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“how to improve” 

“how to be more effective”

“allow me to

 develop 
my teaching 

abilities” 

“enhance my performance to enhance the 
students’

 experience”

“better teaching
 skills for an academic 

role beyond my PG 
studies”

“I want to get the

 hang of it 
before getting 

feedback”

“feeling 
uncomfortable
 being criticised” 

“feeling it’s

 not necessary”

 “It has made me 
think more carefully

 about how I engage 
with students” 

 affirmation

“direct positive 
impact on my

 role as a GTA and
 PhD student”
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 “it was nice to 

be affirmed by a
 colleague that they 
thought I was doing 

well” 

“made me 

more relaxed 
during the 

coming labs 
& tutorials”

“confirmation that 
I was doing the

 right things”
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“gained 

confidence 
in how I 
teach”

“encouraged me to
 keep on doing my work

 as I felt valued and I could
 see direct results”

“helped me a lot with 
the oral presentations and 
with thinking about multiple 

ways I can express an 
idea to someone” 

Natalie Marr

   Dr Hannah Mathers

Allan Hollinsworth
Structural Geology PhD Student and Tutor

Pamela Rattigan
Volcanology PhD Researcher & Course Tutor

I’ve been teaching in GES at Glasgow since 2008 when I started out at as a 
Geography GTA alongside my PhD research. Over the last 11 years my 
role has evolved from GTA status, through fractional teaching assistant, to 
appointment as a TLS track lecturer. My role has by necessity, and often by 
choice, included a large component of GTA management, support and 
development. Having personally experienced the impact of poor 
management and support, and the undervaluing of teaching, I have been 
passionate about changing the landscape for the next generation of GTAs.

An observation-based discussion with a colleague, from a different 
college at Glasgow, was the starting point for a slow transformation in my 
teaching away from transmission towards collaboration – ultimately a 
more comfortable teaching style that I feel excited about developing 
further. I still take any opportunity to observe another colleague teaching 
- a practice I find endlessly fruitful and interesting. Having found the 
viewpoints of observer and observed highly beneficial in my own teaching 
practice, I have promoted all variants of feedback and observation across 
our GTA community.

Creating a community of practice with opportunities for discussion and 
development has been key in GES.  Teaching meetings allow for reflection, 
as well as planning, and have been a shoe in to integrating teaching 
observations as a supportive developmental practice. With new GTA 
teaching opportunities opening up across our GES degree programmes, 
an emphasis on reflective practice grounded in observation has been a 
unifying strand, creating parity of opportunity and support across 
disparate disciplines.

Teaching Perspectives:

Our Stories

My interests in teaching were stimulated as an undergraduate, where I 
would co-teach with friends informally as part of student-led study 
groups. I discovered I was effective at explaining concepts and 
terminology enthusiastically and seized the opportunity to work as a lab 
demonstrator.

As a PhD student, I continued in my demonstrator role, covering a variety 
of subjects and student levels, and extended my experience to field 
teaching. This helped me maintain a diverse understanding of my subject 
within a “pigeon holed” PhD project. I also took the opportunity to give 
feedback to students from marking essays, and received constructive 
feedback on my marking and feedback methods. My most recent teaching 
opportunities were tutoring first and second year undergraduates in 
small groups as a tutor, and large groups as a lab leader. During this period 
of employment, I attained associate fellowship with RET, an HEA-
recognised qualification that recognises excellence in teaching 
qualification.

Engaging with feedback and reflective practice, is crucial for my 
development, and I have requested and received teaching observations 
from my line manager to be the best educator I can be to my students.

Post-observations meetings were carried out informally over coffee.  This 
comfortable, social environment allowed for direct discussion of both my 
teaching effectiveness, and methods and areas for improvement, 
additionally allowing for more nebulous discussions surrounding teaching, 
strategic curriculum development, and careers. Furthermore, they 
facilitated substantial improvements in my engagement with feedback and 
reflective practice. 

Over the last four years I have been a GTA in various roles across the 
School of Geographical and Earth Sciences, and more recently working as 
Geology Course Tutor and Representative for the Centre of Open 
Studies at the University of Glasgow, responsible for developing and 
delivering day events and credit-bearing courses to a diverse cohort of 
students,  alongside my PhD research.

Having transitioned from a primarily support-based role, as a 
Demonstrator or a Tutor, working alongside a more senior member of 
staff, to creating and leading my own classes and field trips has been a 
monumental learning curve, both personally and in a teaching capacity.  In 
order to strengthen and support my teaching, I regularly attend LEADS 
CPD training and workshops, and last year I enrolled in the Developing as 
a Teacher course and was awarded Associate Fellowship of RET. These 
have been incredibly helpful with providing ideas and creating solutions 
when faced with difficulties and has made navigating the literature around 
pedagogies a less daunting task.

For me, having access to supportive mentors and obtaining continuous 
feedback from staff, students and peers has been at the core of my 
development as a teacher, in both formal and informal capacities. Making 
time to self-reflect and to absorb and implement feedback has been crucial 
in (working towards) overcoming self-doubt and inspiring confidence in 
myself and my teaching practice. I factor in time at the end of my lessons to 
collect feedback from students, usually on a post-it note, and this allows 
me to get an idea of what worked well and where improvements could be 
made. This also allows the students to reflect on their learning and allows 
me to adapt and tailor my teaching style to each group.

I have been teaching at GES for three years as a Demonstrator and 
Tutor alongside my PhD research, supporting students in Level 1 and 
Level 2 Human Geography. Though I have experience of running short 
courses for young people, my training was in the arts. So it's been a bit of 
a steep learning curve to transition to a completely different discipline!  
As with any new experience, it's important to feel supported and to be 
among friends and colleagues who are navigating the same terrain.

The RET programme appealed because it provided a dedicated space 
for peer support and reflection. I partnered up with a GTA from 
another department to swap teaching observations. I was pretty 
nervous at the thought of being observed, but instead found that the 
presence of a supportive peer encouraged me to push through any 
challenges I experienced and really engage in those moments, helping 
me to get out of my head and be present. This led to some very 
immediate discoveries within my teaching practice.  For example, when 
fielding discussion points, I pushed myself to walk out into the class 
rather than 'anchor' myself by the front desk.  An initial feeling of 
vulnerability was soon replaced by a more rewarding feeling when I 
sensed a tangible shift in students' attention and engagement. Peer 
feedback has been really meaningful to my teaching practice in helping 
me to stay curious within the role and to enjoy the process. I am less 
concerned now about my 'performance' and more interested in how I 
participate in a learning community.  Teaching is feeling less of a lonely 
pursuit for me now and more like a conversation.
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Ÿ Occupy roles with greater responsibility teaching 
students as tutors, lab-leaders, or lecturers

Ÿ GTAs with substantial skill and/ or teaching-based 
experience

Ÿ Assume a diversity of roles within an academic 
year

Ÿ Comfortable requesting feedback through TOs 
and from students, and peers in regular teaching 
meetings

Ÿ Gain confidence from affirmative 
feedback in informal TO feedback 

sessions.

Ÿ  Engage in reflective 
practice, and develop their 

skills from feedback and 
feed-forward

Ÿ Heavily invested in 
dept’s valuation of 

GTAs, and 
contribute to 

developing 
curriculum   

4. GTA Development Narratives

Geography/Arts PhD Student and Tutor

5. Conclusions: Suggestions for good practice in GTA development

Ÿ Demonstrator or assistant demonstrator

Ÿ Teaches a variety of subjects at many levels

Ÿ May receive informal feedback from lab 
leader

Ÿ Are unaware of TOs or feel they are 
unnecessary at this stage

Ÿ Benefit from reassurance but wary of critique

Ÿ Less likely to engage with broader community 
through reflective practice

Ÿ Demonstrators and tutors

Ÿ Diverse teachers who cover a range of subjects 

Ÿ More likely to request feedback on more 
independent roles, such as tutoring small groups

Ÿ Tend to want more experience before 
requesting TO or feedback

Ÿ Those who receive and engage with feedback 
gain confidence and perceive development

Ÿ More likely to engage with reflective practice at 
an individual level rather than teaching 
community level

GTAs (n= ~40) play a central role in the School in the delivery, and often design, of undergraduate teaching, particularly 1st and 2nd year. GTAs are particularly valued, by staff and students, as 1) near-peer 
teachers who are well-placed to support the transition of students into Higher Education and 2) active and enthusiastic researchers who really ‘sell’ their discipline.

Geography has a long-standing model of GTA development - a supported evolution of roles; and the School has recently expanded this model to provide parity of opportunities for GTAs in Earth Science. 
Teaching meetings and staff-student partnership have provided the foundations of GTA support and, in the last five years, staff have facilitated an increased uptake in teaching observations and teaching 
accreditation for GTAs.

With the increased levels of responsibility imposed by the professionalisation of GTA roles, it is imperative that GTAs are appropriately trained and supported to feel confident and respected as teachers. 
Discipline-specific support can be effectively delivered through tailored feedback and opportunities to experience ‘teaching apprenticeship’ through teaching observation.

We present early reflections on the role of feedback and teaching observations (TOs) in GTA development in the School of Geographical and Earth Sciences (GES) at the 
University of Glasgow. Data was gathered through a ten question anonymous online survey, designed by, and open to current GES GTAs. Our analysis sheds light on GTA 
perceptions, uptake and valuing of feedback and provides suggestions for best practice in implementing teaching observations for GTA and curriculum development.

1. Introduction 

2. GTA uptake of feedback opportunities

I wasn’t aware if an observation 

was available for the assistant

 demonstrator role. I th
ink there 

might be more benefit getting

 feedback once in a role with 

more responsibility.

First year as a GTA, wanted to get
the hang of it before asking.

Feeling it wasn’t necessary, and
feeling uncomfortable being

criticised.

Not felt that it mattered in mydemonstrator role and wanted to wait until I have a tutor/ lab role

58.3%
say they have
not received
feedbackin their
role as a GTA

8.3%
received feedback 
from their students8.3%

received feedback 
via a TO from a peer
external to
GES

25%
have received 
feedback via a TO
from GES staff member

3. Feedback: GTA 

perceptions & reflections
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Ÿ Feedback should include feed-forward, supporting long term professional development.

Ÿ Specific feedback gives GTAs  something tangible to work on, and builds self-esteem by acknowledging what’s working well.

Ÿ When feedback is imposed from the outside, GTAs can feel scrutinised and confidence is knocked.

Ÿ When GTAs direct the feedback process, it supports self-reflection and encourages ownership.

Ÿ When colleagues make time to give feedback, GTAs feel ‘seen’ as a values member of the teaching community.

Ÿ Feedback should allow feed-in: provide opportunities for GTAs to take an active role in design as well as delivery.

Ÿ Peer feedback and teaching observations foster a more reflective teaching community and make space for diverse modes 
of teaching and learning.

Observing others is as valuable, if not more valuable, in GTA development, particularly for ‘hatchling’ and ‘fledgling’ GTAs.
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