population mean should be larger than 170.  
So we set up a significance level, significance level defines like this, it actually draws a line to 
define unusual. It says that if the probability of, the occurrence of an event is less than or equal to 5 
percent, then this event should be very unlikely to happen, then if this event actually happen, then 
we will think that it’s very unusual. There must be something wrong.  
So the next step is we get the test statistics because we want to know something about population 
mean. So the best way is we can randomly select the sample, and get the sample mean. We know 
that according to central [    ] theorem, the sample mean is normally distributed with the population 
mean and population variance divided by the sample size.  
So we can calculate the probability of getting such an extreme value, or getting more extreme value 
to be less than 1 percent. This is called p value. This p value means, if we assume, if we believe 
that the null hypothesis is correct, then the chance of getting such a sample mean or even large 
sample mean is less than 1 percent. So this is not very likely to happen. But it happens. So there 
must be something wrong with that null hypothesis. That’s why, because this value is less than our 
limit of 5 percent. So it gives us evidence to safely reject the null hypothesis in favor of the 
alternative hypothesis. That’s why the conclusion should be if p value is less than alpha, then we 
reject H0 in favor of H1, which is the case. Of course if the p value is larger than or equal to alpha, 
we fail to reject H0. 
So, this is called p value approach.  
And the book also mentions the critical value approach or we can say the reject region approach. 
Actually this is the same, we first find this critical value.  
How to find this critical value?  
This is nothing but, find such a value that the probability of X bar is larger than this value to be our 
significance level,  

5. Calculated P value                                                ~  N (2.1)        
    P (X > 178) = p (X - µ   > 178-170)  = p (Z >240) = .0069 
                          δ/√n        65/√400 
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okay?  
So this value happens to be 175.34. So this point is my critical value.  
It’s something like, if we draw the normal distribution ((TA draws the distribution curve on the 
board)) of X bar, normal curve looks like this. And the central point is 170. If we observe 178 here, 
then the probability of getting such an extreme value or even larger is .0069 and the critical value 
falls right here. The critical value is 175.34. And the area under this normal curve to the right side 
of this line corresponding to 175 is nothing but 5 percent. So if the test statistics is larger than this 
point like 176 or 178, then we say, well, it gives us fair statistical evidence that the null hypothesis 
is not correct. We should choose the alternative hypothesis.  
So this approach is actually just to find such a critical point, to set a limit, to set a comparing value,  
okay?  

* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Final step, conclusion, which is actually in page 382.  
If we reject H0, we conclude that there is enough statistical evidence to infer that the alternative 
hypothesis is true, which is the real population mean should be larger than 170 cm. On the other 
hand, if we fail to reject H0, then we conclude that there is not enough statistical evidence to safely 
infer that alternative hypothesis is true, which is we fail to reject the hypothesis that the real 
population mean of the height of all the students in P University is 170 cm.  
Okay? 
So this is the conclusion part.  
So what you need to pay attention to is first, if you fail to reject H0, never say that I would like to 
accept H0,  
okay?  
I would like to accept H null because actually the real population mean could be 169 or 168. You 
have no idea about the real population mean.  So you cannot say that I accept the null hypothesis 
that the real population mean is 170.  
So never say that,  
okay?  
The other thing is you can only use this word infer, you cannot use the word prove,  
because we are talking about statistics, we are talking about probability. In statistics, almost all the 
cases statistics, you cannot prove anything. You can only say that well, the probability of, the 
occurrence of that event is something. You cannot 100% prove that the null hypothesis is true or 
the alternative hypothesis is true, because actually there is still a chance for you to make a mistake. 
The chance is .0069. We say this is very unusual to happen and the chance for such an event to 
happen is .0069, which means the chance of committing type I error is .0069,  
okay?  
So this p value can be further interpreted as probability of type I error. So you still have .0069 of 
the chance to make such a mistake, to mistakenly reject the null hypothesis, given that the null 
hypothesis is actually true,  

                 
 

                                                    
                                                                                               Reject H0 (5%) 
                                                                                                
 
 
 
                                                          170      175.34   78 

 6. If p-value is < α, we reject H0 in favor of H1. 
     If p-value is  ≥α, we fail to reject H0.  
     The critical value is 175.34  
     If X > 175.34, we reject H0. 
     If X < 175.34, we fail to reject H0. 
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okay?   
So this is the whole procedure of hypothesis testing.     

 … 
 
And there will be one question in the mid-term exam. Suppose the question worth ten points, then I 
will assign ((TA circulate point next to the step) one point here ((referring to step1)), one point here 
((referring to step 2)), clearly state, indicate the significance level, so one point here ((referring to 
step 3)) and the test statistics will be two points ((referring to step 4)), and p value would be two 
points here ((referring to step 5)), so that will be seven. So two points here ((referring to step 6)) 
and one point here (referring to step 7)),  
Okay?  
So you need to follow the whole procedure, all seven steps. 
So if there will be ten points for this question, I will assign points like this. 
And in the book, page 179, the book also mentions that we can describe the p value.  
It says that if p value is less than one percent, we can say that there is overwhelming evidence.  
So if the p value is less than one percent, we can actually, ur, add word like overwhelming 
statistical evidence.  
And the book also mentions that if p value is between one percent and five percent, then we can say 
that there is strong evidence.  
But since these expressions are not very mathematical, so I would suggest you just drop these 
words, just say “there is enough statistical evidence”. 

 
S:     Do we always use p value 5%?  
TA:  No, not always. 5 % is the most popular one. Other popular values could be .1 or 1 percent 
        or 10 percent. 
S:     How do you know that? 
TA:  I will clearly mention that. In exam question, I will clearly mention that the significance level is 5 

percent or something,  
but you need to repeat that sentence in your procedure,  
okay?   
So which value to choose actually depends on whether you think type 1 error is very serious or not 
that serious. Because if you think the type 1 error is very serious, you should lower the significance 
level, if you think type 1 error is not that serious, you can use 10 percent. It depends.  
okay? 
Good point!  

  Any questions about this? Did I explain this procedure clearly?  
  … 
Another thing I wanted to mention is that I said that the test statistics is the sample mean, 178. The 
book also mentions that because here actually I first transform this to question involving standard 
normal distribution. So the book said that you can say test statistics is ((TA writes this on the 
board)) X bar minus the population mean divided by population standard deviation, divided by the 
square root of n. This is called ‘the standardized test statistics’ because this follows standard 
normal distribution and this follows a normal distribution with the population mean, and population 
variance, divided by sample size. So here I want to mention that this is called ‘test statistics’ and 
this is called ‘standardized test statistics.’  
Some books may mention that well, test statistics is this ((referring to the test statistics on the left)) 
but I still prefer that test statistics is X bar and this is called standardized test statistics because 
apparently this equation actually is trying to standardize this X bar because you can clearly see this 
from this equation.  

 * 
 
 
 
I hope this does not confuse you.  

Test statistics   vs.  Standardized test statistics 
        X =                    /   ? - µ 
                                δ√n 
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Anyway, in the exam you can just mention that test statistics is this. If you mention this, this is 
better.  
Okay.  
So, this is the whole procedure.  

        Any question?   
        ((TA looks at the students and no students raise a question.))  

Okay.  
So let’s see another example. 
… 
So this is the complete procedure, all seven steps.  
Okay?  

       … 
TA:  So does everyone have the homework?  

So again homework is due Monday, July 10th before the class.  
Okay, That’s it for today. Thanks.  
((After the class, the TA takes some questions from the students. Several students ask the TA 
questions.))  

Note. Asterisk (*) indicates things that TA has written on the board. 
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APPENDIX O 

 TRANSCRIPT: MARK’S STATISTICS 122 CLASS 

Line Transcript 
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2 
 
 
 

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
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11 
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13 
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18 

 
((TA gives out the students’ homework, calling each student’s name.)) 

TA:  Did anybody not get their homework that you turned in?  
 

((TA reads the question from the book to show how to solve the problem. TA writes down the 
formula on the board and explains how to solve the problem.)) 
* 
 
 
 
 
 

TA:  From there we just straight plug everything in.  
((In each step of the problem solving, Mike asks students the answer rather than him doing it for 
the students.)) 

        … 
TA:  This should be something like 751.67.  

So what does n like? 751.67 Can we have 751.67 people? 
S1:   752 
TA:  Yeah, That’s 752. 
S2:   I have a question. Number 11[    ]? 
TA:  Is there enough evidence to determine [     ]? 
S2:   Yeah.  
… 
S3:   One question, for question number 72 (   ) 
TA:  You should know that by hand (   ) 
… 
 
TA:  Any question?  
          
TA:  Okay.  

Let’s pass the homework.  
((TA collects homework. Students pass their homework to each other to hand in to the TA. In the 
syllabus, it says “homework will be assigned daily and collected at the start of each class. Each 
homework assignment will be graded based on a combination of effort and accuracy.  Late 
homework will not be accepted.” After he collects the homework.))  

TA:  Does everybody have a book with them today? 
         Let’s take the quiz and we are up. 

((TA passes out a quiz for the students to work on it. TA gives about 20 minutes for the students to 
work on their homework. While the students work on the quiz, TA writes down some formula on 
the board.)) 

TA:  It’s an open book quiz. You can use the book or not to use the book.  
((During this time, a student came out and asks a question. TA closes the door since a noise from 
the outside seems slightly distracting. )) 
((After about 20 minutes later, he tells the students to take 2 or 3 minutes to finish up. A cell phone 
rings from a student and the TA gives a look to the student at once. TA collects the quizzes from 
the students.))  
… 
Okay,  

N (Z α/z  = √p (1-p) )2  = (1.645 √.545) 2  = (1.645 .5 )2 
                 W                             .3                       .3  

W =.05                                 
α = .10    α/2  =.05   (TA: What is Z.05 ? 1.645)  
p = .5 
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let’s go over with that real quick. 
((Quiz says: 1. Your assignment for a music class is to pick a singer who has published a large 
number of songs and listen to every song in his or her collection. You want the average length of 
your songs to be 3:45 (225 seconds). After sampling 22 songs, you found a sample mean of 256 
seconds and a sample standard deviation of 58 seconds. Q1: Why should you use the t-statistic 
instead of the Z–statistics?)) 

TA:  In the first one, why should you use t statistics instead of the Z? 
S:     Because we don’t know the real population mean.  
TA:  Okay.  
        So we are testing the hypothesis that … ((writing down the following on the board.)) 
        H0  µ = 225  

H1  µ ≠ 225 
T = 256 – 225   = 2.507 
       58√22 

TA:  Anybody knows where it (t value from the formula) comes from? 
        This (t-value) I believe comes from [     ]. 

 df  = n-1 =21 
 
 Reject H0 if t > t.025.21 
                   ∥   ∥ 
                2.507 > 2.080  
                        t > 2.080 

          Reject the null since 2.507 is greater than 2.080.  
          Any question about that one?  
 
TA:  Okay,  

second one was, ((TA reads the following.)) you are trying to sell pizzas, but you don’t know 
whether to sell them with pepperoni or plain. A sample of 64 potential customers indicated that 38 
of them preferred pepperoni. Does this evidence suggest that more than half of your population of 
potential customers prefers pepperoni? 

TA:  We are testing hypothesis. We can say  
H0  = p = .5 
H0  = p > .5 
P was x = 38 = .59 
          n     64 
So plug in Z here ((referring to the formula below))  
Z =  .59- .5     =   1.44   
      √.5 * .5     
             64 
I got this 1.44 
Is that familiar?  
I did the p value test whether to reject the null… 
P= P (Z n? > Z ) = P (Z > 1.44) = .0749 
… 

S:    [question about decimal number of p value] 
TA: I would suggest 2 or 3 decimal number. I’m looking more at the procedure than exact number. 
S:    Where did you get the .0749?  
TA: [inaudible]. 
        Any question before we talk about new stuff?  

((TA pauses a bit. Then because no one asks a question, he moves on.)) 
 
 
TA: Today we are gonna go over a few formula and a bunch of examples. These formulas are a 
        little more complicated. So far we have compared sample mean with population mean but 
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        it’s nice to compare one mean to another.   
        … 
        ((TA gives an example of baseball game score between two teams.)) 
        Team 1:   24, 34, 29, 41, 57, 50, 48, 56, 44, 30, 50, 40, 40, 42 
 
        Team 2:   16, 26, 14, 41, 28, 69, 40, 48, 28, 18, 48, 17, 30, 0 
                XD:    8,   8,   15,  ?,  29, -14, 8,   8, 16, 32,  2, 23, 16, 33  
 

((TA also asks the students name some of the players who hit the homerun and writes down         
the names on the board.))    BA,  MT,  GA,  JG,  CG   

TA: The first one is the number of the home runs that they hit during the year that they won the Darby 
and the second one is the number of home runs that they hit the next year. So we wanna test ‘Is µ1 - 
µ2 = 0?’ ((writing ‘µ1 - µ2 = 0’ on the board)) or our case is ‘is there really difference between the 
average number of guys during the year they win and the average number they have in the 
following year?’ 

        okay?  
Again, this is a little too big to calculate individually. Mean and the standard deviation.  So we say 
that X bar 1 is, the number should be the same. X bar 1is 43.6 and X bar 2 is 30.5 Ur, that square 
one, the variance from the first year is 91.8 and the variance from the second year is 250.1  
Okay,  
urm, so what could we do this, what statistics we use to calculate whether or not it’s significant? 

S:    [inaudible]? 
TA:  250.1  
TA:  Again, if you look at this, you see dramatic difference. You start with ((referring to the formula)) 

Sp2, urm, and that is 13 times 91.8 plus 13 times 250.1, urm, divided by degree of freedom which 
is 26.  

        That clear?  
We’ve done it a couple of times. And that comes out to 171 [      ]. t is 43.6 minus 30.5 minus zero, 
ur, dividing that by square root 171 times 1 over 14 plus 1 over 14. For that, I got equal 2.69. And 
again we reject if t is greater than t alpha over 2.025, which is t.025. Again, we are testing between 
two years. We are not specifically testing, ‘is this one less than this one or this one greater than the 
previous one’. That would be changing. The alternative hypothesis would change with use of .05 
or .025, the t test.  
* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TA: Okay, so anybody have what this ((referring to t.025 value on the appendix table in the 
        book)) is?  
S:    2.056 
TA: 2.056  
TA:  So? 
S:    Reject 
TA:  So, reject that one if greater than this one. ((*Reject if t > tα/2.025 =t.025.26 = 2.056 ))  

So you can say there is a significant difference between [inaudible]’s performance the following 
year after the exam than the year 2001. Now the smart guys on ESPN are trying to, they way they 
phrase it, they obviously didn’t do [    ], but, the way they phrase it was winning the home run they 
will cause you to believe [     ].  

H0: µ1 - µ2 = 0 
H1: µ1 - µ2 ≠ 0       Sp2  =13 * 91.8 + 13 * 250.1 =171 
n1  = n 2  =14        
X1 = 43.6                        (43.6 -30.5 ) - 0 
X2 = 30.5                t  =                                   = 2.69 
S1

2 =91.8                           171 ( 1 + 1 )    
S2

2 = 250.1                                 14  14 
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What’s wrong with that?  
((TA waits a couple of seconds for the response.)) 

        What we are doing in this hypothesis testing is not show causality,  
okay?  
You can’t say one cause the other. You can say there is evidence to get the relationship. But you 
have no idea based on this alone whether you can say the event actually cause the problem. 

        … 
TA:  What difference about this test we did than any of the previous ones we did, huh?  
S:     What are they different?  
TA:  yeah, oh, no, no.  
        What’s the difference of the (   )? I didn’t hear you. 
S:     [inaudible]. 
TA:  ((a bit different tone of voice)) Just a little bit, maybe, a little bit.  

Oh, first thing we did, all these ones ((referring to the equation n1 =n2 = 14)) are equal number of 
samples,  
okay?  
That doesn’t make the problem easier necessarily. That could have been coincidence. But for 
instance, if I compare male’s height with female’s height. if I happen to have the same number of 
males and females in my sample, all that makes the hypothesis a bit easier but you still need to 
figure through [     ]. But it doesn’t change the logic.  
In addition to this, each one of these numbers is related. What Darby did last year is nothing to do 
with this year’s [     ],  
right?  
Each of these is specifically tied to another one or the other factor,  
okay?  
Because of that, we can do the matched pair experiment. We define the new, because of all these, 
XD is simply 1 minus [    ],  
okay?  

        So for here, we can probably find the alternative, but [     ]  
        [    ] 0.9 so like this comes with that, that, that actually there.  

((TA writes the following on the board and explains the equation at the same time.)) 
* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    

 
TA:  Ur, okay. If these means are tie, saying this is actually the same as that. if not, it has to be equally 

zero? Sum of the average of the difference should be zero. If you are hitting number every year, 
then your difference between two should be zero,  
right?  
And then we got the alternative, ur, the book goes through and talks about, you know, what’s the 
difference, how you see the distribution for the matched pair, actually [    ]. It’s just t-statistics.…  
Ur, how many degrees of freedom do we have? 

S:     13. 
TA:  13, yeah,  

because even though previously we had 26, because we are actually taking from two different 
samples, here we are just taking from one sample, it’s just the number of sample divided by [      ] 
positive one. Degree of freedom equals 13. X bar z is 13.14, SD square z is 173.7, and therefore SD 
is 13.2 

S:     S square z is?  

t = XD –µD   = 13.14- 0    =3.73 
               Sd/ √nD     31.2/ √14 
 

  (df) =13 
  Xp  =13.14 
  SD

2 =173.7 
  SD   =13.2 
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TA:  173.7 
S:     And the other one is? 
TA:  standard deviation is 13.2,  
        So our matched pair statistics could be 13.14 minus zero over 13.2 divided by root 14. Ur, that turns 

out to be. 3.73,  
        okay?  
        Urm, as a general rule of thumb, if your t value is greater than 3, unless your sample size is one or 

2, you can reject,  
okay? Is that good?  
So if you look at the table, there are no t values that are less than 3, they are all 1 point something 
or two point something,  
okay?  
so we would reject the null hypothesis and I hope you’re gonna see that this experiment is a lot 
easier than [    ]. Ur, t value for this for the matched pair is greater but the number of the degree of 
freedom is smaller [     ], it turns out that if we calculate the p value, it would have been pretty 
similar for those experiments. It’s a great technique to use,  
but again, remember you can only do it if one sample is specifically tied to another sample,  
okay?  
Does everyone see why we couldn’t do this?  
‘cause here we have number of males and females, that’s why we couldn’t do this in [      ],  
okay?  

      
         … 
TA: That’s pretty much all I’ve got today.  

There are a couple of more things to go over on next probably Monday. Monday we will go over 
techniques [     ]. Then we just have one more class before the mid-term. For homework. ((TA 
writes down the homework on the board)) page 407 6, 18 and 28, ur, 413 59 part A. Ur, that’s one 
of the, that’s question about observational experimental data. [     ] something write literally one or 
two sentences probably would be fine. Urm, 424, 60 and 66, ur, A and C.  

        Urm, for C, don’t use excel on the exam, I want you to see calculate. You can use excel for like 
summing things or squaring things. I really want you to be able to show that you can do [     ] 
calculate …  

        Again, if anybody wants to do another example or stay around for, you know, what we are gonna 
cover today, you’re all welcome to. I’ll be around. Otherwise, I’ll see you on Monday. 

Note. Asterisk (*) indicates things that TA has written on the board. 
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TA:  Here’s what you guys should do. Divide two groups. Bring in a back drop. Set up a subject. Light 

the person, three-point lighting.  
        You are completely allowed to, you are supposed to, rower, raise, change, take out, and I’ll show 

you guys how to handle equipments. Two sets of gloves, and there two ranches, one for each studio 
kit. Use that. Here’s one. Here’s one set of gloves and ranch.  

        I want you guys to learn to do. And also pull up a camera. One camera for each group because I 
want to see what the effect of the different lights are. All right. Have somebody as a subject but the 
person can also involve in, or we have Eunhee be the subject for both of them, all right? ((Ss are 
laughing)) urm, So here’s what you guys need. Somebody’s gonna be at the board. I am guessing 
the studio needs to be switched on. Somebody needs to go and switch on the studio from upstairs.  

S:    Do you want me to go now? 
        TA: Yeah, if you don’t mind. And let’s do it.  

        After that, we light chroma key. And then, we go down and watch what you guys shot last week.  
S:    Which one is the Chroma key? 
TA:  The Chroma key is the big blue screen. That’s the blue screen.  

So, already if you notice that some people already set up the lighting for the chroma key because 
you notice that all the soft boxes are already trained toward the Chroma key.  

        You guys need to adjust a little bit. It’s already set up for you. 
Ss:   and you adjust it from right there? 
TA: Yeah, you guys need to drop the batten. You guys remember how to drop the battens down? 
        So two people for battens. One person in the group should be at the lighting board because it [    ] 

adjust the intensity.  
I’ll show you guys how to patch and E is our self-volunteered subject for this.  
((students giggle))  

        All right?  
        Who are the two groups?  
Ss:   [inaudible].  
TA:  Are we missing two people?  
Ss:   Rachael is not back yet. 
TA:  Rachael is not back yet. Who else? There are just 8 of us today. A is not here today. That’s right.  
        All right.  
Who is gonna be volunteering for, from each group, to be on the lighting board? Somebody who’s not 

done it before and who wants to learn? Two other people on the batten?  
        Start bringing in a backdrop and bringing in a back drop, set up a back drop, decide which light you 

want to serve as the key, as the fill, as the back light. See where you want to move them if at all, 
and start deciding that way.  

        All right? 
 
        … 
       ((TA goes to the patch board.))  
TA: Now, right now this is switched off.  

You need to switch this on.  
There is a button here, if you feel for it, it’s like a little switch which turns on.  

        I want you to feel [inaudible]. Switch it on. 
S:    Okay. Yeah. 
TA: Turn it on.  
        You feel it? 
S:    Oh, yeah. 
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TA: Okay?  
        Now,  
        grand master should be all the way up. Just keep all of these up.  
        Now,  
        if you notice, all of these buttons correspond to the battens out there. But if you look carefully, these 

only go up to 72, but these go up to 100 and something.  
        Right? 
S:    Okay.  
TA: What you gonna have to do is you gonna have to patch.  
        What patching means is telling this board that any light that’s beyond 72, whatever number you 

choose, you can assign it to further, to a certain number. You can say, light number 101, put it on 
11, this little button, so if turn up the 11, it will turn up 102.  

S:     So how do you switch that?   
TA:  I’ll show you how to do that. 
S:     Oh, okay. 
TA: If you see any other screen, if you see anything like this, [     ] all this weird stuff, just keep hitting 

display till you see ‘patch,’  
all right?  
When you see ‘patch’, and still looks like this, hit the button next to display and you’re gonna see 
this.  
((point to the computer screen)) Right now, it’s just showing you a screen of all the different 
numbers. And when you start patching things, when you start assigning numbers to different levels, 
it will come up in yellow. And for some reason I don’t know why, but this is not, this ball doesn’t 
allow me to scroll down. All right, I’ll have to adjust later, now, say for instance, you want to,  

        ((looking at the rest of the students who are not around the patch board)) You guys can start 
bringing a back drop, decide on the back drop, bring in a back drop.  

        ((turning to S2 who is coming from elsewhere)) You have a question?  
S3:   Is that a chroma key also? 
TA:  What? 
S3:   The white one? 
TA:  No, that’s a project screen.  
S3:   So there’s only one? 
TA:  There’s only one chroma key, yeah,  

so we will do the chroma key later.  
         For now, just bring in and set up a three-point lighting.  
S3:  Alright.  
TA: All right.  
        So just bring a back drop, decide which light you wanna serve as which and where you want to 

place them. Bring a camera in front too and set up a camera as well.  
        ((turning back to S1)) So, say for instance, you wanted to patch number 99 or 93, so if you wanted 

to patch 93, you gotta enter it in here,  
somebody come here, come forward, hit 93 ((S1 hit 93)).  
Now, if you are just assigning one number, that’s all you need to do and I will show you what else 
to do. If you are doing more than one light, like say 93 through 95, which means that all three 
lights are on one dimmer,  
right? 

S1:  Uh-huh.  
TA: You can do that and that’s also called patching.  
… 
S1:  How do you do that?   
TA: Hit the button next to it twice. Turn off one, turn one off.  
        Now only one is coming up, up here.  
        Got it? 
S2:  That one lights a lot. It goes all the way above here. 
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TA:  So, you have to adjust the intensity. This is how you would adjust the intensity two to one.  
        You see what I’m saying?  
S2:  Yeah, ‘cause that one goes all the way up here.  
TA: That’s a fill light. It’s got a wider beam.  
        Did you get what I’m saying?  
S2:  So, urm, the ones with the barns, barn doors? 
TA: Uh, huh. Those are spot lights. 
S2:  Spot light. 
TA: They too have beams. And I’ll show you once you start lowering, I’ll show you how to adjust the 

beam. You will see Fresnels can adjust like really wide beam to really narrow beam. 
S2:  The fill light goes under which category again? 
TA: A fill light. Those are fill lights but that’s broad. That’s a soft ball. That’s fill light. That tends to 

spill over into different areas. It’s not a very focused beam because it’s not spectacular light. It’s all 
diffused.  

S2:  Okay. You have the spot light, the fill light. 
TA:  and the back light. Key, fill, and back. That’s your three point lighting.  
        All right?  
        So, go to your team and decide. Once you brought a back drop, ((saying to a student next to her)) 

excuse me, sorry, bring up a camera so that you can place your camera then you can place lights 
relation to your camera. Decide by your subject is gonna be [    ].  

        ((Students work individually to set up a three-point lighting.))  
 
        ((TA looks at the student who is moving the camera)) Push from that. Push the handle. No, no, no, 

the wheel. Look at you have better leverage, you kind of [    ],  
all right?  
 

 TA: This group, wait, hold on, before you lower the batten, tell me what lights you are setting up, like 
what’s gonna be your key, what’s gonna be your fill, and what’s gonna be your back. So like 
decide where the person is gonna be standing.  

S:     It’s the person’s standing in line.  
S:     Inside the telephone. 
TA:  Inside the telephone? 
S:     Next to it. 
TA:  It’s gonna be a little difficult lighting inside.  
S:     so they are standing here? 
TA:  Right, they’re standing here,  

if the person is here, put your camera in front of the person.  
((talking to the S who is operating the camera))  

        Nah, not that way [    ] being the whole thing here, like that. Right. Stop.  
S:     Key light will be here? 
TA:  Yeah,  

or you can even switch up. Doesn’t matter which side. You can have key and fill or you can have 
key and fill. Doesn’t really matter. They only say, if the person is not directly standing in front of 
the camera and facing it, if the person is talking to somebody here, you still have the camera here. 
The more that you can see the face, that’s the side you want the key light on. Like, if I’m angle 
toward Mary, and the camera is on me, you’re gonna see more of this side of my face, right? Now 
you want your key here, you would not put your key here.  

S:     You don’t want the key in front of you? 
TA:  What do you mean in front of you? 
S:     I Like to see. 
TA:  You do, but it’s always angled at 45 degrees, 

 right?  
        It would never be here ((gesturing it to the students)). The key and fill are always in relation to the 

camera, not to the person. 
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S:    Oh, Okay. 
TA:  Got it? 
         … 
S:     If you wanted to like a central light on the person, you know, the spot light.= 
TA:  looks like the spot light?  
S:     Where everything around is like dark? 
TA:  You can do that too. But that’s not three-point lighting. You can do that though.  
         That’s just to create a different mood. That’s is too you just put a spot, but that’s to create  different 

[    ] you get like full of light. But that’s to create different mood which we will do later if you guys 
wanna manipulate.  

         But for now, let’s just do key light.  
         So what’s your key?  
         Call out a number.  
Ss:   76.   
TA:  76 is gonna your key.  
         You need to adjust that so that it’s angled properly toward the person. 
Ss:   And it will be [     ]. 
TA:  Six is gonna be your fill? All right. 
Ss1:  And then the back would be this [      ]? 
TA:  You can take 28, you can take 28,  

 but I would recommend switching the small fresnel to 27. It’s angled a little more. 
Ss1:  Can we have one further back, like 39? 
TA:  39, you can have 39.  
Ss1:  Is it too far? 
TA:  It’s not too far.  
        You probably have 37 as opposed to 39 because it diagonally opposite of the key,  
         but now the problem the backdrop that you guys have used, it’s gonna block the light.  
Ss1:  Can we back up, if we back everything up?  
TA:  You can back it up, but then you need to bring this closer then.  
         This is the whole thing. It’s all about adjusting. You’ll have to check and see.  
         Now you know, so decide now who is switching what, things like that.  
         All right?  
 

((TA goes to the other group.)) This group where is your, you guys have back drop? 
Ss2:  We are gonna pull that thing. 
TA:  The Chroma key?  
Ss2:  Yes. 
TA:  Okay, okay.  
Ss2:  ((giggle)). 
TA:  That’s fine. All right.  

If you have the Chroma key, you may wanna bring your subject little forward.  
So the Chroma key, I mean not lighting, you are using it as a back drop, correct?  
So if this is your subject, tell me now which is your key, which is fill, which is gonna be your 
back.  
... 
So bring your camera in front of the person, move the cable, careful, careful, move the cable. 
Chris, just come, come in front of this.  
All right, so that is your camera and this is your subject.  
What would you gonna use as your key? 

Ss:    75? 
TA:  You can use 75. This is not a little, this is 45 degree. It has to be= 
Ss2:  Oh, Okay.  
TA:   It will be ideal if it was on the batten C. all right. If you need to, you can switch lights, you can 

take off the light and switch it to 80 if you need to. Ideally if you want, you can have 80 as your 
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key.   
         What would you gonna have as your fill?  
S2:   76 
TA:  They are using 76… 
Ss2:  Oh, yeah? 
TA:  Yeah.  

Can you guys, ur, whatever group you wanna call yourselves, can you instead stick to beam that 
are just here so that they can use these beams? 
 So if you have your person there, you can even use 15 as your key.  
You guys see 15? 

Ss1:  Okay. 
TA:  Yeah, and you can switch the soft box from batten D to batten F.  

Does that make sense?  
Just that they have more light to use here as well otherwise it kind of one short. It doesn’t matter 
your key has to be here or fill is here it can be key here and fill here, doesn’t matter like I was 
telling them if the person is not subject to, not directly facing the camera, and facing away, and the 
camera is still there, you still light the according to the camera.  Whatever side of the side of the 
face is more exposed to the camera so if I’m facing here, the left side of my face is more exposed, 
so my key light will be here, I will not have key light here because if I have light here, this is gonna 
be an odd shot. You are not going to film this correctly.  
All right?  
Let’s just use for now you are facing forward.  
If you have 76 is your key, you need to have, Where is your fill gonna be?  

Ss1: 80. 
TA: 80.  
        You are gonna need to move the light that’s on the 77 to 80. 
S:    ((From Group2)) So it doesn’t matter which light? 
TA: It has to be different light. You have to have fill light and you have to have soft box, and for your 

key, you need to have, ((louder voice))  
Before you guys start moving, I want you guys to just be careful [   ].  
You may need to move camera away depending on which batten you are lowering.  
All right?  
So that’s your key, your fill, what’s gonna be your back light? 

Ss1: 105. 
TA: 105.  

Because it has to be diagonally opposite.  
        Okay? 
Ss:   Uh, huh.  
TA:  You need to angle it. It almost looks angel at this point but you need to keep checking on the top of 

the head and on the shoulder.  
All right?  
Let’s do that.  Start by lower that. You need to move the camera side. Lower the batten, use your 
wrench and…you have to lower batten C  
… 

TA:  Which batten are you lowering? 
S:     Lowering F and D.  
TA:  F and D. all right.  
        So where is F?  
Ss:    F is [    ] at the same time. 
TA:  No, no, no.  
         Let’s do one at a time.  
S:     Wait, which one are you lowering? ((Ss start to lower the batten)) 
S:     Excuse me? 
TA:  [    ]  
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TA:  Call out say you are ‘Lowering batten D’. 
Ss:   Lower Batten D. F, F.  
TA:  Lowering batten F. ((laugh)) Somebody, hold on to the roll [    ] pull it toward you. Slowly, keep 

going, ((louder voice)) slowly, slowly, keep going, keep going, keep going, keep going, keep 
going, it needs to be, keep going, stop. All right. Lock it in the space, move the ring out, lock it. 
Yeah. ((TA approaches toward the batten and check the batten)) you need a little bit of. There you 
go and lock it. All right.  Get your wrench and gloves.  

        Let me show you guys how you need to move the light, all right?  
        ((Turn to G2)) Somebody get a wrench, somebody get.  
        What are you moving? 
S:    We are moving, returning that one, face this way but we have to switch these two lights. 
TA: All right,[    ] As you see, every light has a safety cord to it.  

The first thing you’re gonna do is to take out the safety cord. Remember where you keep it because 
you need to put it back [    ]. 

        … 
 ((A technician came by and check with the TA on the studio.))   

TA:  So lift it up. As long as you sat it on the ground [    ] take it. Right now, it’s very important that 
when you fasten this back again, this knot is really tight so before you raise it up again, call me so 
I’ll check see it’s tightened up.  
Also this knot is very important to all of them because this is the one that keeps steady. A lot of 
times students forget to loosen this, because the time comes for you to adjust the angle, you need to 
loosen this first.  
See this. Let’s see for instance, you need to adjust that,  
right?  

       … 
       ((TA is helping S in G1 switch/move the lights))  
TA: Raising batten whatever! 
S G1: Raising batten D. 
TA: Louder. ((a bit louder voice)) Raising batten D. Heads up! 

... 
TA: All right,  
        here’s what I would do.  

Switch the light on.  
S:    We have to switch the light? 
TA: Don’t switch it on until nobody’s touching it,  
        all right?  
       [    ] You need to swivel it?  
S:    a little bit. 
TA: You use this knot to swivel it, all right? It’s not adjusting it? There you go. And just tighten it. You 

have to keep adjusting it because remember this is gonna go up.  
        … 
((TA goes to Group 1)) 
TA: You can patch it to 3 if you want. Maybe, patch it to 2. Clear that up, hit the button twice.  

All right?  
When you are checking to see whether the light is correct. You’ll have to look at the camera and 
with that light on the subject has to say when it’s in their eye, when they can see it. So somebody 
switch the light that you want to be your key on.  

        ((M says something to the TA)) 
TA: Turn the 15 on.  
B:    I turn that on,  
        is that Okay? 
TA: Which one?  
B:    [inaudible.] 
TA: Yeah, that’s fine. Don’t worry about it.  
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        Now, hold on, people from this group, raise the batten, so that you will focus on her, [    ] 
        E, go stand for us. E is our subject. ((laugh))  

Two people from this group, raise the batten.  
E you are gonna tell them when you can look straight to the camera,  
so look here and tell them to stop when you can see it in your eyes,  
okay?  
Now, all you have to do is look for the number that corresponds because all of these correspond to 
the dimmers to the lights out here.  
So you are turning 15 on,  
right?  
Don’t look at it. Don’t look at it.  
So we are turning 15 on.  
All right?  
Now, Kathy. Guys move your camera. Imagine I’m on the camera.  
Who is your subject?  
Somebody just stand there for a subject.  
You are gonna stand there? [     ] 
Look at me and  
can you feel, see the light in the corner of your eyes?  

S:    Yes. 
TA:  That’s good.  
         If this is where your spot is gonna be, now you know this is the height. If you’re angled right for 

your key, your key is gonna accordingly adjusting your fill.  
        All right.  

Turn fill on. 
S:     11 
TA:  ((Talking to the G1)) All right, now, right now, I can tell by this height, this needs to go up.  
         Can you see that it’s falling on the podium? 

Keep going, keep going. E look at me, look at me. E, look at me. Stop.  
Can you see it in the corner of your eye?  

I:     Mhm, mhm. 
TA: Can you fill the light?  
       Stop there. Bring your camera forward, this group. ((moving towards me))  

That’s the key.  
       … 
TA: Stop.  
        E is gonna be there.  

If E is here, can you see the key on her? ((Ss giggle))  
Accordingly, you would adjust the intensity. If the talent finds the light is too hot, you would have 
to adjust it.  
Now, try switching on your fill light. 

B:    How much do I put it? 
TA: Put it at 5.  
S:    5?  
TA: Yeah, all right?  

Your fill should be half of the intensity of your key,  
Did you do that?  

B:    Don’t look in the light. 
TA:  Don’t look in the light. 
B:    Is that okay?  
TA: It has to be half.  
        Which is your key? 
B:    Too much? 
TA: Yeah,  
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        so move your camera. About here. You need to lower the intensity of that one? If you lower the 
intensity of this, lower the intensity of your fill as well. 

B:    Okay. 
        … 
S:     I don’t know how to shot [     ]?  
TA: Well, we are not lighting, say, for instance, if we are getting it from head to toe, and we didn’t like 

the shadow and have to light to get rid of the shadow [    ] 
S:     no,  
         on the background.  
TA:  Then you have to light the background separately.  

There are different, this is just standard [     ]. I’m gonna show you how it looks like on camera.  
        in addition to the three point lighting, if you wanna have you can have what’s called a “kicker 

light”. A kicker light is people who have like, if you wanna create accent in the hair, like somebody 
have red hair or is blond or whatever or if you just wanna create a nice hair. You have a kicker. Or 
if you wanna have a kicker for somebody’s eyes. They generally light up a place low down, low 
angle, generally spot lights, they are not flood lights. They focus at the hair to illuminate hair or 
illuminate just the eyes. You also have something called background light that you would have 
separate light only for lighting up the back drop. So like TV studio for a new station and news 
backdrops they are lit separately from the person itself because they have different elements that 
need to be lit up,  

        right?  
TA:  I want you guys hang on a little bit because I wanna show you the effect of these lights on  

[     ] camera will [    ].   
But I can tell you guys have done a very good job so far.  

TA:  ((approaching to the student who is the talent in 2nd group)) Is that your spot?  
Can you feel the key light on you?  

S:    Yeah.  
TA: All right, Let me stand there for a second.  ((TA talks to the student who is the subject))  

All right, Cameras, come on! 
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Figure 6. lighting set-up by group work: BTMM 105 
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((While TA and the students wait for the camera turned on, TA talks about different effects that the 
jells create to the mood camera in relation to the lecture.))   

        … 
TA: Guys this is your color temperature orange jells. It’s kind of burned out right now. This is your  

CTO (color temperature orange). You would use, ur, daylight balance lights indoors to make it 
look tungsten, you would use these jells.  

        These are your lighting jells. There is no [    ]. 
B:    If you are outside, you would use blue? 
TA: If you are outside, you would use these lights outside,  
        you need to use blue jells because you would want these lights to give off daylight like lights. 
B:    Okay,  

but this one is like indoors? 
TA: Indoor look.  
        So if you use outdoor which are daylight balance lights inside, that it would, you would use blue 

jells for indoors.  
B:    Okay. 
TA: Got it?  

What happened was the film we saw in “City of God”. Now film is different than the video in the 
sense that in film you can’t white-balance, because there are no settings on a camera to change it to 
[         ] ((to a technician who is in charge of providing technical support in the studio)) Is it on? 

        You have it on [     ]? 
TA:  Yeah, sure.  

((The technician talked to the TA. TA talks to other people outside the studio. TA follows the 
technician and he tries to figure out what was wrong with camera. Still, he couldn’t figure out. 
When she comes back to studio, TA announces the situation to the students and suggests to the Ss 
that they talk about what they will shoot next Tuesday. She gives brief guidelines on how to start 
the first group project.)) 
… 

TA: In the meanwhile we are waiting, why don’t you guys get together and talk about what you 
        wanna shoot next Tuesday.  

… 
TA: Oh, cameras are on! Cameras are on!  

I want you guys to [   ] give me the medium close-up.  
S:    How do I do that? 
TA: Zoom in.  

((Ss are talking and the technician came in and check in with the students about camera. TA is 
thanking him.)) 

TA: All right.  
        I wanna a close-up.  
S:    How do you raise this up? 
TA: The whole thing up? 
        ((TA shows the students how to use the camera and gives instructions on how to do different close-

ups.)) 
TA: All right. Give me a close-up. Make sure you focus. Go all the way to the eyes. Go all the way into 

their eyes. Use your focusing lens to focus.  
S:     This one?  
TA:  No. This is your focusing lens. There you go.  
        Let it sharp. Zoom in more. Can you zoom in more?  
        This is how you focus.  
        Frame her up. Move up and right. All right. Keep it steady, Rashada.  

Can you see that? That’s zoom. All right?  
Pull out and frame her up.  

S:    Pull out? 
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TA: Pull out, pull out. Zoom up. Zoom up. Stop. All right. Now, hold that.  
 
        ((TA goes the other group to check on them.)) 
TA: Let me see what you guys have [    ]. Somebody go, come on! You guys are ready? Hold on. Let me 

see your shot. Zoom a little more. Pull down a little more.  
((TA leaves the studio to check on something. When TA comes back, she shows the students 
different effects that each light creates by the light-from key to fill, to back.)) 
… 

TA: All right.  
Let’s watch this. You come to your group later. Let’s watch this together.  
Who was the one who was adjusting the light up there?  Rashada?  
I want you guys to do 1,2, 3. Switch off all the lights. Hold on. Keep up only your key and switch 
off your fill and your back.  

S:      Where is the other one? That’s there.15 and 11 and?  
TA:  That’s just your key,  
        right?  
        This is your key.  
        Now  
        put your fill on and now, half the intensity. Switch it off. Switch it on. Not much of the difference. 

Raise it a little more. Sometimes you need to [     ],  
        then here’s what happens.  
        Can you see the shadow here?  
Ss:   Mhm, mhm. 
TA:  Sometimes when your angle is not spotted on and it’s difficult to spot on the angel. But depending 

on how you angle your light, the shadow would move,  
        Okay? 
S:    So we have to move back [   ]?  
TA: You probably have to move back= 
S:    15? 
TA: 15  
        a little up, angle it a little up so the shadow falls behind it,  
        but it’s good for now.  
        Now,  
        switch the backlight on.  
        Can you see the difference? 
S:    Yeah,  

it’s like circled on, or semi-circle. 
TA: Put that on again. Put that off again. Come and see. Now switch it back on. 
         Did you put it up all the way? 
S:    Yeah. 
TA: Put it halfway between your key and your fill.  
        Can you see how it’s separating the figure from the background? 
S:    Yeah. 
TA: This is your conventional 3 point lighting. 

 Can you see the difference?  
S:    Uh, huh. 
TA: Also look stand to the camera.  

Can you see this like sparkle in her eye?  
Ss:   ((Laughs))  
TA: This is what people pay good money for. This is what PD and cinematographers look for. 
S:     Oh,  
        Writing people? 
TA:  Yeah. 
         All right?  
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Now,  
let’s bring their camera.  
((TA goes out.))  

TA: Now switch off the key, ur, the fill and the back light. Keep just key on. 
S:    Switch off? 
TA: Yeah,  
       Switch off. Keep just the key on  
S:    Oh, just key on? 

 ((Some students are laughing on their talent.)) 
 ((I stand in the middle of the light by becoming a self-volunteered subject for the group 1 as   TA 
explains different effect of the light to the talent.)) 

TA: No, Keep 76 on but switch off 80. So switch off 5. Turn 5 down and keep 76 on, number 2 on. 
S:    Okay. 
TA:  Some reason the fill is not switching off completely. All right. This is with your key on.  
        With your fill, for some reason the fill is not switching on and off completely. But if you can see 

some kind of difference.  
        All right,  
        now turn your back light on, which was I think 
S:     26? 
TA:  Yeah, 26 or 25. I will just use 25.  

Turn it on. Little more.  
See that stuff?  
Switch that off.  

        Can you see the difference?  
S:     Okay. 
TA:  Switch it back on.  
S:     Um, I see. 
TA:  See the difference? 

  Come and see.  
  Which one was it?  
  25? 

S:    Urm, this one?  
        Yeah.   

 ((TA shows the effect of different lighting to the students.)) 
TA: See this. See that and see this.  
S:    Is there a reason like it’s here, you see like [   ]? 
TA: Shadows?  
S:    No,  

like [     ] around here? 
TA: It’s like different skin reflect amount of light. You find like for us, Asians, also there’s something 

called [     ] will confuse you all. Sometimes different people require different intensities of light. 
Also that’s when make-up comes into play then you have to soften it off. So it doesn’t reflect off as 
much as it does. For people who have fair skin, you definitely have less intensity of light on those 
people. All right? 

        Does it make sense? 
S:    Uh, huh. 
TA: GOOD JOB! ((TA is clapping))  

That took all of one and a half hour. 
        … 

((While students are setting up lighting as TA asked them to do, TA comes out the studio and goes 
to the control room. After knowing Chroma key is not going to work for this lesson, TA gives 
students some time to work on their first group project. One student in a wheel chair writes down 
different roles that each student can do. They are talking about American idol scenario. They 
change the name from American idol to P University idol. TA just sits and watches. Students come 
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and ask questions to TA.)) 
… 
Students are discussing on the 1st group project, assigning different jobs (director, technical 
director, floor manager, talent, sound, talents, camera, who want to write a script. One student is 
writing down the role and different jobs that each student will be assigned. TA is facilitating the 
discussion in terms of what different job requires for this.)) 
… 

TA: Let M be sound. And then C will be technical director and the director  
but I will be there to help so that in case there is any.  
So what’s the team? 

S:    We will do American idol. Two judges and then two people as talents. 
TA: So you have four people?  

Who are the four people as a talent? 
S:    Me and A and two judges. So that will be. 
S:    That will work.  

It will be 3 or 5 minutes?  
TA: You can roughly draft, decide which cameras will where, you know, you guys start deciding it now 

so that [     ]. 
Ss:  Do you guys have [     ] ?  
TA: Backdrops?  

What kind of sets do you want [    ]?  
TA: Okay, you guys have rough ideas of what the script is gonna be.  

((Ss are discussing the position each talent will sit or stand what kind of costume each talent wear. 
In what direction each talent will face the camera. While the students are talking about this, TA 
leaves the studio.)) 

S:    We don’t have to have like word for word for what we are going to be saying. It’s just like story 
board,  
right? 

TA: No, as long as you know which camera, try to have which camera on and which part and which 
point you will switch. 

S:    [     ]. 
TA: Once you start planning for that, then you know whether it’s possible to even switch between 

cameras, right? 
S:    All right. 

((Some students are keep discussing on the project based on TA’s suggestion on how to  
write a script and others are cleaning up putting back the all the equipment.  I discuss my next class 
visit with the TA.)) 

 
TA: Batten number has to be raised a little bit. Don’t turn [    ] if you turn it too much then it won’t go 

the direction you want to. So once you find the direction [     ]…batten 8 has to be raised a little bit 
guys.  
Do we also have both wrenches and both gloves?  Do we have a second set of wrench and glove? I 
have a second set of wrench?  

S:     Is it on the table? 
TA: All the way, all the way.  

Thank you. Perfect. 
If you guys want to design the graphic before hand, bring it as a photo shop, as an image.  
((Students keeps on discussing the group project, lighting set up, camera position in relation to 
each talent, etc and then maybe they ask for some advice on the lighting set up to the TA.))  
 

TA: When you have your lighting for two people, it’s a little easier because key for one person acts as 
fill for the other. Because if you have two people and if you have key on one of them and that still 
goes over into the next person,  

        right?  
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        kind of act as key for [     ]. It’s less amount of lighting but you guys still have to light for them. 
You cannot light.  

        … 
Ss:   We are done, guys! 
TA: You are done?  
        I’ll see you on Thursday.  

Note. Ss1: Students in the first group, Ss2: Students in the second group, Ss: more than one students 
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TA:   Hi, this is Eunhee. Do you wanna explain a little bit about your project?... 
         … 
TA:   Okay we will talk about lighting today.  

((TA brings the white board back to the studio to explain the lighting. Students grab their backpack 
and take out a notebook and a pen to write on.)) 

TA:  Does anybody know what 3-point lighting is? 
S:     Back light and fill light. 
TA:  We have back light and fill light. 
         Anyone know the third one? 
S:     Key light. 
TA:  Key light.  
TA:  You guys know what the key lights are? 
S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  Yeah, they will all end up being in the same subject, but the key light is the main one. 

((TA draws a picture on the board.)) 
TA:  This is the subject. Where will I put the key light?  
S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  We will put it slightly to the side. We can actually do [    ] ((draws a picture on the board)) supposed 

to be this is the line between our subject and the camera should be about 30 degree off to the side.  
TA:  Does anyone know why we would put it to the side instead of main front? 
         ((TA pauses for a couple of second.)) 
TA:  If we light someone straight from the front, we remove all the shadows. They were really flat. We 

can’t really see their features very well. So if you give it to the side, you get a little bit of shadow 
that helps [     ].   

TA:  The key light is generally spot light. It’s gonna be the brightest light. It’s gonna be on the subject’s 
main light. So we would always set up the key light first. 
How about the fill light? What do you think fill light does? 

S:     [inaudible]  
TA:  Yeah.  

So with the fill light, because the key light is pretty bright. The key light will throw some shadows 
this way, right? ((drawing a figure on the board)) and even though we light those shadows on the 
face to show the features, sometimes the shadow will really be [    ]. So fill light would fill in some 
of those shadows. It’s not gonna be as brightest as the key light but it would just like, to make sure 
we get some detail on the other side of the face.  

… 
TA:  How about if you have two people? ((TA draws pictures of two people.)) We got two people [     ] 

We have 6-foot lighting [     ] people. 
S:     We use different key lights [     ]. 
TA:  Yeah,  

what we would do actually is ‘cause this key light is gonna be here,  
         right?  
         ((pointing at the picture on the board)) This key light is kind of here. So the extra light from the key 

will function as the fill light for two people. And then they should get their back light. The back light 
is kind of specific, you know, on the hair [     ] 
How about if your subject is moving? Any ideas? 

S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  It’s three camera sitcoms also so it’s similar to [     ]. Even if there’s one camera and you are moving 

from here to here, there still needs to be lighting set-up so that it doesn’t look like he is moving from 
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full of light to full of light. So what they do is they set up key light, ur, that would kind of be the 
same type of angle, you know, so he is over here and key light over. And then he is moving here. 
They would set up key lights throughout that would light him at the same kind of angle and then he 
kind of walks from key to key, but because there are so many key lights he would be evenly lit 
throughout the movement.  
So if you guys are gonna use subjects in your final group project here that are gonna be moving 
around, one of the things that we are gonna be looking at is ‘Okay, are they lit evenly throughout 
their [     ] in the studio?’ 

S:     [       ] key light xxx to be there movement, like how [    ]? 
TA:  I think it’s pretty intuitive because there is no standard space really and there is no standard 
movement.  
If Randy is over here moves from there to the door, we wanna make sure that there are key lights set 
up so that he is not walking through dark in light. And it would be done like what you guys did with 
the rehearsal [     ] run-through. You would test their walk and then test the light again and again so 
you have it, until when the director will look through [    ] say [     ]. This we have in the piece of 
paper without [     ] on it. This is called ‘lighting spot.’  
It would be helpful for you guys in your final project also. You know the ways where your subject is 
gonna be and whether they are gonna move and how they are gonna move, you make a lighting spot. 
We have a ton of lights in here. So you can kind of, you know, figure out and design the lighting 
spot in your mind and then come in here and set up the lights accordingly, so you would set up, you 
know, identify which light is the key, which light is the fill, which light is the back light, have your 
subjects and have the camera in there and from above so that anyone can hand it to somebody and 
have them look at it.  
Okay.  

TA:   Do you have any questions about three point lighting?  
         … 
TA:  So you guys ready to check this stuff out? 
S:     [      ] light? Are we gonna, we have to lower the [     ]? 
TA:  Okay, that’s really a good question.  

In studio we don’t really have the options to lower the batten, interrupting cameras and all of the 
stuff. We would just have it, and we generally wanna keep the batten a little bit above that rail, ur, 
little bit above the rail. So it is gonna have to be higher than camera height. But if you guys are 
doing lighting on your own in the field, then you have a lot more control over the height of the light 
than you wanna do it about camera level.  

TA:  Any other questions before we will do a little bit of lighting studio tour and you guys will test it out?  
Ss:    [Silence] 
TA:  Do it.  

All right! 
((TA and the students move together to the lights hanging on the ceiling in the studio. TA moves the 
board.)) 

TA:  Let’s [    ] all those up.  
There’s a bunch of different lights here,  
Let’s starts with [    ].  
These lights are called ‘Fresnel.’  

… 
TA:  ‘Fresnel.’ I’ll spell it for you on this little board in a minute. it’s French, so it doesn’t sound like [    ] 

Ur, fresnel is, it’s a spot light. There’s an option on the side to make it spot [    ] or flood a little 
more, either way, called fresnel because the lens is a special kind of lens[    ]  
So what kind of lighting people will use that for? 

S:     Key.  
TA:  Yep, key.  

Really bright, the big light. Use this barn door on the side so you can choose to use them or not. But 
if you wanna direct your lighting a little bit more or, you know, if you are lighting [    ] here. There’s 
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like something that’s way too bright over here, you close the barn door a little bit with different 
light…really focusing on the stuff,  
Okay?  
((TA is pointing a particular light)) What about this light?  
This light is called the scoop light. These lights are really the cues [      ] you can see the lights are a 
little bit down in whole apparatus. It [    ] talks about white. It gives really huge, not very focus 
lighting. If you wanna light like a pretty bright area, not anything specific lit, you know, lit very 
well.   
How about for the sequence lighting [     ]? 

S:     Fill 
TA:  Yep,  

it wouldn’t totally rule out the shadows you have from the key, but it kind of a little bit more [    ] we 
have these little small scoop light. If that one is too big or bright, then you would work with the 
smaller one.  
The same with these ones here. These are smaller fresnels. They are pretty intense in term of the 
direction of lighting, but they are just less comfortable using it. We have one other kind of light. The 
point of light, [    ] spot lighting. You can kind of work with [    ] you can work with two direct 
lights.  
Any questions about the types of lights in here?  

F:     Are they really [     ] ? 
TA:  I think that we have that. Yeah [    ] You mean adult for something like this fresnel, you can see [     ] 

pick up the side of the front of the light.  
F:     [      ] piece of [     ] ? 
TA:  Yeah, I think we have some here. So I’ll show you[     ]  

Ur, any other questions? 
A:     If you want to change [      ] directly onto camera. 
TA:  We are gonna haul [       ] these lights down. Changing around all that stuff. 
… 
TA:  The scoop, you want to use a little bit of spot. Really trying to get like [      ] hair, maybe shoulder 

without blowing out a lot of without conscribing outside of what you are [     ] so that a little [    ] 
light are [     ] or the smaller fresnel. Any other questions?  

 
((TA moves to other parts of equipment that deals with light. Ss move with the TA and follows TA. 
TA gives some instructions on the equipments: lighting switch, patch, batten, etc.)) 

TA:  Light board. We went over a little bit [    ] we wanna change a light. We wanna switch it to this light 
set up. We hit patch. What this tell you is which light is connected to this. We have more [    ] here. 
We have dimmer. You could set up like, if we want it [    ] through, we can dimmer 13. the screen 
it’s not gonna come up here. We’ll start, ur, then all of a sudden. We patched it through 13. If you 
are doing something.  

        All right.  
The final thing we need to know before we start is how we lower this thing. We come over here all 
of these to lower the batten [    ] we wanna make sure [     ] so they should not just like randomly 
drop, should not.  
Just be sure we wanna make sure that if you are gonna lower batten that everything is clear.  
So you would yell like ‘lowering batten= 

F:     B 
TA:  Batten B.’ and then you would want somebody out there to kind of check and make sure that nobody 

is out there and yell ‘clear’ so that you know when to lower it you’re not gonna hurt anybody and 
every is aware what’s happening and nobody is like ‘oh my I left my [     ] over there’, run under 
your lowering batten [     ] ((Ss laugh)) not a scary [     ].  
This one says do not use. So we do not wanna use E. They are labeled down here [    ] 

S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  Oh, Okay. Cool.  
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So let’s use B.  Okay if I wanna lower B, first thing [    ] lowering batten B, lowering batten B ((TA 
demonstrates students how to lower one of the battens, making a squeaky noise.)) until it’s about the 
height that somebody can work on the light….  
 
((TA pointing what’s in her equipment basket)) We have ranches and we have gloves.  
Okay,  
so if you wanted to use gloves, it’s hot. You only start to use barn door stuffs like that.  
They are able to rent us exactly two globes, so you’re gonna have to share for today.  
If you have your own gloves and you are doing lighting, bring them. Otherwise, [    ] Okay, if you 
wanna move these guys over or turn it, whatever you use ranches, you can [     ]  
There is a couple of different screw [     ]  
so to move it over, you would change that screw, unscrew there. Make sure you are holding on to 
light [    ] it’s all these safety [    ]  
You don’t want to depend on your safety for that, you could unscrew that, move the light over, shift 
it if you want to, ur, you could turn it, unscrew the little [     ] around the side here, be able to turn the 
light the direction that you want and, ur, it’s always effective to raise it when lowering the battens, 
because when the light is down here [     ], you can’t totally see… point this direction or the subject, 
raising up and then rower down, shift it a little bit.  
Okay, any questions about the light?   

S:     [inaudible] 
TA:  Yeah, so, that’s the thing.  

You would, you could use, ur, spot, ur, the key and the fill on the same bat [      ] you could, ur, 
especially somebody is close to it because then you kind of get that angle. If [    ] further away from 
the light, you may want to use the next batten over. If the light seems too bright, you don’t want to 
dim it too much, you might want to use the further back batten for the fill light. The back light, you 
would use the batten right over there. 

R:     and we are turning these all the way around? like if you wanted to use one of these at the back light 
but like facing this way? 

TA:  Yep. [      ] 
S:     ((counting number of the students in the studio)) one, two, three, four, five …  
TA:  Okay, because it’s two groups of five and [    ] and whoever, you guys are [    ]. 

Let’s set you up kind of in this corner over here and you can take a camera and pull it over and start 
to do loading set-up. You will pull the background aver and have a cue where [   ].  
Okay? 
((Students are working as a team to set up the lighting. They were shouting to raise the batten B.)) 

S:     Raising batten B! 
TA:  Can somebody pull the curtain around so that you guys have background too or you guys are [    ]?  

… 
TA:  Make sure when you are backing up the camera, about the cord, you may want to have somebody 

wrap the cord for you as you walk, get yourself a wrangler it’s called ((laughs)) 
… 

S1:    Alisha, what did you say, how far the fill and the key can be? 
S2:    It’s gonna be equally apart,  
         right? 
TA:  Yeah,  
         if your key light is 30 degrees and your fill should be about [     ]. 
S1:    So if we use even [     ] the one on the end and this key? 

… 
S2:    So the background and the subject have to be lighted separately? 
TA:   Yeah,  

 but we are gonna focus on lighting the subject for this exercise. 
S2:    Okay. Okay. 
S1:    specific size of the key light always has to be [    ]? 
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TA:   No, it will depend on, like if you are doing interview where the person is interviewing, it’s kind of  
looking to the right of the camera [    ] You probably want the fill to be on like the = 

S2:   Face on the camera and the shadows… I got it. 
        … 
S3:   I printed this out. Can you make sure I have the right stuff? 
TA:  Yeah, you won’t need you XLR mini because you have the vitch-tech. Since you have it out, can 

you have it out and then maybe you can try the vitch-tech and if you are not comfortable using that, 
then you can go back to just using xxx and you can kind of play around with it. That’s fine. 

S3:   But I’ve got everything, the right stuff, right? 
TA:  You have the right stuff. Yeah.  
S3:   Okay. Thank you. 
TA:  Good luck. 
S2:   We have two back lights now we need spot light, the key light and fill light. How far does it measure 

[    ] ?  Does it matter how many rows [     ]?  
TA:  Urm, that’s something that you are gonna have to kind of see because when you are doing lighting, 

you don’t really, ‘okay it’s gonna be measured by,’ ‘Okay, how does that look?’  
So I would test the key. You actually wanna use your key first.  
Test your key to make sure it’s good.  
As long as you key is good then, everything else will work around that.= 

S2:    Okay.   
TA:  Test your key and see if you like it, see if it’s too bright or not bright enough or whatever, and then 

pick where your fill and your back light is.  
A:     Okay. Thanks. 

((A student came up to the TA and asks advice from the TA equipment loan. TA gives detailed 
information on equipment loan office hours and check-out method. Another student asks the TA 
about the possible check-out date and the return date and TA gives advice on this.)) 
… 
((TA shows some students how to patch the light. Somehow the lighting doesn’t patch it well and 
the TA and the students tackle with it for a while.)) 
… 

S2:    Striking! 
((TA turns to the lighting set-up.))  

TA:  Yeah,  
((Loud voice)) If you turn on the light that’s really bright and people are not aware of it, you should 
make them by yelling “striking” so that you don’t blind somebody.  
((Students keep discussing lighting set-up.))  

S1:    Can you turn on 48? Can you bring up [     ]? 
S2:    Do I want the key light 39 all the way up to the top?   
TA:   You may want to start all the way and then see if it’s right or that’s too bright. 

((Students working on the light are raising the batten and working on the lighting set-up diligently. 
TA and the students are still trying to figure out what was wrong with the lighting patch.)) 

TA:  Would that work? 
S4:    No, that will patch 3 unless our light just doesn’t work. 
TA:   That might be the case. 
S4:    How do you say like clear, patch 3?  
TA:   You would just reassign it.  
S4:    Okay.  

Let’s try, ur, ((turning to other students)) try 161. 
((Fraser checks with other Ss to see whether 161 is all right.)) 

S2:    161 is one. 
S4:    All right. We will just use that. 
S2:    We put 48 up and it’s not on. 
TA:  Okay. Let’s see here.  
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         48 should be assigned to patch 48? 
S2:   Uh, huh. 
TA:  And it’s not turning on?  
S2:   No.  
TA:  Okay.  

It could be one of the two things. It could be there is something wrong with the light or there is 
something wrong with the patch.  
So try to re-patch it and if that doesn’t work then you are gonna have to pick.  

S1:   49. We [    ] it over because nothing is in the 48 spot and we have it under the 48. 
S2:   Okay. Striking! 
TA:  That would be easy. ((laugh)) 
S2:   Yeah. 
S4:   We need to now clear 161, patch 3 because we just have to someone else’s 
TA:  Someone else’s light? 
S4:   No, no, no, we have a light that we wanted to change so we just need to clear one patch. 
TA:  Okay.  

I would reassign it so we are clearing patch 3.  
S4:   We just wanted to clear 161 and 170 and patch 3. 
TA:  180, you wanted to leave [     ]? 
S4:   Yeah. 180 we want to leave. 
TA:  161. See if this works and 170 clear doesn’t [    ].  
S4:    it’s just [    ].  
TA:  Usually what I would do is just patch. So we are clearing patch 3. Actually maybe we can clear. We 

are clearing before.  
 

((Randy approaches to TA and asks about white line (safety line) in the camera.)) 
S3:    When we recording, nothing gets recorded above that line?  
TA:   Yeah, it’s safety line.  

It depends on. Like if it ends up on different televisions, like even if you look in the control booth, 
you will see some of the screens will be, will cut off what’s outside the safety line and some of them 
won’t so because there is like so many different ways that screens interpreted the information that’s 
getting sent to them, you just wanted to make sure you use the safety lines, for like the rule of the 
third and to make sure that nothing is out [     ]. 

S3:   So basically just keep it inside lines for our next group project or something.  
TA:  Yeah. 
… 
TA:  ((a loud voice)). So we got about 20 minutes to get your 3-point lighting.  
S5:    All right. Lower that. (Ss are lowering the batten.)) 

((Alisha approaches to the TA.)) 
S2:   Do you see that, the shadow that’s behind Mary? Is it because there is no back light on? Or? 
TA:  Yeah. So what you would do, like her shadow on the background? 
S2:   Yeah, right. 
TA:  It’s pretty good.  
         Let’s take a look in the camera.  

So wide shot that would be too bright. But if you did close up or something, then you could go ahead 
and [    ] shadow out.   

S2:   Yeah. 
TA:  Ur, that’s not actually bad because there is not like shadow right behind her. But if you [     ] 
S2:   So do we want to change the back light or the key light to get rid of the shadows? 
TA:  Urm, so you would probably,  

well, let’s take a look.  
It’s really bright right now. For like, you know, for dating show, for example, would be nice bright 
lighting.  
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You might want to dim the key light a little bit.  
S2:   ((soft the voice)) Dim the key light.  
TA:  another way to do it you could raise the key light more, and the shadow would fall down,=  
S2:   Yeah, Okay.  
TA:  which is why you want the key light [    ].  
S2:    I see. Okay. ‘cause if it’s dead on, I wouldn’t have the shadow at all.   
 
… 
S6:    I do have a dance class tomorrow.  
TA:   Let’s see it.  
S6:    I have a dance class. That’s awesome. 
S2:    Is it like ballroom? Oh, it’s not ballroom. 
S6:    Entry to dance.  

((Students are talking about Ed’s dance class and laugh.)) 
… 
 

S4:    How do we look? We got everything 2 to 1 
TA:   Pretty good.  
S4:    [      ] can you suggest anything? 
S2:    [      ]? 
TA:  Depending on what your shot is, we can zoom in a little bit.  

 ((TA zooms in the camera and shows the students))  
TA:  Let’s see if we zoom in. the more,  

this is how we zoom in,  
right?  
Look at the sparkle in her eyes.  
Where’s that sparkle in her eyes? Yeah. ((laugh)) 

S2:   Sparkle in her eyes. 
TA:  We want the sparkle in her eyes. If you are doing like a wide shot, I mean that shot is pretty good 

‘cause you are probably using medium or close-up, then you don’t have to do [      ]. You don’t have 
to shot at all.  
If you are doing a wide shot, you would try to light the background or do something with the 
background to kind of make the shadow fall away.  
But that looks pretty good.  

S2:   What’s the one on the top head [     ], like the background? 
TA:  It might be a little bit bright. It looks like she’s got some snow on her head or something. 
S4:   Uh, yeah.  

You can bring it down. It doesn’t have to be perfect. Like if you feel like [    ] it’s not. 
TA:  Yeah, yeah, exactly.  

If you raise a little bit. Yeah, just like a little bit,  
so it’s got this line, so you’ve got this nice shoulder separation there from the background. 

Ss:   [     ] It look pretty [     ]. 
TA:  So your key is on the right and your fill is on the left? 
Ss:   Yeah. Our key is right and fill is left. 
TA:  Yeah, it might be a little bit.  
         You might want to fill in on her left a LITTLE bit more.  
         … 
TA:  Yeah, it’s a lot of playing around with background and balancing the lights.  

Looks good guys, easy,  
right?  
… 

S4:   Once everyone [    ] can you let me know how you use light board [     ] so we don’t pop on [    ]. 
TA:  Yeah, I’ll ask Rick about it so that shouldn’t happen.  
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Cool. That looks really good. Good job guys!  
 

((TA moves to the second group.)) 
TA:   Let’s see how these guys are doing. 

((Randy and Alisha go to the other group with the TA.)) 
S2:    So we should see Mary. 
S3:    Yeah, Mary, Mary, looks like a cherry. What makes you a party girl? ((Joking)) 

((Alisha laughs.)) 
TA:   Mary, move to the left a little bit.  
S3:    I love Maria, Maria, Where my rosemary goes…  

((Randy is singing and humming. And other students are laughing on his singing.)) 
TA:   ((operating the camera.)) Okay. I’m gonna go up a little more ‘cause right now her head is cut off. 

Yeah, with glasses, you always gonna have to cope with glasses shadow.  
         Yeah, let’s take’em off.  
S2:    Your eyes are so beautiful. ((laugh)) 
TA:   Yeah, so can you tilt up a little bit more and then, zoom out a little?  

Yeah, her hair light is really nice.  
S1:    Yeah,  
S2:    Ya! like Pantene shine! 

Is it from the back light? 
TA:  That’s the whole Pantene. All you need is like back lighting. All the time, you look like Pantene. 

((TA is joking with the students. Students are laughing with TA.)) 
S5:    Computer generated. That hair is not real and it’s always like…  
TA:   Right. It’s like every shampoo is gloat in it. Like Mary’s hair for example.  
S2:    Are you in a Pantene commercial? 
TA:   Okay,  

that’s pretty good.  
We are not dealing with too much shadow. Of course, she is wearing dark clothes also. We don’t get 
a lot of the shadow in her face or you see a little bit of shadows under her clothes and. 

S2:   I see it her clothes and her neck. But would that if we have the light comes, if you say the fill is 
lower then? 

TA:  If the fill is lower, then it would block out a lot of that stuff. 
S2:   So I should make the fill lower then?  
S6:   No, no,  
         then we can’t… 
TA:  If you can make fill physically lower.  
S2:   Oh, physically lower. 
TA:  But that’s something we always have to cope with in this kind of setting.  
S2:   I keep looking in the back. 
TA:  Yeah, it’s bright light….  
        ((Ss are chatting and joking in the middle of the lighting set-up.))  
TA:  All right. Okay.  

Good job guys. 
       … 
S2:   So if I wanted to patch like 98 to 2. I would hit 98 patch 2 or is it 2 patch 98? 
TA:  98 at patch at 2 and then the little star.  
S2:   Okay.  
 
S7:   Can I get like mini-DV tape [    ] ? 
TA:  You can get it at Rite Aid.  
         Is it too expensive? 
S7:   I have no idea. 
TA:  I think it’s 7 bucks or something at ‘Rite Aide.’  
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         Did anybody buy their mini-DV tape yet? Alisha, where did you have your mini-DV?  
S2:   Ur, my girl friend has it. I know [    ] 
S5:    I got mine already. 
         

((One student gives tip on how purchase the tape at the film office. TA gives suggestion. A student 
asks the TA how to use the camera. He told the TA that he missed it because of the snow day)) 

TA:  If you have a minute now, we can go and take a look at the camera really quick? 
S2:   I have ur, this is[    ] ((showing her mini-DV)) I don’t know if you want me to submit now or wait till 

next week. ((She is asking about her in-camera edit project.)) 
TA:  Actually I would say wait until next week.  

((TA gives safety instruction on how to submit the tape, putting the name and close the tap so that it 
will not recorded over.)) 
 ((Ed discuss his film with the TA.)) 

TA: Yeah, I’m not gonna judge you like that. 
S6:   I was just wondering that would be FCC standard.  
        ((Students are laughing.)) 

((Students are talking about legal issue about drinking, under age. TA jokes with students about 
legalism, drinking. Randy is checking with TA about the timing of the tape and discussing his film 
recording with the TA. TA gives information about what will be graded in the project: white 
balance, color temperature. Students say bye to the TA and leave the room.)) 
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