
The National Labor Relations
Board (NLRB) ruled Aug. 24
that students who work as teach-
ing and research assistants at pri-
vate universities have the right to
organize unions on campus to
negotiate for wages, benefits, and
working conditions.
The case involved teaching

and research assistants (TAs and
RAs) at Columbia University
who are campaigning to join
United Auto Workers.
Over the past two decades, the

NLRB majority has shifted posi-
tions on the rights of student
workers, depending on which
political party was in control.
Twelve years ago, Republicans
held a majority vote on the Board
when they heard a case involving
Brown University. They ruled
that graduate students cannot be
statutory employees because
they “are primarily students and
have a primarily educational, not
economic, relationship with their
university.”
That ruling overturned a prior

case in which grad students were
deemed employees. That Board
had a Democratic majority.
In the most recent decision,

the NLRB ruled 3-1 that the re-
lationship between TAs and RAs
and their employing university
or college is mostly economic.
“Our starting point in deter-

mining whether student assis-
tants are covered by labor law is

its definition of ‘employee,’” the
majority, led by Chairman Mark
Gaston Pearce, explained.
Pearce and his colleagues

called the TAs and RAs “statu-
tory employees” who “perform
work, at the direction of the uni-
versity, for which they are com-
pensated. Statutory coverage is
permitted by virtue of an em-
ployment relationship. It is not
foreclosed by the existence of
some other, additional relation-
ship” — being a grad student —
that labor law does not cover.
Given that labor law ‘encour-

ages collective bargaining, plus
the broad definitions of “em-
ployee,” the Board majority
called it “appropriate to extend
coverage to students working for
universities covered by the act
unless there are strong reasons
not to do so.
“It’s been a two-and-a-half

year’s long campaign.  When we
started it, we were hoping to still
be in grad school to witness it, so,
of course, it’s really exciting,”
student and union organizer Olga
Brudastova told Workers Inde-
pendent News.  “By standing to-
gether, graduate workers have al-
ready won major university-wide
improvements, and with a union,
we’ll be able to secure those im-
provements and make Columbia
do even better.”
(Editor’s Note: Press Associates Inc.

contributed to this report.)
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