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Are Teaching Assistants (TAs), Research Assistants (RAs),
and Proctors Employees Under the NLRA?

CASE STUDY 5-2 Yellowstone University (YU)
is a private university and within the jurisdiction
of the NLRA. Its mission is to serve as a univer-
sity in which the graduate and undergraduate

schools operate as a single integrated facility.
YU has over 50 academic departments, approx-
imately 37 of which offer graduate degrees. YU
employs approximately 550 regular faculty
members and has an unspecified number of
short-term faculty appointments. Although
student enrollment levels vary, over 1,300
are graduate students, 5,600 are undergradu-
ate students, and 300 are medical students
in various degree programs. Most graduate
students seek PhDs, with an estimated

1,132 seeking doctorates and 178 seeking

master’s degrees.

Each semester many of these graduate
students are awarded a teaching assistantship
(TA), research assistantship (RA), or proctor-
ship; others receive a fellowship. Approxi-
mately 375 of these graduate students were
TAs, 220 served as RAs, 60 were proctors,
and an additional number received fellowships.

Although varying somewhat among the
departments, a teaching assistantship generally
is assigned to lead a small section of a large lec-
ture course taught by a professor. Although
functions of research assistants vary within
departments, these graduate students, as the
title implies, generally conduct research under
a research grant received by a faculty member.
Proctors perform a variety of duties for univer-

sity departments or administrative offices. Their
duties depend on the individual needs of the
particular department or the university adminis-
trative office in which they work and, thus, in-
clude a wide variety of tasks. Unlike TAs and
RAs, proctors generally do not perform teaching
or research functions. Fellowships do not require
any classroom or departmental assignments;
those who receive dissertation fellowships are re-
quired to be working on their dissertation.

YU'’s charter describes the school’s mission as
“educating and preparing students to discharge
the office of life with usefulness and reputation.”

To educate and prepare its students, YU uses the
university/college model, which “furnishes the
advantages of both a small teaching college and a

large research university,” according to YU’s Bulletin
of the University. The Bulletin describes the PhD as
“primarily a research degree” and empbhasizes that
“[tleaching is also an important part of most gradu-
ate programs.” Nearly 20 department heads and the
contents of numerous departmental brochures and
other brochures all pointed to graduate programs
steeped in the education of graduate students
through research and teaching.

In their pursuit of a PhD, graduate students must
complete coursework, be admitted to degree candida-
¢y (usually following a qualifying examination), and
complete a dissertation, all of which are subject to
the oversight of faculty and the degree requirements
of the department involved. In addition, most PhD
candidates must teach in order to obtain their degree.
Although these TAs (as well as RAs and proctors) re-
ceive money from YU, that is also true of fellows who
do not perform any services. Thus, the services are
not related to the money received.

The faculty of each department is responsible
for awarding TAs, RAs, or proctorships to its stu-
dents. To receive an award, the individual usually
must be enrolled as a student in that department.

TAs generally lead small groups of students en-
rolled in a large lecture class conducted by a faculty
member in the graduate student’s department. The
duties and responsibilities vary with the department
involved. In the sciences, TAs typically demonstrate
experiments and the proper use of equipment, and
answer questions. In the humanities and social
sciences, TAs lead discussions of what was discussed
in the lecture by the professor. All the TAs’ duties are
under the oversight of a faculty member from the
graduate department involved.

During semesters when these students do not act
as TAs, RAs, or proctors, they enroll in courses and
work on dissertations. Even during those semesters
when they are acting in one of these capacities,
they nonetheless participate in taking courses and
writing dissertations.

The content of the courses that the TAs teach,
and the class size, time, length, and location are deter-
mined by the faculty members, departmental needs,
and YU’s administration. Although undergraduate
enrollment patterns play a role in the assignment of
many TAs, faculty often attempt to accommodate
the specific educational needs of graduate students
whenever possible. In addition, TAs usually lead




