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Abstract

University faculty members simultaneously hold multiple roles in teaching, research and community. One way of preparing 
graduate students for these roles is through the Preparing Future Faculty program that is commonly found in the US universities. 
There is, however, little support in Turkey to prepare graduate students for faculty roles and responsibilities.

To address this gap, two mid-sized universities in Turkey modified a Preparing Future Faculty program for the Turkish context. 
This flagship program was established to focus on teaching and community service since the results of focus groups conducted 
with graduate students at the two universities primarily indicated interest in these areas. In this paper, we reflect on the initial 
implementation of this program, the changes made to move this pilot program online and students’ experiences with this new 
mode. We make recommendations for benefitting from these changes in the resulting program.
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Introduction 

Faculty members at higher education institutions have responsibilities in teaching and service along with their research. Since 
these roles compete in terms of time and resources, faculty members must find a balance that allows them to successfully fulfill 
each role. Graduate students in Turkey who intend to pursue a role as a faculty member, however, may need assistance in accul-
turating to these competing demands, since they receive little support in instructional and personal development (Kabakçi and 
Odabasi, 2008). One way of preparing graduate students for these roles is through the Preparing Future Faculty (PFF) program 
that has been implemented in numerous US higher education institutions (DeNeef, 2002). 

Universities worldwide are rapidly building similar support systems to prepare graduate students for their future roles through 
a combination of seminars, mentoring, and practical experiences (Rozaitis et al., 2020). Students at Turkish universities also seek 
such support (Çolak, 2015; Uğuz Arsu et al., 2020; Yalçınkaya et al., 2016). To address this gap, a mid-sized foundation university 
located in Istanbul, and a mid-sized public university located in Anatolia modified a PFF program for the Turkish context.  The pro-
gram was established to focus on teaching and service since graduate students who participated in focus groups indicated that 
these areas were particularly important. This program is intended to spur similar support systems at other universities in Turkey 
since the outcome and the resources developed will be shared in collaboration with other Turkish universities. In this paper, we 
reflect on the initial implementation of one such program in Turkey and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the program. 

Method

The data collection of the study was done in mixed methods. We have used both quantitative and qualitative data to be able 
to understand the students’ experiences with the pilot programs I and II. Surveys were given to the participants in which the 
questions were asked with a numerical Likert scale.  Surveys were conducted for both pilots I and II. A post-program survey was 
conducted with pilot I and a mid-program survey was conducted with pilot II. Frequency counts were provided both for pilot I 
and pilot II because of the small number of participants. Qualitative data were collected through critical reflection after each 
seminar. Since one of our aims was to understand the students’ experience with the training program, we have asked them to 
write critical reflection after each seminar. Mezirow (1990) defined critical reflection as a transformative tool for learning. Both 
Ash and Clayton (2009) and Eames and Coll (2010) emphasized in their studies that critical reflection can be used as a tool to 
develop students’ meta-cognitive skills. 

The Pilot Programs (Teaching Seminar Program)

Pilot I
Under the scope of the PFF Turkey project, we first organized a small-scale pilot program at a foundation university in Is-

tanbul, Turkey, designed to address some of the teaching-related needs of the graduate students based on the focus group 
outcomes. This ‘Teaching Seminar Program’ (TSP), consisted of a total of six participatory seminars (2-2.5 hours each) between 
November 2019 and August 2020 (see Table 1). Ten graduate students from two faculties were selected to participate in the 
program, and received certificates upon successful completion of the program. All participants concurrently taught or otherwise 
supported large first-year courses. Participants completed a reflection after each seminar that connected the seminar contents 
to their teaching practices. All seminars except Inclusive Classroom and Teaching Portfolio were facilitated by one of the authors 
of this paper.
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Table 1
Pilot I and Pilot II Teaching Seminar Program Seminar Titles
 

     Stars (*) indicate face-to-face seminars

The first three seminars were given on campus in a face-to-face setting.  However, the university’s abrupt shift to online 
teaching in March 2020 due to the pandemic prompted the Program to be adapted and continue online. Despite the challenges 
brought forward by the online shift, there were several noteworthy advantages of online seminars, such as the broadened flex-
ibility in seminar speaker selections and scheduling, as well as accommodating larger seminar audiences which was also noted 
in Bottanelli et al. (2020).

In the pre-pandemic physical settings, inviting a seminar speaker from outside of the presenting university or Turkey was 
challenging.  However, with online seminars, we were able to invite presenters from outside of the university hosting the pilot 
seminars. In one case, we added an “Online Teaching” seminar to support the TSP participants on the shift to online education.  
In the last workshop on ”Creating a Teaching Portfolio Chart”, we were able to invite an internationally renowned scholar as the 
speaker and open up the seminar to more graduate students and faculty members from both the foundation university and the 
public university. This change, which was made possible by the online format, more than doubled participation. 

Pilot II
The second pilot was conducted entirely online with Zoom because of the COVID-19 pandemic. This pilot was extended to 

the public university in Anatolia. Out of 68 applicants, a total of 31 participants were selected based on their experience level 
and motivation statement to attend the second pilot, 25 of whom were from the foundation university and six from the public 
university. The number of participants in the second pilot was kept relatively small so that they would be able to interact with 
each other and form a cohesive group in the Zoom environment. The second TSP consisted of a total of eleven participatory 
seminars between April - August, 2021 (see Table 1). In addition, we started the program with an orientation session in order to 
clarify expectations and begin to form a cohesive group.

Online teaching tools such as Padlet, Jamboard and Mentimeter allowed participants and facilitators to communicate, collab-
orate, and share resources even in between the seminars. Other tools like Edpuzzle allowed participants to reflect on what they 
had learned. This second pilot was intentionally made adaptable to participants’ needs. For example, in mid-program feedback, 
participants indicated a need for more communication skills. Because adaptability was built into the program, facilitators were 
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able to offer a communication skills seminar almost immediately. In order to design our program, we collaborated with two 
universities in the United States that have well-established and active PFF Programs. We first collaborated with one of the uni-
versities through in person and online visits to design the first pilot. The second pilot was further refined with the collaboration 
of the second university. 

Findings

Reflections by Pilot Program Participants

Pilot I
At the end of the first pilot program, the participants completed a questionnaire to reflect on the program. It consisted of 

open-ended and Likert scale questions (N=10). The Likert scale questions were on a scale of 1 to 5 with 1 indicating not at all 
prepared and 5 indicating very well prepared. When asked about their degree of preparation to teach at the university level be-
fore participating in the TSP, 80% indicated that they were somewhat prepared (mean 3.2; see Figure). In contrast, when asked 
the same question after completing the TSP, all respondents indicated that they were either moderately well or extremely well 
prepared (mean 4.5). 

Figure 1
Pilot I Post-Program Evaluation Questionnaire: “How well prepared were the participants before and after participating in the 

Teaching Seminar Program (TSP)?”

 

Participants were also asked to rate the usefulness of session topics for their current teaching assistant position and future 
career. The results indicate that the vast majority of the participants found all of the seminars very useful for their current posi-
tions (4.4 mean) and future careers (4.5 mean).

Another question the participants were asked was to choose the topics that should be included in the PFF Program in Turkey. 
The following were ranked as the top choices: (1) Operations of university and faculties with the roles and responsibilities of the 
faculty members (80%), (2) pedagogy and teaching techniques (70%), and (3) the structure of higher education in Turkey and 
abroad and discussing sensitive topics (60%).

The last two questions were open-ended. First, they were asked what they liked about the pilot program and then whether 
they had any additional comments they would recommend for the program. All of the attendees shared comments, including 
ones such as “ the program gave me a new perspective” and they “ enjoyed not just being a listener but also an active participant 
in the lectures”. They suggested adding “mock-teaching to test out what we learned before the actual classroom and get actual 
feedback” and work on “case studies to learn how to communicate with students”.
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Pilot II
A mid-program evaluation questionnaire was given to the participants of the second pilot program (N=12) after completing 7 

out of 11 seminars in the program. When they were asked about their degree of preparation to teach at the university level be-
fore participating in the TSP, about 83% of the participants who responded to the survey indicated that they were either slightly 
(33.3%) or somewhat (50%) prepared (mean 2.9; Figure 2). After participating in the TSP, the majority of the participants (91.7%) 
stated that they were either moderately (66.7%) or extremely (25%) well prepared (mean 4.2). 

Figure 2
Pilot II Mid-Program Evaluation Questionnaire: “How well prepared were the participants before and after participating in 

the Teaching Seminar Program (TSP)?”

 

Additionally, two open-ended questions were asked to the participants of pilot 2. First, they were asked to share at least one 
thing they learned as a result of the seminars and then whether they had any additional comments they would recommend for 
the program. All of the participants who filled out the survey shared comments to both questions. Online teaching tools, active 
learning, writing learning objectives, effective communication and instructional design are among the learned topics listed by 
the participants. They stated that “the content of the program is thorough and well-prepared”, and “fulfilled my expectations”. 
They also suggested to “organize one face-to-face event or a meet up”, “talking about different preparation strategies for courses 
(which might not be in our specialty)”, and “grouping the sessions by their subjects -e.g. “communication” period of the program 
-teaching in EMI, inclusive classrooms”.

Finally, the participants provided additional comments indicating that they have applied what they have learned from the 
seminars into their own classrooms and have gotten positive feedback from their students. Two participants included the fol-
lowing example:

I am a teaching assistant, and this semester I got very positive feedback from my students. I did not make any delib-
erate changes to how I teach (same subjects, same course material ...), but I think I have been applying what I have 
learned in this seminar in an intuitive way. Just a change in mindset and attitude goes a long way, students were much 
more interested and engaged in the lecture compared to previous semesters. So, thanks a lot for organizing this sem-
inar! I think I really benefited from it. (p2.5)
Fantastic content! I am applying (experimenting) what I am learning here on my interns that I have around for the 
summer. So far it is going great, but we have to wait and see if they achieve what is expected from them. (p2.1)

Applicability was one of the objectives of the TSP design, and we intentionally selected graduate students who were concur-
rently working with undergraduate students or would soon be involved in teaching. The feedback from the participants provides 
evidence that the objective was accomplished.
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Discussion and Conclusion 

Conclusions from the Pilot I
The findings of our pilot program indicate that there is substantial demand for such a program and the graduate students 

found these seminars valuable for their future roles. They also provided several recommendations that can be adapted to the 
program. 

During the program, the participants found the chance to reflect on their teaching experience as stated by one of the fellows: 
... it was quite nice for me to think about how I teach and how I would like to be taught during this program. It gave me a lot of 

room and ideas to improve and become a better presenter (and hopefully lecturer) in my future career towards academia. (p1.3)
While the conclusions we can draw are limited by the scale of the pilot, we have observed the positive impact on the par-

ticipants. One stated that: “... I had no idea how much I will learn at the beginning, now, I feel really different and much more 
prepared for the rest of my academic journey”. Another noted that “It is not only improving my knowledge, it also gives a per-
spective how to be better at teaching”.

The COVID-19 pandemic hit in the middle of the TSP, resulting in adaptations to the seminar plans. One modification was 
changing the focus of a communication seminar to Online Teaching. In this seminar, we discussed the challenges of remote learn-
ing from both teachers’ and students’ perspectives, and shared tips for effective online teaching.

The sudden changes due to the pandemic caused a time gap in our pre-planned program which may have lowered the effec-
tiveness of the program. One fellow noted that, “it was because of the pandemic but gaps between the sessions decreased the 
program efficiency”. However, we were able to turn this challenge into a series of opportunities. Firstly, we were able to host an 
international guest speaker for the very last workshop on Creating Teaching Portfolio Chart. This opportunity would have been 
unlikely in-person face to face physical setting. In addition to our participants, other graduate students from the public university 
participated in this final workshop. This workshop also served as the first step of creating a community (for now, only online) 
between members of these two universities. We are considering keeping the online component of the program in the future 
since it can increase the number of participating graduate students from Turkish universities and further enhance interaction 
between them. 

Conclusions from the Pilot II
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted our first pilot and forced us to move it online. While this event was initially challenging, as 

we learned how to teach online, it resulted in significant and long-lasting benefits to the program, as we continued the second 
pilot program online.

First, this change gave both us and the participants the experience of effective and reflective online teaching. Since this 
modality is increasing in its use in higher education, this is an important skill for graduate students who intend to pursue an aca-
demic career. In our initial face-to-face pilot, we were very limited in how much students from the participating universities could 
interact. The COVID-19 pandemic changed that. Once we moved online, we were able to open up the second pilot program to 
students from both universities. Because the number of participants remained small, this opened up the opportunity for close 
collaboration and networking between students at both universities. Students were able to learn from each other and benefit 
from the different university contexts and perspectives on teaching.

The online format also increased our adaptability. We were able to add additional seminars based on students’ needs. Be-
cause we were online, we could not only schedule more easily, but also gather presenters and students from across Turkey at 
short notice. This allowed us to fulfill the needs of a diverse group of students.

Another major positive effect was the broadening of the presenters we could invite. In our initial pilot, our in-person seminars 
were offered by our team and others at the university. Once we moved online, we were able to use our connections to invite 
presenters from around the world, who ordinarily would not have been able to present. This international collaboration was 
important because it presented different perspectives to the participants and to the program. This collaboration also extended 
inside of Turkey since we were also able to invite presenters from industry more easily.
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As we move forward to the implementation of a full-scale PFF Turkey program, we plan to keep the synergy between the face-
to-face and online components. We also plan to apply a thorough program evaluation methodology (Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick, 
2016) for the full-scale PFF Turkey program, the results of which will help us expand the program to other Turkish universities.
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