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A University Math Help Centre as a Support Framework for Students, the
Instructor, the Course, and the Department

Abstract

Among many challenges a math department at a post-secondary institution will most likely be faced with
the optimization problem of how best to offer out-of-lecture learning support to several thousand first-
and second-year university students enrolled in large math service courses within given spatial,
scheduling, financial, technological, and manpower resource constraints, and at the same time ease the
administrative work of the instructor. This article describes how math workshops, essentially math help
centres, are set up in the Department of Mathematics at Simon Fraser University so that they provide the
administrative and learning support structure for the students, the instructor, the course, and the
department. The roles and responsibilities of the workshop coordinator, instructors, teaching assistants,
and students are outlined along with a discussion of the challenges and benefits of this support
framework.
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2. Math Workshops at Simon Fraser University

Faced with the problem of supporting an increasing number of students, but with limited
resources, in the early 1990s the Department of Mathematics at SFU introduced the workshop
model as a way to manage large service math courses. Not only did the department seek to make
its services more efficient and effective, it also saw this remodelling as an opportunity to better
meet students’ individual learning needs.

We define an undergraduate workshop model as a support framework that is based on dedicated
space and time, various learning resources, a content-based cluster of courses and a group of TAs
supervised and mentored by the workshop coordinator. As shown in Figure 2, the students are
truly at the centre of learning support from the instructor, workshop coordinator and TAs; in
addition, the instructor herself receives administrative support to allow her to focus on teaching.
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Figure 2. Workshop Model

The three main functions of a workshop are:

1. To provide academic help to students on a drop-in basis;

2. To provide all the necessary administrative support to instructors; and
3. To provide a cost-efficient student help service.

These three aims are achieved in several ways. Graduate students, mostly from within the
department, are hired to fill the TA role. A workshop is open for several hours each working day,
with at least two TAs present at all times. Students receive one-on-one help on a drop-in basis.
The physical setting allows students to meet their classmates in the workshop and to study in
groups. Students submit their homework papers and pick them up, along with marked quizzes and
term papers, in the workshop. TAs mark all students’ work and enter grades under the direction
and supervision of the instructor and the workshop coordinator.



