
 
ISSN 2185-3762 

Studies in Self-Access Learning Journal 
http://sisaljournal.org  
 
Student, Faculty, and Graduate Teaching 
Assistant Perceptions of Support Provided by a 
Graduate Student Writing Centre 
 
Victoria Handford, Thompson Rivers University, Canada 
Joe Dobson, Thompson Rivers University, Canada 
Yuhang Liu, Thompson Rivers University, Canada 
 
Corresponding email address:  jdobson@tru.ca 
 
Publication date: June, 2021. 

 

To cite this article  
Handford, V., Dobson, J., & Liu, Y. (2021). Student, faculty, and graduate teaching 
assistant perceptions of support provided by a graduate student writing centre. Studies 
in Self-Access Learning Journal, 12(2), 148–176. https://doi.org/10.37237/120202 
 
To link to this article 
http://sisaljournal.org/archives/jun21/handford_dobson_liu 
 
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Please 
contact the authors for permission to reprint elsewhere. 
 
Scroll down for article. 

  

http://sisaljournal.org/


SiSAL Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, June 2021, 148–176 

 

 148 

Student, Faculty, and Graduate Teaching Assistant Perceptions of Support 

Provided by a Graduate Student Writing Centre 

 

Victoria Handford, Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, Canada 

Joe Dobson, Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, Canada 

Yuhang Liu, Thompson Rivers University, Kamloops, Canada 

 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to identify key factors in a discipline-specific, 

self-access graduate writing centre that both contribute to student success and that indicate 

needed improvements. The centre is located in a graduate education program at a university in 

Canada. Findings indicate the centre contributes to student success most directly by helping 

students improve their writing, which leads to an overall sense of confidence and engagement. 

Relationships with other students were also enhanced and found to be important. Faculty 

similarly noted that the improvements in writing and the strengthening of the graduate student 

culture were important gains. Graduate teaching assistants working in the centre said they 

benefited from improvements with their writing, which they linked to supporting students, as 

well as personal gains in their instructional skills. Suggested improvements included increasing 

appointment availability, adding workshops on new topics, increasing the availability of 

workshops and events, and increasing interaction between students and faculty at social events. 

These results indicate that providing targeted supports led by students but guided by faculty input 

and oversight can increase graduate student success and benefit graduate programs in general. 

 

Keywords: graduate student success, graduate culture, self-access centre, writing centre, 

international students  

 

 

While university writing centres are often pan-campus and support both undergraduate 

and graduate students, some are discipline-specific centres for graduate students (Phillips, 2013). 

At a university in Canada, a self-access graduate writing centre housed in graduate programs in 

education was established to support students in the Master of Education and the graduate 

certificate programs. Fuelled by growth in international students, enrolment in the programs 

increased more than three-fold in five years to approximately 350 full- and part-time domestic 

and international students in face-to-face, blended, and online distance environments. Faculty 

increasingly found that many students, especially international students, struggled to adapt to the 
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writing and scholarly discourse expected of them in graduate studies. The faculty also felt a 

social responsibility to create opportunities for students to develop their ability to do quality 

work, gain confidence, and feel connected. To work toward addressing these challenges, faculty 

advocated that a faculty-specific graduate writing centre be established. In 2018, funding was 

allocated to open the graduate writing centre.  

Each semester, the centre employs three to five graduate teaching assistants (GTAs). The 

GTAs, senior students in the program, provide tutorial support, deliver workshops, and organise 

events. Appointments are offered in 45-minute blocks. Demand for support grew from 225 

appointments the first semester it was open to approximately 425 appointments in subsequent 

semesters. The GTAs work collaboratively with students using a participatory and relationship-

based approach. They also work closely with faculty to understand assignments and rubrics. 

When helpful in explaining an aspect or detail, they may explain in the tutee’s first language, an 

aspect worthy of consideration. The GTAs also work to foster a sense of community for students 

through events and the understanding of individual needs.  

This article presents the findings of a study which examined how a graduate writing 

centre was meeting the needs of students, faculty, and the program. It also identified possible 

improvements to the centre. One goal was to understand the key factors that contribute to 

students improving their skills in graduate-level academic writing. Another goal was to identify 

if and how the centre contributes to a positive academic and social environment.  

 

Literature Review 

The number of international students has increased significantly in Canada in recent years 

(Anderson, 2015). This has raised questions about the support that is needed to help these 

culturally and linguistically diverse students be successful. Barriers to academic success for 

international graduate students are distinct from those of their domestic counterparts. One factor 

may be a decline in admissions standards at some institutions, which has led to the admission of 

some students whose writing skills do not yet meet the demands of university-level study 

(Harwood et al., 2009; Lines, 2016; Starfield, 2016). Okuda and Anderson (2018) note that 

international students “may lack experience with the expected disciplinary genres and who have 

underdeveloped English language academic and social support networks” (p. 392).  



SiSAL Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, June 2021, 148–176 

 

 150 

The transition to being “professional scholars” (Vorhies, 2015, p. 6) is challenging for 

many graduate students. Yet, as Forbes et al. (2007) note, due to an assumption that they require 

less support, many universities provide less support for graduate students compared to their 

undergraduate counterparts. Graduate writing centres may help as they “can position themselves 

as safe spaces for graduate students to build expertise and rehearse their roles as experts” 

(Summers, 2016, p. 117). Tutors in university-wide writing centres, particularly at the graduate 

level, may not have the same discipline-specific background that the student they are tutoring 

requires (Leverenz, 2001). Tutors in the same program can guide students in understanding 

course content, assignment details, and evaluation criteria (Rollins & Lillivis, 2018).  

While there is a rich body of literature on writing centres, there has been less research on 

writing support for international graduate students (Phillips, 2013). After completing English 

language coursework, some non-native speakers of English (NNSE) students struggle when they 

enter content classrooms (Kim, 2006). International graduate students may benefit from specific 

language support. In a study of NNSE in graduate studies, Cheng et al. (2004) found that most 

students perceived writing as the most difficult and needed writing support after admission. 

International students also struggle with writing conventions, citations, and textual borrowing 

(Shi, 2004). Furthermore, some face allegations of plagiarism due to failure to properly cite 

sources (Denchuk, 2020). 

Writing centres maintain the locus-of-control with the students themselves, something 

essential for adult learning. Although students go to writing centres for support, “they do not 

literally mean they want someone to look at the paper and that is all” (Rafoth, 2010, p. 147). 

Students want to talk about what they have written, ask questions, and see the tutor’s reaction 

(Rafoth, 2010). The relationship between NNSE graduate students’ perceived language 

challenges and their academic performance was explored by Berman and Cheng (2001) who 

found language challenges negatively impacted academic achievement. Writing centres may help 

students improve their grades; Schendel and Macauley (2012) found that after visiting a writing 

centre several times, students’ GPA increased. However, there is a lack of consensus on 

language proficiency as a predictor of academic success (Bers, 1994; Martirosyan et al., 2015; 

Vinke & Jochems, 1993).  

Adapting to life and study in a new cultural and linguistic context is a challenge for many 

international students (Girmay et al., 2019; Liu, 2011; Moussu & David, 2015; Nakamura, 
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2010). For international students, challenges to adapting to study in a new academic culture 

include stress management, a lack of social connections, financial stress, and language barriers 

(Chen et al., 2015). Spurling (2007) notes that international graduate students, who face those 

varied struggles, are often viewed as “subject learners” (p. 114). For international graduate 

students, academic success is important, but so too is social-cultural adjustment (Cheng et al. 

2004; Myles & Cheng, 2003). Many international students feel a sense of isolation and a lack of 

belonging; Hanassab (2006) found this was highest among Asian, Middle Eastern, and African 

students. University programs and services offer varied ways for students, both domestic and 

international, to connect with others on campus. For example, writing centres play an important 

role in providing opportunities for social integration, such as at events (Wolcott, 1987); however, 

additional support is needed to help international students adapt to study in a new academic 

context (Denchuk, 2020). Writing centres can provide various opportunities for all students to be 

successful at the graduate level and be connected to a learning community.  

 

Methods/Methodology 

Methods 

Mixed methodology was used to investigate the perspectives and experiences of students, 

GTAs, and faculty in relation to the graduate writing centre. A student survey was distributed, 

student interviews and interviews with graduate teaching assistants were held, and a faculty 

focus group was conducted. Institutional research ethics approval was obtained before beginning 

data collection.  

Three main questions the research sought to answer were:  

1. What factors benefit students most in relation to their involvement in the graduate 

student success centre and their academic work? 

2. What factors contribute most to creating a positive academic and social environment 

at the graduate writing centre? 

3. Which elements in the centre could be adjusted or improved? 

Student Survey 

The survey included six demographic questions and 23 items that each potentially 

assessed a separate factor related to the graduate student experience.  
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The student survey was made available through the graduate centre’s Moodle site. All 

students enrolled were invited to participate in the survey, and two reminders were sent. The 

GTAs reminded students visiting the centre that the survey was available for them to complete.  

The quantitative questions addressed the following issues: 

1. What key factors related to the university experience of students enrolled in graduate 

programs in education do they identify as important?  

2. Do the identified key factors predict academic achievement? 

3. Do the identified key factors predict accessing the graduate centre? 

4. What will graduate students report as the reason they accessed the graduate centre? 

Interviews 

All students in the programs were invited twice to participate in 20–30-minute 

interviews. Thirty-five students volunteered to be interviewed. However, the onset of COVID-19 

necessitated reducing the number of student interviews. A convenient and representative sample 

of five students (four female and one male), all international students, was identified. All had 

visited the centre ten or more times for support. Questions can be found in the appendices. 

Questions invited interviewees to offer perspectives on aspects of the success centre such as how 

they benefited from engagement with the centre.  

Five GTAs, three female and two male, were interviewed by a research assistant not 

associated with the centre. Four of the GTAs were international students, and one was a domestic 

student. Both sets of interviews were recorded. 

Focus Groups 

A focus group was held with faculty for about 75 minutes with eight faculty participating. 

Discussion questions were distributed ahead of time, enabling faculty to consider issues with 

students and/or each other before the meeting. Notes were taken by two research assistants. The 

notes were distributed to the faculty who participated. Faculty were invited to add additional 

thoughts or emphasis, and/or to adjust the wording of statements and return the adjusted notes to 

the research assistants who then incorporated the additions, deletions, or adjustments, and 

finalized the notes. 

Data Analysis 

An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of the survey results was completed. Because the 

survey asked students how often they accessed the centre, an analysis could be done to identify 
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which key factors would predict student access. Fixed regression was used with the key items 

serving as predictors and graduate centre access as the outcome. To better understand the 

relationship between the motivations, tetrachoric correlations between the various motivations 

were conducted. Students were asked for their average grade in the program, which allowed a 

regression analysis to identify which key factors would predict academic achievement. Separate 

analyses were conducted for gender and country. For gender, separate analysis of variances 

(ANOVAs) were conducted for each key factor. Separate one-way ANOVAs were conducted on 

each of the six key factors to examine differences among different countries.   

 

Findings 

Survey Results 

A total of 128 students in face-to-face courses (75% response rate) and seven students 

enrolled in online distance courses (4% response rate) completed the survey. Of these, 107 (79%) 

were females and were 27 (20%) males.  

Key Factors of the Graduate Student Experience 

As seen in Table 1, the EFA identified key experiences clustered into two groups, namely 

graduate centre and relationships. Of the six key factors identified, two were rated very 

positively: relationships with the GTAs and support services provided by the graduate centre. 

The relationships with faculty and with other students were also rated very positively. Writing 

skills nearly approached significance in the EFA (.47), but being consistent with the criterion of 

.50, it was not included in further analyses. Grades and writing skills were not identified as key 

factors.  
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Table 1 

Key Factors of the Student Graduate Programs Experience 

Survey Item Graduate Centre Relationships 

Grades    0.33 -0.24 

Access to centre  -0.40  -0.10 

Orientation to centre  0.75  -0.04 

Workshops and socials -0.52 -0.15 

Connecting workshops 0.61 0.33 

Faculty relationships   0.29 0.71 

GTA relationships   0.77 0.42 

Peer relationships   0.25 0.66 

Writing skills   -0.20 0.47 

Moodle supports   0.12 0.30 

Values of .50 or more represent the key factors of the student experience and are identified in bold type. 

 

Key Factors That May Have Contributed to Accessing the Graduate Centre 

As Table 2 illustrates, the only factor that predicted if students would access the centre 

was their relationship with a teaching assistant. Significantly more international students 

accessed the centre than did domestic students. A statistically significant relationship was 

observed between domestic and international students in accessing the graduate centre (𝜒2 =

26.67; 𝑝 = < 0.001; 𝑑𝑓 = 1).  

 

Table 2 

Key Factors that Have May Contributed to Students Accessing the Graduate Centre (N =128) 

Identified component Std. Beta t p 

Orientation to centre  -.09 -.82 .414 

Workshops and social  .11  1.08 .281 

Connecting workshops .02 .20 .835 

Faculty relationships .04 .36 .722 

TA relationships -.36 2.64 .009 

Peer relationships  .03 .31 .758 
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Key Factors That May Have Contributed to Academic Achievement 

As Table 3 shows, faculty relationships with students and orientation to the graduate 

centre were the only key items that predicted academic achievement.  

 

Table 3 

Key Factors that May Have Contributed to Academic Achievement (N = 128) 

____________________________________________________ 

Predictor   Std. Beta  t  p 

___________________________________________________ 

Orientation to centre .24  2.27  .25 

Workshops and socials -0.5  -.50  .618 

Connecting workshops .17  1.50  .135 

Faculty relationships  -.33  -3.00  .003 

TA relationships  -.01  -0.6  .952 

Peer relationships  .14  1.30  .195 

____________________________________________________ 

 

Differences of Key Factors by Country and Gender 

The results showed no significant differences across gender (all ps > .05). The only significant 

difference between students from Canada, India, and China was the orientation to the centre, 

with the students from Canada finding the orientation less helpful than did those from India and 

China (F (2) = 5.71, p = .005).  

Reasons for Accessing the Graduate Centre 

As Figure 1 shows, the top two reasons for students to access the centre were directly related to 

writing, including APA, grammar, thesis statements, and literature reviews.  
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Figure 1 

Motivation for Accessing the Graduate Centre 

 

 

 

Students commonly identified more than one reason for accessing the centre. As Figure 2 

indicates, except for presentations and social motives, the students’ reasons for accessing the 

centre correlated with each other.  
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Figure 2 

Correlation between Motivations for Accessing the Graduate Centre 

 

As the exploratory factor analysis findings in Table 4 show, help with APA was not 

identified as a key factor for accessing the centre, although the .46 loading of APA support in 

Factor 1 approaches the threshold of significance of 0.5. However, APA was listed by the highest 

proportion of students in Figure 1 as a reason for accessing the centre.  
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Table 4 

Exploratory Factor Analysis of Motivations for Accessing the Graduate Centre 

Motivation  Factor One Factor Two Factor Three 

Topic sentence 0.25 0.28 0.37 

Thesis statement  0.32 0.27 

Related literature 0.44 0.27 0.13 

Grammar; 

sentence structure 

 1.03  

Paragraph structure 0.12 0.55 0.25 

APA style guiding 0.46   

Brainstorming;  

idea generation 

0.32 0.55 0.17 

Course outline review   1.01 

Rubric review 0.62  0.40 

Understanding course 

readings 

1.02   

Class/course 

presentations 

0.71  -0.21 

Social support  -0.63 0.18 

 

Figure 3 illustrates the two key factors related to the university experience of the 

students. The two key factors were related to the centre on the left and relationships with faculty 

and peers on the right. The graduate centre factor included relationships with the teaching 

assistant, supports, and workshops. 

  



SiSAL Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, June 2021, 148–176 

 

 159 

Figure 3  

Relationships among the Key Graduate Student Experience Factors 

 

Qualitative Findings 

Benefits: Improvements in Academic Work  

In the interviews and focus groups, the students, GTAs, and faculty identified 

improvements in writing as a benefit of the centre. Each student interviewed named 

improvements in grammar, APA formatting, and sentence structure as benefits. These are all 

essential technical skills required for graduate writing. These students connected these gains to 

confidence in their competence. One student commented: 

It helps me a lot especially in the APA format, because once I just landed over here, I 

didn’t know anything what is the exact meaning of the APA format, even in the 

classroom we just ask about it but still it is confusing for us because it’s very new… And 

when I attended the APA workshop that helped me a lot as well. I can use APA very 

confidently. 

 

Another student stated: 

When I wrote my first articles for my research class, it was just like childish. I can say 

that yes, it was really like childish, but now if I just look at my articles, I just proudly can 
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say all my articles and all my assignments, I am just lacking behind only the one or two 

marks… So that one is great. That means … I’m improving. 

 

Receiving oral feedback on assignments mattered to all five students and having an 

opportunity to discuss how to improve a paper was highly important. One student said, “I wrote 

something wrong, you directly told me. If I don’t understand why it is wrong, you can also 

explain to me.” 

Several students identified idea generation as important, saying that appointments 

provide this opportunity. They said that students need someone to talk with about the purposes of 

an assignment and help to develop a focus. One student said: 

When I didn’t have thoughts ideas, especially some ideas about my presentation, about 

my essay, I would ask them to give me some ideas, some suggestions, advice about my 

essay. I just told them about my thoughts and ask them for some suggestions, and they 

gave me very good suggestions. 

 

Students found the tutorials helped them understand assignment expectations. Because 

the GTAs are students in the M.Ed. program, they have an overall sense of the expectations, and 

they may have taken the course with a similar assignment or with the same instructor. One 

student said: 

I was not familiar with this major when I took those courses and I didn’t know 

professors’ requirements. I could not understand totally. I needed someone to explain this 

to me, to point it out the right thoughts or structure, or ideas in my essay. I should write in 

what way the professor wanted us to do. 

 

Many students identified receiving higher grades on assignments as a reason for visiting 

the centre. One representative comment was: “This centre helped me to get good marks, that's 

very important you know. It’s extremely important for me”. 

The GTAs said their experiences in courses helped them understand assignment 

expectations and support students. They found when they were assisting a student in a course 

they had not taken, they needed to discuss the course expectations with other GTAs and with 
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faculty to understand course assignments. Additionally, the GTAs identified that helping 

students understand assignment assessment rubrics helped students.  

Faculty also identified clarity of purpose for papers as a benefit. It seemed to faculty that 

GTAs understood the overall course objectives in a manner that helped students interpret the 

purposes of assignments. In particular, they said the students now brought an increased focus to 

research and the uses of research, something that the faculty felt did not result from the campus-

wide writing centre.  

Several faculty members identified improvements in student writing as a benefit. There 

was consensus that students’ recognition of the improvement in their writing contributed to gains 

in academic confidence, which were seen in class. One faculty member said, “I do not know how 

we would get the same quality of work without the centre.” Another said, “Giving real-time 

advice is more helpful than delayed correction and feedback.” Faculty mentioned that because 

the GTAs work directly with students, they can explain common errors in student writing, which 

reduces the number of future errors.  

Benefits: Creation of a Desirable Academic and Social Environment 

Four students identified that working with peers (the GTAs) was helpful, not only 

because the GTAs had experienced the course work, but also because it allowed for more open 

communication about course-related concerns. One student stated: 

Like students are sometimes, they are not comfortable with the professor that they can 

ask some questions which the students may be carry doubts in their minds, but they are 

very comfortable with their peers… So, when we talk with our peers it is quite uh smooth 

and even we feel comfortable with all of them so ya it’s really good for us. 

 

All students said they preferred accessing the graduate centre to the university’s writing 

centre because the former provided more support related to their program. One student said:  

The advice from the university writing centre is not so specific, it is also very short. They 

don’t understand what I need to write about and what in my courses is relevant, so I think 

the success centre is more helpful. 

 

Faculty noted that students were more willing to seek support and direction from them 

when they had talked through their concerns with a tutor. They asked more specific questions, 
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both in and out of class. They also said the centre helps students working through their doubts 

become more confident when they ask for help. Faculty said that this increased confidence 

facilitated cross-curricular connections, and conversations became more casual.  

Faculty said that the centre has influenced a strengthening of graduate culture, which they 

valued. They noted that relationships between students create resilience when they are faced with 

(academic, social) setbacks. Faculty also saw students’ pride in their work during presentations 

and poster sessions, which they said relates to the students’ sense of connection with other 

students and with faculty. 

The GTAs said they had benefited from their semester(s) in the role. They found 

improvements in their teaching skills, understanding of course content, and knowing how to 

effectively portray learning. One GTA said, “My own writing also improved drastically because 

of all of the preparation work done prior to meeting with students.” Another GTA reported, “I 

had the chance to reflect on my own academic skills and graduate writing skills … [w]hen I 

point out a student’s writing error.”  

The GTAs found that trust grew between students and themselves. Students were willing 

to ask questions of them, some of which they thought of as ‘silly’. This openness to honest 

discussion was instrumental in building a supportive, caring environment. Finally, one GTA 

stated:  

We’re international students; our families are not around. We’re here in uncharted 

territory, trying to find ourselves, you know. We’re trying to do our best, so … we really 

need the centre to help us get started. It helps us … [m]ore than you can imagine.” 

 

Opportunities: Areas for Improvement  

The students, faculty, and GTAs identified several areas for improvement. The students 

indicated a desire for more variety in appointment times and in length. One said, “I think there 

should be more appointments for students. Like in the morning, maybe the times can be longer, 

like one and a half hours.” The GTAs and faculty also want more variety in appointment times. 

Additionally, they said it might be helpful to have a “waitlist” and cancellation policy for missed 

appointments, and a strict policy on “no shows.”  

The workshops were another area in which many saw opportunities for improvement. 

One student statement is representative of the suggestions made:  
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I have class from 2:30 but I have a part-time job before that probably you cannot all of 

your workshops is in the Friday afternoon, maybe you can have like on Wednesday or 

Monday, so we have more chances for time. 

 

Several students wanted more variety in the workshop topics. For example, as important 

as learning APA is, some students thought there was unnecessary repetition in teaching that 

topic. One comment on the workshop was: 

I remember the workshop to introduce APA style for our writing. I thought it was very 

helpful but after the workshop our teacher taught a lot of the APA style in her course. So, 

I think, mmm, it’s too same, too similar. 

 

The GTAs identified a need for more social events, as well as a language club that 

focused on conversational speaking skills. One GTA said:  

Because we are from different countries and English is not our mother tongue it is 

challenging to speak with students who are not from my home country and are also not 

first language English speakers. It’s kind of difficult to get their authentic meaning 

because there are so many different possible meanings. 

 

GTAs were also eager to have more interaction with faculty. In addition, faculty 

identified conversation/communication clubs as a need. The graduate programs, in the face-to-

face environment, are primarily comprised of international students, and inviting conversation 

was seen as beneficial. Faculty also wanted to see more “fun” happening at events, such as 

singing songs or musical entertainment. Additionally, they suggested entertainment and 

identifying ways to cater to the interests of domestic students.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The broader purpose of this study was to understand the key factors related to the 

graduate writing centre that benefit students regarding their academic work, the key factors that 

contribute most to a positive academic and social environment, and what elements could be 

adjusted or improved. To that end, findings indicate a strong belief that the centre is making a 

positive difference for students, faculty, and the GTAs. These findings indicate that some 
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students struggled beyond academic writing, notably in social connections, and the centre 

provided needed opportunities. The six key reasons for accessing the centre were closely related, 

and many were relational/social in nature, particularly for the international students who 

comprised most participants. This also emerged in the student and GTA interviews and faculty 

focus groups in which suggestions for improvement included increasing social opportunities.  

The findings indicate that the centre contributes to student success most directly by 

helping students improve their writing. This leads to an overall sense of confidence and 

engagement. All the students interviewed said that their writing improved. Given that the 

majority of students are NNSE, this is notable as well given the challenges many have in 

navigating graduate studies in a new linguistic and cultural context. Echoing this, faculty noted 

improvement in student writing, confidence, and that students were more likely to ask specific 

questions. Notably, writing skills nearly approached significance in the EFA (.47) but consistent 

with the criterion of .50, it was not included in further analyses. A surprising finding was that 

grades and writing skills were not identified as key factors. A likely explanation is that those 

items are highly related to one or more of the key factors identified. 

The strengthening of the graduate culture was seen as an important gain by faculty, and 

the GTAs also noted this. In addition, GTAs said working in the centre benefited them in 

developing their teaching and writing skills, and also relationally, especially as they are studying 

and working in a new language and living away from their families. Furthermore, the GTAs 

commented that working helped them develop their teaching skills and their writing. The results 

also indicated possible improvements to the graduate centre, notably increased appointment 

availability, more access to and availability of workshops and events, and increased interaction 

between students and faculty at social events. As McKinley (2011) noted, workshops are a way 

to raise awareness and promote the services they offer. They also are opportunities for students 

to connect with others, and workshop attendance may result in future student appointments. 

Limitations in the study included the impact of COVID-19 restrictions which limited the 

number of possible interviews possible. Additionally, only very few students enrolled in online 

distance learning courses completed the survey, precluding consideration of data in this area. 

That gap provides an opportunity for future investigation to understand ways in which a graduate 

writing centre can support students enrolled through online distance education. This study 

indicates that providing targeted discipline-specific supports in a self-access graduate writing 
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centre led by students, but guided by faculty input and oversight, can increase graduate student 

success academically and socially and benefit graduate programs in general.  
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Victoria Handford is an Associate Professor and the Coordinator of Graduate Programs in 

Education in the School of Education, Thompson Rivers University. 

 

Joe Dobson is an Associate Teaching Professor in the English Language Learning and Teaching 

Department and coordinates the Graduate Student Success Centre at Thompson Rivers 

University.  
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Appendix 1 

Student Survey 

1.  Are you: 

a. A Graduate Certificate in Educational Studies (GCES) student 

b. A Graduate Certificate in Online Teaching and Learning (EDDL) student 

c. An MEd student who has completed the Graduate Certificate in Educational 

Studies (GCES) 

d. A direct entry MEd student 

      2.  What is your country of origin? 

                  a. Canada 

                  b. China 

       c. India 

       d. Vietnam 

       f. Other (please specify if you would like) 

      3.  I identify as being: 

       a. Female 

       b. Male 

       c. Other 

      4.  I identify as being: 

       a. A Domestic student 

       b. An International student 

      5.  What is your first language? 

       a. English 

       b. Chinese 

       c. Punjabi 

       d. Urdu 

       e. Other (please specify if you would like) 

      6.  I take my courses: 

       a. Primarily face to face 

       b. Primarily online 

       c. In a blended format; some face to face, some online 
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      7.  Have you accessed the Graduate Programs in Education Success Centre for support with    

           your coursework in the Graduate Programs in Education offered through Open Learning? 

       a. Yes 

       b. No 

      8.  If yes, please describe what was helpful about your experience. 

      9.  If yes, please describe what was less helpful about your experience. 

      10.  If no (you have not accessed support for Open Learning coursework), please tell us why  

             you haven’t used this resource. 

      11.  Please share any suggestions for how the Graduate Programs in Education Success  

             Centre could better serve those taking courses through Open Learning. This can include   

things such as support, communication, resources, and workshops. You may have 

additional ideas.  

      12.  How many semesters in the Graduate Programs in Education have you completed    

             (inclusive of the GCES/EDDL)? 

       a. This is my first semester 

       b. This is my second semester 

       c. This is my third semester 

       d. This is my fourth semester 

       e. This is my fifth, sixth or seventh semester 

       f. This is my eighth, ninth or tenth semester 

      13.  What are your average grades in coursework you have completed in Graduate Programs     

             in Education at TRU thus far? 

       a. Mostly B and B+ on courses 

       b. Mostly B+ and A- on courses 

       c. Mostly A- and A on courses 

       d. Mostly A and A+ on courses 

      14.  In total, I have accessed the supports through the Graduate Programs in Education  

             Success Centre: 

       a. 1-3 times in most (or previous) semesters 

       b. 4-6 times in most (or previous) semesters 

       c. 7-10 times in most (or previous) semesters 
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       d. More than 10 times in most (or previous) semesters 

       e. I have not accessed supports through the Graduate Programs in Education Success  

          Centre 

      15.  My exit option is likely to be: 

       a. A capstone (EDUC 5280-5281) 

       b. A project (EDUC 5180) 

       c. A thesis (EDUC 5070; EDUC 5998) 

      16.  Information about this centre is provided during orientation and visits to classes by  

             teaching assistants. I found that information: 

       a. Helpful and made me feel like there was a place to go where I could get help 

       b. Helpful, but I was unsure how to get help 

       c. Helpful, but I did not think I would need help 

       d. Not particularly helpful as I did not understand that the Centre was for all students 

       e. Not particularly helpful as I did not feel I was likely to need help with my course 

       f. I never heard anything 

      17. I accessed the Graduate Programs in Education Success Centre for the following reasons.   

            Check all that apply: 

       a. Topic sentence and question clarification 

       b. Thesis statement 

       c. Related literature and structure 

       d. Grammar and sentence structure 

        e. Paragraph clarity and structure 

       f. Details related to APA 

       g. Brainstorming/Idea generation 

       h. Review of the course outline and being sure I understand the expectations 

       i. Review of rubrics in the course, and aligning an assignment specifically to the  

                     rubric 

       j. Understanding readings 

       k. Presentations 

       l. Social support 

       m. Other (please specify) 
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      18.  Workshops and social events are offered on Friday afternoons. How many of these have  

             you attended? 

       a. None 

       b. 1-2 

       c. 3-4 

       d. Nearly all 

      19.  Attendance at events and workshops made helped me feel more connected to the  

             academic community and my peers. 

       a. Strongly agree 

       b. Agree 

       c. Disagree 

       d. Strongly disagree 

       e. Not applicable 

      20.  In general, I have/had positive relationships with faculty. 

       a. Strongly agree 

       b. Agree 

       c. Disagree 

       d. Strongly disagree 

      21.  In general, I have/had positive relationships with the teaching assistants I have worked  

             with in the Graduate Students of Education Success Centre. 

       a. Strongly agree 

       b. Agree 

       c. Disagree 

       d. Strongly disagree 

       e. Not applicable 

      22.  In general, I have/had positive relationships with my colleagues (other students) in the  

             Graduate programs in Education. 

       a. Strongly agree 

       b. Agree 

       c. Disagree 

       d. Strongly disagree 
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       e. Not applicable 

      23.  I believe I have the academic writing skills I need to be successful and complete my  

             Graduate Program in Education. 

       a. Strongly agree 

       b. Agree 

       c. Disagree 

       d. Strongly disagree 

      24.  I found getting help from the Graduate Students in Education Success Centre Moodle  

             page: 

       a. Easy to use, easy to understand 

       b. A bit confusing, but I figured it out 

       c. Very confusing, and I gave up 

      25.  Tell us in words about your experiences getting an appointment with the teaching  

             assistants in the Graduate Programs in Education Success Centre. 

      26.  Tell us in words about how you think the Graduate Programs in Education Success  

             Centre could be modified or improved to better support students. 

      27.  Please feel free to share any other ideas, suggestions, or comments you have about the  

             Graduate Programs in Education Success Centre. 
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Appendix 2 

Teaching Assistant Interview Questions 

 

1. What year and semester did you begin your program?  

2. Do you know what exit option you are going to pursue:  

a. Capstone 

b. Project  

c. Thesis  

3. Prior to working in the Centre, had you previously worked as a tutor in a space such as 

the Writing Centre or the Language Learning Centre?  

4. What do you think the benefits of working in the Graduate Programs in Education 

Success Centre have been for you?  

5. As a Teaching Assistant assisting others, do you also feel like your experience has 

improved your writing and assignments? Please explain.  

6. What have been some of the biggest challenges you have faced as a Teaching Assistant in 

the Centre?  

7. In your perspective, are there any limitations or shortcomings of the support we have 

offered and the way the Centre is currently set up?  

8. Please take a moment to share your thoughts on how it may be changed in future to better 

serve student needs.  

9. Do you have any other suggestions or comments about the Centre?  

 

  



SiSAL Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, June 2021, 148–176 

 

 175 

Appendix 3 

Faculty Focus Group Guide 

 

1. We currently offer four days a week, plus some weekend sessions, for individualized 

support.  

a. How is the scheduling working for your students?  

b. How is the support in terms of confidence, ability, and sense of graduate culture 

working? 

c. What would you like to see improved upon, if it were possible? 

d. What would you like to see us start doing more of? 

e. Do you have any new ideas that we should consider? 

 

2. We have been offering Friday afternoon sessions (events and workshops) about seven 

times a semester. These are “open” sessions. There is typically a 30-40 minute 

presentation on something related to some aspect of graduate student success. Topics 

have included: writing a resume and covering letter; life after the MEd; APA; writing a 

good topic sentence; thesis/project/capstone; guest speakers (sustainability; academic 

advising from TRU World). These sessions are meant to be both relevant to life at TRU 

and fun. We have food, prizes, and a focus on social interaction. In most cases, all of the 

TAs attend these sessions. 

a. Do you hear students talking about these sessions? Do they like them? 

b. Have you attended any of these sessions? What are your thoughts? 

c. Can you think of things we should be doing that would be other options for this 

time? 

 

3. We try to maintain five TA positions in Fall and Winter and three TA positions in 

Summer.  

a. We do not have writing supports for our graduate students anywhere else on campus, 

yet we invite students, and in particular international students with 6.5 IELTS scores, 

into our graduate program. International students generate a great deal of revenue for 



SiSAL Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, June 2021, 148–176 

 

 176 

the university and for the Faculty. They are also by far the largest number of students 

taking advantage of this support. 

 

b. When you think about the costs, the services provided, both formally and informally, 

and think about is the cost worth the gain….what do you think now about the Centre? 

 

4. We will have results from this research. If the results are positive, and there appears to be 

rationale for continuing this program, what would you suggest to other faculties or 

universities as important issues to consider? 
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