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Action Research in Higher Education

Action research serves a critical role in changing current 
practice by applying ongoing strategies in the classroom. Despite its 
benefits to both students and teacher researchers, action research 
has been widely used in the K-12 setting, reinforcing its signature 
importance in improving instruction, student learning, and overall 
school climate. Interestingly, fewer examples of the integration of 
action research exist in higher education [1].  To improve the quality 
of course instruction and students’ learning experience, there has 
been a substantial movement in higher education to incorporate 
action research in universities throughout the U.S. [1]. Similar to 
a K-12 setting, action research is one of the iterative strategies and  

 
models for change, enhancing the teaching-learning experience at 
the college level because of its potential to improve instructional 
practices [2]. 

As an example of action research in higher education, van 
Zee [3] conducted a study with PTs with the aim of improving 
the overall quality of her science method class at the university. 
Results from her practical inquiry suggested that action research 
supported her efforts to not only improve the quality of her 
instruction and curriculum but also better prepare her preservice 
teachers to integrate science education reform effectively into their 
practice. Similarly, Raubenheimer and Jennifer [1] concluded that 
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action research provided a systematic and self-critical means of 
collecting data on the impact their instructional attempts made on 
student learning in zoology. In particular, the authors compared 
the correlation between the “learning preference” rank and the 
“enjoyment preference” rank of the activities provided in their 
course. The results showed students not only similarly ranked items 
for each set (Kendall’s coefficient of concordance results of student’s 
preferred learning activities was W=.491, p<0.001, and rankings of 
enjoyment was W=.325, p<0.001) but also, overall ranking of the 
two categories was significantly correlated (Spearman’s rank-order 
correlation showed that the overall ranking of the two categories is 
significantly correlated, ρ=.729, p=0.01). Results from their work 
indicated that students liked the activities from which they felt they 
learned the most. The data provided evidence to the instructors 
about what activities were most effectively applied to the students. 
The researchers contended that their action research experience 
“has the power to transform teaching in higher education by 
providing a systematic means of gathering data about the effect of 
the instructional change on student learning” [1]. 

According to Gibbs et al. [4], there is an increasing trend in 
higher education to explore action research at the institutional 
level by “breaking down the demarcations between traditional 
scholarship, research, and administration/organization” (p. 
5). Overall, this aims to enhance and facilitate the learning 
environment through reflection by putting research into practice 
[5]. Researchers have shown that action research at the university 
level can be widely used for the innovation of curriculum design [6], 
teaching [7], and assessment [8,9]. Fostering students’ engagement 
and participation in the practice may empower the value of action 
research since it provides clear evidence of how the students 
experience contemporary higher education [4,10]. Students can be 
involved in the study of engagement in teaching and the learning 
process [11], curriculum development [12], and the building of a 
community of mutual collaboration for the practice [6,13]. 

Although the interpretation of students’ engagement in the 
action research may vary [4], it is important to note that students, 
as stakeholders in undergraduate education, play a vital role in 
relation to the action researchers and the institutions. Kur et al. 
[14] reported students’ engagement in the action research not 
only raised their voices in the field but also positively affected their 
personal growth. Furthermore, it improved the course curriculum 
for faculties. Moor and Gayle [15] also suggested a positive effect 
of students participating in action research, such as improving 
the relationship with the faculty via collaboration. Measuring 
their engagement in the course and providing fair and relevant 
assessment tools to students helped the students more actively 
participate in the class, subsequently leading to positive change 
through action research [16].   

The Role of GTAs – Action Researcher’s Positionality  

In the U.S., research-led and large universities have historically 
hired graduate students to teach undergraduate students [17-19]. 
Studies related to concerns and issues of the role of GTAs, and their 
quality have been conducted since the 1960s [18]. Since the GTA is 

a legitimate participant and prospective leader in the academy, it is 
important to study their experience, perspectives, role, and status 
to gather an insider perspective on the overall quality of course 
instruction and design.   

Luckie et al. [20] reported four practices of the GTA, based on 
the previous literature, which include the roles of (a) facilitator, (b) 
teacher, (c) supplemental, and (d) collaborator. To be specific, with 
the role of facilitator, GTAs promote communication among the 
groups and facilitate conversations to guide students to understand 
the concepts of the topics. In terms of the teacher’s role, they evaluate 
students’ assignments, serve in a recitation or laboratory section 
where they lead weekly meetings for small groups of students, 
review the course materials and gauge group performance, and 
ask students’ opinions concerning the effectiveness of the class. As 
supplemental instructors, GTAs hold office hours for the students, 
advise students on the assignment or exam preparation, and help 
students with personal problems if needed. Lastly, they meet 
with the instructor on record (e.g., professor) regularly to plan 
and discuss the course contents of the week, reflecting on the 
issues of the previous week and update and inform the instructor 
of the student’s strengths or weaknesses based on “mastering 
concepts” of the learning. As such, GTAs have multiple roles, and 
their philosophy and quality may directly influence undergraduate 
students’ learning outcomes. 

After surveying 51 undergraduate students, 10 GTAs, and eight 
academic staff, Muzaka [18] found that GTAs have an ambiguous 
niche in that they have multiple roles of teachers, researchers, 
students, and employees simultaneously. In terms of the merits of 
having GTAs, students perceived it is beneficial to run a small group 
seminar by GTAs since they cannot only get additional knowledge 
from them but also feel more comfortable because the session run 
by GTAs may be less formal and intimidating. She also indicated that 
students reported GTAs are familiar with the latest materials, tend 
to avoid unrelated monologues, better use the technology, try new 
methods of teaching instructions, and are more open to the ideas 
from the group discussion. On the other hand, in relation to the 
problems and issues related to GTAs, it was also reported that GTAs 
themselves perceived a lack of authority in the modules as well as 
general class organizations and issues. Some students indicated 
that if the seminars or recitations run by GTAs were not strongly in 
line with the lectures, they felt uncomfortable since it was evidence 
of a lack of communication between the GTAs and the instructor. 
Similarly, O’Neal et al. [21] pointed out that GTAs can eliminate 
uncertainty by explicitly discussing the expectations for individual 
assignments and courses in general. Their study also highlighted 
that the GTAs’ efforts to create a positive learning environment can 
enhance students’ learning process, which was perceived by over 
2,100 undergraduate students who participated in their study. The 
quote from one of the undergraduate students who participated in 
O’Neal et al.’s [21] study underscored the importance of the GTA’s 
role: 

“The TA’s ability to make the lab atmosphere fun… definitely 
made doing the labs a lot easier. Furthermore, his cool attitude 
made it a lot easier to listen to what needed to be done, making the 
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learning process more effective. It increased my interest in doing a 
science major (Asian male sophomore, course grade=A)” [21].

Although GTAs may confront issues caused by their multiple 
roles and their identity as contact persons between students and the 
instructor [22], their role is a key component in raising the quality 
of the course and developing a positive learning experience among 
undergraduate students. Even if the GTAs may not feel they have 
sufficient authority to organize the course, Park [22] stated that 
the GTA’s effectiveness can still be improved by reflective practices, 
including keeping a journal including the successes and failures of 
the activities and their self-awareness. Based on previous research 
related to the experiences or perception of GTAs, continuous study 
understanding of their status, beliefs, and effectiveness needs to be 
further explored, given their rising importance in higher education 
[18].

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine PTs and GTA’s 
perceptions of the course design and in-class activities as a means 
of improving the overall quality of instruction. The author was 
one of two GTAs for the course, Classroom Management designed 
to teach PTs who will be working in elementary schools. In this 
capacity, both GTAs facilitated interactions among the students 
during class discussions and directed a recitation session where 
she reviewed the contents of the lecture and provided practical tips 
for the instructor on record. GTAs collaborated with the instructor 
on the re-design of key assignments and in-class activities. Based 
on the observations from two years of co-teaching the course, 
the author questioned how effective the course assignments and 
activities were in helping preservice teachers develop an informed 
understanding of fundamental practices for effective teaching (i.e., 
classroom management, student motivation, and differentiated 
instruction). As a result, the author elected to plan, implement, and 
reflect on her own self-reflective, critical inquiry into what students’ 
perceptions were and how students’ perceptions aligned with 
their learning of course material. By gaining insight and feedback 
from her students and input from a fellow GTA, the author aims 
to learn how to leverage their responses to improve her practice 
while advancing PTs’ understanding of effective teaching. Thus, this 
action research study is guided by the following questions:

1) What is the undergraduate PTs and the GTA’s perceptions 
of course contents and their engagement in the class?

2) To what extent do undergraduate PTs and the GTA’s 
perceptions inform ways to improve the design of the course?

Method

Context of the Study

Course Description

This study took place in the context of a required undergraduate 
course housed in a nationally ranked teacher preparation 
program at a large research-intensive university in the Midwest 
region of the United States. Classroom Management course was 
designed to develop advanced pre-service teachers’ (i.e., junior, 

senior) educational skills in recognizing classroom processes and 
understanding how teachers’ beliefs and practices affect elementary 
students’ engagement, learning, and motivation. The course focused 
on the notion of effective teaching, specifically how it is defined, 
what it looks like, and different ways to enact it in the classroom. 
The course is based on three dimensions: (a) organization and 
managing student behavior; (b) creating high-quality learning 
opportunities for all students, including assessing students’ 
understanding and learning, and differentiating instruction; and (c) 
creating a positive and supportive environment where children are 
psychologically comfortable to learn and develop. 

Learning Objectives of the Course

The course learning outcomes include the following: (a) 
develop skills for building classroom communities; (b) analyze 
different approaches to classroom discipline and the effects of those 
approaches on the cognitive, social, and emotional development of 
diverse students; (c) develop a personal philosophy of classroom 
discipline; (d) recognize how student diversity, developmental 
levels, technology, instructional design, room arrangement, and 
assessment techniques influence the classroom community 
and climate; (e) identify strategies for effective management of 
professional time and tasks; (f) collaborate with colleagues and 
parents to enhance student learning and development; (g) create 
a comprehensive plan for establishing and managing a learning 
environment in a real or simulated teaching situation.

Participants

A total of 37 pre-service elementary school teachers participated 
in the course and action research study. PTs typically take this 
course during their junior or senior year as a required course to 
learn how to design and create a positive class environment. The 
course not only covers educational theories but also uses scenario-
based activities and discussions to promote their understanding. 
The course is comprised of a lecture and corresponding recitation. 
In the lecture, the instructor on record leads discussions related to 
the weekly topic based on the educational theories and readings 
assigned, while GTAs help him foster students’ discussion during 
the class. The GTAs direct the recitations one or two days after the 
lecture to assist students with applying the knowledge from the 
lecture. In this study, PTs were asked to share their thoughts and 
evaluate the course, including in-class exercises and assignments. 

Research Design and Methodological Framework

The research design of this study is a mixed method, drawing 
on both quantitative and qualitative data [23,24]. This study can 
also be considered as multi-perspectival, conveying the perceptions 
of undergraduate and graduate students. As a methodological 
framework, mixed methods-grounded theory (MM-GT) was 
employed [25-30]. The purpose of the traditional grounded 
theory widely used in qualitative study is to develop a new theory 
inductively after reviewing one or more techniques to collect 
empirical data [31]. Although grounded theory is a systematic 
methodology, it is also flexible in designing an explanatory model 
representing the studied phenomenon [32,33]. In this respect, key 
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scholars of MM-GT underlined the potential of grounded theory 
to be used for both quantitative and qualitative data [27-30,34]. 
Considering the rapid expansion of the mixed-method movements 
[28], Charmaz [26] referred to MM-GT as “pragmatist grounded 
theory,” and Babchuk [25] viewed this paradigm as the latest 
addition to the grounded theory’s family. As such, MM-GT is based 
on pragmatism and pluralism to develop a practical theory [35] and 
is “revolutionary if properly illuminated” [30]. 

Data Collection 

The author distributed and collected data three times 
through surveys (two formative assessments and one summative 
assessment) during the semester. The first and second formative 
assessments were used in the 1/3 and 2/3 of the semester to 
understand the thoughts about the lecture course contents and 
design (see Appendix A for the formative assessment survey). The 
summative assessment (see Appendix B) was distributed at the end 
of the semester, and through it, the PTs could evaluate the course 
topics and quality in general. As the assessments were voluntary-
based to improve GTAs’ understandings of creating a future course 
as an extra task, not every PT participated in the survey; 21 PTs 
for formative assessment 1, 13 PTs for formative assessment 2 
(it is important to note that many of the PTs had already left the 
campus because of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic), and 31 PTs for 
the summative assessment (they filled out the online survey). In 
addition, the author interviewed her colleague who also worked 
in this course as a GTA to get an additional understanding of her 
thoughts about this course (see Appendix C for the interview 
protocol).

Surveys

According to Angelo and Cross (2012), classroom assessment 
techniques (CATs) serve as formative evaluations that provide 
information used to modify and improve course contents. The 
formative assessment used in this study is comprised of two main 
parts: course-contents review (part I) and students’ attitudes, 
values, and self-awareness (part II). In the course content part, 
students were asked to answer (a) the most important things 
that they learned, (b) contents that they understood least, (c) 
suggestions or alternative pathways for the concepts that they 
did not understand, and (d) weekly reading lists where they can 
rate from one to five. This part was designed to check whether the 
students sufficiently understood the contents of the week. In part II, 
six questions were included for the group work evaluation [36] to 
check the quality of the discussion activity during class.

The summative assessment had a total of seven questions under 
two main parts: checking the topics of the course and general course 
quality. Adopted from Angelo and Cross [36], “interest in possible 
course topics” was additionally included in the summative survey 
so that students could rate each week’s topic (n=11) and suggest 
new content they would like to learn. “Group instructional feedback 
techniques” adopted by Angelo and Cross (2012) involved asking 
students to provide examples of what the instructor did that was 
most and least helpful for them and to suggest practical changes 
to improve the learning in the class. Students were also asked to 
note the percentage of the current and ideal class structure (i.e., 
lecture, discussion, individual works, hands-on activity, off-tasks, 

and others). Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data.

Interview

The author interviewed a fellow GTA who was involved in the 
course. The purpose of this interview was to capture the different 
ideas and perspectives of the colleague who worked as a GTA for 
several years in this course. Her interview is expected to help 
us build new strategies and plans that we might miss from the 
students’ data and the first author’s understanding of the course. 
The interview protocol involved ten basic questions, and extra 
follow-up questions were asked based on her replies. The questions 
were mainly about course contents, design, and management. The 
interview lasted 30 minutes, and the recorded interview file was 
transcribed verbatim. The author had been involved in this course 
as a GTA for four semesters when the research was conducted, 
whereas it was the interviewee’s eighth time teaching, indicating 
that she has sufficient experience to share her thoughts regarding 
this course.

The author used a strategy of member-checking with the 
interviewee’s transcript to improve the rigor of the qualitative 
research. The GTA was provided a verbatim transcript of her 
interview data to offer clarification and verify accuracy [37]. 
This process of allowing the interviewee to edit and correct the 
original interview data builds trustworthiness [38,39]. Further 
from checking the verbatim, the author also shared the categories 
and interpretation of the data for confirmation and elaboration 
[34,40,41]. This member validation is “the most crucial technique for 
establishing credibility” [39], and it is particularly more significant 
in our study as we used a single subject as an interviewee to 
collect additional ideas. The coding themes of interview data were 
generated through careful reading and re-reading of the transcribed 
data [42]. The authors used the five steps of the thematic analysis 
technique (Braun & Clarke, 2006): (a) familiarizing with data, (b) 
generating initial coding, (c) searching for themes, (d) reviewing 
themes, and (e) defining and naming themes.

Results

PTs’ Surveys

A total of 11 course modules were addressed, and students 
were asked to rate each topic that best represents their level of 
understanding or interest (1: least helpful to 4: most helpful). 
Students were also encouraged to share their ideas on additional 
topics that would be helpful to incorporate in this course. Results 
indicated that students were relatively satisfied with each module 
(range 3.35 to 3.90 out of 4.00); the module that received the 
highest score was “Setting the tone: Procedures, routines, and 
rules,” and the topic with the lowest score was “Expectations and 
mindsets” (see Table 1). These results suggest that students found 
concrete, hands-on, and practice-based concepts more appealing 
than theory-based concepts (e.g., motivation, mindset). In terms 
of additional topics that they wanted to learn, students (n=19) 
reported topics such as dealing with behavioral issues (e.g., how 
to handle disruptive students, n=6), more in-depth differentiation 
methods (n=3), creating lesson plans (n=3), working with 
colleagues (n=2), classroom organization (n=2), and others (n=3) 
such as communication with parents and incorporating special 
education (see Table 2) (Tables 1-3). 
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Table 1: Student’s Content Evaluation.

Weekly Topic of the Course Mean (range 1 to 4) SD

Module1: Planning for First days of school 3.81 0.53

Module2: Setting the tone: Procedures, routines, and rules 3.9 0.39

Module3: Managing problem behaviors 3.61 0.55

Module4: Culture of respect and collaboration 3.58 0.61

Module5: Expectations and mindsets 3.35 0.82

Module6: Knowing your students &amp; their families 3.77 0.49

Module7: Engaging students with academic contents 3.55 0.66

Module8: Developing high-level understanding 3.39 0.66

Module9: Checking for student understanding 3.61 0.66

Module10: Modifying instruction 3.52 0.56

Module11: Effective classrooms summary 3.45 0.66

Table 2: Topics for the Future Course.

Topics Sample Comments

Differentiation (n=3)

• I’d like to discuss differentiated instruction more in depth.                                                                         

• I would like to learn more tips and tricks on how to manage students at different levels of academic in-
struction.                                      

• Accommodations for students and how to apply them in a classroom for each student.

Working with Colleagues (n=2) • How to collaborate with other teachers

Behavioral Issues (n=6)

• How to handle disruptive students.                                                    

• More in depth about anger or unruly behavior in students.                                   

• Spending more time on strategies for students with behavior problems.

Classroom Organization (n=2)
• More organizational tips.                                  

• Effective classroom set up (physical environment).                                                                

Lesson Plans (n=3) • I would like to learn more about planning lessons with curriculum in a classroom management stand-
point.

Others (n=3)

• Clarity on learning types and if they are helpful in the classroom.                                   

• General communication with parents about students.                                                                

• More special education training.  

Table 3: Sample Positive Comments on the Course.

Practical and Hands-on Tips 
(n=7)

Positive Class Environment with 
Active Interaction and Engagement 

(n=12)
Discussion (n=11)

Providing Extra 
Activities for Earning 

Additional Class 
Points (n=3)

Others (n=1)

The instructors taught by 
example, everything that we 
learned I saw them practice. 
They give real life examples 
rather than just teaching the 

material.

He tries his best go sit at every table 
and have a conversation with the 

students. Whether it’s to chat about 
their personal life or to help them 

understand the lecture better, I 
appreciate both.

I really love the 
group discussions 
because it helps 

me understand the 
topics more as well 
as getting different 
perspectives and 

ideas from my 
group members.

The speed rounds for 
extra credit where 

questions were asked 
about material from 
the previous week. It 

refreshed my memory 
and allowed for the 

material to stick.

Gave handouts during 
recitation that summarized 

the information in an easy to 
read and understand way. For 

lecture, he showed us that 
he truly cared about us, our 

understanding of the material 
etc.

Note: 34 comments were created by 28 PTs.
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The instructors taught by example, everything that we learned 
I saw them practice. They give real life examples rather than just 
teaching the material. He tries his best to sit at every table and 
have a conversation with the students. Whether it’s to chat about 
their personal life or to help them understand the lecture better, 
I appreciate both. I really love group discussions because it 
helps me understand the topics more as well as getting different 
perspectives and ideas from my group members. The speed rounds 
for extra credit where questions were asked about material from 
the previous week. It refreshed my memory and allowed for the 
material to stick. Gave handouts during recitation that summarized 
the information in an easy to read and understand way. For lecture, 
he showed us that he truly cared about us, our understanding of the 
material etc.

When asked to provide answers for the instructors’ most and 
least helpful learning strategies and their suggestions, students (28 
students created 34 comments) indicated that they appreciated the 
positive class environment with active interaction and engagement 
(n=12), discussion (n=11), practical and hands-on tips (n=7), 

providing extra activities for earning additional class points (n=3), 
and summarizing the concepts again in the recitation session 
after the lecture (n=1). Table 3 describes the sample comments. 
Students (n=17) also reported experiences that they perceived 
to be least helpful during the course; these were discussion time 
(n=9), readings and content coverage (n=5), and others (n=3). It 
is important to note that it is controversial, as students also noted 
that the discussion time was too long. Students also stated that 
the readings were not always covered in the lecture because of the 
“excessive amount of time spent on the discussion” (See Table 4). To 
improve the quality of the course, students shared several different 
suggestions (23 comments were created from 22 students). Among 
23 comments, 11 were related to reducing the discussion time 
and including more questions to explore during class discussions. 
In terms of the course structure (lecture and recitation), seven 
responses included suggestions to combine lecture and recitation 
to minimize redundancy in course content. The remaining 
comments included requests for addressing all course readings, 
providing more concrete examples during lectures, and increasing 
the number of hands-on in-class activities.  

Table 4: Sample Negative Comments on the Course.

Discussion Time (n=9) Readings and Content Coverage (n=5) Others (n=3)

I think that if we spend too much time on one dis-
cussion our group would get off topic and would 

not get back on topic.

Sometimes all of the assigned readings for 
the week weren’t discussed in class which 

was frustrating.

Sometimes it’s like he’s looking for a specific answer 
and until it’s been said, all other answers don’t seem 

as valid. It makes it hard for us to want to answer.

Note: 23 comments were created from 22 PTs.

In terms of the class discussion, students appreciated 
discussions because they could learn different perspectives and 
insights from other group members, however, students also 
indicated that not everyone necessarily engaged and the length of 
the discussion time was too long, which yielded talking off-topic. 
Based on their two-formative assessment feedback, the GTAs and 
the instructor tried to walk around more often and actively facilitate 
discussions (see Table 5 for the details of students’ perceived quality 
of course contents and class discussion). Since discussion occupies 
a lot in our lecture session, we were curious how PTs perceive the 
time allocation for each activity (i.e., lecture, discussion, individual 
work, hands-on activity, off-task, and others). PTs were asked 
to write percentages of each portion, making the total 100%. 

They also answered the same question one more time for the 
“ideal” composition of each activity after filling out the current 
status. Table 6 shows the differences between current and ideal 
perspectives. Although the current instruction time was perceived 
to be 18.0% of the total lecture, students thought that it needed to 
be at least 23.87%. Similarly, hands-on activities currently account 
for 13.44% perceived by PTs; however, PTs would like to have more 
than 18.0%. The discussion was perceived to occupy 46.87% of the 
current lecture, and they think it would be great if it were reduced 
to 41.90%. PTs thought that an average of 8.77% of the portion was 
used as off-tasks, however, they acknowledged that it needs to be 
shortened to 3.61% (Tables 5,6).

Table 5: PTs’ Formative Assessment Results.

    
Formative 1 (n=21) Formative 2 (n=13)

M SD M SD

Contents

1. On the scale below, please rate the clarity of today’s session. 3.57 0.75 3.46 1.05

2. Overall, how interesting did you find today’s session? 3.57 1.08 3.54 0.97

3. Overall, how useful was today’s session in helping you learn the material? 3.52 1.03 3.92 1.04

Group-Work 
(Discussion)

1. Overall, how effectively did your group work together on the assignment? 3.33 0.66 3.62 0.51

2. Out of the five group members, how many participated actively most of the 
time? 4.62 0.67 4.85 0.38

3. Out of the five group members, how many were fully prepared for the activ-
ity? 4.81 0.51 4.77 0.44
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Table 6: Current and Ideal Course Structure.

Constructs
Current Status Expected Composition

Mean SD Mean SD

Instructor’s lecture (%) 18 13 23.87 12.87

Discussion (%) 46.87 21.35 41.9 21.3

Individual work (%) 10.66 13.45 10.19 8.89

Hands-on activity (%) 13.44 13.12 18 10.52

Off-task (%) 8.77 8.53 3.61 3.96

Others (%) 2.26 9.06 2.42 9.41

GTA’s Perceptions

The interview data were analyzed with two main themes 
(selective coding) – (a) class policy and design, and (b) in-class 
activities. Under the first theme, we created three sub-themes (i.e., 

participation and absences, assignments and exams, and readings) 
that represent the interview data (axial coding). Similarly, the 
second main theme includes three sub-themes (i.e., class structure, 
discussion, and contents) that capture the interviewee’s idea (see 
Table 7 for the themes and example comments).

Table 7: Themes and Comments of Interview Data.

Main Theme (Selective Coding) Sub-Theme (Axial Coding) Example Comments (Open Coding)

Class Policy and Design Participation and Absences

“I think sometimes students that do show up all the time can get kind of frustrated, 
when other students who aren’t there as much end up with the same grade…. So, 
if there’s a way for them to kind of do that or something, or even come for like an 
office hour type of thing and chat with us about it. That would be helpful, just as a 
way for them to make up their time. But really to get the most out of the content 

that they missed. Give them alternatives, where they could actually still apply 
those things, apply that learning in a way”

 Assignments and Exams

“It might be interesting if we were able to get their assignments due on Sunday, 
so then we could read their journals and then figure out what questions they have 

before the lecture and then get a chance to modify our instruction accordingly. 
Almost to treat them like the journals would be like a pre-assessment in a way. So, 
see what they understood, because there are a few times I; even this week, where 
they are writing the journals and they’re like, “Well I didn’t really understand this 
one.” And so, giving us a chance to go over those in detail would be really helpful. 

So, they could kind of understand the main points of those articles a bit more... 
I think getting a chance to do those maybe Sunday and then that way we have 

a chance to review them and then add their thoughts and stuff, into the lecture 
would be really helpful.”

 Readings

“I feel like they really don’t like research space journals or like articles. So having 
more practitioner focused articles would be good...article was from 1999. One 

point it talks about a Walkman and like they don’t know what a Walkman is, be-
cause most of them weren’t born then”

In-Class Activities Class Structure

“I think it’s good that the students get a chance to discuss and aren’t just sitting 
there the whole time… But I think I’d like to see a bit more of a balance between 
like actual delivery of instruction and discussion... That’s normally contrary to 

what I think about education in general. But I think that it would be really helpful, 
if they had some more direct instruction and like clarity of things”

 Discussion 

“I think it’s really helpful when they do write down their answers because 
I think it keeps them a bit more on task and then they can kind of come 

away with a direct set of ideas from the discussion. They can visualize that”                                                                                     
“So not just hearing from the five or six people that you sit with every week, you 

need to hear from the other groups too. And getting a chance to hear from that... Or 
even just like mixing up the groups... You’re hearing other perspectives”

 Contents (More Applications)

“Differentiation. Modifying their lessons accordingly. Anything about identifying 
students’ needs and experiences... learning about students’ families and back-

grounds and how to actually incorporate that in the classroom is really helpful. 
And learning about like what students are dealing with outside of class and how to 

accommodate accordingly”
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Class Policy and Design

Participation and Absences (20% of the total grading): In 
our course, we provide full participation scores when PTs miss 
classes less than three times, whether excused or unexcused. Most of 
the PTs do not miss more than the cut-off lines; however, we noticed 
that there have been more absences this semester. Therefore, the 
author asked her fellow GTA what she thinks about it. The fellow 
GTA said that the PTs who attended each class would feel frustrated 
if they received the same grade. But, since some uncertain events 
may happen to PTs, it would be helpful if we provided extra office 
hours so the students could make up for their absences. She stated 
that, by providing this alternative option to cover for the contents 
they missed, PTs would still have a chance to learn, even though the 
instructor or GTA may need to work extra hours. 

Assignments and Exams (40% respectively for each): The 
instructor planned to have weekly journal articles based on the 
course readings and prepared one final exam for this semester. When 
the author asked the fellow GTA about the weekly assignments, she 
indicated that, although it takes a lot of time for GTAs to read and 
grade (it was a biweekly journal article last semester), it is helpful 
for PTs to understand and prepare for the contents before they 
come to school. She also pointed out that it would be great if the 
assignment deadline were at least two or three days before the 
lecture - not right before the lecture starts as we did. By doing so, 

“We could read their journals and then figure out what 
questions they have before the lecture, then get a chance to modify 
our instructions accordingly. Almost treating the journals like a pre-
assessment in a way”. 

Her suggestion would function as a flipping class format, 
through which students learn the concepts by themselves first, and 
the instructor can prepare and modify the contents after reviewing 
students’ reflections in the journals. With regards to the exams, she 
is satisfied with the current format (we used to have pop quizzes 
and mid-term exams when we worked as GTAs with another 
instructor), as she indicated that she prefers no high-stakes exams. 
However, she mentioned that she would like to switch the group 
final exam (groups of 1-3 students can collaborate) to an individual 
format since they already had so many opportunities to have group 
discussions. 

Readings: An average of three articles (two to four, depending 
on the contents) is on the list of weekly readings that cover the 
topics. Although many practitioner-based articles were assigned, 
there are few research-based articles as well. After reviewing and 
grading PTs’ journal reflections, the GTA thought that PTs seemed 
to enjoy a more practitioner-focused paper because it is easy to 
understand. She added that if she designed this course, she would 
like to have many more of such articles, and also wanted to update 
some outdated articles (e.g., she provided the example of an article 
that mentions the “Walkman”, which our current students might 
not know about). In addition, she pointed out that it is important to 
teach or introduce some basic knowledge on how to read statistics 
in the provided research-based article because some students do 
not know how to interpret the results.  

In-Class Activities

Class Structure: This course is designed with lecture sessions 
and recitation sessions where PTs can learn about theories and 
applications, respectively. The fellow GTA indicated that she is 
satisfied with this class format because the students have a better 
chance to understand the contents within small-group classes fully. 
In terms of the lecture itself, she liked the discussions because they 
allowed PTs to talk with each other; however, she perceived that 
there needs to be a balance between instructions and discussions. 
Since even the lecture section this year is composed of many 
discussion times, she shared her opinion as

“I think a slightly more direct instruction would be more 
helpful. That’s normally contrary to what I think about education in 
general. But I think that it would be really helpful if they had some 
more direct instructions and, like, clarity of things”. 

She thought that through the instructional time, PTs could 
learn the core concepts of the topic and have a chance to review the 
contents they might have missed. 

Discussion: Since the lecture time includes many discussions, 
she shared her thoughts about how to improve the quality of 
discussion among students. She perceived that the current 
discussion time is a little lengthy and that it would be helpful to 
do the following: (a) “I think it [writing down their answers and 
thoughts] keeps them a bit more on task, then they can kind of 
come away with a direct set of ideas from the discussion and then 
visualize,” (b) “not just hearing from the five or six people that you 
sit with every week, you need to hear from the other groups too. 
And getting a chance to hear from that,” or “I think it would be 
better if we switched groups more often,” and (c) “... If you have a 
large enough group, they’re going to be people who are less likely to 
share, so they’re not going to get a chance to engage in that, or they 
may choose not to engage in it”, thus indicating it would be helpful 
to reduce the group size. By asking PTs to write their thoughts on 
the group board, frequently switching the group members, and 
making each group with a small number of students, she thought 
the PTs could more constructively hear others’ perspectives and get 
a chance to verbalize their thoughts and ideas.  

Contents: Generally, she perceived that the current course 
covers sufficient topics that can be addressed by PTs focusing on 
the “how of teaching, not just what”. When she was asked what 
contents, she would like to add or modify if she were the main 
instructor, however, she indicated that she would spend more time 
on differentiating and teaching students how to adjust their lesson 
plans based on students’ needs and experience. Furthermore, she 
wanted to add some out-of-school factors, such as collaborating 
and understanding families, “learning about students’ families 
and backgrounds, and how to incorporate that in the classroom is 
helpful. Also, learning about what students are dealing with outside 
of class and how to accommodate them accordingly”. Overall, no 
matter which topics she teaches, she implies that more applications 
and scenarios are needed so that we can communicate and discuss 
openly before they go into the field.
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Discussion

This action research was designed to understand PTs’ and the 
GTA’s perception of the course design, policy, and activities in the 
college-level class. Since the GTA may become the main instructor 
in the future, it is important to ask and understand students’ and 
the GTA’s opinions as to what would be the most and least helpful to 
plan and create a quality class. In this sense, this action research is 

meaningful because it provides evidence-based findings and efforts 
to improve the course quality in higher education [1,2]. Although 
this action research was not mainly aimed at helping current 
PTs who were currently in the course when the action research 
was conducted but more likely to help future students in similar 
classes based on their feedback, the PTs’ input is still significant 
as it critically serves to create and plan more constructive course 
designed for future PTs [15] (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Model for Preparing and Leading a Quality Higher-Ed Class.

Based on the results of the data from students and the GTA, 
we found that both PTs and the GTA similarly perceived a quality 
class to be highly connected to the readings, contain more practical-
based contents, appreciate the interaction, and value equality of 
both lectures and discussions. The findings from both participants 
suggested we create an iterative model that the instructor may 
want to consider when designing and leading the class. The final 
description and interpretation of the data and the model after 
combining both PTs’ and GTA’s ideas were shared with the GTA as 
a dynamic co-construction [43. The model (see Figure 1) includes 
two parts: tenets to highly consider and refer to before the class 
starts and the ones the instructor continuously needs to take into 
account during the semester. The model graphically summarizes 
the key points of the results of this action research based on the 
MM-GT approach [25-30].  

Future Strategies for the Future Courses

Course Structure – Balance between Quality Lecture (e.g., 
Teaching) and Interaction (e.g.,  Discussion)

The findings from the PTs’ survey and GTA’s interview revealed 
that it is important to maintain a balance between the class constructs 
of the activities (e.g., lecture, discussion, hands-on activities). It was 
meaningful that not only the instructor or GTA but also the PTs 
wanted to be involved in the class where the contents of the topic 
are fully addressed and explained thoroughly through readings and 

lectures before they are actively involved in the discussion or hands-
on activities. This aligns with the class structure composition in that 
students wanted to see more “instruction” from the instructor and 
reduce “discussion” time. However, it is important to note that this 
result may come from the unique condition of the current course 
structure in which we have plenty of discussion time, even in the 
lecture session. When planning future courses, the author would 
design the class structure to be balanced between quality lectures 
thoroughly covering the weekly contents and preparing interaction 
time, such as discussion sessions where students can actively share 
their experiences and ideas. 

Actively Connecting Reading Assignments to the Lecture 

Based on PTs’ survey data and the interview results of the GTA, 
they would like to see the weekly reading contents more actively 
incorporated into the lecture. It is not only our class, but many 
college courses include weekly readings such as journal articles or 
chapters from a textbook that addresses the assigned topic. Although 
those are encouraged to be reviewed before the class, we cannot 
gauge how many students sufficiently spent time studying the 
topic in advance unless quizzes are included. The current strategy 
of asking students to write weekly reading reflections seems to be 
one of the effective ways to encourage students to study the class 
materials before the class begins. The author would like to continue 
this method, as their level of preparation of the topic affects the 
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general class discussion quality; however, we will be modifying the 
deadline as my colleague GTA suggested. Rather than assigning the 
deadline right before the class starts, we will set up the due date 
at least two days before the class so that we can review students’ 
understandings as a formative assessment before we prepare the 
course materials. In addition, as several students pointed out, the 
contents of the readings must be addressed enough in the lecture 
session. This can be connected to the reflection assignments, in 
which we want to ask students to include the parts that they did not 
fully understand from the readings and any content they want to be 
addressed in more detail in the lecture or questions that they may 
have. In this way, the contents of the readings can be sufficiently 
addressed and discussed together with students as a needs-based 
course structure.

Hands-on and Scenario-based Contents

Both PTs and the GTA pointed out that they would like to 
see more of the hands-on activities in the class. For instance, PTs 
perceived that the current class is composed of 13% of the hands-
on activities but considered they would be more benefitted if it 
is increased to 18%. In terms of the future topics, they want this 
course to incorporate, the students also drew attention to the 
behavioral issues of students they may encounter in the classroom. 
The GTA similarly brought up the idea that she would include more 
scenario-based content and applications, including modifying 
lesson plans and figuring out students’ individual needs based on 
their family backgrounds. The ideas were consistent with their 
valuing practical-based content and experience that they can 
directly apply to the educational environment rather than talking 
thoroughly about the theories and the assigned topics. Therefore, 
when planning future courses, the author would share more real-
life examples and problem-based scenarios, even when introducing 
and talking about educational theories and deeper content.

Reflection of Conducting Action Research and the 
Limitations

As the previous research indicated, the findings from this action 
research would help the author design and modify course syllabi 
and activities that will positively affect students’ learning [1]. PTs’ 
feedback and fellow GTA’ ideas and suggestions provided insights 
as to how to plan curriculum design, teaching, and assessment 
of the future course that the author will be teaching [6-9]. This 
study is even more significant because those students’ feedback 
suggested by current PTs in the class that the stakeholders were 
involved actively in the action research [15,16], which will create 
positive effects for the future pre-service teachers.

Overall, it is noteworthy that the GTA has a limited role in 
sharing and implementing changes to the current course run by the 
main instructor [18,22]. Although the author sufficiently informed 
and discussed with the main instructor about the purpose and the 
expected outcome of conducting action research in the current 
class, the actions were still limited by not actively implementing 
strategies in the current class but rather focused on planning for 
future students. In addition, as the author already had objectives 
and perceived opinions about the action research project, the 

results of the data analyses and its procedures might have been 
affected by the authors simply confirming our beliefs [44]. The 
interview process and the interviewees’ responses may also have 
been shaped by the author in the same vein since the author had 
already built rapport [45] with the other GTA and frequently talked 
about the current classes.   

However, current action research conducted by a GTA, aiming to 
figure out the perception of quality courses in the college designed 
for pre-service teachers, is still important to be addressed to design 
quality classes in higher education. The quantitative and qualitative 
outcomes of this action research project are also meaningful as 
the findings did not end with simple analysis and interpretation 
but aimed to convey them to be helpful to the readers [44]. In 
this respect, ongoing action research is critical in developing 
and evolving a high-quality course that fits the student’s needs. 
As a next step, the future study may focus on students’ in-class 
“discussion,” as to how we (instructor and students) can develop 
the strategies together to promote the active participation of every 
group member. Furthermore, action research to develop meaningful 
course assignments and exams by working with PTs and evaluating 
their field experiences as a pre-service teacher might be the areas 
of the next steps [46,47].
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APPENDIX

Appendix A (Students’ Formative Assessment)

Course-related knowledge and skills

One-Minute Paper & Muddiest Point Strategy: 

1. Please describe the most important thing I learned this week.

2. Please describe what I understood least.

3. For the concept that you didn’t understand, please describe what you think might help.

Format - Student attitudes, values, and self-awareness

Contents - Teacher Designed Feedback Forms: 

1. On the scale below, please rate the clarity of this week’s session

1 2 3 4 5

Totally Unclear Somewhat Unclear Mostly Clear Very Clear Extremely Clear

2.	 Overall,	how	interesting	did	you	find	this	week’s	session?

1 2 3 4 5

Totally Unclear Somewhat Unclear Mostly Clear Very Clear Extremely Clear

3. Overall, how useful was this week’s session in helping you learn the material?

1 2 3 4 5

Totally Unclear Somewhat Unclear Mostly Clear Very Clear Extremely Clear

4.	 How	did	you	like	this	week’s	reading?	

                    Article A 1              2              3              4              5

Article B 1              2              3              4              5

Article C    1              2              3              4              5

Article D 1              2              3              4              5

Group-Work (Discussion) Evaluation: 

5.	 Overall,	how	effectively	did	your	group	work	together	on	this	assignment?

1 2 3 4 5

6.	 Out	of	the	five	group	members,	how	many	participated	actively	most	of	the	time?

None One Two Three Four All Five

7.	 Out	of	the	five	group	members,	how	many	were	fully	prepared	for	the	activity?

None One Two Three Four All Five

8.	 Give	one	specific	example	of	something	you	learned	from	the	group	that	probably	wouldn’t	have	learned	working	alone.

9. Give one specific example of something the other group members learned from you that they probably wouldn’t have learned 
otherwise.

10. Suggest one change the group could make to improve its performance.

Appendix B (Students’ Summative Assessments)

Interest in possible course topics 

Direction: Please circle the number after each item below that best represents your level of interest in that topic. The numbers stand for 

http://dx.doi.org/10.33552/IJER.2024.02.000540


Citation: Hyeseong Lee*. Increasing the Course Quality in Higher Education through Action Research: A Graduate Teaching Assistant’s 
Inquiry. Iris J of Edu & Res. 2(3): 2024. IJER.MS.ID.000540.  DOI: 10.33552/IJER.2023.02.000540

Iris Journal of Educational Research                                                                                                                                  Volume 2-Issue 3

Page 13 of  14

the following responses:

0 = No interest in the topic

1 = Interested in an overview of the topic

2 = Interested in reading about and discussing this topic

3 = Interested in learning how to apply ideas about this topic this semester

Topic1 Planning for First days of school 0 1 2 3

Topic2 Setting the tone: Procedures, routines, and rules 0 1 2 3

Topic3 Managing problem behaviors 0 1 2 3

Topic4 Culture of respect and collaboration 0 1 2 3

Topic5 Expectations and mindsets 0 1 2 3

Topic6 Knowing your students & their families 0 1 2 3

Topic7 Engaging students with academic contents 0 1 2 3

Topic8 Developing high-level understanding 0 1 2 3

Topic9 Checking for student understanding 0 1 2 3

Topic10 Modifying instruction 0 1 2 3

Topic11 Effective classrooms summary 0 1 2 3

What kind of topics do you want to learn additionally?

Group Instructional Feedback Techniques 

1. Give one or two examples of specific things your instructor does that really help you learn.

2. Give one or two examples of specific things your instructor does that make it more difficult for you to learn.

3. Suggest one or two specific, practical changes your instructor could make that would help you improve your learning in this class.

4. What percentage of this class’ lecture session do you think should be spent on

Instructor’s lecture ________%

Discussion ________%

Individual work ________%

Hands-on activity________%

Off-task________%

Other ________% : (please describe)_______________________________________

5. What percentage of this class’ lecture session do you think we had spent on throughout this semester

Instructor’s lecture ________%

Discussion ________%

Individual work ________%

Hands-on activity________%

Off-task________%

Other ________% : (please describe)_______________________________________

Appendix C (Interview Protocol)

Course Contents

1) Which contents do you think are helpful for students to learn about creating and managing learning environment?

2) Which contents do you think are least helpful for students in our course syllabus?

3) What are the course topics that you would like to add in this course?
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Course Design

1) What do you think about our course design in terms of lecture session? Any particular course components or activities you liked 
or disliked?

2) During class discussion session, how would students get most benefitted?

3) If you are leading the lecture session, how would you modify this course?

Management of Course

1) What do you think about our course policy regarding assignments, class participation, and gradings?

2) If you were the main instructor of this course, how would you change the course syllabus (e.g., exams, assignment)?

3) What do you think about our course readings?

Closing

1) Is there any other topics that you would like to address?
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