
Excerpt from the SSP Faculty Handbook 

SSP Teaching Assistant and Residential Mentor (“TA”) 
Most people are familiar with what a Teaching Assistant does in college classes. The job at SSP is 
much more complex, time-consuming, and hopefully, also more rewarding. Our TAs teach, mentor, 
and supervise students in a residential setting, reporting to the Academic Director for academic 
matters, and the Site Director for residential matters.  

SSP’s mission is much broader than merely teaching academic material -- it is to accelerate the 
development of highly gifted students at a crucial turning point in their lives. Correspondingly, the 
primary goal of each TA is to help students successfully navigate this intense, stressful, transformative 
experience. Each student will need a different kind and level of help. 

TAs are expected to get to know the students as individuals, act as mentors and role models, help 
them with academic and personal problems, and encourage them, by words and deeds, to internalize 
the Code of Honor and Code of Conduct. TAs are members of a faculty, professionals in a workplace. 
As a TA you are constantly walking the fine line between authority figure and trusted confidant. It is 
vitally important that you be both. A long line of psychological research indicates that high achieving 
and highly satisfied students are most likely to be found in classrooms and homes in which teachers 
and parents exhibit great warmth and friendliness combined with very high expectations for the 
achievement and behavior of students.  

See SSP Values & Traditions for more on these topics. 

As a TA, you will hone the combination of people skills and technical skills required of leaders in 
every profession. You will earn: 

 teaching experience, both in small group and classroom settings 

 experience mentoring, supervising, and managing diverse individuals through a difficult 
challenge 

 experience working within a team of three other TAs in an intense environment 

 the respect of the students, who know that you are “there for them” 

 the respect of your colleagues and supervisors 

For example: if you ever apply for an NSF Graduate Research Fellowship, you will see that half of the 
Merit Review criterion is based on “Broader Impacts.” Being a TA at SSP is a perfect example of a 
Broader Impacts activity! 

TAs generally do not attend lecture with students, so that is when they perform tasks assigned by 
Directors, and have some personal time to relax, go to town, catch up on email, etc. When students 
are not in class, TAs are expected to make themselves helpfully available (i.e. easy for students and 
Directors to find) most of the time: in the TA office, computer lab, dorm, soccer field, or wherever 
else students may be gathered.  

In the past, we have sometimes had TAs who accepted the job with unrealistic expectations, who 
expected regular hours or . SSP has been compared to a research submarine on a six-week mission 
under the polar ice cap … 3 Directors, 4 TAs, and 36 students working very hard in close quarters, 
largely out of touch with the rest of the world. If that thought makes you uncomfortable -- if you 



expect to maintain your normal routine, or if you need a lot of personal “space”, or if you would have 
trouble implementing a decision with which you disagree -- you should probably consider another 
summer opportunity. But if you embrace the opportunity it represents, it could be extremely 
rewarding.  

Before faculty arrival  
 Become familiar with the curriculum, traditions, and policies of the Summer Science Program, as 

described in the documents SSP Values and Traditions, Faculty Handbook, and Participant 
Handbook.  

 Attend one or two pre-arrival teleconferences. 

 Undertake whatever preparation is assigned by the ED, AD, and SD. 

Before student arrival  
 Become familiar with and learn to use telescopes, associated equipment and software. Take 

images and measure them until you are able to teach and supervise students on the procedures. 

 Become familiar with and set up/organize campus facilities to be used by SSP. These include the 
classroom, dorms, computer labs, TA office, and cafeteria. 

 Review student applications and enrollment documents to learn students’ strengths, weaknesses, 
personalities, and roommate preferences. 

 In consultation with the SD, choose student roommates and teams of three for observing. 

 In consultation with the AD, prepare for the asteroid project, including preparation of handouts, 
ephemeris data, and progress board. 

 In consultation with the SD, prepare materials for the student arrival day, including nametags, 
keys to the room and handouts (i.e. schedule for the first day, campus map) Plan orientation 
exercises for the student arrival day. 

 Other tasks as assigned by the AD, AAD, and SD. 

During the program 
Between the end of afternoon lecture and midnight or so, most TAs are expected to be with students 
most of the time. So stock the TA office with your favorite snacks, bring something to do or read, 
and get comfortable in there. Students need the reassurance that TAs are available. When a deadline 
is approaching, this is extra important. Discrete tasks include: 

 Join the group for lunches and dinners, guest lectures, and field trips, unless excused in advance 
by the Site Director. It is reasonable for a TA to request absence for a few lunches and dinners, 
one guest lecture, and one field trip.  

 Assist students with their homework and research.  

 Supervise students. Report to the SD on attitude or behavior problems. Conduct dorm meetings. 

 Assist the Directors with assigned tasks, for example: correct and return homework in a timely 
manner, run errands, etc.  

 Participate in faculty meetings. 



 Help organize games and other recreational activities. 

 It is optional but strongly encouraged for each TA to give one lecture on a subject of personal 
interest and expertise. This is a great teaching opportunity. 

After student departure 
 Organize and inventory equipment and supplies for storage. 

 Participate in a final faculty meeting to evaluate each student. 

 Complete an exit survey for the Executive Director. 

Daily Schedule Rotation  
As a default, four TAs will rotate through these duties on a daily basis, although the rotation will be 
interrupted for exceptions such as all-day field trips. Assignments will be maintained and published 
by the Scheduling TA.  

Morning TA 

 Come to the start of morning lecture to take attendance, rouse anyone missing. Report to Site 
Director on absences, tardies, illnesses, etc.  

 Review previous night’s student images for quality, comment as needed. Inform scheduling TA 
of the results for the next night’s observing schedule. 

 Be the first TA to transition to the dorm in the evening, perhaps around 10 pm on a typical night. 

Early TA 

 Inspect the observing notebook of every student scheduled to observe that night.  

 Supervise the opening and start-up of observatory equipment. 

 Lead observing team team(s) in early (and sometimes middle) time slot(s). 

Late TA 

 Lead observing team team(s) in late (and sometimes middle) time slot(s). 

 Supervise the closing and shutdown of observatory equipment. 

 At a prescribed time, clear out the last few students who are working late in the computer lab. 

 Be aware of where students are and what they are doing in the late evening hours. Enforce quiet 
time in the dorm. Encourage students to go to bed at the appropriate time.  

Office TA 

 Stay around the TA office and/or computer lab, helping students.  

 Go to the dorm when most of the students do. 

Functional Specialties  
Each TA will take on one or more areas of concentration, somewhat as described below. These roles 
may be traded during the program, or new ones created. Flexibility is key. 



Lead TA 

In most years we will designate a “Lead TA”, the team leader, “first among equals”. All TAs continue 
to report to the AD and SD for academic and residential matters respectively. The specific roles of 
the Lead TA are at the discretion of the AD and SD, but typically include scheduling, training, and 
mentoring other TAs.  

Scheduling TA  

Schedule student observations, decide which teams go observing each night, led by which TAs. Each 
night’s observing schedule must be posted no later than lunchtime, but preferably several days in 
advance. 

Programming / Math / Physics / Astronomy TA  

Grade the homework in that discipline. Conduct tutoring sessions as necessary. Note: helping 
students debug their programs in the computer lab is too big a job to be left to one TA alone. 

Activity/Recreation TA 

Organize social activities such as sports, games, parties, dances, and other recreation for the 
students. 

Telescope TA 

Deal with telescope and mount calibration, pointing, and minor repairs. 

Photography / Social Media TA 

Take, organize, curate, and post photos, videos, blogs, tweets, etc.  

TA Overnight Leave 
Each TA will be allowed one overnight (i.e. approximately 24 hour) leave. It can be taken separately 
or together, preferably during the 3rd or 4th week, before the final project crunch. (If all TAs are off 
campus then two Directors must spend the night in the student dorm.)  

Sample Student Evaluations of TAs 
At the end of the program students will evaluate each faculty member. Below are student comments 
about two different TAs on the same campus. They give insight into what students expect from a TA. 
It’s very clear which one did the job well. 

 

  



For TA Jane 

Knowledge 
of subject 
matter 

Clear 
explana-
tions of 
material 

Approach-
ability and 
accessibility 

Attitude 
toward 
questions, 
opinions, 
and 
suggestions 

Helpfulness 
in non-
academic 
matters Open-Ended Response 

excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent 

You are super friendly, cheerful, and sisterly. You are 
accomplished and talented yet humble. We couldn't 
have gotten a better role model! Also, your TA 
lecture was truly inspiring.  

Good good good good good 

Jane, you encourage us to think about thinking and 
learning to solve any type of problem. You are 
always so happy and cheery  and it is infectious. You 
can walk the fine line between being our friends and 
being the responsible TA. I really appreciate your 
impromptu yoga sessions. You are so cool. 

excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent 
She was like a sister to all of us and she treated us as 
if we were her siblings. 

excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent 

Amazing TA! She always did her best and was really 
helpful when we asked homework questions, she 
always made sure we understood everything. 
Outside the academic part, she was also helpful (e.g. 
when I got injured she did an amazing job 
throughout the bus and making sure I was okay, 
thanks so much!)    

Good excellent excellent excellent excellent 

I love Jane! She is the sweetest person ever! I love 
just to talk to her about life and her philosophy and 
the things she does to relax and meditate. She's also 
super helpful with explaining the material. She's just 
a warm and intelligent person, which is just 
awesome. I am so happy she's my TA and I got to 
meet her. 

Good good excellent excellent excellent 

Unfortunately, I never really spoke to Jane about 
academics. Most of the times when I had questions, 
another TA would be closer, and I would ask them. 
Even so, Jane was always available to talk and I took 
advantage of that. She was incredibly easy to talk to 
and gave great discussion on any issue. I could 
approach her with anything and she would help. 

Excellent excellent excellent excellent excellent 

Jane is an amazing teacher, and I now consider her 
to be an amazing friend. She always helped me 
better understand topics that I had questions about 
in the problem sets, and she also gave her helpful 
opinion on many nonacademic affairs. I am honored 
to have had her as a TA. 



For TA John 

Knowledge 
of subject 
matter 

Clear 
explana-
tions of 
material 

Approach-
ability and 
accessibility 

Attitude 
toward 
questions, 
opinions, 
and 
suggestions 

Helpfulness 
in non-
academic 
matters Open-Ended Response 

excellent fair fair good good 

Helpful, but I felt more comfortable asking other 
students. Not as helpful during observations - 
basically left us to do it by ourselves when we really 
needed help. 

good poor fair fair poor 
It seems like John didn't like interacting with the 
students much. 

good fair fair good excellent It was relatively harder for me to access John. 

good fair fair poor fair 

John is a fun TA, and I can tell that he puts in a lot 
of work with our programming stuff, but he's not 
the most approachable TA out there. He tends to 
give vague, cryptic comments whenever we ask 
him for help with programming, which is very 
frustrating.. 

good fair fair fair fair 

John seems to know a lot but he is not as 
approachable as the other TAs. He is helpful 
sometimes, but usually not as helpful as some 
experienced programmers among the students. He 
doesn't give much of a suggestion when we are 
trying to debug our code. 

excellent fair fair good good 

To me, John was the most aloof TA. The most 
questions I had at SSP regarded programming, but 
it was often hard to find him to answer them. When 
I did talk to him, it seemed like he thought I should 
already know what I was doing. This led to a bit of 
frustration when he didn't really give me the 
answer I was looking for before promptly 
disappearing again. His knowledge of the subject 
was great, but I wish he had been a bit more 
accessible and easier to work with. 

fair good good excellent excellent 

Unfortunately, he pretty much will only answer 
questions about programming (which I never had 
for him), and he will never comment on your grade 
or your paper, instead leaving a score or none at 
all. One of his big points that he's proud of is that 
he loves to tell people how to "get girls." I honestly 
can't tell if he's serious or not, but it's pretty 
entertaining nonetheless. John is pretty familiar 
with us students and knows how to be a student 
himself. 


