
Exploring the Underlying Factors in Learning Assistant - Faculty Partnerships  
Supported by the National Science Foundation (#1524829), the Department of Education, the Illinois Space Grant 
Consortium,  the Access Network, the CSU Center for STEM Education and Research, and Chicago State University 

What is the LA Program? 
 Learning Assistants are undergraduate students who, 

through the guidance of weekly preparation sessions and a 
pedagogy course, facilitate discussions among groups of 
students in a variety of classroom settings that encourage 
active engagement. 

 
 CSU’s LA Program started in 2010  through a  

PhysTEC Grant.  The LA Program was developed at the 
University of Colorado – Boulder 
(https://learningassistantalliance.org/) 

 
 
  
 
 

Importance of LA and Faculty Relationships 
 

 
… more @ 

msscsu.wix.com/csu-la-program 
 
See video and audio excerpts:  
• interviews with LAs on their 

experiences, 
• examples of LAs working in the 

classroom , 
• a virtual LA Panel where LAs 

respond to FAQs on the LA Model, 
• and more! 
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CSU STEM LA Program 

A critical component of the LA model is that it can be transformative to LAs, faculty , and 
entire programs  largely through the LA - Faculty relationships that develop. 
 
LA Programs can serve to facilitate students’ growth of identity as scientists and inclusion in 
the scientific community of practice (Close, Conn, Close; 2016).  
 

Membership and responsibility can make our students feel as though they are valued 
citizens (Emdin; 2016). 
 
Partnerships can enhance the effectiveness of the model by leveraging the expertise of the 
LAs and placing LAs in leadership roles (Sabella, Van Duzor, Davenport; 2016) 

Types of LA – Faculty 
partnerships:  

Mentor-mentee 

Faculty-driven 
Collaboration 

Collaborative 

LA:   I’m thinking even with glycolysis or the glucose in the entire  processes … - it 
makes we wonder if we can go through the top half of that, but I think once again 
that probably depends on the time that we are working with, so it won’t seem… 
overwhelming ... you know, all of these enzymes or all of this information... maybe 
we can do a, uh, small like mini-quiz or recap prior to us going into the sec … 
 
I: Yes. OK - OK! (writes in her notes) 
 
LA: The bottom half … - that way it won’t seem extremely heavy like ‘oh my gosh we 
have to remember all of these different-you know, enzymes and - 
 
I: So a little, umm, mini-quiz? 
 
LA: Yeah, I think that would be good. And nothing too heavy - just to kinda see, you 
know, what they should have harnessed ...   
 
I: You think they’ll like that? 
 
LA: I think so, because it gives them the opportunity to not only go through the 
information and process it but actually go home and study ... to see how that’s going 
to play into - you know, learning the second half. 

LA: I think this week, though, I’m gonna just browse through the topics and kind of 
develop, like, four to six questions per topic, that way I can kind of like shoot questions  
to … them.  

 

I: That sounds good … yeah, once stuff is posted, um, you can go ahead and put out a 
few of those questions  … it might be good if you - let’s say you figure out three 
questions you want to ask for each one, but just one to start and see if people kick in, 
and if they’re not- 

 

LA: Right - Okay definitely. Um, I was just trying to have them by the 18th, that way 
when people start putting in responses- 

 

I: Perfect. 

 

LA: I can just post one up and then I can have a couple of, you know, on standby.  

LA to Instructor Codes Instructor to LA Codes 
CT(U,S) Content Talk: LA talks about content and either 

demonstrates understanding or seeks clarification 
from Instructor (CTU, CTS). 

T(GI, L) Teaching: Instructor guides LA through course 
content by modeling inquiry teaching or through 
lecture instruction (TGI or TL). 

LR LA Reflection: LA reflects on students’ 
understanding/resources/difficulties/etc.    

IR Instructor Reflection: Instructor reflects on students’ 
understanding/resources/difficulties/etc. 

L-IM LA suggests an inclass modification: A modification is 
suggested to the instructor such as an activity for 
class (i.e. a set of clicker questions, mini lab, 
homework problems, exam questions). 

I-IM Instructor suggests an inclass modification: A 
modification is suggested to the LA such as an 
activity for class (i.e. a set of clicker questions, mini 
lab, homework problems, exam questions) 

    IM(P,N) Instructor reacts positively/negatively to L- IM. 
 

Codes below are identical for LA and Instructor 
L Listening 
NT Neutral talk; small talk; not connected to course or student understanding. 
LT Logistic talk: Talking about course logistics such as class meeting times, exam dates, posing questions about class and 

university deadlines;  not connected to content or student understanding. 
NTK Taking Notes 

… towards a finer  
grained analysis (PSOT, 

preliminary version) 

L-IM 
I-IM 
NTK 

L-IM 
IM-P 
IM-N 

Preparation Session Observation Tool (PSOT) 

The PSOT:  
● can be used by LAs, 

coordinators,  instructors, and 
researchers, with differing 
expertise in analysis to reflect 
on their specific instructional 
partnerships and how they 
conduct preparation sessions. 

 
● highlights the many diverse 

ways LAs can be used to 
create effective, inclusive 
learning environments for 
students in LA supported 
classroom.   
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