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Teaching Assistant Awards at UVic

The purpose of this guide is to assist departments at the University of Victoria 
(UVic) in acknowledging the work that teaching assistants (TAs) perform on 
campus. The aim is that with the establishment of a TA award in a department, 
TAs will aspire to continuously improve their knowledge and skills related to 
teaching in higher education and their professionalism as a TA at UVic. This form 
of encouragement, affirmation, and reward acknowledges the important work 
that TAs provide for departments but more importantly, potentially motivates TAs 
to pay attention to the quality of their TA work. 

The ultimate goal is to ensure that UVic graduate students are well 
positioned to apply for campus-wide and national awards that acknowledge TAs 
who effectively support students’ learning.

With the establishment of TA awards in the department, graduate students 
at UVic will have the following opportunities to attain recognition of their 
professional development efforts in learning and teaching in higher education:

Andy Farquharson 
Teaching Excellence Award 

for Graduate Students

Initial Recognition

Departmental TA Award

TA Award for Excellence in Teaching or Grading, 
or other forms suitable for TAs

TA Conferences
(Centralized)

TA Fundamentals
(Departmental TAC Program)
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Step-by-step Guide

A holistic approach is the most 
common and acknowledges 
outstanding accomplishment of a TA in 
a broad range of established criteria. 
This approach is typically taken when 
the goal is to recognize TAs who have 
developed their teaching skills over 
time. 

Skill-based TA awards recognize 
development of innovative teaching 
techniques, such as formative student 
assessment or experiential learning 
activities. Sometimes, skill-based 
awards take the form of grants to 
support and encourage TAs to think 
deeply and creatively about the 
work they do and how to continually 
improve student learning. The goal of 
this model is to encourage creativity 
and innovation in teaching that aims 
to improve student learning. 

A stage-based or developmental approach 
acknowledges TAs at different levels of 
experience. For example, a department 
may decide to create a TA award to 
honour a TA early, say with no more than 
two semesters of TA experience, and then 
a capstone award that acknowledges the 
excellent work a TA has done over a longer 
period of time and shows promise to be an 
excellent future educator. Early recognition 
can be an excellent motivator, involves 
the TA in a formative process (Willingham-
McLain & Pollack, 2005), and confirms that 
teaching excellence takes time to develop. 
In this model, early stage awards could 
concentrate on specific skills and build up to 
demonstration of more complex teaching 
for the capstone award. The goal with this 
model is to show that the development of 
one’s teaching takes time and to encourage 
continuous professional development in 
learning and teaching in higher education.

The following is a step-by-step guide that departments can modify and adapt to their 
particular needs and preferred process for a TA award. The information below takes into 
consideration the Andy Farquharson Teaching Excellence Award for Graduate Students 
criteria so that departmental TA award winners are well situated to be nominated for the 
campus-wide TA award. The Andy Farquharson award is informed by the requirements 
set for a new national award for graduate students, called the 3M National Student 
Fellowship (beginning in June 2017).

Step 1: 
What do you want to recognize?

Before establishing criteria and other factors associated with the award, it is essential to 
think about the approach the department will take to develop the TA award, which is 
closely linked to the goal and purpose of the award. The approach will become content 
for the About the Award section of the award document. It is recommended to align the 
award approach with the professional development goals set for TAs by the department 
or through the Teaching Assistant Consultant (TAC) program.  

There are basically three different approaches that can be taken: holistic, skill-based, 
and stage-based (Heinze, Schram, & Wright, 2014)
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An example
The purpose of the award is to promote and reward teaching effectiveness by current 
graduate students and to provide award nominees with training on how to present 
evidence of teaching excellence (Willingham-McLain & Pollack, 2005, p. 250).

Remember to define all terms. In the example above, ‘teaching effectiveness’ is used. 
Make sure the phrase is defined clearly so that graduate students understand what 
teaching effectiveness looks like. Despite the example above being quite clear, for a new 
TA who is interested in pursuing the award, explanation will help facilitate unnecessary 
inquiries. 

No matter what approach is taken, the establishment of a TA award provides graduate 
students with the acknowledgement they need to not only motivate them in their TA work 
but also assist them in the competitive academic market. The process of applying also 
benefits graduate students with career preparation, enhances their CV, and gives them 
practice writing a teaching statement and preparing teaching materials, (Willingham-
McLain & Pollack, 2005), if required, all of which are transferable skills they can take when 
applying for other positions. 

The approach and goals become the About the Award section of the final award 
document. Once the approach and goals are determined, the next step is to establish the 
criteria of the award.

Step 2: 
What criteria and evidence will be required?

When establishing the criteria for the award, the department will have to determine what 
defines excellence in TA work. Often, becoming familiar with the criteria requested for 
other awards or awards that TAs may aspire to achieve are excellent resources for ideas. 
The criteria for the departmental TA award can be scaled down but robust enough so that 
the TA is well situated to go on to apply for a larger award, such as the Andy Farquharson 
award. 

Avoid stating criteria that should be a requirement for TA work. TAs should be prepared 
for the duties required of them and these should be expected rather than rewarded. For 
example, excellence in teaching does not include being well prepared for labs or tutorials. 
Being well prepared for labs or tutorials is the minimal requirement for the TA position.

Criteria for a TA award can highlight a TA who has done something outstanding. For 
example, the 3M National Student Fellowship award, mentioned earlier, focuses on 
leadership. Leadership is an excellent quality and one that graduate students are in a 
position to foster and a quality future employers may be looking for. Therefore, a TA award 
could encourage TAs to provide evidence of leadership, such as:
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1. How they have made a difference to governance or student life within 
the department or on campus. This can be demonstrated by being a TA 
Consultant (TAC), or by sitting on institution or department committees that 
are related to learning and teaching.

2. Detailing how they are involved in a significant event within academia or 
in the community.

3. Are engaged in significant professional development, such as the 
Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (LATHE) Graduate Certificate 
Program. 

4. How they have helped resolve important issues in higher education.
5. How they have volunteered, mentored, or engaged in community-based 

service learning. 
6. Other initiatives prompted by the applicant that contributes to the depart-

ment and student learning.

Another criterion could promote TAs taking a scholarly approach to teaching and student 
learning that fosters innovation and creation in the classroom. A TA may identify a particular 
instructional strategy in the literature that promises to support student learning. The TA could 
try it out and report on its effectiveness.  

Additionally, evidence of reflective practice (looking critically at their TA work and how 
strategies they employ can be revised to support students’ learning) is a key element of 
teaching development.  TAs have ample opportunity to incorporate this into their work and 
provide evidence. The LTC publication, Formative Feedback for Teaching Assistants at UVic, 
provides multiple ways and examples on how TAs can attain feedback and reflect on their 
TA work. TAs that have been involved in assisting with any of the LTC SoTL grants are well 
positioned to demonstrate reflective practice.  

Most common criteria used (in order of frequency):  

1. Teaching effectiveness – evidence of exceptional student work, significant 
impact on students’ undergraduate education, and/or evidence of 
student learning. Requires self-reports from students and course supervisors 
and evidence of students’ work and learning. 

2. Reflectiveness – requires a teaching statement and evidence of 
development, such as peer assessments of teaching and/or engagement 
in professional development related to teaching and student learning. 

3. Outstanding course materials – syllabi, assignments, and instructional ma-
terials.

4. Innovation – applicants’ descriptions of creative approaches, adoption of 
new teaching methods.

5. Mentorship – evidence of guidance from undergraduates or mentoring 
fellow graduate students.

6. Scholarship – involved in research to improve the course. 
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Whatever criteria are set for the award, the department has to make sure that TAs 
have access to developing all of the criteria. This can be accomplished through the 
TAC program within the department but also through the central programming offered 
through the Learning and Teaching Centre.

Overall, be very specific so that wide differences in applications received will be 
eliminated.  Whatever evidence is required, it should be primary evidence (course 
materials, teaching statement, and samples of student work) rather than secondary 
evidence (letters from others). Keep letters from others to a minimum.

If a teaching dossier will be required for the application, ensure that the department has 
example dossiers for nominees to access. Appendix 1 is a sample rubric that can be used 
or adapted to assess the dossier.

Appendix 2 has a sample rubric that can be used for evaluation purposes regardless of 
the composition of the application package. Adapt to suit the criteria established. 

The criteria will go into the Selection Process section of the award document.

Step 3: 
Who is eligible and what is the timeline for the award?

Questions to consider: 

1. When should the award nominations take place?

2. What will be required of nominees (will they have to attend any 

preparation workshops, be observed)?

3. Does the graduate student have to be a current TA or within the last 

year? Had to be a TA for one or more courses? 

4. Who can nominate someone for the award? Can TAs self-nominate? 

Consider allowing undergraduates to nominate a TA. 

5. Can previous nominees who did not win apply again? 

6. Can any TA apply even after being a TA after one term?

7. Does the TA applying have to have TA’d in the most recent term?

8. Will help be provided with preparing the dossier (if required)? This 

could be provided by the TAC. 

The eligibility and timeline will make up the Nomination Process section of the award 
document.
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 Step 4: 
What will the selection process and acknowledgement look like?

Carefully consider the award process to ensure that it is fair and transparent but make sure 
anonymity of the nominators and voters is maintained.

Questions to consider: 

1. Who will determine who receives an award? Students? Faculty?
2. How will the award be advertised, recognized, announced, and 

celebrated within the department? 
3. Will there be a cash reward or gift certificate? Or will the TA be 

encouraged to develop and teach a course in the department?  
4. Will the award winner automatically be nominated for the Andy 

Farquharson Award? 
5. Will there be an award cabinet or plaque in the department? 
6. Will an email announcement of the recipient be sent to the department, 

faculty, or other units on campus? Or will the award recipient be 
acknowledged on the department website?

This information will also go into the Selection Process section of the award document.

As you begin the process of setting up a TA award(s) or expanding the TA awards that 
already exist in your department, consider including or having graduate students as part of 
the committee tasked with development of the award with the graduate advisor or another 
designate as the lead. This will provide a professional development opportunity for graduate 
students and expose them to the process of how to set up awards. 

As always, please do not hesitate to contact me with recommendations to improve or add 
to this guide.

Cynthia Korpan, M.A.
LTC Professional Development Programs and TA Training 
Learning and Teaching Centre
University of Victoria
(250) 472-4798
www.uvic.ca/learningandteaching  
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Appendix 1 
 
Teaching Dossier Rubric 
Adapted from Boye, Tapp, & Meixner Logan (2014) 
 
Please adapt this rubric below to align with the award criteria. 

Detailed Ratings  Po
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Professional Appearance  1 2 3 4 5 

Are the font sizes, colourings, spacing, etc. consistent and do they aid the 
reader in processing the information?  

     

Is the dossier free of grammatical and spelling errors?      

Is the dossier polished and ready for a job interview?      

Organization 1 2 3 4 5 

Is the dossier easily navigated?      

Do the sections have a logical flow?      

Does the reviewer have to search for content?      

Teaching Narrative Statement 1 2 3 4 5 

Is the statement well-articulated?      

Is there evidence of the narrative found throughout the dossier?      

Did the narrative give a “picture” of what the instructor is like in the 
classroom? 

     

Evidence of Evaluation 1 2 3 4 5 

Does the instructor use classroom assessment techniques?      

Did the instructor seek feedback from others (students, peers, faculty 
members) about his or her teaching? 

     

Is there evidence of willingness to change based on feedback from others?      

Reflection 1 2 3 4 5 

Were reflective statements used throughout the document to make it self-
explanatory? 

     

Are reflective statements used to give the reviewer insight into “why they do 
what they do”? 

     

Is the dossier thoughtful and thorough, without being overwhelming?      

Appendices 1 2 3 4 5 

Is all of the material in the appendix referred to in the body of the dossier?      

Is there material included in the appendices that seems irrelevant or like 
overkill? 

     

Are summary tables used when necessary (e.g. evaluations) to condense the 
size of the appendices? 
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Appendix 2 
Teaching Assistant Award Rubric 
Adapted from Rohdieck, Walts, Bernhagen, & Hallihan (2014) 
 
Please adapt the award selection criteria below to suit TAs in your department. 
 
The Graduate Teaching Associate being nominated…. 

Criteria A. Excellent Teaching Indicators 

Evidence  Location/Examples 

Prepares for teaching (course is well-thought out and 
lessons are prepared in advance) 

 

Is organized (course and class)  

Is clear in explanations about content  

Uses teaching methods appropriate for learning goals  

Designs materials for class that are purposeful  

Has materials that are creative; can take original materials 
and make them better 

 

Can explain how materials meet learning outcomes  

Is flexible – can accommodate spontaneous discussion 
about content 

 

Evaluates student learning in appropriate and varied ways 
(exams, labs, papers, etc.) 

 

Uses assessments (exams, labs, etc.) to allow students to 
demonstrate their knowledge of the subject 

 

Criteria B. Positive Student-Teacher Interactions 

Evidence  Location/Examples 

Can build a positive student-teacher rapport with most 
students 

 

Is available to students in and out of the classroom  

Is ethical (fairness in grading, appropriate interactions with 
students, etc.) 

 

Is culturally sensitive (understands student diversity issues, 
creates an inclusive classroom) 

 

Is prompt in returning feedback to students  

Encourages enthusiasm (for learning, in general and 
content) 

 

Is attentive to student learning needs and can assist with 
problem-solving when necessary  

 

Encourages students’ engagement in learning, the class, 
and the content 
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Appendix 2 
Teaching Assistant Award Rubric 
Adapted from Rohdieck, Walts, Bernhagen, & Hallihan (2014) 
 
Continued…  

Encourages informal communication with students in 
order to be able to “read” class for potential issues 

 

Has good listening skills  

Can communicate on a student level (is aware of 
audience when teaching) 

 

Criteria C. Professional Development as a Teacher 

Evidence  Location/Examples 

Has well-defined goals for themselves as a teacher  

Initiates formal feedback mechanisms at end of quarter  

Asks for mid-quarter feedback (from students, peers, 
advisors, consultants, etc.) 

 

Reflects on student feedback  

Makes changes to teaching based on feedback  

Articulates professional development (progress) as a 
teacher 

 

Explains why he or she teaches the way that he or she 
does 

 

Seeks out professional development opportunities and 
interactions 

 

D. What about this candidate, if anything, makes him or her stand out from all of the other outstanding 
nominees? 

 


