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Establishing a Teaching Persona course 

From: Jessica Hancock, LEaD 

Recommended Action 

Senate is asked to note the contents of the paper and the recommendations 

Summary 

GTAs at City currently undertake the first module from LEaD’s MA in Academic Practice, 
‘Learning, Teaching and Assessment’ (LTA) which is also taken by other teaching academic 
and professional staff (internal and external).To provide additional, specific support for PhD 
students, a new course was created following informal interviews with PhD students who 
teach, and relevant academic staff. This course, ‘Establishing a Teaching Persona’ (ETP), is a 
1.5 day course, which ran for the first times in September 2018 (21 attendees) and January 
2019 (17 attendees). The course addressed different aspects of developing a professional 
teaching identity, with an emphasis on compassion. The second day involved a micro-teach 
activity. Feedback from participants was very positive, so it is recommended that ETP 
continues, with broadly the same content, length and mode of delivery. It is not recommended 
that the course be made mandatory for all PhD students, or that it is extended to other 
teaching staff at City. 

One action required. 



Background 

The new City GTA contracts confirm that the first module from LEaD’s MA in Academic 
Practice, ‘Learning, Teaching and Assessment’ (LTA), (which also enables students to gain 
Associate Fellowship of the HEA) is a mandatory requirement for PhD students before they 
start teaching, unless they gain exemption through a prior qualification.  

Historic feedback from the LTA module suggested that the needs of PhD students were 
different from those of other teaching staff. To investigate this, informal interviews, with 
appropriate academic staff (e.g. Senior Tutors for Research) and PhD students in each 
school (24 total participants), took place between January and April 2018.  

Interview findings: 

• Most PhD students had anxiety about teaching and wanted a course well before they
started teaching - because HEA accreditation requires evidence of teaching practice,
LTA participants need to be teaching within three months of starting the course.

• Beginning teaching emerged as a clear stressor for PhD students, with uncertainties
about basic elements and a lack of confidence to express any doubts or fears or ask
for support.

• Concerns about aspects of constructing a professional teaching identity (such as
imposter syndrome, liminality between staff and student status, how to develop their
own style, authority in the classroom) were articulated during the interviews.

• Many issues raised were focused on emotion and relationships, involving elements of
compassion.

Possible solutions: 

• Alter LTA - would involve the university’s internal processes and also a re-
accreditation with the HEA. A significant adjustment in content would not be
beneficial considering the full range of LTA participants (a range of teaching
academic and professional staff, both internal and external as well as internal PhD
students). Therefore: option rejected.

• Alter requirement for PhD students to undertake LTA – would remove opportunity for
PhD students to benefit from peer learning from other kinds of participants.
Therefore: option rejected.

• Provide additional course for PhD students: option chosen. As a formal course (such
as an additional module on the MA in Academic Practice would require formal
assessment, likely leading to PhD students feeling overburdened, exacerbating
rather than ameliorating their anxiety, this was created as an optional, unassessed
course.

New training for PhD students who teach: Establishing a Teaching Persona Course 

Establishing a Teaching Persona (ETP) is taught over 1.5 days: one full day of teaching and 
activities, and the following morning to be dedicated to enabling the attendees to undertake 
a micro-teaching activity and gain peer and lecturer feedback.  

ETP was advertised to all PhD students from June 2018, in two initial iterations, in 
September 2018 and January 2019, indicating that it was specifically aimed at people with 
limited or no teaching experience but that PhD students at any stage are welcome.  
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Final numbers for September and January were 21 and 17 respectively. 

ETP course content 

The course is structured around different aspects of developing a professional teaching 
identity, with an emphasis on compassion. Participants who attended both days received a 
certificate to confirm attendance. 

Day one (10am-4:30pm): 

• The teacher as part of HE in the UK (lecture-based, about teaching contexts)
• The teacher as planner (lecture-based, about structuring sessions)
• The teacher as gatekeeper (lecture-based and discussion about hidden curricula,

academic literacies, cultural competencies and university support services)
• The teacher as a constructed professional identity (Lego activity, introducing

concepts of self-compassion)
• The teacher as one of many identities (discussion about managing multiple identities)
• The teacher as an authority (discussion about imposter syndrome, credibility,

behaviour management, student engagement)
• The teacher as compassionate (section taught by counsellor, about neuroscience of

compassion and self-compassion)
• The teacher as relationship builder (discussions about managing discussions in a

compassionate way)
• The teacher as a specialist (world-café style opportunity to explore specific kinds of

teaching)
• The teacher as learner (Q&A with PhD students who teach)
• The teacher as presenter (lecture-based and discussion about presentation skills and

exploration of the micro-teach for day two)
• The teacher as reflector (lecture-based, about the importance of reflection and

communities of practice)

Day two (10am-1pm): 

• The teacher as learner (teaching a short session to peers and an educational
developer; receiving and giving peer feedback)

ETP feedback 

Participants of ETP provided a large amount of spontaneous positive feedback about their 
experiences, verbally and via email. This included praise for ‘a really useful and enjoyable 
course’ (email correspondence) and another participant who stated: ‘congratulations for your 
amazing course.  I truly learned a lot these two days’ (email correspondence).   

Qualitative feedback from a short questionnaire distributed at the end of the session 
(completed by 16 September and 12 January participants – response rate 76% and 71% 
respectively) was also positive.  

Identified strengths: 

• the focus on compassion;
• “getting to discuss my anxieties”;
• “student mental health/ emotional considerations”;



• information about engaging students and establishing authority; discussion of
practical situations;

• the Lego activity; the micro-teach; interactivity and “the various kinds of activities”;
“the multiple facilitators”.

Suggested improvements: 

• longer course – but also one participant suggested a single-day course
• more teaching practise
• more discipline-specific focus
• inclusion of material on discrimination

Recommendations for ETP 

Content and delivery  

• Participants were generally happy with the content and activities. Consideration will
be given to the suggestion of discussing discrimination.

• Although some participants wanted to focus on their particular discipline, this would
remove the benefits of students learning from and meeting peers across City, and is
something that would be better provided by support within schools.

• Therefore: it is recommended that content and delivery will remain largely unchanged
for the next academic year, but will be continually reviewed in the context of
participant feedback and teaching staff reflection.

Length 

• A longer course, with more opportunities to practise teaching might be beneficial
(although it was suggested by a small minority of students only), but would have
staffing implications.

• Therefore: it is recommended that the length will be kept the same for the next
academic year, but will be continually reviewed in the context of participant feedback
and teaching staff reflection.

Optional vs mandatory status 

• The optional nature of the course emerged from the initial interviews with staff and
students. The aim was to provide something complementary to LTA that would offer
support to PhD students if wanted or needed, rather than add to the increasing
demands and pressures on them.

• If ETP became mandatory, it would have to be written into the GTA contract and also
undertaken at a similar time to LTA, rather than being something that PhD students
can take at a time appropriate to them: this may be at the beginning of their PhD
journey when they are considering teaching in the future, rather than when they have
teaching already arranged.

• A considerable amount of the value of ETP would thus be lost if it were altered to a
mandatory course.

• In addition, staffing requirements, particularly for the micro-teach on the second day,
which requires one member of LEaD’s academic team per 10 students, would
become an issue given the current size of this team.

• Therefore: it is recommended that ETP continues as an optional course, offered
twice yearly according to demand.



Extending ETP to other new teaching staff at City 

• The aim of the course was to provide content that addressed issues that are specific
to GTAs, following initial informal interviews with PhD students who teach, and
relevant academic staff.

• PhD students had provided feedback about the LTA course that they felt that their
particular needs were not being directly addressed, due to the range of participants
on LTA (professional and academic staff from City and external institutions).

• Thus ETP was created to provide a space dedicated to PhD students, to enable a
sharing of concerns and experiences, and the content was designed to specifically
meet the needs of GTAs.

• To open ETP up to other teaching staff would thus contradict its the essential
purpose.

• It is likely that other teaching staff might benefit from training that examines teaching
through the lenses of identity and compassion, but this would need to be examined
separately, and staffing requirements would need consideration.

• Therefore: it is recommended that ETP continues as a course for PhD students only.
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Learning, Teaching and Assessment Module 

Introduction 
Senate asked to be kept informed about the above module which is used for preparation of PhD 
students who teach. This paper provides an overview of the module, the module evaluation scores 
for 17/18 and those available for 18/19 as well as some discussion of key areas of qualitative 
feedback the evaluations provide.  

Module format, attendance and evaluation 
The module is run over four taught days which is usually undertaken with two days together a break 
and the then the further two days with a range of materials and activities on Moodle in between. 
The content of the module is focused on learning theories and processes, teaching approaches and 
preparing for teaching, assessment and feedback, reflection, classroom management and what next. 
There is a formative micro teaching activity on the last day related to the written assessment of the 
module and all participants are actively encouraged to submit formative drafts of their assessment 
for review by the team. The written assessment requires that participants choose to either develop a 
lesson plan or an assessment plan and this can be of an activity undertaken or one they are due to 
do. They also submit a 2,000 word rationale for the plan’s content and a self- assessment. All 
participants are offered the opportunity to submit a draft essay three weeks prior to the final 
submission so they can get further feedback. Additionally, all participants have to undertake a peer 
review of their face to face teaching within three months of starting the module. 

In 17/18 we increased the module iteration to 4 per year with 45 spaces on each. There have been 
some issues raised in senate about being able to gain a place for research students at the right time 
and so last year we asked each school/department how many places they might need and on which 
module and this has been repeated this year. This enables us to plan spaces to meet school needs 
where we can.  

Module Evaluation 
The evaluation scores below are for 17/18 and those available for 18/19. As can be seen all modules 
have achieved scores of above 4. NB for LTA the whole team teach across the four days and we do 
not ask students to individually evaluate every teacher. 

Iteration Sept 
2017 

Oct 2017 Feb 2018 March 
2018 

Sept 
2018 

Oct 2018 

Global 
score 

4.5 4.6 4.4 4.3 4.3 4.4 

For this 
member of 
staff 

4.2 4.5 4.2 4.6 

Assessment 
and 
feedback 

4.6 4.5 4.5 4.5 4.2 4.4 

Library 
resources 

4.4 4.8 4.5 4.1 4.4 4.2 

Overall 
satisfaction 

4.3 4.2 4.3 4.4 

NB change of evaluation form from October 2017 – February 2018 
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In terms of qualitative feedback from the evaluations these tend to have three main themes which 
are briefly discussed below.  

Length and format of the module 
Some students find the four days a good balance others would like this reduced and prefer half days. 
The module runs over four full days to enable practical activities to be undertaken that explore the 
pedagogical theory and link to the written summative assessment. Some students think the timing is 
right others would prefer either eight half days or less time. We do review this annually when setting 
dates but the two days with a break and a further two days does seem the most appropriate mode 
of delivery and allows for some online activity between the days. 

Disciplinary versus Generic  
There are two issues here one is that the module does have participants from across the university. 
This has been evaluated by participants as one of the strengths whereby they can meet with others 
and hear about their experiences and share these. The other issue is that a small minority of 
students would prefer discipline specific preparation however the content of this module is a generic 
basis of pedagogical theories that can be applied to all disciplines and additional support to apply 
this should be provided by the departmental / school mentor. We do however refer to different 
disciplinary resources and provide examples of applying theory to different situations. 

Conclusion 
Every module evaluation is reviewed by the team and these are discussed at both the Programme 
Management Committee and LEaD Board of Studies which all Associate Deans of Education are 
members of. Each year the team also review the module format and content in light of the 
evaluations. This did lead to significant changes to the content for 17/18 and we will continue to 
reflect on the feedback annually. 

Paper prepared by 
Professor Pam Parker 
June 2019. 
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