
GTA Forum (15 October 2019) 

1. Overview 

The GTA (Graduate Teaching Assistants) Forum was a doctoral engagement activity held by 

the SU on 15 October 2019, responding to doctoral student concerns about postgraduate 

teaching. 20 doctoral students registered for the event and 19 attended, with facilitated 

discussions held with 3 groups of doctoral students.  

With the issue of casual postgraduate teaching highlighted in PRES surveys, SU casual work 

survey, SU Doctoral Academic Council and reports from doctoral students, student opinion 

prompted the SU to include this as an issue in the SU Top Ten in 2017/18.  As a result the 

Doctoral College, UCU and CLT formed the PGWT (Postgraduates Who Teach) Task & Finish 

Group to work together press for improved outcomes. UCU are currently in discussions with 

HR for improvements casual teaching contracts and pay, and were supported by the SU and 

PGWT Group in sectoral research for this. Postgraduate teaching remains a priority for both 

the SU and Doctoral College.  

Doctoral student concerns related to a range of themes, which were explored as distinct 

topics in the forum:   

• recruitment and selection;  

• pay, contracts and conditions;  

• training; 

• teaching induction (at department and unit level); 

• ongoing teaching support; 

• models of recognition. 

There have been changes following the work of the PGWT Group, in particular the 

development of central training for the teaching work, better communication of teaching 

opportunities and the sharing of best practice around recruitment and the coordination of 

GTAs, including a staff wiki produced by the Doctoral College producing detailed 

recommendations for the coordination of departmental schemes. Discussions explored 

doctoral student experience on the above topics before and after the start of 2019-20, 

when training and departmental practice may have changed for some.  

2. Forum introduction 
Jiani Zhou, the SU Postgraduate Officer, outlined student opinion that prompted the SU and 

Doctoral College to prioritise the issue of postgraduate teaching and progress so far. This 

included the PGWT Task & Finish Group with different workstreams, changes to PG Tips 

training, UCU contract negotiations and the staff Wiki.  

3. Recruitment and selection 
Participants reported recruitment communications in departments that reached all doctoral 

students in their department, and some spoke of processes to establish knowledge and 

suitability for teaching particular units. Some were aware that these processes were new 



this year, and in contrast to previous models of ad hoc selection that relied on personal 

relationships or presence on campus. Although methods of recruitment still varied across 

departments, there was a sense in most that fairer and more consistent processes were 

being introduced. Some of the wider and more open methods employed by departments 

are those outlined by the ‘Advertising teaching opportunities, recruitment and selection’ 

section of the staff wiki. However, doctoral students from Health (Physiology) and Computer 

Science commented that there continued to be an informal approach to recruitment. 

4. Pay and conditions 
Some participants commented that the variation between the roles covered by casual 

teaching assistants – such as marking, demonstrating, and teaching – should be reflected in 

pay. Those who responded felt pay (spinal point 22) was reasonable but again, preparation 

time and allotted time for marking and teaching prompted complaints as insufficient for the 

necessary work.  

5. Training 
PG Tips central training for GTAs was comprehensively reworked in response to student 

feedback, including less theoretical content and more practical training. Those who had 

done the PG Tips training in 2018-19 reported finding it too general and not providing the 

necessary preparation for them to teach. Participants who experienced this year’s training 

were more positive, finding useful strategies for teaching. Concern was still expressed in one 

case that it was too general and that it should include separate training for each discipline, 

although the intention is that this should be provided by departmental inductions. 

6. Teaching inductions (at departmental and unit level) 
Following student concerns that departments were not always offering the discipline-

specific training to complement PG Tips, the staff wiki has been developed to provide 

extensive examples. These include policy and personnel topics for departmental 

training/induction and more practice-based examples for unit briefings.  

Meetings with unit convenors took place in Economics and Health, but not in Pharmacy & 

Pharmacology, while in Psychology meetings were dependent on the unit convenor. One 

participant noted that it would be helpful to be taught pedagogy to develop their teaching. 

Doctoral students working as demonstrators in Mechanical Engineering and Electronic & 

Electrical Engineering felt most issues could be addressed by informal meetings with unit 

convenors, but noted the differing experiences of other doctoral students. Despite the 

varied picture depending on unit convenor, some of the themes suggested for structured 

briefings in the staff wiki appear to have been used in some cases. 

7. Ongoing support 
In general, participants reported very little ongoing support, particularly other than informal 

contact that they had to initiate. One participant from Pharmacy & Pharmacology 

complained that as the unit convenor does not always identify themselves, even informal 

routes of support are not possible. A number of participants felt unsupported without any 

observation from academic staff in the department. The staff wiki offers guidance on 



mentoring, support with teaching, and support with assessment, but none of the 

participants had experienced mentoring from academics, and none identified support with 

assessment. It is possible that those able to seek help from unit convenors may have been 

able to get clarification on marking. 

There were suggestions for feedback moderation reports for markers to see if marking was 

in line with norms for the discipline. Peer support for teaching was also seen as potentially 

helpful, with discussion of teaching methods, and sitting in on other classes. It was noted by 

another participant that additional training should be paid. A more formalised model of 

ongoing support was preferred by some, with one suggestion that unit convenors should 

‘check’ on teaching once per term. 

8. Models of recognition 
There was some awareness of the Bath Scheme from participants in several departments, 

some felt AFHEA (Associate Fellowship of the Higher Education Academy) would not be 

suitable for them or not possible due to time constraints. However, there was a general 

preference for some form of acknowledgement for their teaching. In some cases, informal 

recognition along the lines suggested by the staff Wiki had been provided, such as being 

bought coffee or pizza by departmental staff. For some, there was a strong feeling that their 

teaching had not been recognised throughout their time in the role. 

 There were suggestions for some form of paid postgraduate fellowship for teaching, with 

more of a doctoral focus than the Bath Scheme and the potential for career development. 

One participant suggested models of recognition should also be at a departmental level, but 

none had considered the Postgraduate Teacher of the Year Award which is open to GTAs. 

Although this award is valuable, recognition that includes more doctoral students may be 

even more effective.   

 

Appendix A: doctoral student comments 

A1. Recruitment and selection  

Pre-2019 recruitment Dept 

It’s a bit of a shame people need to be self-sufficient. Guidelines for unit 
convenors would help. 

Economics 

Standardisation of recruitment processes would be beneficial. Economics 

I walked into an office and said that I wanted to teach and was given the 
opportunity. However, it is a very small department. 

Economics 

In previous year(s) I would be approached directly by staff to get 
involved. 

Psychology 

2019 recruitment  

Organised by XXXX with a google form of available opportunities, 
doctoral students pick their favourites from the list. This was sent to all 
doctoral students in Physics. Sometimes courses were missing from the 
google form, potentially because a supervisor runs a unit and choosing 

Physics 



their own students. The list is sent out in September before new 
doctoral students start. 

A document is sent to all doctoral students to fill in. Some 
demonstration has no doctoral students [applying?]. Few details about 
individual labs or topics are available. 

Physics 

In a new process, a sheet is sent to all doctoral students asking for 
expression of interest in teaching. 

EEE 

From this year, we have been emailed with available teaching 
opportunities. 

Psychology 

In biomechanics, supervisors approach. Teaching contracts make 25% of 
teaching offer an additional year of funding. 

Health 
(Biomechanics) 

In Physiology, teaching is by supervisor selection so they approach 
doctoral students. People leave and are replaced as and when. Not 
properly replaced this year so there is more work to be done by fewer 
GTAs. 

Health 
(Physiology) 

Recruitment is a two-step process – GTAs can informally approach 
lecturers to ask to teach on favoured units. Lists are also sent out by 
staff and they also approach GTAs begging them! Usually if you ask to 
help on a unit you can, but you are more likely to get a job if you know 
the unit convenor 

Computer 
Science 

Started this year, and recruitment was in mid-September. We were 
asked for the units we were interested in doing demonstrating work. 
You had to provide one sentence on why you would be suitable. Not all 
work would be from an EEE background, often Physics (was former Bath 
UG). They were looking at individual suitability and assigning 
accordingly.  

EEE 

Similar – emailed by departmental coordinator. Also not limited to 
teaching in our own department. But you could only teach units that you 
had done yourself as an undergraduate. (Also did UG at Bath) 

Mech Eng 

Wider comments  

New PhD students are more interested in teaching sometimes.  

So many students are being accepted but the uni didn’t employ enough 
staff. GTAs are having to step up, often at the last minute! (One week’s 
notice) 

Health 

Departments seem to take as many students as possible then there is no 
one to teach them. 

 

A2. Pay, contracts and conditions 

Pay Dept 

Paying much less than if employed as a teaching fellow. Health 

If we were paid for the hours we work then it is not bad at £13.50+ But 
new rules mean staff dictate how long an assignment will take, so 30 
minutes is paid but in reality some can take 2 hours each. 

Psychology 



I think the pay is reasonable for demonstrating, but some GTAs in more 
teaching-orientated roles do more. 

Mech Eng 

We’re paid just over £14/hour for demonstrating, which seems 
reasonable. 

EEE 

Marking  

1 problem: 1st year labs - PhD students need to mark lab books in a tight 
schedule (1 week) - an expected amount per hour. It is very intense in 
crunch periods - would be better if it was stretched out more. 

Physics 

If you have 5 papers to mark, they count 30 minutes per paper, if you 
take longer you are expected to hurry up 

P&P 

Expected to mark and give comments for up to 40 students, with a page 
of additional feedback. This cannot be done in 30 minutes! 

Psychology 

Preparation time  

For 1 hour teaching: paid 1 hour teaching, 1 hour prep + 1 hour office 
time for whole unit (reports he didn't need the hour prep time). 

Economics 

Not paid for prep time (labs so not much you can prep, but did some 
that wasn't paid for). 

Physics 

Labs 9-5, with half hour lunch unpaid. 2-3 years ago, there was a prep 
time of 15 minutes, but this is no longer the case. 

P&P 

For biomechanics and physiology, prepping for course is left to GTAs. 
There is no payment for prep. 

Health 

No limit for hours, you can claim for what you actually do. You can even 
claim for tutor meetings to discuss the course.  

Computer 
Science 

If you’ve done a unit as an undergraduate, you don’t get prep time. If it’s 
something new, you do get prep time. That seems fair. 

Mech Eng 

Contracts  

Fewer GTAs are willing to work, due to casual contracts. Psychology 

No line manager as a casual worker so no-one to complain to!  

For physiology, work is allocated to GTAs for 25% of the year – 400 
hours maximum. No payment is given, but can gain extra year’s stipend 
for the 4th year.  

Health 
(Physiology) 

I have a stipend, so not dependent on the income. I appreciate the 
flexibility of a casual contract. It offers the potential to be away from the 
university when necessary (conferences and other visits). But I can see 
that other doctoral students would prefer more regularity. 

Mech Eng 

Definite variation of roles within the casual contract, probably not fair as 
we have a more limited role (demonstrating). Casual GTA contract does 
not reflect the differing expectations and experiences.  

EEE 

Wider comments  

If PhD students are paid a stipend, then they can take time out of 
research to earn money. But it’s hard to balance research time with 
teaching time. Supervisor expectations of this is completely different 
between supervisors. Is there a policy around this?  

EEE 



[Note: UKRI stipulates 6 hours / week maximum, University will not 
‘normally’ require more than this (see QA9 5.3.3), Director of Studies for 
Taught Provision will liaise with supervisor (see QA9 5.3.1)]. 

It feels like they are not hiring enough actual teaching fellows to save 
money - they use PG students to pick up the slack  

Health 
(Biomechanics) 

Heard that in some departments that you can’t do teaching until after 
confirmation – this is not the case in Mech Eng or EEE 

Mech Eng and 
EEE students 

Students feel like "bottom of the food chain" - just a cog in a university 
that is run like a business just wanting money 

 

 

A3. Training 

Pre-19/20 PGTips training Dept 

Did PG Tips training last year, everyone had the same course across the 
university. Felt that they teach you everything but how to teach. It failed 
to prepare you for the different styles of teaching that are necessary – 
seminars, labs, lectures, tutorials, problem classes. 

Physics and 
Economics 
students 

You can talk to the unit convenor if there are any issues. If you’ve done 
the course once, you never need to do it again. 

Economics 

It’s hard to generalise training across the university (and therefore have 
value) because different teaching methods are needed for different 
subjects. 

Psychology 

it's a shame because it makes you dislike teaching when otherwise you 
might enjoy it 

Psychology 

19-20 PGTips training  

Half the training applied to everyone, half was about labs. There should 
have been specific training for each discipline, but I didn’t feel too ill-
equipped to teach. I have spoken to other PhD students in the 
department who taught who found it useful. 

EEE 

Did PG Tips this year, and it covered everything I needed. It was not too 
theoretical and had useful prompts to help to address student questions 
without simply giving them the answer – making them think about how 
they arrive at that. 

EEE and Mech 
Eng students 

 

A4. Teaching induction (at department and unit level) 

Departmental induction - provided Dept 

Had induction, department organised for us to collectively spend a 
morning doing some of the experiments and read through first few 
labs. They can ‘bug-fix and troubleshoot’ issues the students have. 

Physics 

Good departmental training – 5 hours and paid. Unit convenors often 
do put on a session about what is expected. 

Psychology 

Academic staff tell you what they are looking for when 
marking/teaching especially when something new you haven't taught 
before. We’re not paid for training session therefore there is no 
motivation to go.  

Health 
(Biomechanics) 



The only useful session was "what do students want from labs".  Health 
(Physiology) 

Departmental induction - not provided  

Also did PG training this year, but I haven’t received additional 
departmental training on top. Would be good if the department could 
teach pedagogy to all students. 

P&P 

Self-guided – no induction. EEE 

I didn’t receive an induction. Mech Eng 

Briefing by unit convenor – offered  

Had a meeting with unit convenor to check in, organised by unit 
convenor. 

Economics 

Unit convenors do discuss what they expect with GTAs, but this takes 
time. There is no induction [at unit-level]. 

Health 

Briefing by unit convenor – not offered  

It appears that there is no university-wide rule on this so it needs the 
staff to volunteer to offer it which doesn't always happen [for units]. 

Psychology 

Nothing, would be good to know who unit convenor is, then can talk to 
them to discuss. 

P&P 

It seems to depend on how organised the unit convenor is. Units 
change depending on feedback in OUEs, so what’s expected can 
change. It works as long as you approach the convenor and ask them 
specifics. Previously, some students were not able to demonstrate 
effectively as just signed up, but had no background knowledge. Would 
induction have helped? Maybe. By necessity, everything is at the last 
minute – this may be one reason why there is no induction. 

Mech Eng 

 

A5. Ongoing teaching support 

Support – partial or informal Dept 

It is possible to repeat training sessions each but that's it. Psychology 

Unit convenors offer feedback to GTAs, but nothing formal is in place. Psychology 

Over time, it’s understood that you wouldn’t need support – that works 
for us as demonstrators, but can see that teaching roles would need 
more support. 

Mech Eng 

Observation only seems to take place when there is a complaint about a 
GTA. Emails are sent round to clarify what’s going on. 

Computer 
Science 

Only get 1 week’s notice on what units they are teaching at start of 
semester. 

Health 

Support – varies by unit  

It comes down to the unit convenor, and is dependent on who is in 
charge. Support is ad hoc, as you need to talk to unit convenor.   

Economics 

It depends on unit convenors - some do, some don’t. You can approach 
unit convenors. 

Computer 
Science 



Some unit convenors will provide feedback, but not many. Sometimes 
we get feedback, but you have to get on the system to check. 

Health 
(Biomechanics) 

If your supervisor is also the unit convenor, they can be pro-active about 
teaching support. But that relates to the supervisor/doctoral student 
relationship, and the department itself is not involved. 

EEE 

One GTA has taught for 2 years and never had a unit convenor sit in on 
lessons to feedback on how he is doing. They will have no idea if your 
teaching is successful. 

Health 

Support – not available  

Nothing, sometimes don’t know who unit convenor is, and don’t know 
where to find out. 

P&P 

Suggested support – support with teaching  

No one coming to check up on them, no feedback. There should be a 
university wide rule that convenor has to come and check once a term. 

Health 

There is no formalised method of ongoing support. It would be good to 
have. 

Economics 

Peer support is important – such as discussing teaching methods, sitting 
in on other classes. 

Psychology 

If we were to sit in on other classes, we would need to be paid. Health 

Suggested support – support with assessment  

It would be good to have feedback moderation reports for GTAs – to see 
if marking is in line with other GTAs. one person: "I got a nice email 
forwarded from staff member with nice feedback from a student." 

Psychology 

Marking moderation every time – 3 GTAs should mark together. Health 

 

A6. Models of recognition  

Bath Scheme awareness and perceived value Dept 

Not aware of this [Bath Scheme], but there is often no time to pay 
attention to Doctoral College awards [Bath Scheme is run by CLT but 
information for interested doctoral students is on Doctoral College 
webpage]. But there is very little recognition for the teaching at all, and 
it is very dependent on the unit convenor. 

Health  

Aware of the Bath Scheme [did not apply].  Computer 
Science 

We’re aware of the Bath Scheme, and the department does support it.  Psychology 

As demonstrators, AFHEA is not something that would be looking to 
take advantage of. But can definitely see the benefit for those thinking 
of academic career or for career development reflecting on the work 
you have done. 

EEE/Mech Eng 



We were told about the Bath Scheme, about how to apply, but it was 
not clear from Moodle how to do this. We were directed to people in 
the department who have done it – but no-one has. I’m not clear if I 
would meet the criteria. Doctoral Skills has a flowchart for progress – 
that isn’t available with the Bath Scheme. But the process of reflection 
is potentially helpful. 

EEE 

Recognition - informal  

We get taken for pizza as a thank you! Computer 
Science 

We receive feedback from staff, and they take us for a drink as a thank-
you. 

Psychology 

Recognition – none offered  

I've had no recognition for anything I've done over 2 years! Health 
(Physiology) 

Suggested recognition  

There should be more other things that you actually earn, like a PG 
fellowship 

Psychology 

There should be recognition initiatives in each department rather than 
just university wide [Bath Scheme].  

Health 

 

 

 


