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Abstract
There are many tasks that must be done to keep a computing course
running smoothly. In addition to pedagogical work, instructors do
a multitude of behind-the-scenes administrative and organizational
work themselves or delegate it to Teaching Assistants (TAs). Despite
the pervasiveness of this type of work, the explicit details of what
kinds of tasks are necessary, the processes to execute these tasks
well, and the experiences and feelings of those doing the tasks have
not been reported in the literature. Therefore, this experience report
surfaces these details by presenting the reflections of a long-time
TA who has worked on significant administrative tasks across eight
CS courses at our institution over the years. As a representative
sample of her experiences, we report on three anecdotes that high-
light logistical and internal challenges she faced as a TA for a CS1
course: 1) managing the flow of 600 students coming into a com-
puter lab to take proctored assessments, 2) scanning and uploading
thousands of pages of on-paper exams, 3) leading an exam grading
session of dozens of TAs. Based on her reflections, we see howmuch
intentional foresight and preparation goes into preventing chaotic
situations, as well as many concurrent and overlapping threads to
manage in an overarching task. The combination of these factors
as well as challenges in team and interpersonal dynamics were
the primary sources of stress. Our goal is to bring awareness to
this aspect of course delivery that is oftentimes hidden and inspire
future research around it.
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1 Introduction
Computing courses are complex with many moving parts that
must be coordinated together to deliver a pedagogically effective
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experience for students. For instance, a CS1 or CS2 course may
include lectures, programming assignments, hand-graded written
homework, on-paper exams, computer lab sessions, small-group
discussion sections, and office hours. The content, timing, and lo-
gistics of all these parts must be carefully choreographed by the
instructional staff, otherwise confusion and disorder may ensue.

For smaller courses, a single instructor often handles admin-
istrative work alone (in addition to the time-consuming work of
teaching prep) since they might not have teaching assistants (TAs)
to assist. For courses with higher enrollments, an instructor may
organize a team of TAs to manage the complexities of scale.

Yet despite the fact that instructors across many sizes of insti-
tutions all face the challenges of behind-the-scenes administrative
work, the computing education literature has not yet reported on
what this invisible work consists of and what its unique demands
are. Instead, prior papers have emphasized the pedagogical aspects
of course delivery or technical tools such as autograder software
and I.T. infrastructure [2, 3, 18, 27, 31, 43]. This gap in coverage is
notable because instructional staff may spend just as much (or even
more) time on such administrative work as on teaching prep.

As a step towards filling this gap, this paper presents an expe-
rience report of an instructional staff member (the first author)
who has managed administrative tasks across a wide variety of
computing courses. The first author is a fourth-year graduate stu-
dent (female, mid-20s) at a North American university who has
been a TA for 20 quarter-long terms at the time of writing (as both
an undergraduate and graduate student), eight in which she did
significant behind-the-scenes work along with the professor.

To surface the challenges she tended to face, we present three
anecdotes from a CS1 course that she was a TA for: 1) managing
the flow of 600 students entering and exiting a computer lab to
take in-person proctored assessments, 2) processing and scanning
thousands of pages of on-paper exams to input into Gradescope [43]
to grade, and 3) leading an exam grading session of dozens of TAs.

Upon critically reflecting on these experiences, we distilled higher-
level themes. For instance, the first author, when coordinating tasks
at scale, managed many threads at once and actively thought and
planned ahead. This tended to cause stress for her both ahead of
time and in time. More broadly, in cases where students and staff
members are not aware of the possible logistical problems, it can
be challenging yet important to communicate clearly to help them
understand the importance of following protocols. Additionally,
it can be difficult to find the right balance of structure, both with
complexity and with empathy.

Our paper contributes a novel perspective to the computing edu-
cation literature by foregrounding both 1) the range of complexities
that may arise behind the scenes when managing a course, and
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2) a firsthand account of how it was like to do this work and the
challenges faced. Our goal for this work is twofold:

• To raise awareness of these hidden complexities and their
unique demands

• To inspire future research on streamlining this process to
reduce the burden on instructors and TAs.

Different instructors and TAs will have different experiences
based on their contexts. We acknowledge the uniqueness of our
experience, which is only one out of many, and we tell our story as
an example to support our goals above.

2 Related Work
To our knowledge, our paper is the first to introspect on the unique
challenges of doing the behind-the-scenes work to deliver a course.
Many computing education papers focus on pedagogy or tools [2,
3, 18, 27, 31, 43], and we have found few that mention administra-
tive work. Mirhosseini et al. surveyed 32 computing instructors
and “identified several pain points, including [...] troubleshooting
technical issues in students’ computing environments, and endless
administrative tasks” [34] but did not go into detail on these “end-
less administrative tasks”. We enumerate examples of such tasks
and give an in-depth account of one TA’s experience doing them.

Although the course administration challenges we describe can
emerge across scales, they becomemore complex as class sizes grow.
Prior work on large enrollments addressed topics such as equitable
grading at scale [4], managing large numbers of TAs [1, 13, 30, 41],
improving autograder tools [18, 31, 43], I.T. infrastructure [27],
scalable ways to provide individual feedback [44], and methods to
increase students’ sense of connection [22, 33]. However, there has
not been as much work on overall logistical coordination. Some
have described techniques to automate rote tasks [46], operate
in-person testing centers [10], and keep course materials updated
across different terms [20]. These prior studies focus on tools and
techniques rather than presenting a personal viewpoint on the
experience of coordinating logistical tasks, which our paper is the
first to reveal.

In another thread of related work, lots of awareness has been
raised about the pedagogical roles of TAs in computing courses,
including interactions with students [5, 19, 28, 29, 37], grading and
assessment [14, 38], and providing feedback [9, 48]. Markel and
Guo report on a TA’s struggles helping students with programming
problems [29]. Riese et al. identified “becoming a professional TA”
as a category of TA struggles, and it encompasses issues such as
miscommunications between instructors and students, discovering
unethical behavior of other TAs, and public speaking [40]. However,
prior work has not yet described TAs’ internal struggles with han-
dling non-pedagogical administrative aspects of the job; our paper
fills this gap in the literature.

The topics covered in TA training also reflect the aforementioned
gap in prior work. TA training courses are offered in diverse forms
[11, 16, 23, 24, 32, 35, 39]. However, the majority of topics covered
are related to pedagogy, interactions with students, and grading.
Huang and Fox also identified this common emphasis on “tradi-
tional” pedagogy in TA training programs, and in response they
describe a climate-first curriculum that approaches pedagogical
topics with a focus on classroom climate [16], while Muzny and

Shah include more modules on DEI in their curriculum [35]. To
our knowledge, there have been no publications about TA training
courses that explicitly cover administrative tasks. Similarly, we
have not found prior work on training instructors on these topics.

In fields outside of computing, there is work studying TAs’ emo-
tions [47], self-efficacy [6], self-image [12], and classroom manage-
ment [25]. However, these past studies similarly focus on those
topics in the context of pedagogy and classroom teaching, and they
do not provide detailed firsthand accounts of TAs’ experiences.

3 Context and Approach
Although instructors and TAs both perform behind-the-sceneswork
in computing courses, we present the perspective of a TA at a large
North American university. We believe that a TA viewpoint is
valuable for the community since TAs often see different types
of courses and work with different instructors, so TAs are well-
positioned to report from a range of contexts they have been in.

At the time of writing, the first author of this paper is a fourth-
year graduate student (female, mid-20s) who has been a TA for 20
ten-week (academic quarter) terms as both an undergraduate and
graduate TA. She has worked on a variety of courses including CS1,
CS2, computer organization, CS theory, and compilers.

For this paper, we focus on one representative course that the
first author TA’ed for in one term, a CS1 course that enrolled around
600 students. The staff consisted of 1 instructor, 5 graduate teaching
assistants (GTAs), and 45 undergraduate teaching assistants (UTAs).

The instructor was responsible for lectures and higher-level cur-
ricular content. They delegated one major category of tasks for each
of the five GTAs to take the lead on organizing: 1) programming
assignments, 2) worksheets, 3) discussion sections, 4) exams, and
5) logistics. The instructor assigned these roles based on their prior
collaborations with these five GTAs (either from other classes or
research projects), taking into account their preferences and skills.
The first author was responsible for "logistics", which was a broad
role encompassing a variety of behind-the-scenes operations to
ensure that all aspects of the course ran smoothly.

The instructor and all five GTAs had a sizable amount of work
to do in their roles, and each of them likely faced different kinds of
challenges that they could report. In this paper, our goal is to shed
light on the administrative aspects of running computing courses
and thus focus on the challenges faced by the first author.

We used a phenomenological approach for this study. Phenomenol-
ogy is a qualitative method for research that investigates an individ-
ual lived experience from a single first-person perspective, uncov-
ering insights through deep and detailed reflection from the person
[17]. Rather than seeking generalizable findings, it prioritizes depth
and nuance in the understanding of a single person’s experience.

During the term described in this report, the first author took
field notes about her observations, experiences, and feelings as a
TA for the course. Each week, she met with the second author to
discuss and reflect on these events. The second author is a professor
from another department who was not involved in any of the 20
courses that the first author TA’ed for; they have a background
in ethnographic and phenomenological research in computing ed-
ucation, so they helped the first author to critically examine and
distill her thoughts. After the term ended, we first examined the
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notes from a higher level and extracted common threads among the
challenges that the first author faced. We then identified specific
representative anecdotes. From there, we noticed different layers of
challenges, so we structured those into an outline that we continued
to change and iteratively improve as we wrote, discussed, and saw
how the story was coming together.

We took a similar approach as prior SIGCSE experience reports
that are based on one author’s firsthand experiences [21, 26, 29], so
the usual limitations about lack of generalizability apply too.

4 Experiences and Reflections on Course
Administration Tasks

For this section, we switch to using the first-person voice to report
the first author’s personal experiences and feelings. Specifically,
we focus on the challenges she faced with behind-the-scenes ad-
ministrative tasks in the context of this CS1 course. Because the
specific details and circumstances for those at other institutions
may not match those of ours, our goal is not to generalize this
instance to other contexts. Our experience is situated on only one
point on a spectrum of diverse experiences that instructors and
TAs could have. We share what we learned from our end so that
the community can draw broader insights from it and discuss their
opinions from their own perspectives and contexts.

4.1 Three Representative Example Challenges
of Managing Course Logistics

I begin this section by presenting three examples of behind-the-
scenes tasks that were logistically complex, and despite being grati-
fying, they also caused stress for me. Although these all come from
a single CS1 course, they are broadly representative of the types
of tasks that the instructor, other TAs, and I performed in other
computing courses that I had TA’ed for in other terms.

1. Overseeing an all-day exam event
Task: Two times during the term, our course heldmandatory coding
assessments in the computer labs. These were graded assessments
where students had to solve a coding problem in an in-person
proctored environment. We needed to plan for and coordinate 600
undergraduate students coming in and out of four different rooms
every hour for eight consecutive hours to take their exams. We
asked students to come in during their regularly-scheduled section
times, so following section enrollment, each hour we had between
50 and 100 students (of the 600 total) scheduled to come into one of
the four lab rooms.
Execution: Although it did not matter which of the four rooms
the students went to, I felt that having up to 100 people roaming
the hallways trying to get to “any of these rooms” without specific
instructions on where to go would cause confusion and create an
overwhelming situation for both students and staff. Thus, I sent
a list of room assignments to students ahead of time. I also pre-
designated a UTA to stand in the hallway with that list in case
students were unsure of where to go.

Additionally, we needed to reset the room in between sessions
(e.g., make sure all lab computers were logged out), and I knew
that if we did not communicate clearly to all the students to wait
outside until wewere ready, somewouldwander in prematurely.We

preempted this issue by posting signs on the doors asking students
to wait and by designating another UTA to stand at the entrance of
each room to ask any students who still happened to come in to go
back outside. Waiting to let a large group of students in at the same
time also reduced the number of times we needed to repeat any
verbal instructions that we wanted to give students upon entry.

We did not assign students specific seats within the lab rooms, but
we did want them to spread out and not sit directly adjacent to each
other. To prevent the stress of having dozens of nervous students
figuring that out with each other on the spot, we told students to
sit in any evenly-numbered seat in the room. We communicated
this several times (ahead of time in class, added as instructions
on room assignment list, written on the whiteboard of the room,
verbally announced when students entered) to increase the chances
of students following the instructions. We also designated a UTA
to monitor this process and help students find seats if needed.

Reflection: To my relief, the entire day ran smoothly. Despite
my nervousness, I anticipated almost all potential issues and im-
plemented procedures to either prevent them or to resolve them
quickly. However, this outward appearance of calm contrasted with
my anxious internal mental state both before and throughout the
all-day eight-hour event. Reflecting back on this now, I feel that
what made things run smoothly was my vigilance and proactive
thinking to prevent chaotic situations from arising.

My preparation consisted of first identifying a possible issue and
then figuring out what actions the staff could take to prevent it.
For example, I anticipated that if a student came in to the lab too
early and we did not address it quickly, too many instances of that
could escalate to the rest of the students also coming in because
they see others inside already, and I would not be able to act fast
enough to address all these cases on my own. I had experienced that
before myself when I was a TA for a prior class in which we had
hosted coding exams in the same lab rooms. We could prevent this
situation by stopping students from entering early, hence placing
signs on doors. I also knew that despite our pre-intervention, some
students would still not follow directions or not see the signs, so as
a backup, I had a UTA stand near the entrance to regulate traffic.

This level of logistical pre-planning needed to be repeated for
every problematic situation I could think of. Thus, I was stressed
thinking about multiple different threads of possible issues – for
each one, coming up with solutions, communicating with fellow
staff members, and taking immediate actions – all while considering
how each thread might impact the others. With all of that, I needed
to make sure that my plans were not overly-complicated as to slow
things down too much, confuse people, or cause other problems.
And I was continually stressed that either my plans would go awry
or that I had missed some other unexpected contingency.

Reflecting more broadly beyond this specific example, in general
it is stressful for me to think about what could go wrong ahead of
time because I am putting my mind into a ‘paranoid’ headspace,
which makes me feel the stress of those hypothetical worst-case
scenarios. I essentially need to create this kind of pre-stress for myself
ahead of time in order to figure out how to prevent more stress later
for myself, dozens of course staff members, and hundreds of students.

Broader relevance: The challenges and stress I encountered are
not limited to this specific situation. In large classes, other logistical
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puzzles such as how to schedule each student for a meeting with
a staff member or how to efficiently get all physical exam papers
back to each student after grading may require similar levels of
pre-planning and coordination. Even in classes that are not as large,
issues such as limited physical space and not enough TAs may pose
constraints that necessitate similar levels of planning.

2. Scanning hundreds of paper exams
Task: We use Gradescope [43] to electronically grade exams. Before
we could do any grading, we first needed to scan all the physical
exam papers to upload to Gradescope, andmy role was to coordinate
the process of scanning and uploading.1 Each of the 600 students’
exam packets consisted of nine pages, each double-sided, and there
were three different versions (to mitigate cheating). It was very
important for students’ sake to not lose or mix up any of the pages.
Execution: All 600 packets were counted, numbered, divided into
stacks, and stapled corners cut off. Then stacks went through the
scanner and were all kept track of individually until the scan was
confirmed. Finally, the PDF files from the scans were received,
confirmed, renamed systematically, and uploaded to Gradescope. I
coordinated this process by having a few UTAs work in parallel.

Several other TAs who had not been tasked with scanning vol-
untarily came by to offer more help. Even though this was a kind
offer, the nature of the task required a level of coordination and
precision that made it challenging to integrate additional support.
For example, we were writing a unique identification number on
each exam packet, and this task would have been difficult to split
up and parallelize due to the need for coordination. We were also
limited by physical resources and space – we only had access to one
paper cutter. Additionally, the printing area was not large enough
to spread everything out like we wanted to, so adding more people
to the process would have made our tight space even more crowded.
Thus, we thanked them for their offer and continued on without
them. The process went smoothly, and we finished in less time than
the instructor expected.
Reflection: I had to manage and keep track of many things as
they were all happening simultaneously. New exam packets were
arriving in waves from the exam rooms. I had to designate a specific
space to put exams at each point in the process (e.g., unprocessed,
numbered, paper corners cut off) and make sure each UTA knew
exactly which areas to take from and to deposit into based on the
task they were working on. We processed one of the three exam
versions at a time, and I had to monitor the transition from one
version to the next. There is a several-minute delay from when
the papers go through the scanner to when the scanned PDF file
becomes visible in my inbox to be confirmed and uploaded, so I
had to context-switch to do other tasks in the meantime while also
always keeping an eye on my inbox. Managing all of this at the
same time pulled me in all kinds of directions, and it was stressful
to have so much on my mind at once.

This process was also delicate and prone to error. For example,
any TA (perhaps in a rush) could accidentally bump the table and
get all the unstapled papers mixed up, which could be very hard
to recover from, especially in this instance when not all students

1The TA who was in charge of exams focused on creating content for the exams, while
I led the scanning because it involved coordinating staff and a process.

wrote their names on all nine pages. Or a TA could miscount the
number of exams in their stack at the beginning, and that would
create extra work later to figure out where the mistake originated.
Or the piles could get put in wrong places and we could lose track
of which ones were already scanned. Knowing that these problems
could be caused and arise at any point added to the stress and made
me feel on-edge the entire time.
Broader relevance: I was fortunate to have support from other
TAs to accommodate for the massive volume of paper to scan and
keep track of. My challenge was in coordinating and keeping track
of all the concurrent tasks, even though I had people helping me to
do them. Similar types of challenges and stress can arise in other
contexts as well. For example, an instructor of a small class may
scan all of the exams on their own, and although they do not need
to manage other people, their process could still require them to
keep track of too many threads concurrently. Zooming out from
only exam-scanning, any high-stakes situation that requires a lot
of coordination can lead to similar levels of fear and nervousness
that something might go wrong.

3. Managing an exam grading session

Task: After all paper packets were scanned into Gradescope, we
held a three-hour staff meeting to grade the midterm exam. Each
GTA was assigned to supervise the grading of one free-response
question with a team of around eight UTAs.
Execution: Due to factors such as my group arbitrarily getting
the longest question (worth the most points and involving more
open code-writing) and me taking longer upfront to come up with
a robust grading rubric, other groups were long done grading their
questions by the time my group was only halfway done. At that
point, two other groups of nine staff offered to help my group
finish grading our question. I accepted their offer even though my
intuition was that adding that many people would complicate the
process.

When they joined, I paused my own grading to explain the
rubric for our question to all the new graders and demonstrate
grading a few submissions in front of them. Since the 18 new graders
wanted to start right away, I was not able to assign them specific
submissions to grade. Multiple graders used the "next ungraded
submission" button in Gradescope to find a submission to grade,
but this created a race condition [36] where multiple people were
trying to grade the same submission at the same time. Additionally,
a UTA from my group noticed after the meeting that some of the
new graders had applied rubric items incorrectly, so we had to
identify and re-grade those submissions.
Reflection: I was continually stressed because I knew, even before
the new graders started grading, what complexities this situation
would introduce. I knew that when the new graders first started
grading, it would take time for them to become familiar with the
exam question and establish good context, and I foresaw that this
would cause the potential for more mistakes in grading as well
as a large volume of clarifying questions from them that I might
struggle to handle in time. I also knew that not assigning specific
submissions to each person would cause confusion and disarray.

Though I was very aware of what would happen, it was diffi-
cult to communicate that in the moment for others to understand,
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particularly as the graders were eager to get started and I felt a
lot of pressure. The workflow strategies that would have helped
us complete these tasks more efficiently (e.g., having fewer new
graders join, taking extra time to assign specific submissions) may
also seem counterintuitive, and that adds additional steps in helping
others to see and grasp the value in these processes. I myself, even
after many years of knowing and experiencing what would be the
most optimal, still sometimes feel a bit of an instinctual resistance
to taking a course of action that seems like it could be incorrect.
Broader relevance: With any amount of people working together,
similar challenges can arise in figuring out and implementing the
most effective process. This can be especially true when the chosen
method requires more work to be done earlier in the process and
the benefit of that additional work cannot be seen until later.

4.2 Recurring Higher-Level Themes that Arose
Across Multiple Examples

4.2.1 Others may not be aware of these challenges. In all of the ex-
amples described above, the ability to execute these tasks smoothly
relied on a foundation of prior experience and knowledge. With the
in-lab coding assessments, I knewwhat to prepare for and anticipate
because I had organized these events in the past. Similarly, I had
scanned exams in many previous classes, and I had mixed up exam
papers myself. From that, I learned how tedious and stressful it is
to correct such an error, and I also learned what can be done earlier
in the process to avoid this kind of trouble. I had not previously
been in a situation specifically similar to the exam grading one, but
I was able to draw from my general experience in managing teams
of people to have an intuition of what would have optimized our
workflow.

In this particular class, the majority of the staff were in their
first term working as TAs in our department, and generally in past
classes I have seen the majority of the staff have three quarters
or less of prior TA experience, therefore they have not yet had as
much time to learn about course administration logistics and gain
relevant experiences. Additionally, if I or someone else handles
a situation smoothly (e.g., the computer lab and exam scanning
situations), others will not get to witness things going wrong and
experience what could have happened otherwise.

One resulting challenge is that others may not understand why
I want to implement certain measures at the beginning. They may
not agree with my plans because to them, the additional work
created at the beginning of the processes does not seem to be worth
the trouble, and that is understandable if they are not aware of the
problems down the line that I am trying to prevent. For instance,
when we were grading exams at staff meeting and I wanted to
spendmore time upfront assigning specific submissions to people to
grade, some TAs were opposed to this because without knowing the
consequences of not doing so, it would be reasonable to deduce that
starting the grading sooner would help us finish faster. Especially
in cases like this where my plans may seem counterintuitive at
first glance, I have the added responsibility of trying to help others
understand my reasoning for having them do certain tasks.

Reflecting more deeply, me knowing that most staff members
do not realize the extent to which preparation work is necessary
makes me feel lonely and isolated, since I feel like I am in some

ways alone in foreseeing what might go wrong and in doing a lot
of invisible work. I feel alone in bearing the burden of planning
everything correctly and predicting everything that may go wrong,
and much of it is self-inflicted pressure. Though I enjoy this kind of
logistics work and planning, the job can feel especially hard when
the extent of the challenges I face on the job is mostly unknown to
others.

4.2.2 Balancing structure and empathy. Section 4.1 showed the
amount of complexity there can be in managing a situation. The
more intertwined pieces there are, the more potential there will be
for small deviations to snowball into big inconveniences. Thus, I find
that the more people there are to coordinate, whether students or
staff, the more important it is that everyone follows instructions and
completes things in a timely manner. This gets hard when TAs or
students need to ask for exceptions such as a deadline extension on
a task or an assignment, or if someone wants me to make a change
to something that has already been set. It is not hard to manage
one extension or to make one change, but when there is potential
for too many requests, I have to end up being very firm about not
allowing for exceptions, barring extenuating circumstances.

However, my struggle here is that people might see this as being
overly strict or even mean. To them, it might seem insignificant to
ask for a small exception, as most people do not get the chance to
see the bigger picture of how their request affects the course more
broadly. Even though I do not find it difficult to be strict to enforce
the policies that I set, I do find that when saying ‘No’ to someone
who requests an exception, it helps for me to explain the higher-
level impact of their request. When the requester understands the
situation better, they often find my decision more reasonable, and
it leaves both them and me more at ease.

Another challenge here is that at the same time, I want to be
kind and understanding of people and the different situations they
might be in. I want to be accommodating and extend grace as much
as I can. There are circumstances in which I would be happy to help
someone out by making an exception for them. However, it gets
difficult when that is opposed by the increasing potential for an
overwhelming amount of disorganization and confusion, especially
in a large class. Finding the right balance between empathy for
people and steadfastness for process is an ongoing challenge I still
struggle with, and I believe other instructors and TAs may as well.

4.2.3 Communication and expectation. Clear communication is
required as a first step to direct everyone to complete their assigned
tasks correctly. It is important to give instructions that unambigu-
ously outline the task and provide all the information needed to
complete it, thus reducing confusion and making it easier for ev-
eryone. This is a challenge since I need to anticipate upfront how
my instructions may be unclear or misinterpreted.

The other half of the equation is that the students and TAs
receiving the instructions need to understand, interpret, and execute
them. Younger undergraduate students may not yet have learned
the importance of reading and following instructions carefully.
Similarly, some newer UTAs may have had limited exposure to
professional settings, therefore they may not yet fully grasp the
basic standards of responsibility that this job (and any other job)
would require, such as checking notifications and completing tasks
in a timely manner. In some previous courses that I have TA-ed
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for, we took time at the start of the term to explicitly communicate
expectations to the entire TA staff; that way everyone, not just
the newer TAs, was made aware of all their responsibilities. I have
noticed in these quarters that the staff runs a lot more smoothly.

5 Discussion
5.1 Should Logistics Be a First-Class Concern?
For instructors and TAs alike, teaching is a big focus of the job, as
it should be. It is very important and necessary to actively think
about our teaching practices, content delivery, the student experi-
ence, and how to improve all of those. However, the emphasis on
teaching often causes the logistical aspects to be overlooked. Many
instructors and TAs may find administrative and management tasks
less exciting and more burdensome, as many are drawn to this job
primarily because they want to work with students.

People have different reasons for choosing to work in this role,
but it is unlikely for someone’s main motivation to be a passion for
logistics. However, the reality is that courses cannot run without
logistics, and in combination with low enthusiasm, it is even more
necessary to be intentional about developing skills to do behind-the-
scenes tasks effectively and efficiently. Refining and improving on
our teaching is always a first-class concern, but alongside that, we
must remember that investing in good logistics and management
upfront is ultimately what will create the space in the future for all
of the exciting pedagogical parts of this job to flourish.

5.2 How Do We Pass On Logistical Knowledge?
Much knowledge about how to do this jobwell is discovered through
personal experience. This knowledge needs to be passed down in-
tentionally because TAs who may gain this knowledge over time
will eventually finish their degrees and graduate. If the knowledge
is not passed down, every generation of TAs will go into these
logistical tasks unprepared and re-discover the same problems.

However, it can be hard to document all the nuances and knowl-
edge of the experience in writing (i.e., it is a form of tacit knowl-
edge [7]). In section 4, we described only a fraction of what the
first author has experienced. Additionally, it would be difficult to
capture in words something like how to react to an unexpected
situation, as that is a skill that is developed through experience.

We believe approaches like cognitive apprenticeship [8, 42] are
promising: an experienced TA gets paired with a new TA, and
they work together on some representative tasks. This allows the
experienced TA to walk the new TA through their thought process
and show them the nuances, and it enables the new TA to directly
witness and be a part of the process, which is a richer experience
than reading about others doing it or simply being told what to do.

Zooming out, perhaps the biggest challenge here is that even if
we could figure out a good way to pass down such tacit knowledge
and experience, how would we even know what we should pass on?
It may be difficult to identify which of themany pieces of knowledge
about TAing a specific course would be significant enough to share,
and we cannot precisely predict what kinds of logistical situations
will unfold in future terms. Additionally, much of what we know
from experience may seem trivial after a while, and thus we may
forget that it could be helpful to explain to others (sometimes called
the curse of knowledge [15, 45]). The open question we pose for

future researchers is: How can TAs pass down what is most critical
without being overwhelmed by too many details?

5.3 What Would Have Reduced the Stress?
We showed that for the first author, logistical work, even when done
well, carried a lot of emotional weight, and trying to spread it out
among more people did not relieve that weight. Because some of
that difficulty stemmed from others not being aware of what it takes
for a course to run smoothly and how everyone plays an important
part of the bigger picture, a first step towards improvement could
involve teaching this to instructors and TAs as part of their training.
This may lead staff to be more mindful of their actions and decisions,
which will ultimately make it easier for the person coordinating.

Future work could explore whether there are other possible meth-
ods of work that similarly maintain order in courses but without
as many factors that may cause stress. For example, if the person
managing logistics were to fully delegate the management of each
thread of a complex task to a different person, how would the chal-
lenges change? Is there a point where the costs of maintaining
impeccable order reach diminishing returns?

Expanding outwards from just those who manage logistics, any
instructor or TA who works on any aspect of course delivery can
face challenges in their role. More conversations should be raised
about how this job affects the people doing it, and that will hopefully
humanize the role and create more space for instructional staff to
express how they are feeling and what they need. If we normalize
checking in on each other and come together to support each other
as people, then the stress that we experience in these roles might
feel a little less heavy and a little less isolating.

6 Conclusion
This paper presented the experience of the first author, who man-
aged logistics as a TA for a large CS1 course and many courses
before that. The first author has been a TA at the same institution
for almost every term over the past seven years and has thought
extensively about the different aspects of course delivery as a com-
puting education researcher for four of those years. This enabled
her to gather these higher-level insights after learning, observing,
and being a part of many courses and staffs through the years.

Limitations and FutureWork: We reported only on a single TA’s
experiences in a course with many staff members, each of whom
were responsible for different aspects. Thus, the instructor and
other TAs likely all faced their own challenges and have unique
stories to tell. Furthermore, TAs at different institutions may face
unique challenges due to differences in local context.

Our paper follows in the tradition of SIGCSE experience reports
based on one author’s firsthand experiences [21, 26, 29]. We encour-
age the computing education community to surface more firsthand
narratives to shed light on otherwise-hidden aspects of running
a course. Doing so will hopefully inspire more experimental and
tools research into ways to improve this process.
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