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ILR Faculty Respond to Interim President Hunter Rawlings’ Statement on Graduate Assistant 

Labor Union Representation 

In his “statement on graduate assistant labor union representation” (October 27, 2016), Interim 

President Hunter Rawlings cites the Cornell University School of Industrial and Labor Relations 

(ILR School)as being “the leader in the field of labor education.” We write here as faculty of the 

ILR School, drawing on our expertise and experience in the field oflabor law, labor relations and 

labor rights. We agree with President Rawlings that it is essential that the University respect the 

graduate assistants’ choice of whether they wish to be represented by a union.  We also agree 

that it is important that graduate assistants have access to information relevant to making their 

choice. Unfortunately, however, President Rawlings’ statement presents a negative view of 

unionization based on speculation and unsubstantiated assertions. In responding to these 

speculative claims, our letter seeks to provide useful information about the reality of unionization 

in universities. 

The National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) recognizes that employees have collective interests in 

joining together to improve their working conditionsfor employees’ “mutual aid or 

protection.”Whereas an individual employee, acting alone, usually lacks power to negotiate 

effectively with an employer, unionizing gives employees a collective voice that levels the 

playing field for negotiations. President Rawlings’ statement, however, is a drumbeat asserting 

that collective and individual interests are in opposition. This assertion mischaracterizes the 

purposes of unionization and the way collective bargaining works. Through negotiations with the 

employer for a collective bargaining agreement, unions attempt to achieve improvements that 

benefit all the individual employees in the bargaining unit,including higher wages, workload, 

health insurance, safe working conditions, and grievance procedures. Collective bargaining also 

enhances individual employees’ ability to express their priorities about needed improvements. 

The union negotiating team, which includes employees, creates bargaining proposals based on 

the priorities of the employees in the bargaining unit.    

President Rawlings’ statement further relies on speculative and unsubstantiated fears that 

unionization of graduate assistants will interfere with graduate education, the faculty-graduate 

student academic relationship, and shared governance.  These assertions are belied by the 

evidence and the best available empirical research on higher education practice. As the National 

Labor Relations Board (NLRB) observed in its recent Columbia University decision upholding 

the right of teaching and research assistants to unionize and collectively bargain in private 

universities: “‘Collective bargaining by graduate student employees is increasingly a fact of 

American university life.’” The NLRB summarizes the extensive experience of collective 

bargaining in public universities: “Recent data show that more than 64,000 graduate student 

employees are organized at 28 institutions of higher education, a development that began at the 

University of Wisconsin at Madison in 1969 and that now encompasses universities in 

California, Florida, Illinois, Iowa, Massachusetts, Michigan, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and 

Washington.” The NLRB concludes that close to 50 years of graduate assistant unions in public 

universities provides relevant and useful evidence that collective bargaining can extend to private 

universities. Additionally, as the NLRB observes, “Both the original and successor agreements at 
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NYU addressed such matters as stipends, pay periods, discipline and discharge, job posting, a 

grievance-and-arbitration procedure, and health insurance—nearly all familiar mandatory 

subjects of bargaining across the private sector, which appear to have been successfully adapted 

to a university setting.” 

The NLRB relied, as well, on academic research findings that unionization does not negatively 

affect faculty-student relationships. This research includes a recentsurvey-based study comparing 

unionized and nonunionized campuses, which confirmed the findings of prior surveys that 

unionization does not interfere with faculty-student relationships or harm the education or 

training of graduate students. (See, Sean E. Rogers, Adrienne E. Eaton, & Paula B. Voos, Effects 

of Unionization on Graduate Student Employees: Student Relations, Academic Freedom, and 

Pay, 66 ILR Review 487-510 [2013]).  Moreover, this 2013 study found positive effects of 

unionization on faculty-student relationships, specifically, that unionized graduate students “had 

higher mean ratings on their advisors accepting them as competent professionals, serving as a 

role model to them, being someone they wanted to become like, and being effective in his or her 

role.” (p. 505).   

Finally, unionization and shared governance have long coexisted. Faculty unions and graduate 

assistants unions in public universities engage in collective bargaining over terms and conditions 

of employment at the same time that faculty senate and graduate student assemblies engage in 

shared governance. This is the typical model in universities that the Cornell Graduate Students 

United and the Cornell Graduate and Professional Student Assembly can follow. 

The information and analysis we present here differ significantly from the perspective offered by 

President Rawlings. One point on which we do agree is that this is an important decision for the 

Cornell graduate assistants. Most importantly, the choice of whether to unionize belongs solely 

to the graduate assistants, not to President Rawlings and other university administrators, or to the 

faculty. We should ensure that the graduate assistants are able to freely and fully exercise their 

rights and their choices. 

 

Ileen A. DeVault, Professor of Labor History, Academic Director of The Worker Institute at 

Cornell 

Risa Lieberwitz, Professor of Labor and Employment Law 

Jeff Grabelsky, Associate Director, The Worker Institute at Cornell  

Lara Skinner, Associate Director, The Worker Institute at Cornell 

Beth A. Livingston, Assistant Professor, ILR School 

William Sonnenstuhl, Professor of Organizational Behavior 

Rachel Aleks, Assistant Professor of Labor Relations 

Eli Friedman, Assistant Professor, International and Comparative Labor 



3 
 

Gene Carroll, Co-Director, NYS AFL-CIO/Cornell Union Leadership Institute 

Maria Lorena Cook, Professor of International and Comparative Labor 

Sam Nelson, Director of Forensics, Senior Lecturer, ILR 

Aliqae Geraci, Senior Assistant Librarian and Research Team Coordinator, Catherwood Library 

KC Wagner, Co-chair, Equity at Work, TheWorker Institute at Cornell 

Kate Bronfenbrenner, Senior Lecturer, Labor Relations, Law, and History 

James A. Gross, Professor ILR 

John McCarthy, Assistant Professor of Human Resource Studies 

Jim DelRosso, Librarian and Digital Projects Coordinator, Catherwood Library 

Adam Seth Litwin, Associate Professor of Industrial & Labor Relations 

Barb Morley, Digital Archivist, Kheel Center for Labor Management Documentation and 

Archives 

Allison Weiner Heinemann, Lecturer 

Harry C. Katz, Jack Sheinkman Professor 

Ron Applegate, Lecturer 

Ian Greer, Senior Research Associate 

Cheryl Beredo, Director, Kheel Center for Labor-Management Documentation & Archives 

Nellie Brown, Director, Workplace Health and Safety Program 

Maria Figueroa, Chair, Precarious Workers Initiative, Worker Institute at Cornell 

VeronicaMartínez-Matsuda, Assistant Professor, ILR School 

Lance Compa, Senior Lecturer 

Linda Donahue, Senior Extension Associate 

Richard Hurd, Professor of Labor Studies 

Lowell Turner, Professor of International and Comparative Labor 

Sally Alvarez, The Worker Institute at Cornell 

Kate Griffith, Associate Professor, ILR School 

Lou Jean Fleron, Extension Faculty Emerita, ILR School 

Ben A. Rissing, Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior 

Emily M. Zitek, Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior 



4 
 

Lois S. Gray, Jean McKelvey-Alice Grant Professor Emerita of Labor Management Relations 

Patricia Campos-Medina, Co-Director NYS AFL-CIO/Cornell Union Leadership 

Institute/ILR’96 

Art Wheaton, Senior Extension Associate 

Esta R. Bigler, Director, Labor and Employment Law Program, ILR 

D.S. Lamb, Assistant Director, Hospitality, Labor and Management Library 

Dania Rajendra, Extension Associate   

Kimberly Cook, Extension Support Specialist 

Sarosh Kuruvilla, Professor, Industrial and Labor Relations 

 

 


