
Learning Assistant (LA) Education and Early Field Experience 

The Florida International University BAs in Chemistry, Earth Science, Mathematics, and Physics 

with Education Tracks will use the University of Colorado’s Learning Assistant (LA) model 

[Otero06, Otero09, CU DBER09] as the basis for our early field experiences and our introductory 

seminar in biology education, SCE 3813. The Colorado program has achieved national acclaim 

and become a national dissemination model for teacher education transformation. From the 

program start-up in January 2005 through May 2009, Colorado has recruited 50 students into 

math and science teacher certification programs [CU DBER09]. Moreover, math and science 

teachers that were once LAs at Colorado had significantly better overall scores on the Reformed 

Teacher Observation Protocol, a reliable, research-validated teacher observational instrument that 

measures "reformed" instructional practices, than teachers without an LA experience. The LA 

teachers also had significantly better scores in content and classroom culture [Webb09]. 

 

FIU has implemented a similar LA program and, with the approval of these new education tracks, 

hopes to begin enrolling students in a teacher certification program this academic year. The FIU 

LA program has grown since its inception in Spring 2008 from 10 applicants each semester to 

~50 applicants for Fall 2010. We anticipate that 4 to 6 LAs from each recruitment will enter one 

of our teacher preparation programs. Science LAs are supervised by the FIU Teacher-in-

Residence currently funded by the PhysTEC grant but the position will be institutionalized 

starting 2010-2011. 

 

Description of FIUs Learning Assistant (LA) Early Field Experience. 

 
Math/Physics Education Seminar: New LAs must enroll in a one-credit education seminar (SCE 

3813) that provides the rationale and research basis for effective classroom learning. As described 

below, the seminar is strongly coupled to the early field experience. LAs reflect in class and 

through written assignments on their early field experiences within the context of the weekly 

seminar topic. Both the early field experience and the physics education seminar are modeled 

after best practices in teaching, including inquiry/active engagement and reflective teaching 

practices. Additionally, this close monitoring by faculty and a teacher-in-residence provides 

formative feedback about the needs of our prospective pre-service teachers. The seminar is 

operated cooperatively and cross listed with all of the science and mathematics education 

programs to build a multidisciplinary LA learning community. 

 

Early Field Experience: Students are enrolled in the 1 credit course, SCE 3813 Seminar in 

Biology Education (or new cross-listed courses in Earth Science and Chemistry) and are 

employed as learning assistants (LAs) in a student-centered, active-engagement classroom or 

laboratory section that are a part of our overall efforts in the university to improve the quality of 

undergraduate education. New LAs enter this no-strings-attached paid, early field experience in 

their first semester of the program. This allows prospective teachers to evaluate their interest in 

the teaching profession in an informed, positive environment. LAs experience the rewards 

associated with teaching and implicitly provide a recruiting pathway, as students often want to 

follow in the footsteps of their LAs. The LAs participate in a variety of teaching and learning 

experiences each week.  LAs devote approximately 10 hours a week to the experience including 6 

hours in the classroom, a weekly training session or meeting with a science teacher-in-residence, 

two hours of SCE 3813 and some preparation time. Therefore the students are engaged in ~150 

hours of mentoring, observation, and hands-on teaching experiences in university classrooms and 

labs.  

 This is a safe, carefully guided experience in the art and science of teaching that provides 

students with a foundation for less structured experiences in later coursework. Students are 

supervised by a team of Art & Sciences and Education faculty along with an expert teacher-in-

residence. Throughout their early field experience LAs will learn about and practice teaching 

skills including but not limited to initiating dialogue, Socratic questioning, managing cooperative 
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learning, taking advantage of the learning cycle, using technology as a learning tool, and 

accommodating diverse student needs. LAs will then be able to discuss and critique these 

experiences within the training and SCE 3813 meetings.  

 Students that choose not to participate in the LA experience can still take the two courses 

and will spend 30 hours doing reflective field observations in a public school. The LA experience 

is preferable to the typical introductory early field experiences because the students are actively 

engaged with learners in collaborative environments, have training targeted specifically to the 

field experience, and get first-hand feedback from faculty and the teacher-in-residence. 
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