Graduate Teaching Assistant Handbook

UTSA Chemistry

Fall 2024

Guidelines for how to operate as a GTA in the chemistry department at UTSA, as well as tips
and tricks on enforcing these rules with your students.
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“TA! TA! You know everything, right?”



Safety

->As GTA, you are the first line of defense and safety for your students.

If an emergency happens, you are responsible for acting quickly and appropriately on behalf of
the students. You are also responsible for enforcing safety rules on the students to ensure that if
an accident occurs, students are adequately protected. If you are negligent to enforce these
rules, you and the university are vulnerable and liable for litigation by students and their
families in the event of an accident.

->General

Since you are responsible for the student’s safety and well-being, you may not leave the students
in the lab unattended. At the beginning of lab, students should wait outside the lab until you allow
them to enter. If at any point during the lab you should need to step out (ex: bathroom), you *must*
call a lab tech to watch the lab while you are gone. Additionally, you should not find yourself
focused on anything but the students during the lab, that means try to stay off your phone and
laptop. Be engaged and attentive to the students and what they are doing.

->PPE

There are signs posted both inside and outside the labs dictating the specific PPE
requirements for everyone who enters the labs. */t can be helpful to utilize canvas
announcements to communicate and emphasize these rules to your students prior to each lab.

While students are entering the lab, you are responsible for checking their attire to determine if they
can take the lab. *It can be helpful to stand by the door as they enter, so that as they walk by you
can let them know right away if something is off. All PPE rules that apply to students apply to you as
well, so you should be setting a good example for the students to avoid having ambiguity in safety
rules.

Students and GTAs should wear pants, not leggings, that cover the ankle. Tall socks should be worn
to ensure ankle coverage, *especially when sitting. Crop tops, or tops that show midriff are not
allowed. Shoes should be closed toed, without holes (no crocs or sandals) and cover the back of
the heel (no mules). Lab coats should be put on as soon as students enter the lab and place their
backpacks in their cubbies. Lab coats should go to at least mid-thigh and the sleeve should reach
the gloves. Lab coats should be able to fully button and should remain buttoned throughout the
duration of the lab. **Reminder: get your own blue lab coat before your first lab! Don’t get the white
one, you’ll blend in with the students**

Be aware that there are no extra pants, shoes, lab coats, etc. in the labs. Students need to come
prepared, or they will not be allowed to enter the lab that day!

Once chemicals are out in the lab, everybody in the lab needs to have goggles, not safety
glasses, on always. Be sure to watch out for missing vents on student’s goggles, if one falls out,
they need to step aside, and you can call for a lab tech and see if they have some extras. If youor a
student needs to take goggles off for any reason (going to the bathroom, defogging them, etc.), that
person should leave the goggles on until they are outside the furthest green line (practically in the



hallway between labs). When going to the bathroom, students can leave the PPE on the shelf
between labs, then place it back on before re-entering lab.

Gloves should be worn when using glassware and chemicals but be sure to remind students to
change their gloves if they get dirty, and to not touch their phones or laptops with their gloves on.

->Eating/drinking/gum

There is no eating, drinking, or chewing gum in the lab. The most important thing to watch out for
are student water bottles. Water bottles should be placed inside their bags, not in the side pockets,
prior to entering lab. Students that have bottles or cups that cannot be placed inside their bags
should place their bottles or cups on the shelves in between labs. *This is something else that is
helpful to scan for as students enter the lab!

->Tips on enforcing the rules, what if students aren’t listening?

It is helpful to start off strong in the first lab with your rules and expectations for the students. Walk
around the lab and be watchful of them — this way you can help stop them from forming bad habits.
Often, students do the wrong things because they saw somebody else do it before them. The more
you catch these things and correct them, and the more approachable you are to allow for
questions — the better time your students will have in following and respecting the rules. Be
encouraging and friendly!

Remember that you are allowed to take off points or kick people out for not following safety rules. It
can be helpful to write out specific rules for the students and what point deductions might follow so
that they have clear expectations for their behavior.

->Emergency scenarios

In any emergency, your first priority is to call emergency personnel, not a lab tech. In each lab, there
is a list of emergency phone numbers you might need. After you inform emergency personnel, you
can call a lab tech on the walkie to let them know there has been an emergency.

Evacuation: In the case of an emergency where you need to evacuate the lab, make sure to have
students turn off/stop all reactions and close the hoods. In the event of an evacuation, exit to the
skybridge to leave the building. UTSA has an alarm system in place over the loud speakers. Pay
attention to your walkie for specific instructions from Dr. Schaller.

Medical Emergency: If there is a medical emergency (someone faints, seizes, etc) clear the lab of
all students to give that student privacy, and immediately call 210-458-4911 (*This number is listed
in the lab - In case of an emergency, UTSA’s police department will give the fastest response. If you
accidentally call 911 instead, it is alright, but the response time might be increased, as your 911
dispatcher will in turn notify our UTSA police).

First Aid: If a student has a scrape or cut, locate the first aid kit at the front of the lab. If a student
spills a chemical on them, immediately treat at the eye wash station, sink, or emergency shower,

then notify the necessary personnel. Be aware of where the eye wash, emergency shower, and fire
extinguishers are. Incident reports are available in the lab, report all incidents in detail, including

near misses, to safety!



Roles & Responsibilities of Graduate Teaching Assistants in the Department of Chemistry

The professional development acquired through serving as a Graduate Teaching Assistant (GTA) is a major
component of the education of Chemistry graduate students. GTAs assume diverse teaching- related
responsibilities, such as serving as laboratory assistants, grading laboratory protocols, quizzes,
and exams, assisting with course development, leading discussion sections, acting as lead teaching
assistants, proctoring exams, and fulfilling other duties in support of the primary instructor or at the
request of the Department Chair and/or Assistant Chair

GTAs’ responsibilities

Upon accepting the role, GTAs are obligated to conscientiously carry out all duties associated with
the position. This includes ensuring sufficient preparation for teaching, timely attendance of all
scheduled classes, teaching assistant meetings, labs practice sessions, and office hours, diligent and
timely evaluation of student work, and prompt communication with students, faculty, or university
administrators in case of any concerns, as appropriate to the situation. If a teaching assistant cannot
fulfill a scheduled obligation (e.g., attend a meeting or office hours), they must make arrangements
for alternative coverage or rescheduling by obtaining prior approval from their lab coordinator

In the cases of repeated or egregious failures to fulfill the designated responsibilities associated with the
teaching role, GTAs may be released from their duties and lose their teaching assistantship.
Furthermore, since teaching is a major component of the academic requirements of the Chemistry
Graduate Program, failing to meet the obligations of the role may have serious implications for a
graduate student’s standing in the Program.

GTAs are required to adhere to the UTSA Student Conduct and Community Standards at all times. It
is strictly forbidden for GTAs to abuse their position of authority for personal benefits. They must
maintain the integrity of their role and refrain from engaging in situations that could result in a conflict
of interest. For example, GTAs must carefully examine their class roster(s) and report to the
designated course instructor any potential conflicts of interest involving students in the class, such
as romantic or business relationships.

Considerations

GTAs will be provided with a desk in a tutoring room assigned by the Department and located in the
Science and Engineering Building (SEB) for conducting office hours. Office hours comprised of a total
of two hours per week for all assigned courses are required of each GTA and should be conducted
only in the assigned tutoring room in SEB.

Grievance Procedures

If a graduate student has a grievance regarding teaching assignments or related issues, all efforts
should be made to resolve them with the course instructor or other immediate supervisor of the GTA.
If the complaint cannot be resolved satisfactorily at this level, the graduate student may bring this
issue before the Assistant Chair of the Department. If there still is no satisfactory resolution, the
grievance can be brought to the Department Chair, which will be the final avenue of appeal.



Your role as a GTA/ GTA responsibilities

->What to expect

The lab you are assigned to TA for will have a lab coordinator. This is a faculty member that oversees
the planning and operation of that lab. The section(s) of the course that you are assigned will have a
professor on record that is in charge of the class on ASAP and Canvas. In most cases, these
professors will be the ones your students attend lecture or a lab lecture with. The professor in
charge of your course is who you should default to when it comes to questions regarding
managing your students.

In case of an emergency where you cannot attend lab, you should notify your lab coordinator
immediately.

We have organized some general tips and guidelines for these processes here.
->TA tests

For most labs (General and Organic), there will be mandatory TA meetings on Fridays at noon with
the lab coordinator. Depending on your lab —you may have a “TA test” or meeting with your lab
coordinator and fellow GTA’s about once a week. In this meeting you may perform or discuss the
upcoming experiment and important information specific to your lab. These meetings are to
ensure that all GTAs and lab coordinators are on the same page about the upcoming lab. To get
the most out of the TA tests, it is helpful to pay attention to parts of the procedure that might be
confusing so that you can remember to emphasize or clarify it to your students. This especially
applies to any technique or specific setups that should be applied. The TA test is a great time to
ask clarifying questions to your lab coordinator so that you are ready to teach it to your
students.

->Office hours and Email

At the start of the semester, you will sign up for 2 hours of office hours each week to be held in the
tutoring space on the 3™ floor of the SEB. You should communicate your office hours to your
students and encourage them to bring their questions to you during that time. However, the tutoring
space is a drop-in space for any Chemistry undergrad to come and get help. Be prepared to assist
students from all of the lower division classes, not just the one that you are assigned to teach.
Being able to answer questions from Basic, General and Organic Chemistry classes is an
expectation of you as a graduate student. You may have to do a little digging to refresh your
memory for their question, but this is a good refresher for you, too. Keep in mind, that this
fundamental knowledge is an expectation of anyone passing their oral exam for doctoral candidacy.

Students will also be able to email you with questions regarding the lab. You should make a good
habit of responding to these emails in a timely manner. A reasonable expectation from the student
is that you will respond within 1 business day.



-> Proctoring

You can expect to be assigned proctoring assignments for evening and night exams related to the
lecture affiliated with the lab your are teaching (example: GenChem1 lecture if you are a
GenChem1llab TA).

->Grading

For each assignment you are expected to grade, your lab coordinator should provide a rubric for you
to follow. To ensure that all students are graded equally - it is essential to follow the rubric.

e If you need clarification, especially in instances of partial credit - you should always refer to
your lab coordinator.

e You must provide feedback to students regarding points lost. How you provide the feedback
depends on the type of assignment, but make sure that students can easily see how they
lost each point. To make this easier, if your assignments are online, it can be helpful to keep
a document of common mistakes, that way you can copy and paste the feedback. This
ensures that students get feedback that is easy to understand, and that is fair.

e You must stay on top of grading your assignments. Your lab coordinator should let you know
how frequently they expect assignments to be graded by. As a general rule of thumb, you
should have assignments back to students with enough time for them to apply the
feedback for their next assighment.

As a grader, you have a responsibility to monitor student assignments for plagiarism. If the
assignment is submitted through canvas, there should be an automatic detector that will flag
suspicious documents. You should report all instances confirmed or suspected of plagiarism
to your lab coordinator.

->Your role as a teacher, not a babysitter

You are expected to arrive at least 15 minutes to your lab to verify that your lab has all the proper
materials and chemicals, and setup your board notes.

During the lab it is important to remember your role as a teacher to your students. In the first 10-15
minutes of the lab, it can be helpful to briefly go over the procedure and highlight any new
instruments, tools, or techniques for your students. Each lab has white boards and TVs that you can
connect to through a website/app called “Solstice.” Using the boards to emphasize important
information can be very helpful for students to refer to during lab! In preparing for each lab, it can be
helpful to set up a means of communication with your fellow GTAs and lab coordinator if you might
need clarification during the lab.

Remember, you cannot leave your students alone in the lab! If something is not working as
expected, or you are missing materials — always use your walkie talkie to notify a lab tech

Once students begin their procedure, you should walk around the lab and check in with them.
This way you can monitor their techniques and safety habits and be available for questions when
they come up. We want our students to gain confidence in the lab, and that starts with the
confidence to ask questions and clarify instructions!



Don’t assume students know how to operate common lab equipment, reminders are always great
to reinforce good habits. *The purpose of students taking these labs is not to simply get through the
experiment, they should be learning what they are doing and why they are doing it — as well as
improving their techniques and skills in the lab.

->In-lab responsibilities
There are a few things you should stay on top of during the lab.

1. Attendance
2. Safety
3. Lab cleanliness/respect

First, attendance. Your lab coordinator may have a specific policy for tardiness and
attendance which you should follow. To take attendance, some ideas are to have a sign-up sheet
when they enter the lab, or to take their attendance as you check their drawers at the end of the lab.
Each lab will have a specific lab makeup policy for university excused absences as well, so be sure
to refer to your lab coordinator.

Second, during the lab you are responsible for enforcing appropriate attire and proper PPE
usage, as well as the safe handling of chemicals. The best way that we have seen to enforce
safety in the lab is by establishing and communicating clear expectations early on (week 1). Some
ideas for this are to utilize the board or TV to display a list of rules with point deductions attached.
You can go over these at the start of each lab and leave them displayed on the board for a reminder.
You can also utilize canvas announcements to your students prior to each lab to remind students to
dress appropriately. If you are having issues with students following rules, consult your lab
coordinator for advice. The sooner the students are presented with clear expectations and rules
that are enforced, the easier time they will have following them!

Third, the teaching labs are a shared space among different lab sections and classes. It is
important to ensure that your students are treating the labs with respect.

o Dr.Schaller and the lab techs: The labs are overseen by Dr. Schaller and maintained by
students working as lab techs. Lab techs are responsible for preparing the chemicals and
materials used for each lab. Before the semester begins, an estimated chemical usage of
each labis calculated and provided to the lab techs. They estimate this chemical usage
assuming that each student runs the experiment exactly once only. It is important to
remind your students that they cannot repeat experiments and should not take more
chemicals than they are allowed. This will help not overuse chemicals and ensure that there

are enough chemicals for all students to do the lab.

e Use of walkie talkies: There will always be a lab tech working if labs are operating.
Remembering that you cannot leave your students by themselves, the lab techs are
available “on-call” to help you as they fulfill their other responsibilities. Whether you are
missing materials, need a replacement, etc, you can contact a lab tech for assistance. In
each lab there is a walkie talkie, simply make sure the walkie talkie is on, hold the talk
button and clearly say “lab tech to [your lab] [your room #], lab tech to [your lab] [your room]



please.” Be sure to wait at least 2-3 minutes for a response before calling again. Unless
there is an emergency, avoid giving details other than your lab room number over the walkie
talkie. All room numbers are clearly labeled both inside and outside the labs. If something
breaks, notify a lab tech and get a replacement.

Lab Drawers: In the first week, your students will sign up for drawers that they will use for
the entire semester. It is important to emphasize to the students that they may only use
glassware from their assigned drawer. There are drawer inventory sheets in the lab that you
can give to your students at the beginning of the lab to ensure their drawers are complete.
Then, at the end of the lab you can check your students out by checking their drawers.
This is a great habit to get into, and it ensures that nobody is missing or has dirty glassware
in their drawers. Maintaining drawer inventory is first and foremost the student’s job, but it
is your responsibility to enforce that. If the glassware in the drawers is repeatedly getting
lost or misplaced, it is the responsibility of the GTAs for that lab to go through them and fix
them during their weekly TA meetings.

Waste: Lab techs are also responsible for treating the waste generated by each lab. All
waste containers will be clearly labeled with what may be placed in it. It is your
responsibility to inform your students about their waste disposal and monitor them to be
sure they are sorting their waste properly. This is something that is helpful to emphasize at
the start of the lab — especially if there are any new waste rules that week! Pay close
attention to when you have similar wastes next to each other (aqueous & organic liquid
waste, different solid wastes, etc.)

At the end of your lab you should do a brief walkthrough to ensure that all chemicals are recapped
and the lab is as clean as you found it. Custodial staff does not cover the teaching labs, and lab
techs are not responsible for cleaning the labs each day. If we want to keep a clean lab space it
starts with having our students leave the lab clean!

->Professional Conduct

Importance in maintaining a good working relationship with the students, valuing approachability
and clear expectations and timely/clear/understandable/fair feedback. Ultimately your job is to
keep them safe, as discussed at the safety training, and to provide an inclusive environment where
everyone can thrive.

You must maintain a professional relationship with your students.

If you currently have or have previously had a relationship with one of your assigned
students (familial, romantic, roommate, same friend group, etc.), please notify the lab
coordinator immediately so that grading can be reassigned.

Under no circumstances are you allowed to develop a romantic relationship with the
students you are teaching.

o Students in your care may act as if they would be interested in a consensual
relationship; however, due to the power differential, there are no consensual
relationships in this scenario. If the interest is mutual and sincere, then love is
patient (after the end of the semester).



o If atany point you find you have slipped in this regard, honesty is the best policy so
that appropriate actions (reassignment of duties, etc.), can be undertaken
immediately. Seeking out the Assistant Chair or Chair for advice would be the best
option.

o Thisis not a light matter. The department has had to dismiss GTAs (from
employment and the doctoral program) for seeking/engaging in romantic
relationships with students they were teaching.

At least once per year, the GARs/Assistant Chair/Chair have to have a chat with a GTA who is
perceived by the students as “hitting on” or “harassing” the students in their lab/class. Be
careful how you address your students (nicknames always get people in trouble) and avoid
touching students even platonically (patting on the arm may seem innocuous to you, but
not to the recipient).

Be sure you treat every student the same. Do not offer a particular student one-on-one
tutoring. Instead, invite them to office hours in the SEB tutoring room.

Be careful to avoid bias in your interactions and grading. It is recommended that you grade
papers without knowledge of the student submitting the work (don’t read the name before
you start grading), to avoid conscious and unconscious bias.

o Conscious bias is of the kind where you think “she is a good student” or “he is a nice
person” or “this is the jerk from Monday’s section” and then grade easier/harder
based on your perception of the person.

o Unconscious bias is when you note a name as being gendered or ethnic or similar
and then grade easier/harder without realizing it.

o This is a serious concern. Please apply the rubric equally to all students, and grade
papers “blind.” Accusations of bias in grading are EOS/Title IX offenses that are not
investigated by the department, but by an independent office on campus that
reports to the federal government.

If you observe unprofessional behaviors by faculty/staff (including GTAs/GRAs);
unprofessional interactions between UTSA faculty/staff (including GTAs/GRAs) and
students; or concerning behavior by faculty/staff/students, please report to that Assistant
Chair or Chair or report using one of UTSA’s confidential reporting tools:

o Ethics: https://cm.maxient.com/reportingform.php?UTSanAntonioEE&layout id=5

o Behavioral Intervention Team:
https://cm.maxient.com/reportingform.php?UnivofTexasSanAntonio

o EOS/Title IX: https://www.utsa.edu/eos/report-an-incident/

“Reporting” concerns through social media (X, Instagram, Reddit, etc.) is never advised, as
it cannot be guaranteed that the people who need to take action will see the post
(especially before considerable damage is done to the individuals or university).



https://cm.maxient.com/reportingform.php?UTSanAntonioEE&layout_id=5
https://cm.maxient.com/reportingform.php?UnivofTexasSanAntonio
https://www.utsa.edu/eos/report-an-incident/

Roles & Responsibilities of Graduate Teaching Assistants in the Department of Chemistry

As a GTA, for myself and my students | will:

Uphold and enforce appropriate lab attire and PPE usage

Not allow food and drink in the lab

Ensure students maintain proper drawer inventory, including cleaning glassware

Ensure students practice proper waste management

Operate in accordance to my lab’s attendance policies

Arrive early to all labs

Check student stations and hoods for cleanliness, and turn off all appropriate instruments

Pay attention to student technique, and provide immediate feedback during the lab

Provide diligent and timely evaluation of student work

Grade according to guidance or rubrics provided by the lab coordinators

Provide adequate feedback on student assignments

Respond to student emails in a timely manner

Attend office hours each week

In case of a schedule conflict or emergency, | will make arrangements for alternative coverage or
reschedule by obtaining prior approval from their lab coordinator

Examine my class roster(s) and report to the designated course instructor any potential conflicts
of interest involving students in the class, such as romantic or business relationships
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By signing this document, | hereby acknowledge that | am aware of the roles and responsibilities
required of me as a GTA. | also acknowledge that | am aware of the disciplinary action plan in place
should | neglect any of my roles.

GTA: Date:
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