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Abstract: International teaching assistants face unique and offen challenging experiences when entering
graduate studies in the United States. Challenges include navigating socialization into graduate
education, and instructional, linguistic, and social difficulties. Communities of Practice can impart
academic knowledge and information to assist with teacher self-efficacy, while simultaneously belping
with creating a sense of community for graduate students. This multi-methods case study examined the
impacts of a Community of Practice designed to socialize international teaching assistants and improve
teacher self-efficacy. Researchers found that participation in this learning community enhanced teaching
self-efficacy, heightened self-confidence, strengthened social relationships, and increased participants’
sense of belonging.
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Introduction

In 2017, international graduate students made up nearly 20% of the total national enrollment in the
United States (Okahana & Zhou, 2019). Just like their domestic counterparts, many international
graduate students in the U.S. take on the task of teaching undergraduate or graduate courses,
sometimes in order to obtain funding from an assistantship, other times in order to become prepared
for future academic positions (Okahana & Zhou, 2019). The international graduate students who
engage with teaching are often referred to as international teaching assistants (I'T'As). ITAs at research
institutions contribute significantly to undergraduate education, often serving as instructors of record
for introductory courses, or as teaching assistants for large enrollment courses, where they serve as
the primary point of contact for the course (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008).

According to UNESCO (2019), international students in the United States can be defined as
individuals “who have crossed a national or territorial border for the purpose of education and are
now enrolled outside their country of origin.”” In 2018, national data for enrollment showed 77% of
admitted international students were from Asian countries (Okahana & Zhou, 2019). A large
percentage of these students play a significant role in college classrooms as ITAs (Jia & Aldous
Bergerson, 2008). Many of them have little to no prior teaching experience in English in higher
education, especially in the United States (Chalupa & Lair, 2000). Furthermore, the educational culture
in their country of origin is often quite different from that in the United States (Chalupa & Lair, 2000).
Because of these linguistic, cultural and educational differences, I'TAs face unique and often
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challenging experiences when entering graduate studies in the United States (Ashavskaya, 2018). These
challenges include navigating socialization into graduate education (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008;
Strayhorn, 2012), classroom management (Ashavskaya, 2015), and linguistic, social, and cultural issues
(Ashavskaya, 2018).

To help ITAs deal with these challenges, some higher education institutions have designed
targeted training programs for this population beyond language proficiency (Chalupa & Lair, 2000; Jia
& Aldous Bergerson, 2008; Meadows, Olsen, Dimitrov, & Dawson, 2015; Swan, Kramer, Gopan, Shi,
& Roth, 2017). For example, Meadows et al. (2015) compared a specialized program designed to
promote intercultural teaching competence for ITAs with a general, intensive workshop designed for
all new teaching assistants (T'As) regardless of their country of origin. They found that the specialized
program was more effective in improving not only the ITAs’ teaching self-efficacy but also various
aspects of their teaching. In a similar targeted approach, Ashavskaya (2018) found that providing
ongoing mentoring sessions and reflection had positive impacts on teaching practices for ITAs. A
third study discovered that an ITA training program focused on ITA socialization and self-efficacy
improved presentation and teaching skills, smoothed the transition into the university, and enhanced
cross-cultural learning (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008).

The use of community building models has proven effective in helping with academic success
and in promoting socialization in higher education settings. Two prominent models include Faculty
Learning Communities (Cox & McDonald, 2017) and Communities of Practice (Wenger 1998).
Despite their distinct characteristics, they are both social models that rely heavily on participant
interaction. Several studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of these models in promoting change
in faculty practices, including those targeting teaching assistants (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008;
Thompson, Marbach-Ad, Egan & Smith, 2015). However, little is known about how Communities of
Practice (CoPs) may affect the experience of international teaching assistants specifically. Accordingly,
this study aimed to investigate how a CoP designed distinctly for ITAs could improve ITAs’
socialization into the community as evidenced by enhanced teaching self-efficacy and sense of
belonging.

Review of Literature

Research has shown that lack of community for graduate students can have direct negative impacts
on their experiences, and may even lead to them leaving graduate programs (Lovitts, 2001; Singh,
2018). For international students, research has demonstrated the positive relationship between a sense
of belonging and overall academic success (e.g., Glass & Westmont, 2014; Singh, 2018; Strayhorn,
2012). It appears that providing opportunities for socialization and community building may play an
equally important role in preparing future faculty as providing requisite information such as how to
teach and how to write a research proposal (Chalupa & Lair, 2000; Gorush, 2017).

According to a study focusing on graduate student experiences, Strayhorn (2012) found that
positive socialization is a key component to graduate students’ sense of belonging and academic
success. Socialization in this context includes “activities such as orientation programs, faculty-student
advising, social gatherings among peers and staff, research training, and internships, to name a few”
(Strayhorn, 2012, p. 100). In these experiences, graduate students obtain important information about
how to successfully navigate their particular fields of study given the distinct contexts of their program
areas. Without this critical knowledge, data suggest that graduate students may fail to develop
meaningful relationships with students, peers, and faculty, which subsequently could lead to feelings
of isolation and withdrawal from graduate school (Strayhorn, 2012). While research demonstrates the
need for positive socialization for all graduate students (Bair & Haworth, 2005), some have argued
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that this process is even more important for international students, given their need to adapt to new
cultural environments (Chalupa & Lair, 2000; Chavajay, 2013; Singh, 2018).

Sense of Belonging

Scholars have argued that sense of belonging is critical to effective socialization, development, and
success in higher education (Museus et al., 2017; Mwangi, 2016; Strayhorn, 2012). Accordingly, this
concept has been explored from several vantage points and disciplinary perspectives (e.g., Glass, 2018;
Museus et al., 2017; Singh, 2018; Yi & Saelua, 2018). Strayhorn (2012) has defined sense of belonging
as follows:

Students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness, the
experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important
to the group (e.g., campus community) or others on campus (e.g., faculty, peers). (p. 17)

Some recent studies have explored international students’ sense of belonging by examining
how ITAs’ identity as international students intersects with other social identities such as gender (e.g.,
Le, LaCost, & Wismer, 2016) and race (e.g., Mwangi, 2016). Because ITAs embody these intersections
and experiences as both international students and graduate teaching assistants, positive socialization
and sense of belonging are likely key components to successful academic, personal, and professional
engagement in the university.

Other studies have looked at the impact of relationships on international students’ sense of
belonging. For example, Curtis, Steward, and Ostrove (2013) found that advisor support was
associated with a stronger sense of belonging and academic self-concept for both international
students and their domestic counterparts. Another study examined international students’ narratives
about faculty and found their narratives marked with joy, trust, anticipation, and surprise (Glass,
Kociolek, Wongtrirat, Lynch, & Cong, 2015). The researchers also found variations in these narratives
from different subgroups among the international students they studied, depending on their levels of
financial resources and academic preparedness (Glass et al, 2015). Alternatively, Yao (2016b)
examined the interpersonal relationships between international students and American students and
found that for international students, making meaningful connections with their American peers
turned out to be more challenging than they had anticipated.

A significant portion of scholarship on international students has focused on cultural and
language barriers (e.g., Yao, 2016a; Yeh & Innose, 2003), interpersonal problems (e.g., Glass, 2018;
Khawaja & Stallman, 2011), and homesickness (e.g., Jung, Hetch, & Wadsworth, 2007; Sun, Hagedorn,
& Zhang, 2016). Consistently, research has established that international students experience a range
of additional and unique stressors in their transition to U.S. institutions that may influence their sense
of belonging (Chalupa & Lair, 2000; Shadowen, Williamson, Guerra, Ammigan, & Drexler, 2019). In
particular, Shadowen and colleagues found that factors of English fluency, perceived discrimination,
and transitioning to a new culture were all positively correlated with symptoms of depression in
international students, that could have led to isolation from their peers.

A second major line of research on international students has been related to academic success
(Curtis et al., 2013), retention (Ashavskaya, 2018), and adjustment (Singh, 2018). Less research has
centered on what factors may positively affect socialization and teaching self-efficacy specifically for
ITAs (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008). Moreover, while existing literature highlights the importance of
sense of belonging in both the social and academic development of students (Strayhorn, 2012), it

Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, Vol. 20, No. 3, December 2020.
josotl.indiana.edu
66



Hakkola, Chien, and Pelletreau

remains unclear as to how I'TAs may experience this concept in a community of practice focused on
teaching self-efficacy.

Teaching Self-Efficacy

Teaching self-efficacy, according to DeChenne, Enochs, and Needham (2012), is “an instructor’s
belief in his or her ability to teach students in a specific context” (p. 102). This concept is associated
with teaching behaviors and student achievement, and in the context of this study, it can be used as a
measure of I'TAs’ development as instructors. Scholars acknowledge that ITAs have played a critical
role in providing instruction and support to American students (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008; Singh,
2018), which indicates that their teaching self-efficacy is an important area to understand.

Much of the extant research on teaching self-efficacy has focused on the role of professional
development (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008), how ITAs influence American students’ educational
outcomes (O’Neal, Wright, Cook, Perorazio, & Purkiss, 2007), and the quality of instruction provided
by ITAs (Kim, 2009). For instance, Dechenne et al. (2012) focused on graduate teaching assistants in
the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics programs and found that teaching self-efficacy
was correlated to various measures of professional development as well as teaching experience.
Relatedly, Kim (2009) examined perceived English proficiency, sociocultural adaptation difficulty, and
teaching self-efficacy and found that even though there were positive relationships between ITAs’
perceived English proficiency and their teaching self-efficacy, as sociocultural adaptation difficulty
decreased, the effect of perceived fluency in English on their teaching self-efficacy also decreased.
Because teaching self-efficacy is an important component of both socialization and effective
instruction, understanding how we can improve this metric could significantly impact ITAs
experiences and effectiveness. The following section introduces a model that addresses this focus.

Conceptual Framework

Even though topics such as students’ socialization, sense of belonging, and teaching self-efficacy have
received significant attention in research, less work has focused specifically on these topics related to
ITAs. This study is able to contribute to existing scholarship by offering a more nuanced
understanding of the complex experiences of I'T'As, in particular, by identifying important components
for building a CoP designed for I'TAs. Models that provide opportunities for socialization, sense of
belonging, and teaching self-efficacy are in their infancy (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008), and
developing effective ways to provide these opportunities for I'TAs may address this gap.

Ongoing professional development models can impart knowledge and information while
simultaneously creating a sense of community (Cox & McDonald, 2017; Wenger, 1998). CoPs have
been broadly adopted as effective frameworks for change and innovation in higher education, working
primarily with faculty and institutional change efforts (Cox & McDonald, 2017; Thompson, 2015;
Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). More recently, universities are adopting the tenets of learning
communities or CoPs as a way to onboard new faculty and graduate teaching assistants (Richlin &
Essington, 2004), and several models exist specifically addressing the orientation of ITAs (Ashavskaya,
2015, 2018; Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008; Swan et al., 2017). Effective and innovative approaches to
ITA development have the potential to improve ITAs’ teaching efficacy and also assist with positive
socialization into their graduate career.

Accordingly, the researchers of this study developed a pilot program to socialize I'TAs through
a CoP structured to create sense of belonging, enhance academic success, and improve teaching self-
efficacy. The CoP was organized to provide repeated opportunities for ITAs to engage with each other
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and acquire much-needed information as they collaboratively experienced their first semester teaching
at a public land-grant university. This study was designed to examine the influences of this specialized
support for the ITA participants.

Description of the Community of Practice

According to Lave and Wenger (1991), CoPs tend to consist of three major components. First, a
common area of interest needs to exist. Second, an established and bounded community needs to be
present. Third, the group needs to develop and sustain established practices. In the context of the ITA
CoP in this study, the shared domain included an interest in addressing common challenges as I'TAs
and in increasing teaching self-efficacy within a university-supported community group. The practices
consisted of formal and informal discussions, the development and sharing of resources and
information, as well as problem-solving amongst group members (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Guidelines for community-based professional development dictate that the optimal number
of participants ranges from six to twelve individuals (Cox & McDonald, 2017). The researchers initially
recruited seven participants, five of which met regularly (four times during fall 2018); each meeting
lasted 90 minutes. During each meeting session, participants had time to discuss the challenges and
opportunities they encountered while engaging in graduate school as I'TAs, for which, they provided
peer support by offering feedback to each other. In addition, two CoP facilitators, one of whom is a
veteran ITA, and the other an American graduate student, provided training specifically designed to
enhance teaching self-efficacy and sense of belonging. The trainings focused on skills for public
speaking and cross-cultural teaching as well as effective use of campus resources for teaching and
learning,

Researcher Positionality

Throughout the study, the researchers discussed the fact that one of the research team members, who
also served as a CoP facilitator, had worked as an ITA at some point in his graduate studies. This
member identified as a speaker of English as a foreign language, while the other two members
identified as native speakers of English. Racially, one member identified as non-White. Two of the
members identified as women and one as a man. In qualitative inquiry, bracketing is an important
concept, which consists of recognizing and discussing how the different positionalities, perceptions,
and values of each researcher may influence engagement with participants and interpretations of data
(Gearing, 2004). The researchers were aware of their identity differences in gender, language,
nationality, and race among themselves and took these differences into account while engaging in the
process of analyzing the data and interpreting the results. The discussions focused on these topics
served to mitigate bias and acquire a clearer understanding of the phenomenon (Gearing, 2004).

Methods

Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board, the researchers used a multi-method case study
approach to explore ITAs’ involvment in a teaching-focused CoP during the first semester of their
graduate studies. Case study methodology was appropriate because it allowed for the in-depth and
holistic analysis of participants’ experiences in the CoP over an extended time period within the
university setting (Merriam, 2007). The institutional context was important as its international
undergrad and graduate student population consisted of 9% during the time of the study, but did not
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offer any formal or required orientation for international teaching assistants. The study was guided by
the following research questions:

1. How do ITAs experience participation in a community of practice in a public
university in the Northeastern United States?

2. In what ways does participation in a community of practice affect ITAs’ socialization,
sense of belonging, and teaching self-efficacy in the university?

Data Collection

According to Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) a multi-methods design is appropriate when

investigators are interested in understanding their phenomena through various perspectives. Because
the researchers were interested in the experiences of ITAs participating in a CoP, as well as how
participation in the CoP was related to their teaching self-efficacy and sense of belonging in a
university setting, data collection involved three electronic post-questionnaires, three journal entries,
and two group interviews. An electronic post-questionnaire was implemented to all participants via
Qualtrics after the first three sessions. The questionnaires consisted of several close-ended questions
measuring the effectiveness of the content of each CoP session. It also included one to two open-
ended questions related to how the ITAs might apply what they had learned in the CoP to their
teaching practice. The second component of the study included an electronic journal that was
delivered after the first three sessions via Qualtrics. In the journal, participants responded to prompts
developed by the research team to help them reflect on their experiences both in and out of the CoP
that were related to teaching and socialization.

After the last CoP meeting, participants were invited to participate in one of two in-person
group interviews, which lasted between 60-90 minutes. The first group consisted of five men, and the
second had one woman and one man. In both group interviews, participants reflected on their
experiences in the CoP throughout the semester. Group interviews were conducted primarily to garner
information regarding participants’ aggregate experiences in the CoP from a collective sense-making
perspective. The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed by members of the
research team.

Data Analysis

Utilizing a thematic analytical approach, data analysis for this study was separated into three categories
(questionnaires, group interviews, and electronic journals). This method was appropriate as we were
seeking to locate, examine, and explain the themes that emerged within our data set (Braun & Clarke,
2000). In our analysis, we followed Braun and Clarke’s description of themes, which embodied
“something important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level
of patterned response or meaning within the data set” (p. 11).

Independently, each member of the research team selected and analyzed one facet of the data.
For the open-ended questions in the questionnaires and data collected from the electronic journals,
the researchers allowed codes and themes to emerge through a process of inductive and open coding,.
The journal prompts invited the participants to document their daily academic, social, and teaching
challenges and engage in ongoing reflection on how these experiences were connected to what they
experienced and learned in the CoP. Four out of six participants kept the journal throughout the
semester-long initiative. In total, seven journal entries from the four participants including 21
responses to the three overarching questions were analyzed. The group interviews were the largest
data source and consisted of a process of both inductive and deductive coding. First, the researcher
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explored the data allowing themes and patterns to emerge from participants’ voices. Second, the
researcher examined the data against themes aligned with the literature focused on the tenets of CoP
and developing a sense of belonging. This process was conducted twice to ensure accurate coding and
interpretation (Merriam, 2007) before sharing the analysis with the team.

Together, the researchers analyzed all forms of data through axial coding and selective coding
(Merriam, 2007). This process allowed the researchers to explore convergences and divergences and
identify core themes that emerged from each of the data sources (Merriam, 2007). By first analyzing
the data separately and then as a team, the researchers established confirmability and credibililty of the
findings and obtained clarity of categories by engaging in a circular coding process of peer review
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Participant Recruitment

Participant requirement was based on the following criteria. First, participants had to be non-native
speakers of English. Second, they had to be foreign-born. Finally, they had to be at least 18 years of
age and be hired as graduate teaching assistants at the university. Researchers invited potential
participants through emails sent by researchers and through online advertisements by the Center for
Innovation in Teaching and Learning and the university’s graduate school. Five individuals that were
recruited regularly participated. Table 1 provides a summary of information on self-reported
participant demographics, how proficient they perceived their English to be, and how confident they
felt in terms of teaching in English.

Table 1. Participant demographics and self-reported language and teaching proficiency

Experience

. . Degree First English Confidence . .
Gender Nationality Sought Language Proficiency® Level** TU—g_eg ching in
Male Iraq Ph.D. Arabic Advanced Confident Yes
Male NA Ph.D. NA Intermediate Somewhat No
confident
Male Iraq Ph.D. Arabic Intermediate Somewhat No
confident
Male Colombia Mastet's Spanish Basic Notatall No
confident
Male Ghana Mastet’s Garrex Advanced Confident Yes
Female Taiwan Non-Degree Mandarin ~ Advanced Somewhat No
Student confident

Notes. NA - no answer provided.

*1n response to the question: “Overall, how wonld you rate your English proficiency?”

** In response to the question: “How confident, if at all, are you in teaching in English?”
**% English is an official langnage in Ghana; participant speaks Ga as first language.
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Findings and Discussion

This study was guided by two foci. First, the researchers were interested in how participants
experienced the three core elements of the ITA CoP: navigating campus resources, public speaking,
and cross-cultural teaching. Second, the researchers aimed to understand how the CoP assisted
participants with socialization, sense of belonging, and teaching self-efficacy. Accordingly, the findings
are presented in the context of the aforementioned three major CoP tenets, i.e., common interest,
presence of community, and established practices. Interwoven in this discussion is an examination of
how the CoP influenced socialization, sense of belonging and teaching self-efficacy. The findings that
emerged from the analysis of the two group interviews are supplemented with findings from the
questionnaires and electronic journals and presented in the sub-sections below.

Common Interests

The CoP was designed with teaching self-efficacy as the primary shared interest for participants.
However, participants expressed that language was an equally important common interest in the group
experience. As the interview and journal excerpts in this subsection illustrate, because of their shared
identity as foreign-born language-minority TAs, some of the experiences and challenges they
encountered were rather similar.

Teaching Self-Efficacy

Specifically, in the group interviews, participants noted the importance of their common interest in
enhancing their teaching self-efficacy as both a bond and conduit that aided them in learning from
each other, building self-confidence, and increasing feelings of belonging at the university.

For example, one ITA expressed, “I noticed that, yes, we are in the same situation, and I learn
from other people’s experiences and ability to deal with situation[s] that they are facing, even if I'm
not facing.” Another referred to developing confidence through their shared experience, asserting, “I
did have confidence more. It is also this that there are some challenges I am also facing is same as
what everyone else also is facing, or like, yeah, this is not just an unusual challenge to me but is for
everyone, so I was more confident.” In one group interview, a participant noted how the common
interest helped with their feelings of belonging, stating, “I felt a sense of belonging because it brought
different people for me of diverse background[s] who are also internationals all together in a way
sharing ideas and any kind of problem we meet outside.” These quotes served as a representation of
participants’ reflections about the first tenet of the CoP during the group interviews. They also support
existing literature citing the importance of finding community in enhancing sense of belonging for
international students (Chavajay, 2013).

Language

In addition, common experiences surrounding language were also recorded in participants’ electronic
journals. While many participants considered their faculty teaching supervisors to be very supportive,
several of them cited language and communication as a prominent barrier. For instance, one
participant wrote in his journal, “My supervisor is very supportive. The only challenge that I have is
the language. Though I understand people easily and knowing almost all words I want to say, the
accent makes me less confident.” To this participant, comprehending the English language, both in
the spoken form and in terms of vocabulary, is not as much a challenge as how his foreign accent
makes him feel insecure. According to Yao (2016a), for international students, language is closely
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related to their identities and sense of belonging in the university community. This is even more true
for ITAs, compared to other international students, because they have to use English within an
additional dimension of their campus life, i.e., teaching; therefore, it is not difficult to understand why
ITAs are concerned about their English ability.

The participant’s comment on insecurity about his accent also highlights the power structure
embedded in language use. Accents have important implications in cross-cultural interactions,
especially when the interactions are examined through the concept of accepting or rejecting
communicative burden (Lippi-Green, 2012). According to Lippi-Green, when a person refuses to
communicate, he or she can respond, “I don’t understand you,” even though he or she can perfectly
understand what is being communicated. This is done to put the communicative burden on the other
person. When this interaction takes place in the context of U.S. English, Lippi-Green argues that
native speakers can decide whether or not to participate in the communication when they are
confronted with an accent that is foreign to them. In other words, members of the dominant language
group have the power to reject their communicative responsibility and demand the person with an
accent to carry most of the communicative burden. As part of the language minority, I'TAs’ confidence
in communicating with their students, peers and supervisors may be dependent on how they feel they
can tackle the communicative burden placed upon them.

Language also had an important role in the structure of the CoP in terms of the language
fluency of the facilitator. The facilitator role is important in ongoing professional development models
such as these (Ortquist-Ahrens & Torosyan, 2009). One of the lead facilitators for the ITA CoP
described in this study is a non-native English speaker and an ITA on campus. When asked about the
role of the facilitator during the group interviews, several participants noted how this was an key
feature in their feeling comfortable in the CoP. Though they recognized that a native English speaker
had certain strengths, these were not as important as sharing the experience of language as a barrier
with the facilitator. For example, when describing the facilitators one participant stated:

The non-native English speakers are the best because we are in the same shoes as they’ve
already been in our shoes before. Yeah, so they are the best. But in general, we need, let me
see, a native English speaker to just kind of compliment they can adapt to make it more better,
yeah.

Participants also suggested a native English speaker as one who could help decode the higher
education experience for them, asserting:

. the facilitator could then explain why students have this kind of feeling or what their
adjectives actually mean (laughter). So I think it is just adding someone, just adding a native
speaker as a teacher would be a good idea.

These comments from participants demonstrated that when designing CoPs for ITAs,
language use and facilitators’ linguistic and teaching backgrounds should be taken into account in
order to increase the effectiveness of these types of CoPs. This finding is supported in literature that
discusses the importance of language skills and cultural sensitivity when considering ITA specific
training programs (Jia & Aldous Bergerson, 2008)

Presence of Community

Aligned with CoP tenets (Lave & Wenger, 1991), the CoP was designed as a semi-structured,
supportive, and consistent group with self-selected membership that met throughout the participants’
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first semester teaching on campus. Building on participants’ shared interest, the I'TAs were encouraged
to engage in learning, sharing, and supporting each other, which contributed to the development of
group membership, group identity, co-learning, and socialization.

Group Mentbership

When participants were asked about the experience of belonging to this group, one participant said,
“Yeah, because this kind of brings us together as international T'As, so in case we meet outside on
campus, we can still have some interactions, you know, so that would impact my fellow international
TAs.” A second participant mentioned their experience learning from each other, reporting:

Teaching in the U.S. is kind of different from everyone’s home country. So, with the new
differences we are facing, how are we able to confront those challenges? Ok, yeah, so it was
more about getting ideas from other I'TAs and they were also able to share their experiences.

This quote highlighted participants’ experiences in sharing and learning from each other with
regard to enhancing their academic effectiveness and teaching self-efficacy.

Some participants also recorded in their journal how they interacted with other participants
outside of the meeting time, as one participant wrote, “I discussed with my friend who attend this
workshop some ideas of teaching.”

In questionnaire responses, when asked about the value of the the initial CoP meeting that
discussed teaching resources, many responses aligned with feeling more a part of the community a7
large, understanding where to find people with shared goals, “The most valuable is that I found people
that are really interested in learning how to teach well. That makes the process really worthy for me
because being a professor is something that I really desire to be”; where to find resources on campus,
“I know if my students and I need help, whom and where I could turn to”; or how to navigate specific
challenges they are likely to encounter, “I know what to do in several situations for example, if I had
a student with mental problems or If I wanted to improve an answer for a student.” Given that these
ITAs had all experienced orientation events and in some instances departmental trainings where some
of this information was likely covered, it appears how it was provided through the CoP had a stronger
impact.

Participants’ comments clearly highlighted the importance and impact of group membership
within the collective group identity of the ITA CoP. These findings are reflected in the literature as
well. Hodgkinson-Williams, Slay, and Sieborger (2008) found that the learning process could be
strengthened as a result of the co-learning and group identity that occurred in the CoP model.

Socialization

An additional theme that emerged within the second tenet of CoPs was related to socialization. That
is, participants learned commonly accepted practices, behavior, language, and actions from each other
and the two facilitators. This process was successful for several reasons. First, participants experienced
the shared commonality as I'TAs, which created a connection and served as an entry to trust and
community building. Second, participants began to feel comfortable and rely on each other due to
their shared challenges as ITAs and because of the stability of the CoP structure.

As a result, participants expressed elements of socialization that helped them socially,
professionally, academically, to integrate into the university setting. Describing the social setting, one
participant said, “I enjoy atmosphere, the way that it was open; it was like, similar to the concept that
we have here [in the focus group]. It was more open, we could interrupt each other.” Speaking to the
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learning of appropriate behaviors in a professional setting, one participant asserted, “It is how we
exchange our ideas and listen to other people’s experiences. I think it will, somehow, it will make me
feel that, okay, whether I'm doing is right, or do I have some room to improve.” Similarly, when
asked what was most valuable following the second CoP session about teaching self-efficacy,
participants listed “discussion and openness,” “sharing other experiences in teaching,” and
“exchanging ideas and thoughts.” With regard to helping them academically, several participants
mentioned that the public speaking session helped them not only in their teaching, but also in
presentations in their graduate studies.

The literature notes that CoPs have been successful in faculty professional development for
very similar reasons - the respected and open exchange of ideas an a normalization process (e.g.,
Hoadley, 2012; Hodgkinson-Williams et al., 2008; Thompson, 2015). For ITAs, the community
validated that many of their shared experiences were not merely a result of being international
students, but garnered from their common status as instructors. For example, when asked what was
most valuable about cross-cultural teaching, one participant replied “knowing that we have similar
situations” referring to both domestic and international teaching assistants experiences. Ultimately,
this built-in and semi-structured community helped participants with socialization into graduate
school as students and as instructors.

Established Practices

Lave and Wenger (1991) maintain that established practices are the third major component of the CoP
model. According to Hoadley (2012), practices in CoPs include “the process of knowledge generation,
application, and reproduction” (p. 20). Hence, co-facilitators of the group invited guest speakers who
focused on public speaking, cross-cultural interactions, and teaching resources on campus. FEach
session consisted of the sharing of information, knowledge, and experiences, how they could be
applied, and how they could be translated and reproduced in participants’ lives. Participant quotes
supporting this theme centered on gaining resources from the sessions and applying them to their
personal, professional, or academic experiences, which resulted in vicarious learning and increasing
self-confidence.

Vicarious Learning

Vicarious learning occurs when one individual learns through listening to others’ experiences rather
than directly experiencing the situation (DeChenne et al., 2012). This concept emerged as a major
theme when considering the benefits of the CoP. For example, one participant noted, “The first
session taught me that [students| really should come to class. I should really include some rules and
regulations that is best and also in relation to the department’s rules and regulations.” Another
participant reflected on the benefits of learning from a guest speaker, who was also a seasoned ITA,
about how to addresses challenges as an ITA in the U.S,, stating:

Teaching in the U.S. is kind of different from everyone’s home country. So, with the new
differences we are facing, how are we able to confront those challenges. Okay, yeah, so it was
more about getting ideas from other ITA’s and they were also able to share their experiences
and if they had a particular problem, this is what they do.

In both group interviews, participants consistently discussed vicarious learning by gaining
strategies and skills from the speakers and other participants that could be directly applied to their
own teaching practices and experiences in graduate school. For instance, one participant reflected on
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the benefit of learning from other participants in the group, stating, “I noticed that, yes, we are in the
same situation, and I learn from other people’s experience and ability to deal with situation that they
are facing, even if I’'m not facing, but it’s a good way to know something how you can track if
something happened, or you can use that methodology to have a better interaction.” Another
participant in a questionnaire response asserted, “The most valuable part of the session was to know
my colleagues’ experiences, and to [learn about| some cases that seem really difficult to approach.”
The value and cultivation of confidence was a significant recurring theme that resulted from
vicarious learning, appearing in the group interviews, journals, and questionnaires. In questionnaire
responses, when asked how they would use what they learned as a graduate student after the second
session, a// of the respondents mentioned confidence in some context; for example, “it gives more
confidence for future interactions”, “...the more you confident, the better your speaking.” In journal

bl

responses, more context was provided. For example, one participant wrote:

I felt more confident lately. That confidence came from a good understanding of my topic.
The last lab I spent four hours performing the lab. The following days, the students came up
with questions and I answered them correctly and very quickly.

This participant received the advice from the other participants to be better prepared for a
class by reviewing the course materials to the best extent he could as a way to increase confidence
while teaching. He prepared accordingly by familiarizing himself with the subject matter of his
teaching, and he was able to answer students’ questions with speed and accuracy, which resulted in his
enhanced confidence.

During the group interviews, the majority of participants expressed feeling a sense of increased
self-confidence simply by listening to others’ experiences. For example, a group interview participant
reflected on finding confidence in knowing everyone struggled with the language barrier, stating,
“Even if you don’t know, like, you feel less confident, but when we learn, ok, I mean, my big, biggest
challenge was the language, but everybody else same problem, so it’s not just me. So, I can work on
it, but maybe should not stop me to keep doing what I do.” Experiences such as this one were
common in the CoP and fell within the concept of vicarious learning. This finding was reflected in
the literature and connected directly to teaching self-efficacy. In their study focused on improving
teaching self-efficacy of graduate teaching assistants, DeChenne et al. (2012) found that vicarious
learning through instructor and peer interactions was an important factor for increasing teaching self-
efficacy. Similarly, participants in this study reported more confidence in teaching and provided
examples of how their teaching had improved as a result of vicarious learning during the CoP. While
self reported, instructor and peer engagement and feedback were found to be crucial elements to
improving ITA teaching practices.

The findings indicated that the learning community served as an intervention of support for
ITAs. In particular, the group contributed to community building, co-learning, and strengthening skills
and confidence based on that learning, which aligned well with the scope of the CoP model (Lave &
Wenger, 1991). Findings also suggested that participation enhanced teaching self-efficacy, heightened
self-confidence, strengthened social relationships, assisted with socialization within the university
setting, and increased their sense of belonging. Finally, it is important to note that engagement with
the CoP potentially mitigated challenges researchers have noted I'TAs typically encounter in graduate
school such as isolation and depression (Shadowen et al., 2019), cultural dissonance (Singh, 2018), and
academic difficulties (Curtis et al., 2013).
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Limitations

This study has several important limitations to discuss. Questionnaire responses were low and
electronic journal entries were shorter than researchers had intended, which restricted opportunities
for triangulation (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Additionally, while researchers used peer-review to
corroborate the coding process, credibility of the findings was somewhat limited as well, as researchers
were unable to conduct member-checking (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Finally, the use of qualitative
inquiry reduced the likelihood of attaining full representation of the I'TA population at the university
(Shenton, 2004).

Implications

CoPs are designed to provide a safe, stable, and supportive environment for members to socialize,
learn, share, and practice skills focused on a common topic of interest (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger,
1998). It is evident that the CoP provided a space for these actions and behaviors to occur. Based on
the findings, the researchers concluded with the following implications for research and training
practices.

None of the participants in this study is a speaker of English as a first language, and none
identifies as racially White. Even though the relationship between English proficiency and teaching
self-efficacy was explored in this study, participants’ racial identity did not emerge as a theme.
However, race and/or ethnicity often interacts with language in the context of education as illustrated
in a study by Cho (2017) that explored the experiences of language-minority pre-service teachers
through counter-narratives.

Race has significant implications for teacher authority in predominantly White institutions
(PWIs) like the university featured in this study. According to Vargas (1999), in a primarily White
campus, the classroom becomes a “contested terrain”, and racial minority instructors often embody
the image of an “other” when they do not resemble a “stereotypical academic authority figure” (p.
360). Several studies have featured narratives based on the expetiences of racial and/or linguistic
minority instructors in higher education (e.g., Rodriguez, 2008; Waring & Bordoloi, 2013). These
accounts, like those produced by the ITAs in this study, play a critical role in diversifying the
understanding of instructors’ identities and experiences in higher education.

In another study about factors that influence U.S. undergraduate students’ judgments of non-
native English-speaking teaching assistants, Rubin (1992) found that the participants in his study
stereotypically attributed differences in accent to the speech of an ethnically Asian instructor even
though the instructor spoke standard English in real life. In addition, the participants’ comprehension
also seemed to be undermined simply by visually identifying the instructor as Asian. Therefore, future
research on the impact of CoPs for ITAs could consider the intersection of race and language,
especially in terms of how I'TAs’ racial identities mediate their confidence in teaching in English and
their level of comprehensibility to their students.

Providing opportunities for ITAs to immediately socialize and connect with others through a
CoP is a low overhead, high impact model for supporting this important population (Jia & Aldous
Bergerson, 2008). Though in this study the CoP was run through the Center for Innovation in
Teaching and Learning, the requirements are such that these programs could easily be offered through
International Programs Offices, individual departments that have a high number of ITAs, or in
residence halls. Based on participant feedback, the frequency of meetings should not be less than once
per month, though several participants felt that meeting more often would have built a stronger
community. Of greatest importance, and addressed in our group interview, was providing both a non-
native English speaker, and a native English speaker as facilitators for the groups. This combination
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provided a strong sense of belonging through the connection of the shared experience with the non-
native English speaker and as fellow I'TAs. In addition, when participants needed advice, they served
as mentors and “authority” on language and U.S. cultural norms inside and outside the classroom.

Sense of belonging is a key component of positive socialization into higher education
(Strayhorn, 2012). Based on this study, the CoP framework served as a promising approach to the
development of sense of belonging by providing a space for community, friendship, socialization, and
academic integration. While scholarship suggests that these concepts are particularly important for
racial and ethnic minorities, such as international students (Museus et al., 2017), more research is
needed to examine ways in which this distinct student population can be better supported by
universities in their development as learners and instructors. Additional research could investigate the
extent to which CoPs enhance international students’ academic and social development, along with
ways that CoPs could functionally be integrated into current I'T'A teacher training models.

While an introductory training workshop is typically offered at the beginning of the semester
for ITAs, it is not a common practice for these individuals to meet throughout the semester (Jia &
Aldous Bergerson, 2008). Given the transition of ITAs from their home countries, and their potential
loss of support systems (Chavajay, 2013), it would be beneficial for universities to offer a dedicated
space for consistent interaction and support for these students. Because the CoP in this study provided
a consistent community where individuals felt safe and supported by their peers, learned from each
other, and strengthened their teaching self-efficacy, ITA specific CoPs could be an effectivre strategy
to address the needs of I'TAs on other college campuses moving forward.
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