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Chapter Six 
Working with GSIs from Diverse Educational and Linguistic Backgrounds 

 
Graduate students with international backgrounds contribute to the overall diversity of 
the University and each of its schools. They often enter the University of Michigan with 
awards for excellence in scholarship, with in-depth specialized disciplinary knowledge 
and work experience, including teaching. Many speak several languages and have lived 
and studied in a number of countries.  As a result, they provide unique cross-cultural 
perspectives. 
 
Although “international TA” or “international GSI” are common terms used at other 
universities, the University of Michigan’s terminology differs, usefully capturing the 
diversity of experience in this heterogeneous group.  The 2002 Provost’s Taskforce on 
Testing and Training GSIs (available at 
http://www.crlt.umich.edu/publinks/publinks.html) established new language so that 
policies regarding hiring, testing and training would not discriminate on the basis of 
citizenship (i.e., international status).  Therefore, the following distinction is used at the 
University of Michigan: 
 

• GSIs from English-medium undergraduate programs:  All graduate students who 
have: 

o an undergraduate degree from a U.S. college or university or  
o an undergraduate degree from a college or university in which English is 

the medium of instruction (as determined by Rackham Graduate School) 
• GSIs from non-English-medium undergraduate programs: All graduate students 

who do not meet either of the above criteria enter a process to determine if 
and/or which type of testing or training is required before working as a GSI. 
(This process is described in this chapter.) 

 
This chapter begins by describing the role of a GSI Coordinator in constructing and 
administering professional development programs that meet the needs of GSIs educated 
in both English and non-English medium programs.  It then goes on to explain University 
policies regarding English language testing and training for GSIs. The chapter concludes 
with a description of English Language Institute resources available to GSIs. 
 
The Role of a GSI Coordinator  
For a GSI Coordinator, it is important to consider the different needs of all GSIs, yet 
develop a training program that is inclusive to all. Many GSIs have attended institutions 
quite different from U-M (e.g., a small liberal arts college or a technical institute) and 
therefore, may request additional guidance about classroom norms at the University. 
The roles of a GSI Coordinator in this respect include: 
 

• Becoming familiar with and administering policies regarding testing and training 
of GSIs. (See this chapter for an overview of these policies.) 
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• Communicating to GSIs the criteria and the rationale for any decisions based on 
these policies, to establish a culture of transparency and avoid any inequities. 
 

• Coordinating departmental programs with any additional training required of 
GSIs educated in a non-English medium so that the sessions are not duplicative 
and the GSI understands why there are multiple requirements. (A schedule for 
the LS&A training course is provided in this chapter.) 
 

• Integrating all GSIs into the departmental culture, providing support where 
needed.   
 

• Becoming familiar with the resources and on-going support services provided by 
the English Language Institute (described below), school or college academic 
advising offices, the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching 
(http://www.crlt.umich.edu), the Sweetland Writing Center, and the International 
Center (http://www.internationalcenter.umich.edu/).  

 
The following list of activities will benefit all new GSIs but can be especially useful to 
GSIs with experiences in different educational and linguistic contexts: 

 
• Develop a one-to-one mentoring system that pairs all new GSIs with an 

experienced GSI.  The mentor could attend the first few departmental social 
activities with the new GSI, introduce the new GSI to departmental personnel and 
the routine of the department, and answer any questions the new GSI might have.    

• For Graduate Student Mentor appointments, consider experienced GSIs educated 
both in English and non-English medium programs. 

• Arrange for the assignment of GSI offices so that they are arranged 
heterogeneously, facilitating discussion and social support. 

• Assist all GSIs in obtaining feedback early in the term in order to identify any 
problems while there is still time for change and improvement. (See Chapter 
Seven.) 

• Provide opportunities for GSIs to see others teach and discuss what they see.  This 
can be done in several ways, such as part of the practice teaching session at 
CRLT’s university-wide or Engineering GSI Orientations, peer observations in 
the department, shadowing an experienced GSI, or sharing of videotaped class 
sessions. (See Chapters Three and Seven for more detail on these sessions.) 

 
Figure 6.1 provides an example of the Teacher Development Program at the Ross School 
of Business at the University of Michigan.   This program, directed by Anne Harrington, 
integrates training for GSIs who have been educated in English-medium and non-English 
medium with practice teaching, observations, and topics that address all of GSIs' 
developmental stages. 
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Figure 6.1: Ross School of Business, University of Michigan 
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University Policies on English Language Testing and Instruction Testing 
Pamela Bogart and India Plough, English Language Institute 
 

 
University policy governs the training and testing of prospective GSIs whose 
undergraduate education was at an institution in which the primary language of 
instruction is not English.  Figure 6.2 provides an overview of this process, and the 
following sections describe the U-M policies further.    

 
 
 
Exemptions from GSI Testing  
Students are exempt from GSI testing if they hold an undergraduate degree from a U.S. 
college or university, or an undergraduate degree from a college or university where 
English is the primary medium of instruction. Rackham Graduate School provides 
departments with information about the undergraduate educational backgrounds of their 
admitted students; students who are exempt from GSI testing are identified on the basis 
of this information, which includes students’ undergraduate institutions, whether or not 

Figure 6.2: 
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they are in the U.S., and whether or not they are English-medium. Occasionally, a 
student’s undergraduate education may have been English medium but is not listed as 
English-medium in the Rackham records.  If students meet the exemption criteria (i.e., 
undergraduate education was at a university where English is the medium of instruction) 
but were mistakenly scheduled for the GSI Oral English Test, they should contact their 
department immediately so the department can inform the ELI GSI Program Coordinator.  
 
Waivers from the GSI Oral English Test 
Students who do not meet the exemption criteria (i.e., English-medium undergraduate 
education) may be waived from taking the GSI Oral English Test (OET) if they have 
language use experience comparable to that of students with an undergraduate education 
at an English-medium university. Such waivers are determined on a case-by-case basis 
taking into consideration the following kinds of experiences that have proven relevant in 
affecting language competence. It should be noted that language use experience of the 
kind listed below does not guarantee a waiver. Additionally, by itself, graduate study at a 
U.S. institution or English-medium university elsewhere is insufficient to be granted a 
waiver. 

1. Classroom teaching experience with undergraduates at an English-medium 
university (e.g., TA at another university) 

2. GSI/TA training or test at another English-medium university 
3. Educational experience at the undergraduate level (e.g., exchange programs at 

U.S. colleges or universities) 
4. Educational experience with U.S. high school students (e.g., high 

school/secondary school exchange programs) 
5. Other educational experience at English-medium schools (e.g., education at U.S. 

international schools) 
6. Work experience with U.S. students (e.g., college residential advisor) 
 

Students who believe that they should not be required to take the GSI OET should 
contact the hiring department who will then contact the ELI GSI Program Coordinator. 
The student’s situation is reviewed individually for a possible waiver. Exact prior 
experiences that qualify an individual for a waiver are not stipulated because each case is 
unique and the combination of experiences that an individual has had using English for 
communicative purposes must be taken into account. The student should supply any 
documents that provide relevant information about the other experiences. For example, if 
a student has served as a TA/GSI at another university, information about English 
language testing and training at that university and information about how the student 
was evaluated as an instructor at that university would be relevant. 
 

ELI 994 
Generally, students enrolled in the LS&A GSI course ELI 994 (described below) 
take the GSI OET at the conclusion of the course.  However, ELI 994 students 
may be waived from the GSI OET if they have consistently demonstrated strong 
classroom English language competency during the course. The staff in ELI 994 
observe and evaluate the classroom English language ability of participants and 
can recommend that a student who demonstrates consistently strong language 
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performance be waived from the GSI OET. Additionally, a prospective GSI who 
is nominated by a department for enrollment in the winter course of ELI 994 may 
request to take the GSI OET prior to the beginning of the course. Students who 
take the test and whose communication skills are evaluated as adequate for 
regular GSI duties will be waived from attending the winter course. 

 
Course Requirements 
Beyond the curriculum available to all graduate students, the course, ELI 994, is required 
by the College of LS&A for graduate students from non-English-medium undergraduate 
universities who expect to assume graduate instructor duties in LS&A departments in the 
subsequent academic year. All enrollment in ELI 994 is by departmental nomination, 
according to College and University policy.  Departmental coordinators and 
administrators can consult the ELI website for detailed information on the nomination 
process.  ELI also hosts an annual workshop with CRLT and the College of LS&A to 
update departments on current policies and procedures.  Exemptions and waivers of the 
requirement to take ELI 994 follow the policy described above for English language 
testing.  

 
The English Language Institute GSI Testing and Instructional Program 

In accordance with the University policy described above, the English Language Institute 
(ELI) provides a coordinated Instructional and Testing Program for GSIs from non-
English medium educational backgrounds.  It designs and offers on-going, individualized 
instruction to assist prospective and practicing GSIs to become more confident and 
competent in the classroom.  The program enables advanced English language learners to 
expand their linguistic repertoire, to enhance the intelligibility and comprehensibility of 
their spoken English, and to develop communicative strategies that enable these GSIs and 
their students to interact effectively in teaching and learning together. To assess the 
classroom language proficiency of prospective GSIs, the ELI has also developed the GSI 
Oral English Test (OET), a research-based oral performance test that provides graduate 
students opportunities to demonstrate their ability to communicate in English as teachers.  
 

ELI 994: ELI/CRLT LS&A GSI Courses 
Both the August and Winter versions of ELI 994 
(http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/instruction/gsis/) are for graduate students nominated 
for teaching positions in the College of LS&A. The courses are developed and conducted 
jointly by the ELI and CRLT The August course is for graduate students expected to 
teach in their first year; the Winter course assists students already on campus in 
enhancing their English language skills for teaching the year after they enroll in the 
course. 
The primary objectives of the ELI 994 ELI/CRLT LS&A GSI Courses are  

• to increase English language classroom competency, and 
• to develop a repertoire of effective instructional communication skills. 

In order to achieve these objectives, students participate in language sessions on topics 
such as explaining main ideas or understanding student questions and sessions on 
instructional topics such as interactive lecturing or involving students in active learning.  
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Discreet language skills are thus woven into an instructional communication context.  
Students may also choose to participate in an optional series of pronunciation tutorials or 
informal extracurricular gatherings. Each unit in the course culminates in an experiential 
learning opportunity in which prospective GSIs use the instructional language they have 
been learning in “practice teaching” actual undergraduate students. Undergraduates, 
experienced GSIs, language instructors and CRLT consultants provide extensive oral and 
written feedback at these practice events.1  Prospective GSIs consult with course 
instructors to analyze this feedback and formulate individual learning objectives 
accordingly. 

A sample August course schedule can be found in Appendix One, at the end of this 
chapter. 
 
Testing: The GSI Oral English Test (GSI OET) 
The purpose of the OET (http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/testing/gsioet/) is to assess an 
individual’s competence and effectiveness in the type of communicative activities 
common to the GSI role. The test is designed to evaluate proficiency at the high 
intermediate to advanced level. The OET, which takes approximately 20 to 30 minutes to 
complete, is an oral performance test composed of four tasks: General Interview, Lesson 
Presentation, Office Hour Role Play, and Ten Video Questions. These tasks resemble the 
possible multiple contexts in which GSIs may interact and require the use of English, 
such as one-on-one and group discussions. All tests are videotaped for test development 
and evaluation purposes.  
Test evaluators include two ELI research staff members and one faculty representative 
from the GSI’s department. Faculty representatives are provided with orientation material 
to review prior to testing. For those representatives who are new to rating, the rating 
system is reviewed prior to the first test. Each evaluator independently rates the 
prospective GSI using an OET Evaluator’s Rating Form. Upon completion of the test, the 
candidate leaves the room. Evaluators then discuss their ratings and reach a consensus 
score. One evaluator alone cannot decide a test result.  All tasks are taken into account in 
evaluating a student’s performance.  A candidate will not pass or fail the test based on 
performance on just one task.  It is important to keep in mind that this is not a test of 
teaching ability.  It is a test of language ability while teaching. 

Evaluation Criteria 
Generally, an individual rated as acceptable for a range of teaching duties, exhibits the 
following characteristics: 

• Range and control of linguistic repertoire: uses field-specific vocabulary that 
promotes clear expression of concepts; uses some colloquial and idiomatic terms 
and expressions; uses expressions and terms to link concepts and highlight key 
points; may show some word choice variation but it does not inhibit 
communication of concepts; grammatical deviations, when present, are minor and 
not particularly distracting. 

                                                
1 In particular, Graduate Student Mentors (GSMs) and Graduate Teaching Consultants (GTCs) play an 
important role in these events because of their mentoring skills and disciplinary awareness. 
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• Speech production: fluent and understandable; may have phonological variation 
or some variation in rhythm or rate but is intelligible; speech is clear and 
projected adequately. 

• Language use and instructional context awareness is appropriately concise or 
elaborated depending on context, frames or previews concept to link concept to 
prior knowledge, conveys a coherent explanation of a concept, offers relevant 
examples or analogies, defines terms, summarizes or rephrases points, aware of 
student perspective, provides relevant suggestions and guidance. 

• Interactive communication (verbal and nonverbal): gestures, eye-contact, and 
bodily stance promote intended communication; blackboard use or other visuals 
promote communication of concept; anticipates what might not be understood; 
attentive to communication and monitors the communication; understands spoken 
English well. 

Scheduling a GSI OET 
The prospective GSI’s hiring department schedules the test and arranges for a faculty 
representative to serve on the evaluation team. Students cannot schedule tests.  With the 
exception of some tests administered for the College of Engineering (see below), all tests 
are conducted at the ELI, 500 E. Washington Street. 

Scheduling: All non-LS&A Schools and Colleges 
Testing must occur before an official GSI appointment is made.  The graduate 
secretary contacts a designated ELI administrative assistant to reserve dates and 
times for testing. Tests are scheduled at 30 minute intervals. Every attempt is 
made to schedule tests so that they do not conflict with a student’s academic 
schedule. 
        
After the schedule has been finalized, departments notify the students of the 
testing schedule. Students should be directed to consult information about the test 
at the GSI testing homepage http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/testing/gsioet/, and 
should be reminded to prepare for task #2 of the test, the Lesson Presentation task. 

        
Departments should arrange for a faculty member to serve on the test evaluation 
team. The faculty member should not be the student's advisor. The faculty 
members most appropriate for serving on the evaluation team are those familiar 
with the undergraduate classes in which GSIs have instructional duties. 
Guidelines for faculty about the test can be found at 
http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/testing/gsioet/. 

 
For Fall appointments, testing is usually conducted in March or April for enrolled 
students. Testing is conducted in August for new arrivals. For Winter 
appointments, testing is usually conducted in November or December. If a student 
is currently enrolled in an ELI course, departments should wait until the end of 
the term to schedule the GSI OET. 
If a student is retesting, departments should check that the student has taken the 
language course(s) that were specified on the test report. 
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Engineering tests can be conducted in a room on North Campus if (1) the 
department arranges it with ELI, and (2) more than three consecutive tests are 
being scheduled. The room must be equipped with a blackboard and a DVD 
player and monitor.  
 
Scheduling: LS&A 
Students attending ELI 994 in Winter or August should be scheduled for testing at 
the end of ELI 994. Departments will be notified if any of their students are 
waived from the test. The graduate secretary contacts a designated ELI 
administrative assistant to reserve dates and times for testing. Tests are scheduled 
at 30-minute intervals. Every attempt is made to schedule tests so that they do not 
conflict with a student’s academic schedule. 

  
After the schedule has been finalized, departments notify the students of the 
testing schedule. Students should be directed to consult information about the test 
at the GSI testing homepage http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/testing/gsioet/, and 
should be reminded to prepare for task #2 of the test, the Lesson Presentation task. 

        
Departments should arrange for a faculty member to serve on the test evaluation 
team. The faculty member should not be the student's advisor. The faculty 
members most appropriate for serving on the evaluation team are those familiar 
with the undergraduate classes in which GSIs have instructional duties. 
Guidelines for faculty about the test can be found at 
http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/testing/gsioet/. 

    
Students who attended ELI 994 in August but were not approved for instructional 
duties for Fall term can be scheduled for re-testing in December if they have 
completed their ELI language course requirements. Before scheduling a retest for 
a student, departments should check that the student has taken the language 
course(s) that were specified on the test report. 
GSI OET Reports 

After an OET is administered, all Evaluators’ Rating Forms are compiled into a single 
report. The report includes an overall score, descriptive information of test performance 
on each task and overall performance, and any required or recommended coursework. 
Within one to two days of the test, a report is sent to the hiring department’s graduate 
secretary.   
 
If the student has been approved for instructional duties and has no English course 
requirements, the graduate secretary provides the student with a copy of the report. 
Students who have been approved for teaching and have no English course requirements 
are welcome to make an appointment with the ELI GSI Program Coordinator to discuss 
their results and/or to enroll in ELI courses and make use of any ELI resources. 
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For those students who have attended ELI 994, they must schedule a counseling meeting 
with the ELI GSI Program Coordinator, who will give them a copy of their ELI 994 
report and their GSI OET report. 
In addition to assessing general level of language ability, the tasks and evaluation criteria 
of the GSI OET are designed to identify strengths and weaknesses of candidates. This 
information is used to determine placement into ELI courses. Students who are not 
approved for instructional duties are notified by the graduate secretary of their 
department to make an appointment with the ELI GSI Program Coordinator. At this 
meeting, the student will receive a copy of their test report, they will review their test 
results with the Coordinator, and they will receive guidance in enrolling for the ELI 
course(s) listed on the OET report. 
 

Retests 
If an individual is not approved for a GSI assignment, reevaluation is necessary. Prior to 
retesting, the student must complete the ELI course requirements listed on the GSI OET 
Report. Students are not scheduled to retake the GSI OET until they have had the 
opportunity to improve their language and communication skills. When students have 
completed the required language course(s), they can then be scheduled to retake the GSI 
OET. There is no limit to the number of retests on the GSI OET, but a program/course of 
language study must be completed prior to each retest. 
 

Appeals Process 
Students may appeal the consensus decision reached by the OET evaluators. There are 
two categories of GSI OET appeals. 
1. Appeals resulting from irregularities in test procedure and/or exam conditions 
Appeals can be made if there were irregularities in the test procedure or exam conditions 
that could have influenced the exam results. Examples of “irregularities in the test 
procedure or exam conditions” include problems such as: one of the evaluators was not 
present at the exam; the equipment used in the test was not working properly; or there 
were loud noises or disruptions that were disturbing to communication in the testing 
room. Within one week of the meeting with the ELI GSI Program Coordinator to receive 
the test report and review the results of the test, a student who wants a retest because of 
exam irregularities must contact the Associate Director for Testing at the ELI and request 
a retest. The student should report to the Associate Director the particular problems that 
occurred. The Associate Director will determine if a retest is warranted and, if so, will 
notify the student’s department that the department should schedule another GSI OET for 
the student. Retests because of test irregularities can also be initiated by any of the 
evaluators who were involved in such a test.  
2. Appeals resulting from disagreement with test results 
If students believe that their rating does not accurately reflect their performance on their 
GSI OET, they may appeal the test results. In this situation, students who wish to appeal 
the rating judgment of the GSI OET evaluators must do so within one week of the 
meeting with the ELI GSI Program Coordinator when they received the test report and 



Working with GSIs from Diverse Educational and Linguistic Backgrounds 101 

 Center for Research on Learning and Teaching 

reviewed their test results. A student who wishes to initiate such an appeal must submit a 
request for a retest in writing to the Director of the ELI and the chairperson of the 
department that scheduled the test. The request must indicate the reason for the appeal 
and the expected outcome. The Director of the ELI and the department chairperson or 
designee will decide whether another evaluator should review the recording of the 
student’s performance on the GSI OET. If they decide that a review of the performance is 
not warranted, the appeal process is concluded. If they decide that a review is justified, 
the recording is given to an experienced University of Michigan GSI OET evaluator who 
is not ELI staff. This evaluator will determine whether or not a retest is justified. The 
evaluator may decide that a retest is not warranted, in which case the appeal process is 
concluded. If the evaluator determines that a retest is justified, the student, the department 
and the ELI are notified that a retest must be conducted. The outcome of this retest is not 
open to appeal. 
If it is decided that a retest should be conducted, it is the responsibility of the department 
to schedule the retest. It is the responsibility of the ELI to notify the student and 
department of decisions made during the entire appeal process.  
If students have followed the guidelines of this appeal process and are not satisfied with 
the outcome, they may wish to discuss their situation with the graduate dean of their 
college.   
 

The English Language Institute Instructional Program 
 

Beyond ELI 994, the ELI GSI Instructional Program 
(http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/instruction/gsis/) offers a wide range of resources, 
from language courses (e.g., pronunciation or argumentation) to workshops on 
developing and administering course evaluations to obtain feedback from one’s 
undergraduate students during the second or third week of a class.  The ELI’s 
instructional offerings are as diverse as the graduate student population itself.  The ELI 
collaborates with graduate students’ teaching departments to design curriculum in order 
to make language learning as context-specific as possible. Learning opportunities 
focusing on specific disciplines are further tailored to meet individual needs.  
 
Graduate students can build an individualized English learning program in consultation 
with ELI academic advisors.  One- and two-credit graduate language courses of interest 
include those designed specifically for GSIs, as well as general English for Academic 
Purposes (EAP) courses (http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/instruction/aep/) focusing on 
skills that students wish to improve, such as pronunciation, listening or grammar. Beyond 
its range of credit-bearing courses, the ELI offers a variety of workshops 
(http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/instruction/aep/eap/) for students and scholars at the 
University of Michigan. Each workshop is typically two hours long, and topics are 
varied.  Popular topics for GSIs include eliciting feedback from students, giving 
presentations, interactive listening, intercultural communication, idioms and learning 
independently via Internet-based language sites.  To make such sites more accessible to 
English language learners at the University, the ELI hosts English Learning Links 
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(http://sitemaker.umich.edu/eli.resources), a searchable index of high quality sites.  
Students who prefer face-to-face learning can benefit from tutorials in computer labs or 
non-credit individual and small group lessons on pronunciation and speaking skills in 
the GSI context (http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/instruction/aep/clinic/).  These lessons 
provide a flexible framework for learners to address their spoken English needs with an 
entirely customized curriculum. Consultations that include classroom observations, 
individualized learning plans and structured shadowing of experienced GSIs are also 
possible. Finally, the Conversation Circles program 
(http://www.LS&A.umich.edu/eli/instruction/aep/circles/) is a fun, casual way for 
advanced learners of English to gain spoken language fluency and confidence.  The 
program was started more than twenty years ago to promote two-way cultural exchange 
and to provide opportunities for language practice.  Undergraduate volunteers meet 
weekly with a small group of students and scholars for informal conversation on topics of 
shared interest. For any of the above elements in the ELI Instructional GSI Program, 
GSIs can self-refer or be referred by their department or CRLT.   
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APPENDIX ONE:  LS&A ELI/CRLT August 2007 ELI 994 Schedule 
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APPENDIX ONE:  LS&A ELI/CRLT August 2007 ELI 994 Schedule (Continued) 

 



Working with GSIs from Diverse Educational and Linguistic Backgrounds 105 

 Center for Research on Learning and Teaching 

APPENDIX ONE:  LS&A ELI/CRLT August 2007 ELI 994 Schedule (Continued) 

 
  



106  A Handbook for Faullty and GSMs Who Work With GSIs 

 Center for Research on Learning and Teaching 

 


