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LEARNING ASSISTANTS’ TRANSFORMED VIEWS ON TEACHING 

AND THE TEACHER ROLE AFTER A TRAINING PROGRAMME 

Higher education in the science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) subjects is moving from 

traditional to more student-active teaching. At the University of Oslo (UiO) group teachers, either bachelor, 

masters or PhD students, have long been used in small group sessions with STEM students. However, these 

group teachers have traditionally received little or no pedagogical training or ongoing instructor support. 

In this study we investigate the implementation of the Learning Assistant (LA) programme adapted from a 

US higher education context. The program includes tailor made discussion tasks for group sessions and 

weekly preparation and pedagogy sessions for the LAs. Questionnaires and focus group interview data have 

been analysed and indicate that the LAs through a semester of the training and teaching experience have 

transformed their views on teaching and the teaching role. For instance, they showed a greater appreciation 

of conceptual understanding as a goal of their instruction, and their view of the teacher role evolved as a 

consequence of the LA experience. 

Keywords: Higher Education, STEM Education, Training and Development. 

INTRODUCTION 

There is an ongoing movement within higher-education STEM from traditional, lecture-based instruction to 

more student-active learning. Active learning environments are defined as environments that “promote 

conceptual understanding through interactive engagement of students in heads-on (always) and hands-on 

(usually) activities which yield immediate individual feedback to all students through discussion with peers 

and/or instructors” (Fraser et al., 2014). It is well-documented that active learning increases student 

performance in STEM subjects (Freeman et al., 2014) but many instructors struggle to integrate active 

learning methods into their courses. Furthermore, a focus on conceptual understanding as a goal of 

instruction might make STEM subjects, such as physics, more accessible for a wider spectrum of students, 

as opposed to a “shut-up and calculate” approach which has dominated university physics and other subjects 

(Johansson, Andersson, Salminen-Karlsson, & Elmgren, 2018).  

One approach to this type of active learning integration is the Learning Assistant (LA) model, developed at 

the University of Colorado, Boulder, in the early 2000’s (Otero et al., 2006). The LA Model uses learning 

assistants, pedagogically-trained bachelor students, to facilitate group discussion during lecture and/or small 

group teaching sessions. Learning assistants receive support in the form of weekly pedagogical training 

seminars and course preparation meetings where they can reflect on their previous teaching and prepare for 

upcoming sessions. 

The LA model has shown strong positive results; for instance, courses that have been reformed using LAs 

have shown increased learning gains based on pre/post conceptual inventories (Otero, Pollock, & 

Finkelstein, 2010). Researchers have also shown that LA training can have an effect on LA uptake of 

reformed teaching practices in cases where they go on to professional teaching careers (Gray, Webb, & 

Otero, 2016). Some studies have examined the LAs’ belief in reformed practices as well as to what extent 

they teach according to these. The studies find that the institutional environment is important in how much 

the LAs buy in to reformed teaching practices, and even when the LAs change their stated beliefs, those 

changes are not necessarily reflected in their practice (Spike & Finkelstein, 2016; Wilcox, Yang, & Chini, 

2016). 

Although these types of results are well documented in a US context, little documentation exists for 

implementations or impacts of the LA model in non-US contexts. Additionally, more research is needed to 

understand how the LA model affects LAs’ beliefs about teaching and learning. It is likely that LAs having 

beliefs about teaching and learning in line with principles of active learning, will increase the likelihood of 

success for an implementation of the LA programme. Therefore, in this study we address the following 

Lauvland, A., Odden, T. O., Bøe, M. V., & Henriksen, E. K. (2019):
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research question: How do the LAs buy in to the views of teaching and the teacher role within the LA 

model? 

Context and Methods 

At UiO, the group teachers, in small group sessions with students, have often had the role of being a 

generous provider of correct answers to students, rather than facilitating the students’ active learning 

process. During the fall of 2018 the LA model was implemented at UiO in two introductory courses, one in 

mathematical programming and one in electromagnetism, as a means of integrating active learning into the 

small group sessions in these courses. The LAs participated in weekly pedagogy seminars and course 

preparation meetings of one hour each, required as a part of their job. 

In order to investigate the LAs’ experience with the programme, LAs were invited to take part in semi-

structured focus group interviews at the end of the semester. A total of eight LAs from the two different 

courses participated, separated into two groups by course. Both groups had the same interview guide, and 

the questions were centred around their role as an LA, the weekly pedagogy seminar, and interest in a 

teaching career. In addition to focus group interviews, a total of 13 LAs answered a survey at the beginning 

and end of the semester. The surveys contained a mix of closed Likert-scale items and open-ended questions 

about the LAs’ role as teachers. In the end of semester survey the LAs were also asked about feedback to the 

pedagogy seminar. The focus group interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed thematically (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006) using Atlas.ti software. Excerpts from the transcribed interviews and the written survey 

responses were then translated into English by the authors. 

Results 

We identified two themes in thematic analysis in relation to the LAs’ views about teaching and the teacher role: 

(1) the LAs showed appreciation for conceptual understanding as a goal of instruction and (2) the LAs expressed 

that their view of the teacher role had changed as a result of the LA experience. 

Greater appreciation for conceptual understanding as a goal of instruction 

During focus group interviews the LAs positively mentioned conceptual understanding. Furthermore, several 

LAs expressed that they saw discussion as a means of achieving better conceptual understanding. As one LA 

pointed out during a focus group interview: 

“I think they get a more, like, conceptual understanding, maybe, from that discussion.” 

We interpret this quote as a sign of the LA having an idea of what types of learning activities promote 

conceptual understanding. From another LA, we noticed a belief that such conceptual understanding is long-

lasting: 

“I also think they will remember it longer. Because when they have sort of a conceptual understanding of it, the 

knowledge is somehow more condensed. Or – everything is connected, which makes it easier to remember.” 

Where the LA here expresses an idea about why teaching for conceptual understanding is desirable. 

LAs’ view of the teacher role changed through the LA experience 

Our data indicate that aspects of the LAs’ views on the teacher role had evolved during the LA experience 

towards a view in line with the LA model, where the teacher is a facilitator rather than a provider of right 

answers. From the post survey, one LA answered the question “have the pedagogical seminars helped?”: 

 “I have gained more of an impression of the learning assistant as a passive facilitator that lets the students be 

active. […]” 

We interpret this quote to mean that the pedagogy seminar, as a part of the LA programme, has given this 

LA the view of the teacher role as a passive facilitator. From one of the focus groups we also have: 

“[…] when I have attended group sessions [previously as a student, not in the role of LA], it has often been like; 
you ask for help, and the LA comes when you need help, sort of. While through this [LA-model], it has shown me 
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that there are more ways to be an LA. You do not necessarily need to come [and help] only when you are asked 

to.” 

We interpret this quote as indicating the LA’s view of the teacher role has evolved during the LA experience. 

Discussion and conclusion 

We suggest that it is important that the LAs  have views about teaching and learning in line with the 

underpinning views of the LA model in order to ensure a successful implementation of it, as can be concluded 

from the literature (Spike & Finkelstein, 2016). We return to our research question of how the LAs buy in to 

the view of teaching and the teacher role within the LA model. The data indicates that the LAs developed a 

positive attitude to a form of teaching more focused on conceptual understanding, in contrast with the “shut up 

and calculate” approach often described for university physics and related subjects (Johansson et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, to some extent, they expressed an understanding of a more discussion-based teaching, as leading 

to improved conceptual understanding.  

In the LA model the teacher role is passive in the sense that the teacher is not the main conveyor of knowledge. 

The knowledge is constructed in discussion with peers, and thus conveyed between peers. The view of the 

teacher role within the LA model can be seen in a social constructivist view of learning, with the teacher acting 

as a guide and facilitator in the students’ active process of knowledge construction. For the LAs in the UiO-

programme it seems evident that their view on the teacher role has changed. The data indicates that the LAs 

view the role of teachers more in line with the LA model, as a facilitator. Also, they see that there is not one 

“correct” way to teach, and a teacher can have other roles than just a generous provider of correct answers. 

By documenting the implementation of the US-developed LA model in a Scandinavian higher education 

setting, our research contributes to illuminating some key aspects contributing to the model’s success. What we 

see from this study is that the LA model can be implemented in a Scandinavian setting for higher education in 

STEM. The LAs seem to buy in to central aspects of the model, at least in their stated beliefs. Future work will 

address if the buy-in does in fact correlate with the practice of the LAs (Spike & Finkelstein, 2016). If so, does 

the LA model provide a desired increase in students’ conceptual understanding outside the US?  
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