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College TeaChing

Teaching a Seminar on How to Teach Seminars in Psychology

Donald A. Sauciera, Tucker L. Jonesb, Tiffany J. Lawlessa, Amanda L. Martensc, Conor J. O’Dead , 
Svyatoslav Prokhoretsa and Evelyn Stratmoena

aKansas State University; bWashburn University; cSimpson College; dUnion College

ABSTRACT
Teaching is a skill that can and should be taught in graduate education. Fortunately, many 
departments offer some teacher training for their graduate students to prepare them to 
teach introductory and other survey courses. What is apparently still lacking is training for 
graduate students to teach upper-level seminar-style classes. Therefore, we designed and 
implemented a graduate-level seminar on teaching seminars in psychology wherein 
course-takers developed tangible resources (e.g., syllabi) to empower them to effectively 
(and autonomously) teach seminar-style courses. We believe our course provides an excellent 
model for departments interested in further enhancing the teacher training of their graduate 
students.

Many instructors find themselves in the midst of 
teaching despite having had no formal training to do 
so. It is often the case that instructors learn to teach 
by trial and error, without having had intentional 
training or mentoring in the process, exposure to best 
practices in pedagogy (e.g., active learning techniques), 
safe practice with feedback, or even a venue in which 
to share ideas. Thankfully, the field of psychology has 
recognized this issue, at least to some degree. For 
instance, teacher training in psychology graduate pro-
grams has become increasingly common, with empha-
sis being especially placed on offering opportunities 
for training and recognition for excellence by psy-
chology departments (Buskist, 2013). Indeed, such 
trainings most commonly include having psychology 
teaching assistants (TAs) observe faculty members 
teach, attend teaching-related orientations or work-
shops, be observed by faculty members within their 
department, record and observe their own teaching 
practices, and enroll in teaching-related seminars (e.g., 
Chiu & Corrigan, 2019; Mueller et  al., 1997).

Although there is variability in the amount and 
type of trainings being offered by psychology depart-
ments (Meyers & Prieto, 2000), such trainings have 
shown to considerably enhance psychology TAs’ sense 
of self-efficacy toward teaching (Boman, 2013; Chiu 
& Corrigan, 2019; Prieto & Meyers, 1999) as well as 

decrease their fear of public speaking (Boman, 2013). 
Furthermore, teaching-oriented trainings have also 
shown to help improve TAs’ teaching ability by help-
ing them to become more student focused (Gibbs & 
Coffey, 2004), enhance their pedagogical skills 
(Koehler et  al., 2007), increase their ability to create 
effective learning environments (Langdon et  al., 2017), 
increase their use of evidence-based teaching practices 
(Becker et  al., 2017), and reduce their anxieties about 
teaching while simultaneously increasing their confi-
dence in their own teaching abilities (Pelton, 2014). 
Put simply, these trainings positively impact partici-
pants’ teaching abilities. Despite the evidence con-
cerning the effectiveness of such trainings, which tend 
to be brief and voluntary, more formal trainings (e.g., 
pedagogically-related graduate courses) and their sub-
sequent effects on graduate student instructors have 
received little attention in the scholarship of teaching 
and learning literature (O’Loughlin et  al., 2017).

What is apparently also still lacking is training for 
psychology graduate students to teach seminar-style 
classes, such as those that would be taught on special 
topics in psychology at the upper-level of the under-
graduate curriculum or in the graduate curriculum. 
Although the pedagogical fundamentals (e.g., gener-
ating a syllabus, developing student learning outcomes, 
topic organization) are similar for seminar-style and 
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content-area courses, the specialization of seminar 
courses as well as their emphasis on student discus-
sion present a unique challenge that few instructors 
have been formally prepared to address. Further, it is 
rare for graduate students to have had the opportunity 
to teach seminar-style courses during their graduate 
training, or even to have explicitly considered how 
they would approach teaching them. Although liter-
ature detailing the exact courses typically taught by 
psychology graduate students is sparse, there is some 
evidence suggesting that these individuals typically 
teach introductory courses (Lumsden et  al., 1988) or 
a variety of survey courses that may (or may not) be 
in the graduate students’ areas of expertise (Kuther, 
2003), especially at research-oriented institutions 
(Hailstorks et  al., 2019). Fortunately, teaching intro-
ductory and content-area courses positively affects 
graduate students’ employability following graduate 
school, with many institutions frequently looking for 
applicants with excellent research and teaching expe-
rience (Austin, 2002; Marshall et  al., 2009). However, 
because such institutions are also likely to expect new 
faculty members to teach various survey courses as 
well as upper-level special-topics seminars, we believe 
that graduate students who have experience and train-
ing in developing seminar-style courses are especially 
likely to stand out during the application process.

Teaching seminar-style courses presents different 
issues and challenges than teaching introductory psy-
chology courses or other content courses in the psy-
chology curriculum (e.g., cognitive psychology, social 
psychology, developmental psychology). Compared to 
such survey courses, seminar-style courses are often 
smaller in size, with more focus on enhancing stu-
dents’ academic and professional development at 
higher levels (e.g., improving their critical thinking, 
writing, and peer review skills). Further, seminar-style 
courses can be high-impact learning experiences for 
students because of their increased focus on active 
learning, discussion, and participation, which empha-
size the students’ communication skills and the build-
ing of a classroom community (Casteel & Bridges, 
2007; Kelly, 2012). Seminar-style courses often focus 
on special topics for which textbooks are not readily 
available, creating more reliance on primary source 
material both for student assignments and class 
preparation. Although these features certainly vary 
across seminar-style courses, and may be true of 
other types of courses (depending on the topic and 
instructor), we believe it is valuable to create a grad-
uate course that teaches graduate students how to 
design and teach seminar-style courses in order to 
further enhance their teacher training.

Context for our seminar on teaching 
seminars

Our purpose was to design and teach a seminar for 
graduate students in our doctoral program in psycho-
logical sciences on how to teach seminar-style courses 
at the upper-level of the undergraduate curriculum 
or in the graduate curriculum and, in doing so, sup-
plement the teacher training that we offer to our 
graduate students. More specifically, we have provided 
a “Teaching Apprenticeship Program” (TAP) to our 
graduate students for approximately the past two 
decades. This optional program has consisted of three 
components. First, apprentices take a graduate-level 
course on the principles of college teaching offered 
through our College of Education and taught by the 
staff of our campus’s Teaching & Learning Center. 
Second, apprentices independently teach a relatively 
small (i.e., approximately 25 students) section of intro-
ductory psychology while also taking a weekly sem-
inar offered by our Psychological Sciences Department 
and co-directed by two award-winning teaching fac-
ulty. These co-directors lead discussions on teaching 
practices, student issues, etc., and invite other excel-
lent teachers (from within and beyond the depart-
ment) to share their teaching philosophies and 
practices. The co-directors also observe the appren-
tices in the classroom and provide feedback on their 
teaching style and practices, as well as on their course 
policies, assignments, etc. Third, upon successful com-
pletion of the first two components, apprentices are 
eligible to teach other courses in the curriculum (e.g., 
larger sections of introductory psychology, low- and 
mid-level elective courses such as social psychology 
and psychology of women).

The TAP is a robust program in our department, 
and many of our apprentices not only demonstrate 
their teaching excellence as graduate students, but go 
on to successful teaching careers upon completion of 
our graduate program. What is lacking in our TAP, 
however, is any focused attention to the issues of 
teaching seminar-style classes. We believe our TAP 
would be substantially enhanced by a component that 
emphasized teaching classes of this type.

The previous principles of college teaching 
course

To provide better context for how our new seminar on 
teaching seminars would reinforce and extend the grad-
uate students’ learning from their previous experiences, 
we will discuss the first component in our TAP in 
greater detail. As we stated above, graduate students in 
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our TAP take a principles of college teaching course 
as the first component of our TAP. The principles of 
college teaching course, according to its syllabus, “is 
designed to help you think about teaching and learning 
at the college and university level.” It further discusses 
that students “will have the opportunity to develop or 
enhance teaching skills as a result of your work in the 
class, although the development of particular teaching 
skills is not the exclusive aim of the course.” The course 
goals listed for the principles of college teaching course 
(listed in Table 1) show that the course is designed to 
provide a broad overview of college teaching. The top-
ics are appropriately general and the course is designed 
to service students from across the many departments 
of our large state research university. The majority of 
students who enroll in the course will or do teach large 
introductory lecture courses or lab courses. Perhaps as 
a result, the principles of college teaching course did 
not devote much (if any) discussion of topics that 
would be essential to the design and teaching of sem-
inar courses, such as selecting a seminar topic, selecting 
primary source content for courses, active learning 
techniques (including discussion facilitation), and deal-
ing with student problem behaviors. Further, the prin-
ciples of college teaching course did not explicitly 
discuss syllabus design and focused more on general 
principles that would apply to teaching broadly than 
on the development of the students’ own individual 
teaching philosophies. Accordingly, we designed our 
seminar on teaching seminars to build on that the 
general foundation in more individualized ways for our 
students in the development of their personal teaching 
philosophies and creation of their own individualized 
seminars.

Overarching objective of our new seminar on 
teaching seminars

We developed our seminar on teaching seminars with 
the overarching objective to provide the opportunity 

for graduate students to develop skills (e.g., design of 
syllabi for seminar courses, discussion facilitation) 
that would increase their ability to design and teach 
seminar-style courses at the upper-level of the under-
graduate curriculum and in the graduate curriculum. 
In doing so, we provided the opportunity for graduate 
students to design all components of a seminar-style 
course that they would be prepared to teach in the 
future. Our focus in pursuing this objective was on 
the individualized professional development of the 
graduate course-takers.

Design of our new seminar on teaching 
seminars

We designed our seminar on teaching seminars to 
provide our graduate students with the training that 
would help them develop and teach excellent seminar 
courses. We developed the student learning outcomes 
of our course to achieve that objective (see Table 2) 
and we will discuss our rationale for including each 
of these student learning outcomes (SLOs). The first 
SLO extended beyond the general overview provided 
in the principles of college teaching course by allowing 
our graduate students to further consider and person-
alize their teaching philosophy. The second, third, and 
fourth SLOs allowed our students to apply their learn-
ing directly to the design of their own seminar courses 
through the selection of their seminar topic, the design 
of their seminar-specific SLOs, and the design of the 
assignments and assessments for their own seminar, 
respectively. The fifth SLO was included to provide 
students training and practice in infusing lectures (a 
traditionally passive learning strategy; Michel et  al., 
2009; Roberts, 2019) with active learning techniques 
(for a review on active learning, see Prince, 2004). We 
included this SLO for two reasons. First, we noted that 
this was not a topic explicitly included in the principles 
of college teaching course, and acknowledged that our 
students may teach lecture courses in their teaching 

Table 1. Course goals for the principles of college teaching course.
1. Recognize the real responsibilities that come with teaching college and university students. 
2. incorporate learning principles relevant to planning learning experiences for college students. 
3. integrate concepts of individual learning styles into instructional planning. 
4. Recognize the opportunities and challenges of online learning environments. 
5. Realize both the value and the limitations of using student learning outcomes. 
6. Be aware of differences in learning styles and classroom participation in the diverse cultures represented by today's college students. 
7. Consider a variety of teaching strategies for different learning tasks – facts, skills, concepts, attitudes, creative problem-solving, etc. 
8. Understand the importance of evaluation in the teaching/learning process. 
9. Plan evaluation activities to help students learn. 
10. Concentrate upon important aspects of instruction when observing others teach or when viewing videos of your own teaching. 
11. analyze the effects of instructional techniques or strategies when observing instructional situations. 
12. identify your own strengths and weaknesses as a teacher and make effective decisions about how best to enhance and improve your teaching 
skills. 
13. integrate technology with teaching pedagogy to effectively and efficiently facilitate your students’ learning.
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careers (see also Kuther, 2003; Lumsden et  al., 1988). 
Second, and more importantly, we acknowledge that 
it may be necessary, even in a seminar course, for 
teachers to provide overviews of content (either by 
design or spontaneously) as foundations for further 
discussions and decided some attention to the topic 
of engaging, interactive, dynamic lecturing would be 
worthwhile (Harrington & Zakrajsek, 2017). The sixth 
SLO regarding how to respond to problem student 
behavior was included because the principles of college 
teaching course did not explicitly address this topic and 
because seminar discussions provide situations in which 
certain problem student behaviors (e.g., inappropriate 
comments, lack of preparation, disengagement) may 
not only be frequent, but be particularly detrimental to 
the goals of the course (e.g., have civil discussion about 
a controversial topic). The seventh SLO was included 
so that we could guide our students in the selection of 
the primary source content that (in lieu of traditional 
textbooks) would provide the background reading for 
their seminar discussions that they learned to facili-
tate in the pursuit of our eighth SLO. The ninth SLO 
allowed our students the opportunity to combine their 
efforts throughout the course into a complete syllabus 
for a seminar of their own individualized creation. The 
tenth SLO was included to facilitate their future pro-
fessional development in teaching by expanding their 
network of teaching colleagues. The eleventh SLO was 
a succinct summary of the entire course experience 
that by accomplishing, our students would demonstrate 
the overall skills to be an excellent seminar instructor.

To achieve these SLOs, we designed activities and 
assignments that loosely fit into three categories. The 
first category of activities and assignments, Refining 
Teaching Philosophies, provided the foundation for 
approximately the first four weeks of the course. 
Throughout this section of the course, we discussed 
our experiences with “good” and “bad” teachers; our 
individual teaching personas and philosophies; and 
how to articulate our teaching personas, philosophies, 
and practices in the form of written teaching state-
ments and short videos. This section of the course 

extended the foundation provided by the prior princi-
ples of college teaching course and we contextualized 
the discussion of these topics in terms of teaching 
seminars. The second category of activities and assign-
ments, Acquiring Resources and Knowledge, provided 
the foundation for approximately the next four weeks 
of the course. Throughout this section, we discussed 
how to access the literature on the scholarship of 
teaching and learning (SoTL) that discussed topics 
related to teaching seminars; retrieved, read, and pre-
sented SoTL research that reported on topics related to 
teaching seminars; and created a network of teaching 
colleagues. The third category of activities and assign-
ments, Developing Their Individual Seminars, provided 
the foundation for approximately the remaining seven 
weeks of the course. Throughout this section, our 
focus was on supporting the course-takers’ efforts to 
create a seminar-style course of their own design that 
they intended to teach in the future. Because our goal 
was to prepare them to actually teach this course, time 
was devoted to every part of their individual course 
design process. More specifically, the course-takers 
started with selecting a topic for a seminar-style 
course and creating student learning outcomes. After 
accomplishing these important goals, the course-takers 
then focused on designing assignments, building the 
course point structure, writing course policies, set-
ting the course schedule and progression of topics, 
and building a reading list of primary sources. A 
list of noteworthy assignments for each of these cat-
egories is provided in Table 3. For each assignment, 
the instructor and the other course-takers used class 
time to provide feedback about the general approaches 
to completing these components in the context of 
designing and teaching seminars in general as well as 
about the specific choices made by the course-taker.

Course structure

Our seminar on teaching seminars met for 75 minutes 
twice each week over the course of the fifteen-week 
semester (not including student breaks). Six graduate 

Table 2. Student learning outcomes for the seminar on how to teach seminars.
Upon successful completion of this course, you will be able to: 
1. articulate a clear, effective, and compelling statement of your teaching experiences, philosophy, and goals. 
2. Select a theoretically and practically interesting topic for your own upper-level seminar course. 
3. list appropriate and measurable student learning outcomes for your own seminar course. 
4. Devise accompanying assignments and assessments, with appropriate grading schemes and rubrics for your own seminar. 
5. Prepare and deliver interactive lectures that appropriately include active learning techniques. 
6. Respond effectively to problem student behaviors that arise while leading and facilitating discussions in your own seminar. 
7. Demonstrate the ability to select, read, and facilitate students’ understanding of primary source materials for your own seminar. 
8. Demonstrate the ability to lead and facilitate a discussion over sophisticated content. 
9. Develop a complete syllabus for a seminar of your own creation. 
10. expand your teaching network by seeking mentoring from excellent teachers. 
11. Demonstrate the overall skills to be an excellent seminar instructor.
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students in our doctoral program in social-personality 
psychology took the seminar. All had prior teaching 
experience, and five had completed the first two com-
ponents of our TAP.1

Key course activities and products

One of the skills that our course emphasized is dis-
cussion leading and facilitation by the graduate stu-
dents taking our seminar on teaching seminars. 
Accordingly, our seminar on teaching seminars pro-
vided the opportunity for each student to lead a 30- 
to 40-minute seminar-style discussion on a topic of 
their choice from their own individual seminar course. 
Students assigned reading to the other students prior 
to leading their discussion. Their discussions featured 
an active learning technique in the discussion they 
led and submitted a written summary of the active 
learning technique they used with references. During 
the discussions, the students who did not lead the 
discussions were given “conduct cards” (e.g., send text 
messages during class, pretend you did not do the 
reading) to introduce students’ problem behaviors that 
the discussion leaders would have to address while 
leading their seminar discussion. Indeed, prior 
research has shown that such role-playing activities 
are a robust teaching tool (e.g., Joyner & Young, 2006; 
Rao, 2011, Paschall & Wustenhagen, 2012) and are 
likely to better involve students in the learning process 
(DeNeve & Heppner, 1997; Rao & Stupans, 2012). As 
such, these role-playing activities were used to further 
prepare our course takers to teach their own seminars. 

After each discussion, we debriefed with the students 
about their preparation for and facilitation of the dis-
cussion, and discussed strategies for addressing the 
students’ problem behaviors from the role-playing 
activity.

During the course of the seminar, course-takers not 
only advanced their professional development, but also 
created products to serve them in the future. In par-
ticular, course-takers completed three products with 
special value. Of primary importance, the course-takers 
designed a complete syllabus for their special topics 
seminars. Not only does this make the course-takers 
more informed about how to design courses generally, 
but the course-takers now have courses prepared to 
teach at the upper-level undergraduate or graduate 
level. Course-takers were free to select their own spe-
cial topic for their seminar as long as it was relevant 
to the field of psychology. As such, the course-takers 
prepared seminars to teach the psychology of sex and 
gender, the psychology of LGBTQA+, the psychology 
of power and group dynamics, the psychology of social 
exclusion, the psychology of intergroup humor, and 
the psychology of social media. Having these syllabi, 
student learning outcomes, reading lists, etc., will 
reduce the time needed to prepare their teaching loads 
as faculty upon their hire at academic institutions. 
Each student successfully produced a complete syllabus 
that fully described their own individual seminars. 
These syllabi contained one-paragraph course descrip-
tions that intended to both inform and inspire students 
who would take their courses. The syllabi contained 
lists of SLOs specific to the topic of the individual 
seminar that were written to connect course goals to 
student assessments and products using active language 
(e.g., using words like “describe”, “create”, and “explain”); 
complete descriptions of the course point structure, 
assignments, assessment, and products; complete 
descriptions of course policies (e.g., late policies, par-
ticipation expectations); complete course schedules and 
scaffolding topic lists for a 16-week seminar course; 
and complete primary source reading lists to support 
the students’ learning for each week of the seminar 
course. The complete syllabi that each student created 
for the full foundation for their individual seminar 
courses provide the most direct evidence of student 
learning in our seminar on teaching seminars. Each 
student successfully demonstrated that they developed 
the skills to allow them to design a new semi-
nar course.

Each course-taker also prepared and delivered a 
presentation to propose their seminar to an evaluating 
audience. At our university, new courses are subjected 
to an approval process by which teachers must 

Table 3. noteworthy activities and assignments.
Developing Teaching Philosophies: 
informal factor analyses of characteristics of “good” and “bad” teachers 
Peer review of and recommendations for creating teaching statements 
Teaching statements (documents and video presentations) 
Acquiring Resources and Knowledge: 
networking reports about meetings with instructors located around 
campus 
literature searches through the scholarship of teaching and learning 
(SoTl) 
“Show and Tell” presentations and discussions of published SoTl articles 
(e.g., from Teaching of Psychology) that apply specifically to the context 
of teaching seminars 
Teaching demonstrations of active learning with student role-playing 
Discussion Facilitation: 
Discussion facilitation 
Use of active learning techniques in leading a seminar discussion 
addressing problem behaviors as they occur (via role play) during a 
seminar discussion 
Developing Their Individual Seminars: 
Choosing seminar titles and topics 
Creating seminar reading lists with annotated bibliographies 
Creating seminar student learning outcomes 
Creating seminar assignment lists, point structures, and grading policies 
Compiling and finalizing complete syllabi for their individual seminars 
Creating and presenting seminar “pitch” presentations
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propose their new course. This proposal includes a 
description of what the course will offer students (e.g., 
SLOs, personal and professional development benefits) 
and how the course will fit within and enhance the 
existing curriculum. This proposal includes a full syl-
labus for the course and the instructor will propose 
the course to their home academic department for 
their approval before the course is advanced to their 
college’s (e.g., College of Arts & Sciences) course and 
curriculum committee and to other university evalu-
ators (e.g., Faculty Senate). Accordingly, we introduced 
our students to this process and provided them with 
the opportunity to prepare and deliver a proposal 
presentation for their seminar in our seminar on 
teaching seminars. The goal of this presentation was to:

“… describe your seminar course in a way that 
would not only get it approved by your colleagues, 
but would also excite them to have it as an opportu-
nity for their students and a permanent addition to 
their curriculum. You will provide an overview of the 
course’s purpose, content, outcomes, and assignments. 
You will also provide a discussion of what the course 
offers to students in terms of both academic and 
professional development, the target student popula-
tion, any intersections and/or overlaps/conflicts with 
other disciplines.”

This presentation, and the question session that 
followed, in which the instructor and other 
course-takers acted as “committee members” evaluat-
ing the course for approval, helped course-takers to 
understand the placement of their proposed courses 
within the broader curriculum as well as to consider 
who may take their courses and the marketability of 
their courses. Doing so provided course-takers with 
a broader view of curricular development and issues 
that are considered by faculty and administration 
when evaluating newly proposed courses and devel-
oped a persuasive pitch for the value of their indi-
vidual seminar course.

Course-taker feedback

At the end of the course, course-takers rated their 
progress toward each of the student learning outcomes 
for the course from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly 
Agree). These ratings are provided in Table 4, and 
show that course-takers believed that they made excel-
lent progress in achieving the course student learning 
outcomes. All course-takers provided the highest rat-
ing to their achievement of selecting their seminar 
topics and in developing a complete syllabus for a 
seminar of their own creation. This latter outcome 
was a driving purpose for this course and resulted in 

tangible products for course-takers that aided their 
professional development and preparation. Students 
also reported especially high ratings (≥ 4.50) for their 
abilities to develop other individual components of 
their individual seminar course syllabus (e.g., creating 
SLOs and assignments), leading and facilitating sem-
inar discussions, and demonstrating their skills as an 
excellent seminar instructor. Informal content analysis 
of the student narrative feedback suggested that the 
course could be improved by having more time be 
devoted to teaching demonstrations, methods for deal-
ing with students’ problem behavior, and developing 
assignment rubrics. Course-takers reported that the 
things they liked best about the course were the teach-
ing demonstrations, the time spent on feedback for 
their developing seminars, and having designed a syl-
labus and reading list for a seminar on their topic of 
interest. We acknowledge that this small sample of 
student perception data does not provide direct evi-
dence that our students did actually achieve the SLOs 
for our seminar on teaching seminars, but these data 
do supplement the more direct evidence provided by 
the course products our students completed that we 
discussed above that our students were prepared by 
our seminar to design and teach their own individual 
seminars.

Discussion

Our seminar on teaching seminars is a valuable addi-
tion to the efforts currently being made to train grad-
uate students to be college-level teachers. However, 
whereas many of these trainings tend to focus on 
helping students develop a pedagogical foundation 
(e.g., Becker et  al., 2017; Boman, 2013; Langdon 
et  al., 2017), they do not typically prepare graduate 
student instructors to teach seminar-style courses. 

Table 4. Perceptions of progress toward student learning out-
comes (Slos).
Student learning outcome M SD Range

1. articulate Your Teaching Statement 4.67 0.52 4-5
2. Select Seminar Topic 5.00 0.00 5-5
3. list Seminar Slos 4.67 0.52 4-5
4. Devise assignments and Rubrics 4.50 0.55 4-5
5. Deliver interactive lectures with 

active learning
4.00 0.63 3-5

6. Respond to Problem Student 
Behavior

4.17 0.75 3-5

7. Facilitate Understanding of 
Primary Sources

3.67 0.52 3-4

8. lead and Facilitate Discussion 4.50 0.55 4-5
9. Develop a Complete Syllabus 5.00 0.00 5-5
10. expand Your Teaching network 4.67 0.82 3-5
11. Demonstrate Skills of excellent 

Seminar instructor
4.50 0.55 4-5

Note. Students rated how well they achieved these student learning 
outcomes from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).
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Although there is overlap among how survey-style 
and seminar-style courses are designed in taught, 
there is a large difference in the breadth and depth 
of these types of courses. Survey-style courses are 
broader and less deep, and consequently instruc-
tors teach a lot of different topics in less detail. 
Seminar-style courses are narrower and deeper, and 
consequently instructors must be more expert in a 
specific content area in order to be able to facilitate 
meaningful discussions. Indeed, our seminar not only 
helps to provide graduate student instructors with 
information on pedagogical fundamentals, but also 
teaches them about the course design aspects that 
are unique to seminar-style classes. The students in 
our course learned to develop all components of a 
seminar course, from the selection of the title and 
topic, to the development of a scaffolding course 
topic schedule, to the selection of primary source 
readings (in lieu of traditional textbooks), to the 
compilation and complete development of a full sylla-
bus to describe an individual seminar course of their 
own design. The students in our course also learned 
and practice discussion facilitation skills, to use active 
learning strategies to lead those discussions (Prince, 
2004), and to address students’ problem behaviors 
in those discussions. The activities and products the 
students produced in our course, along with their 
perceptions of their achievement of our course SLOs, 
support our conclusion that our seminar on teaching 
seminars successfully taught our students to design 
and teach their own individual seminars. Whether 
implemented by itself, or as part of a broader training 
curriculum, our course provides graduate students 
instructors with the tools they need to be successful 
in teaching seminar-style courses.

Our evaluation of our course is not without its 
limitations. It is important to recognize that the over-
all evaluation of the effectiveness of the seminar was 
assessed using the products our students produced in 
our seminar on teaching seminars, and were supple-
mented by the course-takers’ self-rated progress, 
which, admittedly, came from a small sample. Future 
investigations on the effectiveness of such seminars 
should seek to use more comprehensive evaluation 
designs in additional cohorts of students. Despite this 
limitation, however, each course-taker completed the 
semester with the tangible resources (e.g., list of SLOs, 
complete syllabus, list of assignments and correspond-
ing assessment strategies, a thorough catalog of pri-
mary source readings) they would need to effectively 
(and autonomously) teach a seminar-style course. The 
course-takers also made excellent recommendations 
about how this course could be improved (e.g., 

spending more time on teaching demonstrations). 
Such recommendations can be used to further develop 
our seminar as well as better inform future profes-
sional development opportunities.

Our seminar on teaching seminars was a pilot 
course at the graduate level that included a small 
number of students. As such we provide a template 
that would allow others to create a similar course to 
teach their students to teach seminar-style courses. 
It should be noted that adapting our course template 
to a larger cohort of students may change the dynam-
ics of and opportunities for discussion, as well as the 
employment of active learning strategies, that we 
enjoyed in our course. Having students with more 
variable or markedly less teaching experience than 
our cohort may mean that instructors will need to 
adapt their course structure and learning outcomes 
to provide more of the basic foundations of teaching 
than we did in this course. So while we provide this 
template for a seminar course to teach seminars, we 
acknowledge this template will need to be adapted 
to fit the teaching philosophies, needs, and contexts 
of individual instructors. We also acknowledge the 
engagement of each individual student in active learn-
ing strategies, and in particular the contribution to 
and reflection on the cohort’s perspectives and expe-
riences in class discussions, may be more challenging 
and less investing as the class size increases. Further, 
we have reviewed our own experiences in this pilot 
course for possible revisions for this course in the 
future. Overall, we believe our course structure, activ-
ities, assignments, and learning outcomes supported 
and achieved our overarching goal to successfully 
prepare graduate students to teach seminar courses 
of their own design. We expect to offer this course 
periodically in our graduate curriculum to support 
the professional development of our graduate students 
as teachers. As we stated above, and is common for 
seminar-style courses in general, we allow that we 
may need to revise and adapt our course to the 
changing needs of our students.

We believe that that our seminar on teaching 
seminars could serve as a model to help support 
the professional development of emerging teachers 
(e.g., graduate students, new instructors) by training 
them specifically to teach seminars. We recognize 
that not every academic department has graduate 
programs and relatively few faculty members are 
responsible for training graduate students for their 
instructional responsibilities. However, it is likely 
that many academic departments offer some form 
of seminar-style instruction and also likely that the 
instructors of these courses have received little (to 
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no) training in how to prepare for these types of 
courses. Using our course as a model, we believe 
that any academic department can implement some 
form of professional development that helps to pre-
pare instructors to teach seminar-style courses by 
providing an environment that discusses the selec-
tion of specific special topics, the development of 
excellent student learning outcomes, the formation of 
discussion-based assessments, the selection of appro-
priate primary sources, the leading and facilitation 
of discussions in seminar settings, and addressing 
students’ problem behaviors in seminar settings. Such 
professional development opportunities could quickly 
and efficiently supplement the teaching skill sets 
of faculty and graduate students, alike. Similarly, 
recent research also suggests that such professional 
development opportunities could help to enhance the 
subjective experiences of faculty and graduate stu-
dents in the classroom which, in turn, could enhance 
the subjective experiences of their students as well 
as improve students’ performance on assessments 
(Saucier et al., 2022).

In sum, we believe that our course, as well as the 
feedback provided by our course-takers, provides an 
excellent model for academic departments interested 
in further enhancing the teacher training of their 
graduate students (and/or instructors in general). We 
recognize and appreciate the excellent teaching strate-
gies and teacher training efforts currently being used 
by many academic departments (see Mueller et  al., 
1997). However, we believe that further emphasizing 
the development of our graduate students’ abilities to 
teach upper-level undergraduate and/or graduate-level 
special-topics seminars will not only increase their 
marketability, but will prepare them to succeed as 
teaching faculty. This training may be provided along-
side other professional development efforts that focus 
on teaching more generally (Saucier et al., 2021). We 
believe that this training to specifically design and 
teach seminars will supplement and extend the general 
teacher training that many graduate students already 
receive in unique and essential ways.
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