
 

Selected Comments on Accommodations and Options for Graduate Students 
 

 
The comments below are extracted from here.  Excerpts were selected so that the reader can quickly assimilate 
the full range of concerns. Contact deanoffaculty@cornell.edu if you think that the (5-fold) compression is biased 
or otherwise flawed. For reference: the  official accommodation  policy. Student Disability Services has this 
message to teaching assistants and this questionnaire that needs to  be submitted by those seeking a covid-19 
related accommodation. 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
1. Graduate students should be trusted to make their own decisions about their health and safety – no one is 

more qualified to make these decisions than the person in question. It is particularly inappropriate for 
faculty advisors to have a say in these decisions, as we know that faculty have a vested interest in keeping 
their students working (and many faculty have been known to take advantage of this power over their 
students. 
 

2. I will not be satisfied without real policies that actually implement these assurances–policies that don’t leave 
gaping holes wherein graduate students are left open to coercion and impossible choices. There is too much 
hedging in the reports about how departments, faculty, and graduate students will of course be 
accommodated…but not so far that undergraduates might have to take a 3rd or 4th choice course that does 
not “excite them” (C-TRO pg 28). And if not even departments and faculty will have the final say in how 
people get to teach, what possible agency is left to vulnerable graduate students?  
 

3. At least the C-POT report, in its categorization of “instructors of record” with faculty, makes the basic 
acknowledgment that graduate students comprise a significant portion of the teaching that happens at this 
university, and that we should be afforded the SAME respect and agency that faculty will be afforded in 
regard to their decisions about teaching modality and personal health. The C-TRO report dismisses graduate 
student teaching labor by making the ridiculous technical point that we are appointed as “TAs, not 
instructional faculty” (C-TRO pg. 29). 
 

4. Watching Cornell make decisions about its response to the global pandemic over the last few months has 
seriously damaged my faith in and my relationship to the university as a graduate student, a course 
instructor, and a future alumnus. 
 

5. This policy also seems to be completely unaware of the many types of ways in which graduate students 
teach– we TA large lecture courses, we work in labs, we lead discussion sections, we run seminars, and we 
are even instructors of record at this university. It’s baffling to me that, for instance, faculty teaching a small 
seminar and a graduate student teaching the same seminar will have vastly different and inequitable 
reporting requirements should they want to teach remotely.  
 

6. Many, many problems with reporting to SDS, so I’ll refer to them and add a few more. Here are the issues. 
(a) This is going to make life incredibly difficult for LGBTQIA+ individuals who may be forced to disclose 
information they don’t want to/ that is sensitive in order to teach remotely. There’s already explication on 
this in the comments below, please refer to that. (b)  SDS is going to be unduly burdened, and this is likely 
going to lead to incredibly long wait times– graduate students will simply be timed out of having any options 
and will have to teach f2f because things are still being processed. Read comments below for more details. 
(c)  Now that Cornell is publicly trying to contend with the racism that many students face in this institution, 
it’s probably a good idea to acknowledge that racism determines and structures the way marginalized, 
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underrepresented, minority, undocumented, and international students access healthcare at large and more 
specifically through the university. This means that many students in these groups may face significant 
barriers getting diagnosed accurately, hostile medical environments, and more. When this system comes is 
tied with SDS and more documentation, these discriminatory encounters and situations are multiplied.  (d) 
While SDS has been effective and helpful for students in terms of taking classes, multiple student accounts 
of going through this process suggest that this is not the case when they try to advocate on behalf of 
students as TAs who are teaching classes. And now, they will be asked to do this at scale. 
 

7. The Graduate School Grievance procedure is considered by many graduate students to be ineffective. 
Whether it is or it isn’t, this perception alone is enough to make this a completely option for graduate 
students. 
 

8. If this process doesn’t work out for many of the reasons articulated above and in other comments, the result 
appears to be that students lose funding. Here’s what the document says: “Assistantship fund source 
continues to pay stipend while process occurs. Assistantship stipend may terminate at conclusion of process 
if assistantship duties cannot be conducted and/or funding source (e.g., sponsored funds) does not allow 
stipend payment when duties are not conducted.” In short, Cornell is effectively giving graduate teaching 
assistants the option to work (and if this process fails for students who need it, then work under duress) or 
lose funding and health insurance in the middle of a global pandemic.  
 

9. Moreover, the fact that graduate workers are being treated entirely differently from faculty is hurtful and 
shows that the university does not value our health and safety because we don’t have the power to resist 
that faculty members do. And yet the University is relying on us to teach in person to make sure that it can 
protect its bottom line.  
 

10. There is no rationale behind the separate policy for graduate students caring for a loved one with health 
issues. It is a breach of privacy to be made to discuss my medical situation with faculty members; and it is 
also a breach of privacy to discuss my partner’s health condition with faculty members. I fail to see what is 
the point of letting faculty members make decisions regarding accommodations for people with a vulnerable 
person in their household. 
 

11. It is unclear why faculty members should have the right to appeal SDS decisions. They have no personal 
knowledge about our health conditions and no better general medical knowledge than SDS. 
 

12. The practices outlined by the Accessible Campus Action Alliance suggest possible modifications to this policy 
as well: https://sites.google.com/view/accesscampusalliance 
 

13. As a personal example of this: I have been told to my face by a faculty member in a position of authority 
when disclosing a particular disability, that “I didn’t seem like someone who had it” and my concerns and 
requests were dismissed. Another faculty member I disclosed it to indicated similar, and then proceeded to 
blame the symptoms of my disability for their perception of my slow progress. I did not involve SDS because 
even with the appropriate documentation, their involvement would have not only disclosed sensitive 
personal information about a disability that, as a learning disorder, comes with heavy professional penalties, 
but it’s likely that it would have backfired and positioned me as a “problem” within the department. Anyone 
even partially aware of how power dynamics work in academia knows that this will be exacerbated as 
faculty face their own stress with returning, and place this on the TAs and RAs. 
 

14. Ultimately, this policy presumes that graduate students will act in bad faith and cannot decide for 
themselves if they are able to work on campus or not. It places the burden of disclosure on graduate 
students, and penalizes them for not doing so by forcing them into risky, life threatening situations–or ones 

https://sites.google.com/view/accesscampusalliance


that are risky to those they live with and care for. Since we do not live in a society free from bias (implicit or 
otherwise) or one free from power dynamics, this policy as it exists only serves to increase the precarity of 
graduate students and coerce those already at risk and marginalized. 
 

15. The report recommends that “every effort should be made to provide [graduate] students who do not 
qualify for disability protections, but who feel at risk, the choice as to whether or not to teach in person.” By 
proclaiming that “every effort should be made” to provide accommodations to TAs who might feel 
uncomfortable teaching in person, the report actually implies that there exist countervailing considerations 
that those efforts to protect them could not surmount. Consider one such countervailing consideration. If a 
faculty member chooses to hold a lecture course in person or online, could they require their TA(s) to hold 
discussion sections in person if they feel that the risks of in-person teaching that the TA(s) would be 
compelled to bear are outweighed by the importance of educating Cornell undergraduates in the physical 
space of a classroom? I would hope the answer to this question is an adamant “no.”  
 

16. The C-TRO report fails to make plain that a faculty member would have to answer that question in the 
negative. In this respect, the report’s example of what a hybrid course might look like is telling. While it 
notes that a hybrid course “may take several forms,” the example it provides is a format with “the delivery 
of lecture online with discussion, recitation, or lab sections in-person.” By choosing that particular format as 
the exemplary model of a hybrid course, the report authorizes departments to structure their courses in 
such a way that would force their TAs to bear, even unwillingly, the increased, and potentially volatile, risks 
of in-person teaching. 
 

17. As an LGBTQIA+ graduate student, I am appalled by this policy. Students should not be forced to disclose 
confidential health information in the middle of an outbreak in order for them to work safely. Additionally, 
students who are not directly at risk but have partners and loved ones who are immunocompromised 
should not be forced to out themselves and their partner(s) to be able to obtain permission to work without 
posing a risk to their loved ones. While I am lucky to be able to be out to my advisor I know many students 
that are part of the graduate student LGBTQIA+ community are not. 
 

18. Furthermore, not all students will have the documentation needed to receive approval from the SDS to work 
safely from home due to their socioeconomic status and/or systemic oppression. Students without such 
documentation might be forced to visit a physician to fill out paperwork and thus traffick into areas that 
present a high risk for Covid-19 infections. Additionally, this forces physicians to take time away from 
patients with immediate needs to fill out paperwork for the university. Students who cannot afford to see a 
physician will be forced to put themselves in a life-threatening situation or sacrifice their careers. 
 

19. How many people work when they are sick, often because they are worried about taking off the time, but if 
people felt supported to stay home, even when they mildly feel ill, they’re more likely to recover faster, and 
if it is before they are horribly sick (I’m picturing previously, like when someone gets the flu or something) 
they actually can accomplish work while home. If this means CU needs to add a rider to future plans that 
states a given member needs to have a plan for how/ what they work on when home, or this needs to be 
accommodated and planned by the immediate supervisor, so as to avoid an issue of someone taking 
advantage of this and not working, so be it. Current studies are showing that those who can adapt a work-
from-home life or even part-time WFH, are showing equal or higher productivity than before COVID, so this 
should not be a feared social construct with moving forward. We are fortunate in that our world is so much 
more computer literate and capable than if COVID had occurred one generation ago. And we are so 
fortunate that teaching is a much more flexible job and environment to accommodate such needs. Our 
positions require research and writing, perfect for WFH. With creativity and understanding, implementing 
hybrid teaching plans is totally feasible!  
 



20. As a graduate student with a pre-existing condition that puts me at a higher risk, I have already disclosed to 
my course instructor my concerns with the hope that he will understand and accommodate me. I talked 
with my doctor about this several months ago in anticipation of something like this, and he has agreed to 
put together documents in the event that I need to submit them, but responses on his end have been slow 
because it’s a very busy and unusual time in history. Many students may not have documentation due to 
racism in medical care and/or lack of access to medical care due to its high cost in this country. The 
proposed slow and discriminatory bureaucratic process may cause many others to feel pressured into 
disclosure to their course instructor too. It is a great source of anxiety to have your income and health 
insurance on the line due to your health status. The current policy seems to have been drafted to protect 
the college legally (e.g., the different process for TAs living with a high risk individual due to the lack of ADA 
protections for this situation). In practice, however, the proposed policy is far from optimal for both the 
college and the students.  
 

21. It is also strange to me that the process for accommodations looks very different if you are the individual 
who is, say, immunocompromised, and if you are say, living with an individual who is immunocompromised. 
I do not fundamentally understand why the latter must go through a completely different process, disclosing 
personal and private information to their advisor, department, or Dean Allen. If for personal health 
conditions, there is concern for graduate students not discussing medical issues with their supervisors, why 
is this concern thrown out the window when it is other potentially sensitive information, say the medical 
issues of a graduate student’s partner or roommate? 
 

22. I want to advocate for a broad, flexible, and easily accessible process to appeal in-person graduate work. I 
think that given this option, most graduate students will be more than happy to continue doing in-person 
research or teaching. However, for those who have serious health and safety concerns, I worry that the 
complexity, roadblocks, and power imbalances of the proposed process will effectively force graduate 
students into vulnerable positions that take a toll on their mental and physical health. 
 

23. If students are granted accommodation it is extremely inappropriate to have faculty members contest that. 
Faculty members, the Dean of Faculty, and the VP of Student and Campus Life are not qualified to make life-
saving decisions. How is that even legal? They have no health expertise and cannot make an informed 
decision as they are not allowed to see confidential health records.  
 

24. As a PhD student who served as the graduate representative on the C-POT reopening committee and is 
planning to teach in the fall, I am appalled by the lack of foresight in this policy. Here are my concerns:  (a) 
SDS is already likely to be overburdened this summer and fall. In addition to the usual number of students 
needing accommodations, many students’ underlying health conditions have worsened while being unable 
to get treatment for long-term care needs during the pandemic. The pandemic has also had an adverse 
effect on mental health. Forcing students and SDS staff to go through a complicated, time-consuming 
process for remote-teaching requests will divert SDS resources from where they are most needed. (b) SDS 
requires extensive medical documentation of health conditions in order for students to receive 
accommodations. If Cornell is truly committed to supporting antiracist policies and promoting equality, 
consider these well-documented facts: Black patients are much less likely to have their illnesses believed 
and documented; lower income patients are less likely to be able to afford visits to specialists who can 
diagnose complicated medical conditions. On top of that, some students have rare medical conditions that 
may not be on the official list of conditions that qualify for an accommodation, but nonetheless put students 
at real risk. The SDS process does not have the flexibility to account for these issues. (c) Having students who 
cannot go through SDS ask their supervisor for an accommodation is a huge breach of privacy. Imagine an 
LGBTQ student having to “out” themselves when a supervisor asks for detail about their spouse’s situation. 
Imagine a student having to bring up confidential and humiliating details about a medical condition that was 
denied by SDS due to insufficient documentation. A process that allows supervisors to pry into students’ 



private lives and make life-and-death calls affecting students and their loved ones with little oversight is an 
unconscionable breach of students’ privacy. The fact that the Graduate School’s Grievance Procedure can be 
invoked does not remedy the initial breach of privacy, nor guarantee a fair outcome (the majority of the 
Graduate Grievance Review Board are not graduate students; none of the board are medical or mental 
health experts).  
 

25. This accommodations policy was drafted by legal council–people who do not teach and do not understand 
the power dynamics that graduate students face–with no input from the student representatives on the 
reopening committees.  
 

26. Many graduate students, including myself, are perfectly happy to teach in the classroom this fall if the 
necessary precautions are taken. The university’s teaching mission will not crumble if administrators allow 
graduate TAs who have concerns about teaching in-person this fall to teach remotely. However, if graduate 
students feel they are being coerced against their will into dangerous situations, many negative 
consequences will result: an overburdened SDS office, low TA morale, mental health problems, absent TAs, 
the likelihood of TA strikes, negative PR.  
 

27. Although I agree with many of the other commenters that graduate students should not be treated 
differently from faculty, I am deeply disturbed by those who are demanding an online-only semester in the 
fall. 

Online work and education is inherently unequal. It is a privilege which primarily the upper middle class and 
wealthy can afford. It discriminates against those with low incomes, poor internet access, large families or 
crowded homes, lack of home workspace and resources, and other issues which university campuses help 
to ameliorate. Many less privileged Cornell graduate students and TAs have suffered enough from the past 
several months of forced online learning and teaching and should not be forced to put up with more if they 
do not want to. Cornell cannot stand by its message of being against inequality and discrimination if it does 
not open its campus to those who wish to come in the fall.  

Additionally, many of the proposed safety measures for campus are equally discriminatory and ableist. 
Graduate (and undergraduate) students with anxiety and panic disorders, PTSD, severe claustrophobia, 
autism, and sensory sensitivity may have serious trouble wearing a face mask all day. Students belonging to 
racial minorities have expressed concern that they will be discriminated against when wearing face masks. 
Social distancing protocols will be difficult or impossible for students and TAs with physical disabilities who 
may need help getting around campus. There must be a process to come up with alternative solutions or 
exemptions for disabled students who cannot comply with the proposed restrictions. They cannot be 
forced to stay home and learn and teach online against their will (see above concerns about the inequality 
of online education), unless the university wants to open itself up to further accusations of discrimination.  

So to get back on topic, I agree that graduate students should have the option to learn and teach from 
home if they wish, just as faculty will have that option. But, very importantly, it should be an OPTION. Not 
forced upon us again without individual needs taken into account and without our consent. And those who 
teach from home must be held accountable for providing a quality education and being just as engaged and 
available as in-person TAs. The students should not suffer because of their teacher’s choice. And TAs should 
not be paid if they choose to stay home and treat it like an extended vacation. I know that many have taken 
their jobs very seriously and have done well online, and I am grateful to them, but unfortunately not all 
have done so. 

Finally, I just want to express my disappointment in the other commenters who would let fear and the 
illusion of total “safety” turn them against their own professed values. The university must offer the option 



for graduate students, TAs, and faculty to return to campus in the fall if they wish, and it must offer in-
person options for disabled students who cannot comply with “safety” protocol. Otherwise we will be 
continuing to lift up the wealthy, privileged, and able members of the Cornell community while others slip 
through the cracks. Those who are so terrified of a virus with an over 99% survival rate that they would 
impose their will on others may choose to stay home. The rest of us would like to accept a small amount of 
risk (as we do with so many other aspects of our lives) so that we may have a high-quality, in-person, just, 
equal, non-discriminatory education again. I trust that an Ivy League university with a history of offering an 
excellent education to all will not give in to panic and hysteria and leave their values in the dust. 

28. The presence of the daily check-in is also concerning from an assistantship standpoint. Say a graduate 
student TA continually experiences mild symptoms of covid-19 but also continually tests negative. Would 
the check-in continue advising that TA not to teach in-person? Who would take over that TAs duties? There 
might be little time between the check in’s advice to stay home and the in-person course. If this went on for 
a longer amount of time, would the TA risk losing their assistantship? Is Cornell Health really equipped to 
deal with all students (both undergraduate and graduate) directed there based on the daily check-in?  
 

29. As a graduate TA with a family, including small children, requiring grad students to teach in person is 
unacceptable and for students with families potentially dangerous. Childcare centers require a whole family 
to be symptom free for 72 hours before returning the child to daycare, therefore if anyone in the family gets 
sick a TA would have very few options except to teach remotely. 
 

30. It also assumes that graduate students are incapable of honoring academic integrity during the pandemic. 
The policy seeks to police graduate students as well as their physical and mental health by asking us to 
provide documentation about our inability to show up in-person. Can Cornell please assume that as 
Cornellians and educators-in-the-making, we do our best to honor the code of academic integrity and not lie 
or seek unnecessary exceptions in regard to our health?  
 

31. Coronavirus is slightly unusual in that people are often contagious when they don’t show symptoms. It 
doesn’t seem likely that the coughing, fever-ish grad student will show up to class: it seems much more 
likely that a mildly sick or asymptomatic one will. For example, consider a case where Alice hung out with 
Bob on Friday, and by Sunday Bob mentions he’s feeling a bit off and maybe has a fever, but hasn’t taken a 
test yet. Alice feels uncomfortable asking to teach remotely, so she goes to class on Monday and when Bob’s 
positive test comes back on Wednesday, Alice has already exposed her entire Monday section. People have 
a bias to do the default, and right now, there’s also a ton of social shame about even disclosing a potential 
exposure, which means that many student teachers might err on the side of being incautious. I believe it is 
completely possible to have a safe quasi-in-person fall semester. However, it needs to be extremely easy 
and commonly accepted for anyone – student, TA, or professor – to work online if they feel the need. If that 
isn’t the case, it will be much more difficult to ensure a safe time for everyone.  
 

32. As a note, I’m a graduate student (PhD) supported on a fellowship for this coming year. I’m also extremely 
fortunate to be advised by a professor who would not hesitate to give me as much time as I needed, if I got 
sick or if I needed to take care of someone who was sick. Not all students have that luxury and the school 
needs to support them. 
 

33. I want to also point out that the final report for graduates students doesn’t outline **anything** about 
graduate students who are residential staff or work in student life. What does the self-isolation for 2 weeks 
look like when we work and live with students who are coming and going all the time (which will inevitably 
occur and cannot be controlled)? Will we continuously be quarantining away from our labs and study 
spaces? What occurs to our on campus jobs (whether in dining, residential, on campus etc) if we become ill 



or have a family member (God forbid) become ill? Some clarification on this from the perspective of our dual 
roles as researchers and student-life staff would be helpful. 
 

34. It makes no sense for students to go through SDS and their advisor to get approval to remain remote. SDS is 
the office for handling disabilities. I have worked with them in the past given my own personal situation — 
they are experts in accommodations related to ensuring equity in the classroom for those of us who are 
differently-abled. The pandemic has nothing to do with this kind of expertise, so they are inherently not 
qualified to make decisions for students about it. Think of it in terms of a reversal of conditions — would it 
make sense to go to a global health expert and ask them to pass any kind of judgment on dyslexia? Advisors 
are equally unqualified to make these kinds of decisions. 
 

35. As a graduate student, I love teaching. It is one of the few parts of my graduate education that I’ve relished 
and enjoyed. Please know that I, and my fellow graduate students, would not choose to teach online unless 
we had sufficient concern about the health and safety of ourselves, our loved ones, and the Cornell 
community more broadly. 
 

36. Grad students have not been included in any substantive manner in this consultation process. While there 
have been efforts by the Student Assembly to gather information about graduate students and their needs, 
the University itself has largely directed their efforts at faculty and undergraduate students 
 

37. Rethink the entire teaching activation policy as it pertains to grad students. It is unjust, inequitable, and 
dangerous. If faculty have the choice of opting to choose in-person or online, why shouldn’t grad students? 
Younger people are not invulnerable to the disease. You are sending the message that grad students are 
disposable. Like faculty, we deserve the liberty of being able to choose whether we want to teach in-person 
or online. If you move forward with this default in-person policy, it will also dissuade prospective students 
from applying to Cornell—they will see that grad students are not valued. 
 

38. Furthermore, in-person teaching is not the best option for everyone. I teach a language, which relies heavily 
on groupwork that would be more accommodating online. In a classroom, what are my students supposed 
to do, simultaneously yell at each other from six feet away and then devolve into confusion because no one 
knows what’s happening? At the introductory level, in order to practice and master certain sounds and 
pronunciations, students also need to be able to see my mouth movements—which will be impossible 
through a mask. This does not even take into account how muffled my voice would be through a mask, 
which would severely hinder students’ oral comprehension.  
 

39. As a graduate student and instructor of record for several freshman writing seminars, I find the proposed 
policy of mandated in-person teaching with exemptions appalling for the following reasons:  

1. Graduate students should not be forced to disclose deeply personal and PRIVATE issues related to their 
health in order to petition for a remote teaching accommodation in a global pandemic. It is, frankly, 
inhuman to insist that such a practice is a reasonable request for any individual, but particularly for graduate 
students who are dependent upon their teaching funding as a means of living. The university is holding its 
graduate student instructors over a barrel and attempting to present this scenario as a product of 
reasonable, informed policy. This is unacceptable. 

2. Demanding that graduate students labor under the condition of potential illness is unconscionable. *No 
work that we do here as graduate students is worth dying for.* When the university makes such demands 
that we cannot possibly refuse, the university is, by nature of how communicable this disease is and the 
number of people dying from it, telling us that our lives—our actual lives—are not worth *more* than what 



the university may otherwise receive in tuition dollars and the return of students to campus. This is 
absolutely horrific. 

3. The assumption that our work as teachers will not be affected by the prolonged sickness of ourselves or of 
our family members is profoundly callous. Two weeks’ time is a slap in the face when your loved one is 
confined to a ventilator. 

40. Although I agree with many of the other commenters that graduate students should not be treated 
differently from faculty, I am deeply disturbed by those who claim to be against discrimination and yet 
suggest that students should be forced to take online courses again in the fall.  

Online education is inherently unequal. It discriminates against disabled and low income students and those 
who have poor internet access, large families to care for, lack of adequate home workspace, and other 
individual issues. The ability to work and learn from home is an upper middle class and wealthy privilege 
that will inevitably lead to less privileged students slipping through the cracks. This university cannot in good 
conscious claim to be against discrimination and inequality, and yet force students to take online classes for 
another semester.  

Additionally, many of the “safety” measures suggested to “protect” students and faculty on campus are 
equally discriminatory. Students with anxiety and panic disorders, PTSD, severe claustrophobia, autism, and 
sensory sensitivity will not be able to wear a mask all day. Racial minorities have raised concerns about 
being discriminated against while wearing masks as well. Students with gastrointestinal disorders will not be 
able to wait for a bathroom to be periodically cleaned or sufficiently unoccupied for social distancing 
requirements in order to use it. Disabled students should not be forced to work from home and learn online 
if they do not want to (see above for concerns about the inequality of online learning). There needs to be a 
system in place for disabled students to receive exemptions from some of these requirements. Otherwise 
the university will be pushing a deeply unethical ableist agenda with its new policies. We cannot let fear turn 
us towards promoting immoral and discriminatory practices. 

Finally, those who are so terrified of the virus that they would impose their will on others simply to receive 
the false promise of “safety” should stay home. The fact that more young people are getting the virus but 
deaths and hospitalizations are decreasing is a good thing. It means that the virus is losing potency. Young 
people dying of the virus are the exception, not the rule. Safety is never a guarantee, but it is the university’s 
duty to provide a fair, equal, non-discriminatory education. Those who are too terrified to take any level of 
risk can stay home. The rest of us would like to receive a fulfilling, high quality, equal, and just education. 

41. Moreover, faculty should not have the right to challenge graduate student requests for accommodations, 
especially given that they may not have medical training and certainly do not have insights into the health 
needs of their graduate students. 
 

42. In some ways the University’s strategy to maintain in-person instruction makes perfect sense, as it often 
does to faculty when they have a task they don’t want to do themselves: make the TAs do it. With these 
recommendations come so many assumptions about who graduate teaching assistants are, infantilizing to 
say the least (assumptions about their age and life circumstances etc.). It also subliminally acknowledges 
that TAs do a great deal of the actual teaching at this university, while using a categorical loophole (TAs 
aren’t technically faculty) to get away with not offering the same rights and protections as other teaching 
staff. TAs are Cornell’s essential workers in this crisis. Putting graduate students in this position negates the 
statements made in recent days about equity and inclusion. 
 



43. While it is of the utmost importance that our students are able to have an engaging and enriching learning 
experience, a policy of teaching reactivation that fails to protect the health and safety of some of its 
instructors does not help, but actually inhibits, that aim. 
 

44. The proposed policies requiring graduate students to disclose private information to their advisors increases 
the already alarming amount of power faculty have over graduate students’ health and well-being, as well as 
our reputation in the department and ability to find employment after graduation.  
 

45. I teach identical courses as faculty in my department. Why should faculty have the power to opt-out without 
going through a bureaucratic nightmare, while graduate students teaching identical courses must come up 
with valid “excuses” to preserve their own health?  
 

46. As someone who lost a family member to COVID-19 in April, I echo and amplify all the concerns here. People 
under age 50 my not be high-risk for coronavirus, but its consequences and attendant anxieties are 
significant even for those who are young and in good bodily health. Now extrapolate that across a large 
body of students and graduate student instructors, and the challenges of conducting class in person should 
become clear. Online teaching should be the norm, not the exception. It seems Cornell is assuming graduate 
students will be willing to serve as go-betweens to mitigate the risk for the most “at-risk” groups (older 
faculty and staff) and the least (undergraduate students). This is a reflection of the unjust power dynamics at 
play in the University between those with job security and those whose tuition supports them. Cornell is 
trying to appease the latter, but I promise you that those students and tuition-paying parents desperate for 
“in-person” instruction will not be appeased by graduate-student-led writing seminars and TA-led discussion 
sections. 
 

47. The Executive Board of The Cornell Black Graduate and Professional Student Association.  In regards to the 
recent release of the proposed C-TRO options and accommodations of graduate students put forth by the 
university, the Executive Board of the Black Graduate and Professional Student Association (BGPSA) at 
Cornell would like to share our thoughts on the impact of these options if it comes to pass. The current 
proposed policy for accommodating Teaching Assistants neglects to consider how COVID-19 
disproportionately impacts Black graduate students’ well-being given the fact that Black Americans have 
been hospitalized from the virus at higher rates than any other racial or ethnic group (CDC, 2020). The 
current proposed policy calls for TAs to provide documentation and explanation for approval to work 
remotely. Due to systemic inequities in the American healthcare system, Black people often do not have 
documentation of morbidities which puts us at further risk of contracting the virus that alarming numbers of 
Black people are dying of in this pandemic. 
TAs, especially Black TAs, should not have to put themselves at risk especially when we have an institution 
that has publicly acknowledged that “the worth of our labor and our lives [are] unequally valued” and 
promised to commit themselves to creating equitable change. In President Pollack’s June 3rd statement, she 
addressed that “as a community, we can and must act, through our teaching, our research, and our 
engagement, to stand up for those who are oppressed or marginalized”. As members of a marginalized 
community and the E-board of the BGPSA, we ask that Cornell “stand up” and follow through with their 
promise and be in solidarity with Black lives by rendering this TA policy incompatible with Cornell’s values. 
Removing full autonomy from TAs to choose how they will safely instruct puts our lives and our loved-ones 
at risk. Therefore, we demand that the decision of how the TA will engage in instruction be made entirely by 
the TA and that health documentation not be required in order to receive accommodation. 
 

48. Graduate Students for Gender Inclusion in Computing (GSGIC) stand with other graduate students in 
requesting that proposed plans for Fall 2020 respect the agency of graduate workers. In particular, we 
request that the same accommodations made for faculty and undergraduates also be offered to graduate 



students, and we support the calls for allowing teaching assistants to make their own decisions about 
whether to work virtually or in-person without needing to disclose personal health or lifestyle information. 

We would also like to highlight our recent survey (N = 106) and report on the effects of COVID-19 on 
computing graduate students at Cornell, which discusses various stresses and possible solutions. Many of 
the survey respondents emphasized their need to make individual decisions regarding personal safety. The 
report can be read here: https://medium.com/@cornellgsgic/survey-of-106-computing-grad-students-
highlights-covid-19-stresses-possible-solutions-199df527516 

49. We, Cornell’s First Generation and Low Income Graduate Student Organization (FiGLI), echo the concerns 
raised by our fellow students. We urge the university to allow all TAs to fulfill their assistantship duties 
remotely, without requiring them to petition for their right to ensure their and others’ personal safety. We 
are deeply concerned by the potential of the current policy to severely and disproportionately impact 
students identifying as first-generation, low-income, queer, Indigenous, Black, Latinx, all other marganalized 
communites, and the intersections of those identities. 
 
Under the current policy, graduate students who wish to teach remotely must disclose medical and other 
sensitive information about themselves and/or their loved ones. They must undergo a time-consuming 
bureaucratic process, which could be later appealed by faculty members and revoked. Although such 
conditions are detrimental to all graduate students, they disproportionately harm students from 
marginalized groups. For example, students who have not had consistent access to high-quality medical 
care, and therefore have not been diagnosed or lack sufficient documentation of their underlying health 
conditions, would be put at considerable and potentially life-threatening risk. Such documentation may be 
even more difficult to obtain for at-risk family members who depend on students’ care and assistance during 
COVID-19. Furthermore, the requirement to appeal to faculty members sets the stage for coercion, putting 
students in a difficult situation of power dynamics — a situation which students from underrepresented 
groups may have less resources, support, and knowledge to navigate. These are only a few of the myriad 
ways in which the current TA policy would reinforce and perpetuate existing disparities. 
 
As a university that prides itself on its commitment to inclusion and equality, we urge Cornell to revise its 
graduate TA policy to allow all students to teach remotely during the Fall 2020 semester without petition, 
extending them the same protections afforded to all other members of the university community. 
 

50. Currently, the plan does not adequately address students who are continuing to live in Ithaca with no plans 
or permissions to participate in on-campus activities. I am a phd student who is done with classes, on an RA-
ship, and can complete all of my duties remotely. As such, I am being instructed to continue working 
remotely and not go onto campus. If I choose to complete this semester remotely from another state, that’s 
fine as long as I file the appropriate paperwork. 
 
However, if I choose to remain living in my current Ithaca residence, I will be required to sign the 
“Behavioral Compact” which has very strict and far-reaching guidelines with the possibility of punishment by 
the university if they judge me to be in breach of said guidelines. 
 
I fully plan to follow all state and local directives concerning COVID-19 safety, but I think it is unfair and 
unacceptable that I (and other students in my situation) are expected to submit to Cornell’s jurisprudence 
regarding safety despite not being allowed to utilize the Ithaca campus. There is no option to relinquish 
campus privileges in exchange for not signing the compact. 
In no way do I plan to be irresponsible during these times, but if I’m not participating in the physical 
university then I should not be subject to physical constraints by the university. 
 

https://medium.com/@cornellgsgic/survey-of-106-computing-grad-students-highlights-covid-19-stresses-possible-solutions-199df527516
https://medium.com/@cornellgsgic/survey-of-106-computing-grad-students-highlights-covid-19-stresses-possible-solutions-199df527516


51. Cornell Graduate Women in Science (GWiS) stands with other graduate students in calling for the Cornell 
administration to consider the agency and health of graduate workers when creating policies related to 
COVID-19. In particular, we support TA policies that provide the same level of respect and care for graduate 
TAs as for faculty. As a group representing women and gender minorities in science, we are concerned that 
the proposed appeal process for virtual work will be biased against certain groups of students. Study after 
study has shown that women and gender minorities are treated differently from men when making medical 
requests (e.g., when requesting pain medication), and these effects are exacerbated by other factors like 
race, nationality, income level, and many other identities. We are concerned that in the teaching 
reactivation proposals, the TAs are not empowered with their own decision about whether they feel safe to 
work in-person. As currently drafted, TAs need to follow a procedure to request to work virtually that would 
require them to have specific documentation of a medical condition or disability and disclose personal 
information to the university and their supervisor, such as medical information, disability status, or living 
situation (i.e. information about partners or family). To the last point, graduate TAs who have families or are 
primary caregivers are especially vulnerable in this situation: they may be forced to choose between 
fulfilling their TA duties and getting paid or their dependents’ health and safety. In addition, women and 
gender minorities may be less likely to advocate for themselves, suggesting that they may be less likely to 
initiate discussion about working remotely even if they do not feel comfortable teaching in-person. Given 
how intersectional identities play a role in each of these requirements, we believe that the current policies 
for TAs are not considerate of the Cornell graduate community at large. Instead, we request that TAs are 
allowed to make their own choices, as the proposal allows for faculty. This would respect each graduate 
student’s agency to make their own decisions about their health and safety 
 

52. The current guidelines (1) only serve to exacerbate the already extreme power imbalance between students 
and their advisors, (2) treat students like irresponsible, untrustworthy children rather than the responsible 
adult professionals they are, (3) place an unreasonable number of bureaucratic hurdles forcing the 
disclosure of potentially sensitive personal information in the way of students who are uncomfortable 
exposing themselves to a health risk, and (4) fail to adequately protect students who become ill or must care 
for family members who become ill. 

 

 

 

 


