
Welcome to PSU’s Biology 
Department!

Perspectives on teaching, research, 
and grad school success

Fall 2016

Lindsay Holden - Brown Lab
Adrienne Godschalx - Ballhorn Lab



What will your grad 
career look like?



Squirrel tape 
dispenser

Robin

GRFP 
rejected

Edits 
:/

Defense!

Set 
aside 
writing 
time

Follow 
one N

Gas tanks 
in the 
field? 
Great 
idea.

Teaching
!

Post Doc 
emails

“I recommend 
you try to not 
come home with 
nothing”...

BIO

Adrienne’s Timeline

DDIG

Nature 
paper 
rejected

GROW

Teaching
!

Teaching
!

1                  2                         3                         4                         5

...

Salsa 
lessons



DOD SMART 
fellow!

Monkeys 
are cool, 
but I want 
more!

Edits 
:/

Defense!
Loop of 
Henle

Teaching
!

must. 
publish.

Hug #2!

BIO + 
Leadership 
Fellow

Lindsay’s Timeline

Army Public 
Health 
Center intern

Gah! Wrong 
chemical!

Teaching
!

1st year 
rotations

My gripe 
with SNPs

C
om

ps

Pr
op

os
al

 d
ef

en
se

B’more

1                         2                         3                         4                         5
...



I should 
go to 
grad 
school...

Funding!

Publication!

Edits 
:/

Defense!

Classes

Comps
Proposal 
Defense

Teaching
!

Publication!

Hmm.. that did 
not work...BIOBKL

Conference

Conference

Year 1



I should 
go to 
grad 
school...

Bi 598 
Research 
Prospectus

Bi 599
Grant Writing

Study 
for 
Comps

Orientation 
(Today!)

GRFP 
Deadline: 
Oct. 24th

Teaching
!

Schedule 
Writing Time

Talk to BIO 
Officers 
about 
positions

Bi 5##
Ethics

Trivia

Lab 
Notebook

Your first year



Teaching Part 1: 
TA preparedness



What is a TAship?
#1: It’s your job #2: It pays for your school (mostly)

0.33 FTE 0.49 FTE



Your weekly duties will include...
1. Lab meetings (3 hours)
2. Two lab sections (3 hours each)
3. Personal prep (2-4 hours)

a. read and understand the material
b. quiz design

Your termly duties will include...
1. Lead TA for 2 labs

a. Set up and break down lab
b. Present and run the lab at TA meeting

2. Proctor 2-3 exams



Additionally...
Different classes have their own extra duties

Principles AnP

6-8 hours grading 2 hours grading

introduce lab to lecture 
class (when lead TA)

3 hours dissecting 

office hours 2 hours open lab



Be professional

➔ Portland State University is your employer. This is a JOB.
➔ Dress casual/nice and appropriately for working in a lab
➔ Being late is NOT an option
➔ Take grading seriously and prepare for class
➔ Answer e-mails promptly



Communication

➔ Use your pdx.edu e-mail
➔ 24-hour rule & confirm receipt
➔ D2L (Desire 2 Learn) for grades, ppts, announcements

◆ d2l.pdx.edu
➔ check with fellow TAs and lecture prof about D2L usage

When undergrads e-mail me hours before an exam
#whatshouldwecallgradschool

https://d2l.pdx.edu/


TA Dynamics
At your weekly TA meetings:

● Be helpful. Create a positive community.
● Follow the ¾ rule: only share if what you have to 

say applies to ¾ of the room.
● Come prepared and be efficient with your time



weekly TA meetings
How do we deliver a consistent product across lab sections? 

TA meetings are a chance to be on the same page of the 
same book, even if you’ve read it before.

Learn from last year: Practice the lab:
- Tricky parts of the protocol -   Learn equipment
- Difficult concepts -   Data collection/graphs



Now that you have your lab assignment
Building access & keys (teaching & research)
- online request form 
- pick up keys from Facilities (Univ. Serv. Bldg.)

Obtain a class roster (Ian Garrett will help with this)
Acquaint yourself with PSU computer resources
- Odin name/password
- myPSU
- I: and H: drives
- D2L
- printing

http://www.pdx.edu/biology/faculty-and-staff-resources
https://www.pdx.edu/oit/activating-your-odin-account
https://sso.pdx.edu/idp/profile/cas/login;jsessionid=55646184B56E83213A32B2975F6D5B32?execution=e1s1
https://d2l.pdx.edu/


Before the day you teach
1. read the lab and take notes
2. highlight important stuff
3. do background research, as 

needed
4. note mistakes (your students 

WILL find them!)
5. determine your teaching 

objectives: what are the main 
points of the activity?

6. self-assessment; make your 
second section better than 
the first

Visit an experienced TA’s 
class and observe!



Don’t forget the big picture

•What biological process does this 
experiment illuminate?

•What question is being answered 
through the lab activity?

•What lab skills should students be 
learning?

•What concrete conclusions can be 
drawn from these results?

Keep your quiz in mind



Make the most of pre-lab mini-lectures
• Introduce the concepts that frame the 

lab activity
• List and explain the basic steps of lab
• Warn students about bottlenecks or 

problem areas
• Review, review, review



Keep grading fair

• Make expectations clear
• Make quizzes reasonably 

challenging
• Explore variety: Multiple 

choice, short answer, 
true/false, in-class 1-on-1

• Give lots of feedback
• Let your students know when 

something is important
• Revisit ideas that students 

struggle with
• Grade early & have a strategy
• Remember: the lead TA & 

professor have your back



Get to know your cohort...



Get to know your cohort...

...they are your first line of defense against losing it!



Teaching Part 2:
Classroom Management



Set yourself up 
for success!

Successful TAs:

● Create a safe classroom
● Are passionate about biology
● Set clear expectations on tardiness, grading, late 

work, and quality of work, classroom behavior

Create a community you love, 
love the community you create.



Classroom management (according to love and logic):

● Students that feel respected are less motivated to 
cause problems.

● Empowering students by them giving choices 
enables students to feel in control of their learning.

● When consequences are necessary, successful 
teachers enforce them with empathy and genuine 
compassion. 

Create a community you love, 
love the community you create.



The best teaching advice I have ever received: 

Fake it ‘til you 
make it! 
become it! Embrace your passionate, 

confident teacher persona.

Empower students when 
you don’t know the answer:
“I’m not sure, what do you 
think? Let’s look that up 
together.”



How to fake it and then make it:
This starts on your first day. 

• Always be on time, and better yet, be EARLY!

• Dress the part.

• Smile and have a good sense of humor. Science is FUN!
 
• Remember to breathe- nobody knows if you are nervous.

• Be flexible.  Be honest.  A lot of teaching is trial and error.  What 
works for one class may not work for another.

• Don’t be intimidated by what students might already know.
○ It is better to lay out all expectations and content info with 

confidence.



Think about how you learned these topics

• Mnemonic tricks that helped you

• Studying strategies you used

• Help students see the overarching 
themes

• Be honest if you don’t know the 
answer

• Ask questions in response instead 
of giving up the answer



Use verbal cues 

● “That's an interesting 
idea, tell me more.”

● “I don't know either, but 
that's a very interesting 
question. Let’s find out.”

● “What's the first step?”

Use nonverbal cues 

● Show enthusiasm

● Use eye contact 

● Use names

● Walk around the room 
and ask questions

● Get on the same level 
as your students

How to fake it and then make it:



The best teaching advice I have ever received: 

Be a leader before a friend
1. Set expectations
2. Build a rapport



How to be a leader while building a rapport:
This starts on your first day. 

• Consistency: firmly establish your rules and expectations, then stand 
by them. NO FAVORITISM.

• Smile and let students get to know you a little bit.
○ Share your research interests, interesting facts.

• Get to know your students, 
○ ask them questions!

• Use your student’s names
○ Maybe make name cards :) 

• Be the leader, while being “one of them” (you’re a student too!)

• Don’t give out your phone number



The best teaching advice I have ever received: 

Everyone is coming from a good heart
Students want to succeed- 
some just need more help than 
others.

Provide the structure of 
expectations so you can:

● Assume the best
● Hold high standards
● Follow through with 

consequences



How to assume the best:
This starts now. 

• Give them the benefit of the doubt:
○ I noticed you were on your phone during the quiz, is everything 

okay at home?

• Hold high standards for what students are capable of...
...when given proper direction.

• Use empathy. 
○ “It sounds like your uncle’s wedding is important to you, but no, 

you may not make up the lab.”

• Sarcasm does not work with empathy.



You may be grooming 
future scientists and 

doctors!

• Scientific writing and 
communication skills

• Critical thinking and data 
analysis

• Solid comprehension of lab 
techniques & procedures

• Accuracy
• Proper use of lab equipment
• Lab safety



Working with special needs students
• 1st day – tell your students to talk to you about any special 

accommodations (IEP) 
• It is their responsibility to let you know

• Everyone is held to the same standard
• Don’t discuss students’ special needs with other students



A few final tricks:
● Move closer to the student

● Lower your voice

● Give the “evil eye”

● Acknowledge positive behavior

● Fully explain how to use tools no matter what the 
student’s background (i.e. pipette tutorial)
○ Re-explain if you see incorrect use

● Use zero credit as a warning for suspected plagiarism

● You can kick students out!



“Feel free to leave early 
as long as your lab 
group agrees to clean up 
your area.”

“You can show me you 
are participating in this 
lab by putting down your 
phone and (insert 
specific lab task here)”

“You can show 
me you respect 
the lab by wiping 
down your table 
before you leave.”

“Feel free to turn in your lab report on my desk within 
the first 30 minutes of class to receive full credit.”


