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Abstract Text: 
 
Background:  Lean is a type of quality improvement philosophy/methodology developed originally by the 
Toyota Production System as a means of improving the automotive assembly process. More recently 
Lean principles have been adapted for use in health care settings.  Similar to manufacturing processes, 
health care organizations must rely on multiple, complex processes to deliver a product (care) and 
provide value to customers (health care consumers).  Waste in both systems decreases value. Within an 
educational organization, the orientation of TAs becomes important at a micro level (student instruction) 
and macro level (mission of the organization).  As educational leaders, we describe a Lean approach to 
strengthening TA orientation and reducing waste and inconsistency. 

Problem: In educational organizations, TAs are frequently used to supplement faculty teaching efforts as 
well as provide financial support to graduate students. Over 1,500 graduate students at a large, research-
intensive, Midwestern public university are currently estimated to be teaching undergraduate classes. 
Newly hired TAs come to an organization with varying levels of experience in and exposure to academic 
institutions, and also differ in terms of employment experience and professional development. The 
policy/process for TA orientation had not been clearly delineated and a number of TAs were not engaged 
in an orientation process. 

Purpose:  Lean principles are successfully being applied to both the manufacturing industry and 
healthcare delivery systems.  The Lean methods are also relevant as a leadership approach to quality 
improvement in the academic setting.  The purpose of this project was to redesign the process of TA 
orientation at a large, Midwestern public university school of nursing using Lean principles to improve flow 
and reduce waste. This project focused on the time period from when the TA has been accepted as a 
graduate student through being matched with and starting as a teaching assistant in a course. 

Methods: Early in the project group discussions, it was unclear whether insufficient TA orientation was 
due to a knowledge deficit regarding the required commitment, a lack of the school’s expectations, or 
simply a lack of obligation from the TA regarding the role itself.  To collect more data from the TAs, an 
online, anonymous survey using Qualtrics™ software was generated to solicit information. Questions 
related to previous TA experiences included whether they could identify the communication chain of 
command within the organization, student issues (grading and incident reporting), motivation to become a 
TA (future career in nursing education, tuition and fee remittance, and so forth), and whether orientation 
activities had been attended. Although data reflected feedback from a relatively small number of TAs, 
faculty members who had experience working with TAs validated the information obtained. The group 
was satisfied that the “voice of the customer” had been heard. The outcomes of the survey revealed that 
there were inconsistencies between the university, school, and individual course orientation 
processes.  Therefore, the overall strategy of this educational leadership project was to apply the 
principles of Lean methods by looking at the current state flow map and comparing it to the target state. A 
root cause of unclear expectations from the School of Nursing related to TA orientation was discovered 
through a “5 Whys” analysis.  A committee of faculty who had completed Lean training implemented this 
project. 

Results: Discussion centered on the optimal communication mode to deliver the orientation information 
and around the expectations of the school. A more accessible and standardized orientation process for 
TAs was developed using Lean principles.  The solution implemented involved development of tools that 
could be used by newly hired TAs, including: a TA handbook, a checklist of items to complete prior to 
beginning the semester, an acceptance of responsibility contract signed by all newly hired TAs, and an 
updated and improved TA job description. All documents were stored on a secured portal that can be 
accessed by new TAs and faculty when needed. After completing the online orientation, the TA would 
then meet with key members of the teaching team, including the course coordinator and faculty mentor, 
and the undergraduate program director to clarify course expectations, build team relationships, and 
address any further questions.  



Developing a process such as this could be useful not only in this school of nursing, but in many 
academic settings that rely on TAs for teaching support. While this project focused on TAs, there are a 
number of other processes that educational leaders can apply the Lean approach, including clinical 
evaluation of students and peer-review of teaching, with the overall goal of achieving academic and 
operational excellence. 

Conclusion:  Optimum orientation of teaching assistants, facilitated by educational leaders, is vitally 
important for the school’s mission to educate students and ultimately, assure patient quality and safety. 

• Lean method can be used in the academic setting to improve processes and reduce waste. 

• Lean tools, such as current and target state maps, are useful in identifying how to achieve an 
organization’s academic mission. 

 


