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Welcome

As a graduate assistant, you will contribute in significant ways 

to the University of Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK). For many new freshmen, 

you will be the first contact in the classroom, and your interactions with 

students will define for them the climate of UTK. UTK, in turn, wants to 

ensure that your status as a student is acknowledged as the main reason 

you are working here. An assistantship is awarded primarily to help you 

complete your degree program in a timely fashion and to provide a positive 

introduction to your chosen profession. We know that it is a difficult 

balancing act to pursue a graduate degree while assisting in teaching, 

administrative, or research work at UTK. We hope that this Handbook 

will answer many of your questions and offer some helpful advice about 

making sure you get the most out of your assistantship.

Dr. Carolyn R. Hodges

Associate Vice Chancellor and Dean of the Graduate School

Dr. Mary E. Papke

Associate Dean of the Graduate School

Dr. Kay Reed

Assistant to the Dean of the Graduate School
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1. Basic facts, regulations, and expectations
Graduate students play a vital role in scholarship and instruction at the University of 

Tennessee, Knoxville. This handbook will identify a number of the professional and academic 
issues you may encounter in your graduate studies and in your employment. The goal is to 
clarify and explore frequently asked questions about assistantship duties and workloads, 
the importance of professional development, and other concerns commonly experienced by 
those just starting out in their scholarly endeavors. These concerns include definition of duties, 
information about workload, terms of assistantships, grievance procedures, contract-renewal 
information, explanation of stipend disbursement, tuition waivers and employee benefits, and 
participation in UTK governance.

In recognition of the multiple duties that graduate students perform as beginning 
scholars, researchers, administrative assistants, and teachers, this handbook aims to clarify your 
rights and responsibilities at UTK. In your unique position—as both student and employee of 
UTK—you are protected by UTK, as well as by state and federal law.

Either before or shortly after your arrival on campus, your department should provide you 
with a graduate studies handbook specific to your program. You need to study that document 
carefully since department rules and regulations can vary from general university policy and in 
cases of such variance will inevitably be stricter than the general rules described here. Many 
departments offer access to their handbook electronically (go to UTK’s homepage at  
http://www.utk.edu, access the A-Z Index, and click on your department or program). You  
should also be offered general orientation to your program of study, faculty, and facilities. 

You already will have received your letter offering an assistantship and a notification of 
your duties (see the offer template in the appendix for the type of information that should have 
been included in your letter). You are now a graduate assistant, a graduate research assistant, 
a graduate teaching assistant, or a graduate teaching associate. For the sake of brevity and 
conciseness, sometimes the term “graduate assistant” in this document is used generically. As 
you will learn, there are different types, terms, qualifications, requirements, and expectations. Be 
sure to identify what pertains to your award and, consequently, your rights and responsibilities.

2.	 What is an assistantship?
An assistantship is an appointment as a student employee, which offers a financial 

payment to a graduate student for part-time work in teaching, administration, or research. 
Appointments are normally on a one-fourth or one-half time basis, and the annual stipend 
is payable in either nine or 12 monthly installments.  University fees include a maintenance 
fee (required of all students), tuition (an additional charge only for out-of-state students), a 
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programs and services fee, a technology fee, a facilities fee, and a transportation fee. The waiver 
of fees for assistantships applies only to maintenance and tuition fees and only to appointments 
at one-fourth time or more. For those with a nine-month appointment, payment over 12 months 
will ensure summer eligibility for fee waivers. In addition to the stipend, graduate assistants are 
entitled to a waiver of most fees for the period of appointment in accordance with university 
policy. You will still be responsible for the programs and services fee, the technology fee, the 
facilities fee, and the transportation fee. In 2007-2008, these fees will total approximately 
$556.00 per semester, with some students paying more fees related to their academic 
programs. For graduate research assistants, the maintenance fee is paid by the granting agency 
and is in addition to the stipend paid; tuition for out-of-state students is paid centrally by the 
university administration.

An assistantship of one-fourth time or higher also includes health insurance. To maintain 
health insurance through the summer months, a student must be enrolled in course hours or 
the use-of-facilities course for at least three hours of credit. Other important conditions related 
to health insurance access are discussed in the answer to question 17. Your assistantship, if 
paid over 12 months, will cover maintenance and tuition for summer registration, but you will be 
responsible for all other fees.

3.	 What are the different types  
of assistantships?
There are four different categories of assistantships. You have been assigned an 

assistantship in a particular category. The descriptions below indicate what is expected of you 
and what you can expect of your department, program, or office.

Graduate Assistant. Graduate assistants are appointed to perform various types of 
duties other than those related directly to teaching or research. Most commonly, these duties 
relate to supervisory or administrative functions of the university.

Graduate Research Assistant. Graduate research assistants perform duties 
in support of university research, which may or may not relate directly to the student’s thesis 
or dissertation. A student appointed as a GRA works under the direct supervision of the 
administrator of the research contract, who often may be his/her major professor. Research 
assistantships may be financed through funds from gifts, grants, contracts, state appropriations 
designated for research, or through the university’s internally sponsored programs. Department 
heads are responsible for assuring that GRAs receive ample opportunities to make continuing 
progress toward their degrees.

Graduate Teaching Assistant. Graduate teaching assistants work under the direct 
supervision of regular faculty members and may be assigned only to duties related directly 
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to instruction. These include such activities as assisting in the preparation of lectures, leading 
discussion sections, conducting laboratory exercises, grading papers, and keeping class records. 
Assistants may not be given primary teaching and/or evaluation responsibilities, nor should they 
be given duties to support faculty research or those basically clerical in nature.

In consultation with the supervisor, the teaching assistant works to gain teaching skills 
and an increased understanding of the discipline.

Graduate Teaching Associate. Graduate teaching associates are advanced 
graduate students who have been given primary responsibility for teaching undergraduate 
courses, including the assignment of final grades. No other category of graduate assistant may 
be so charged. Graduate teaching associates may not be assigned primary responsibilities for 
teaching and student assessment in courses approved for graduate credit.

Graduate teaching associates must have met the Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools (SACS) faculty credential guidelines as follows: master’s in the teaching discipline or 
18 graduate semester hours in the teaching discipline, direct supervision by a faculty member 
experienced in the teaching discipline, regular in-service training, and planned and periodic 
evaluations (Principles of Accreditation, SACS, 2001, p. 25).

4.	 Are there any other requirements than 
those listed above for graduate teaching 
assistants and associates?
Yes. The University of Tennessee, Knoxville, requires all who teach to be competent in 

spoken English. The specific Graduate Council policy, as it relates to graduate students who 
teach, is as follows: 

Since a certain level of competency with English as a spoken language is necessary 
for effective communication and teaching, all graduate teaching assistants and 
graduate teaching associates whose first language is not English are required to 
demonstrate an appropriate level of comprehensibility for classroom teaching by 
taking the SPEAK Test administered through the Office of Graduate Student Services. 
The Test of Spoken English (TSE) may be taken in lieu of the SPEAK Test. The results 
of this test will be communicated to the appropriate department to be used in 
determining the nature and extent of instructional or other duties assigned the 
graduate teaching assistant or associate. Suggested modes of remediation will be 
given to the department and graduate students when appropriate.

New international students who have been offered an appointment as graduate 
teaching assistant or graduate teaching associate will take the SPEAK Test after their 
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arrival at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and the results of the test will be used 
to determine the nature of their assignment. The student who has already taken the 
TSE and received acceptable scores may be excused from the requirement of taking 
the SPEAK Test.

As a graduate teaching assistant or associate, you are part of the instructional faculty of 
the university and should become familiar with the UTK Teaching Guide, available from the Office 
of Academic Affairs. Your department will have additional information on policies for office hours 
and protocol with students.

5.	 Is the department obliged to offer 
orientation and training of graduate 
assistants?
Yes, although the types of orientation and training necessarily differ for the various types 

of assistantships. Also, such orientation and training may be done at the department, college, 
and/or university level. It is the responsibility of your supervisor to see that you are provided 
appropriate orientation/training.

There are several kinds of training that should occur beyond the initial orientation/training. 
Such training is usually specific to a particular job function. The Graduate School offers both 
an orientation Web site and the Best Practices in Teaching Program for new Graduate Teaching 
Assistants and Associates (see the Graduate Student Services orientation Web site and the Best 
Practices in Teaching Program at http://gradschool.utk.edu/orient.shtml/). The Best Practices in 
Teaching Program is a seminar in which you enroll through the Web site; this program is noncredit, 
but upon completion of the program’s requirements, you will receive a certificate from the Dean of 
the Graduate School stating that you participated in and completed the program. 

Graduate assistants and graduate research assistants must also participate in a thorough, 
systematic orientation and training program. This training is usually done at the department or 
college level, but the Office of Research may also provide focused workshops.

One type of specialized training is on-the-job work. Graduate research assistants who 
work in laboratories may receive initial orientation followed by work experiences which constitute 
training. In such instances, the on-the-job training period should be clearly designated as such to 
the student assistant.
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6. 		 Besides one-fourth time and half-time,  
are there any other term stipulations in  
the offer?
Yes. Graduate student assistantship appointments are of two types: “academic-year” 

and “12-month or other.” Students on academic year appointment for the fall and spring terms 
receive 12 equal monthly payments for the nine months of service and a waiver of fees for three 
terms (including the summer). Students appointed to an academic year appointment beginning 
in the spring term have the option of receiving seven equal monthly payments for the January-
July period or six equal payments for the February-July period. In both cases, a fee waiver is 
provided for spring and summer terms. Graduate students on academic year appointments have 
no assistantship responsibilities in the summer term. 

Students appointed to 12-month or other appointments receive equal monthly payments 
for the months of the appointment and have assistantship responsibilities for the full period 
of the appointment. For these appointments, a waiver of fees is provided only for those terms 
included within the appointments (i.e., a waiver of fees for the summer term requires an 
appointment that encompasses the summer term in its entirety). In some situations, a graduate 
assistant may be appointed for a period shorter than a year (e.g., a semester).

Your offer letter should clearly stipulate your term of appointment and your payment 
schedule.

7.	 How much do I work each week?
As student employees, graduate assistants are balancing professional development 

through the work experience with progress toward their degree in academic experiences, such 
as courses, theses, or dissertations. To encourage that balance, graduate assistants may 
not exceed 20 hours of work per week without specific approval of the Graduate School. An 
important part of each graduate assistant’s work assignment is the opportunity for professional 
development that it offers. Such development plus variations in departmental needs may 
result in differences in the number of hours per week necessary for carrying out assignments. 
Thus, weekly work assignments, when specified, are stated as averages. For a one-fourth time 
appointment, a graduate assistant’s normal work time should not exceed 10 hours per week. 
For a one-half time appointment, the average number of hours should not exceed 20 hours per 
week. 

The normal number of hours for conducting an assignment should be mutually 
understood by you and your immediate supervisor. If you are a graduate teaching assistant or 
associate, be aware that teaching assignments commonly necessitate more hours spent in some 
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weeks in preparation of class material and in grading of student papers than is indicated in the 
averages given above. Make sure that you consider your own master’s or doctoral work as you 
create your syllabus. Graduate research assistants may be required to work a varied schedule 
depending upon the nature of the research. Protect your own research/study time so that you 
continue to make progress on attaining your degree. Otherwise, the professional development 
that your assistantship provides will go for naught.

8.		  How does the assistantship affect the number 
of hours in which I must be enrolled?
If you hold a one-half time graduate assistantship, normally you should enroll for 6 to 11 

semester hours of coursework each term. A student on a one-half time assistantship who takes 
at least 6 semester hours will be considered full time. If you hold a one-fourth time graduate 
assistantship, you should take 9 to 13 semester hours each term. Remember that to maintain 
health insurance coverage, you must enroll for at least 3 graduate credit hours per term, but to 
avoid having to pay the health service fee, you must be enrolled for at least 9 hours 
each semester, including summer. If you are receiving financial aid, you may be subject to other 
enrollment requirements, so be sure to check before you make a costly mistake. 

9.	 Can I hold another job in addition
		  to my assistantship? 

The University of Tennessee, Knoxville, has an obligation to facilitate your progress in your 
degree program. It will be very difficult for you to make adequate and timely progress toward 
your degree while holding several jobs. Therefore, special permission from the Graduate School 
is required for university employment of more than 50 percent time. You are strongly discouraged 
from seeking additional employment outside UTK.

10.	 What is timely progress toward my degree?
All graduate students have the same time limits on completing programs of study. 

Candidates for the master’s degree have six calendar years to complete the degree, starting 
at the beginning of the semester of the first course counted toward the degree. Candidates 
for doctoral degrees must complete all comprehensive examinations within five years of their 
matriculation, and all requirements must be completed within eight years from the time of a 
student’s first enrollment in a doctoral degree program.
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11.	 How long can I hold my assistantship?
The maximum number of years that a graduate student can be appointed to an 

assistantship is three years for a master’s student, five years for a doctoral student, or eight years 
in doctoral programs in which students enter with a baccalaureate degree only. Departments 
or programs may impose stricter limits. Be sure to check on your department’s specific rules 
concerning assistantships. 

12.	 What must I do to be reappointed as an 
assistant?
You will be evaluated each year by your department, program, and/or supervisor. 

The results of the evaluation will be made available to you and placed in your academic file. 
Appropriate follow-up should also occur. The evaluation review and follow-up should focus not 
only on assistant-related work being done but should help prepare you for future employment. 
Your supervisor should share the result of the evaluation with you and take appropriate follow-
up action.

The immediate supervisor for each graduate assistant is to be identified as early as is 
possible, usually no later than four weeks prior to the beginning of the assistantship. If there 
will be more than one supervisor per graduate assistant, the specific tasks to be performed for 
each and the role each supervisor will play (e.g., which one will initiate the evaluation process) 
will be identified.

In cases where corrective measures must be taken to remedy deficiencies, you will 
be notified in writing of recommended action to solve the problem(s). Situations leading to 
dismissal for cause must be described in writing. You will receive a letter of dismissal written 
by your supervisor with a copy sent to your department head. In cases in which you feel that 
university-related factors (facilities, working conditions, improper supervision, etc.) have had 
negative effects on specific aspects of your job performance, you should write a letter of 
response to your supervisor detailing the above factors.

Please be aware that graduate assistants’ rights and responsibilities as students 
are defined in Hilltopics, and you should read that document carefully. Hilltopics is available in 
hard copy from the Office of Student Affairs and is accessible electronically on the University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville, Web site (go to the A-Z Index on the homepage, click on H, and then click 
on Hilltopics for the most recent edition).
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13.	 What if I have a complaint about my 
supervisor or department about the work 
required of me?
If you feel that you have a legitimate complaint about any aspect of carrying out your 

assignments (work hours, duties assigned, pay, work conditions, etc.), you have a right to pursue 
several channels to resolve the conflict. For instance, you have a right to refuse to perform tasks 
if those tasks are not closely related to your academic or professional development. If you 
believe that a decision or action made by another employee, supervisor, teacher, or director of 
the university involves misconduct, misapplication, or misinterpretation of university policy, state, 
and/or federal law, you have the right to grieve a decision or action according to the following 
procedures:

If possible, you should speak first with your immediate supervisor, then with the 
graduate liaison, and, if the problem has not been resolved, with the department 
head. If you still feel the complaint has not been adequately addressed, you should 
contact the appeals committees in your home unit or college and the dean of your 
college/school. If you feel that a resolution should be sought beyond the department/
college level, you should contact the Graduate School about a formal appeal. In 
all cases in which you feel unable to speak with your supervisor, department, or 
college about the specific problem because of the nature of the problem or fear of 
repercussions, you should seek assistance in resolving the matter from the assistant 
to the dean in the Graduate School. However, in such a case, you should carefully 
consider the wisdom of bypassing the department and college levels since any 
resolution of the problem will require notification of all parties involved. 

14.	 What do I need to know about intellectual 
property rights?
Issues concerning the intellectual property rights of graduate students are complex, and 

fine distinctions on specific issues often depend on the discipline. For instance, in some cases 
the very notion of the ownership of data might not be applicable to all information contained 
within a thesis or dissertation. One point is indisputable, however: you are the owner of the 
copyright of your thesis and/or dissertation (whether or not you register your claim to copyright 
with the U.S. Copyright Office). 

In the case of work performed for the university, you may own any intellectual property 
formulated in your research unless you received financial support from the university in the form 
of wages, salary, stipend, or grant money or if you made significant use of university resources 
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(funded time, equipment, facilities) to complete that research. You are never obligated to 
participate in projects or activities that require the assignment of your intellectual property to UTK 
or any other entity. You need to recognize, however, that intellectual property rights sometimes 
involve binding legal contracts, and, as a result, you have the right to seek independent legal 
advice at your own expense if you feel your rights have been violated.

You should make sure at the outset of any research project with others that you and all 
members of the “team” agree upon the ownership of that research.

If you are a graduate teaching assistant or associate, you must ensure that use of 
copyrighted material in the classroom follows the guidelines of fair use (as found in Carrie 
Russell’s Complete Copyright: An Everyday Guide for Librarians, American Library Association, 
2004) or that you have received proper permission from the copyright holder to use the materials.

15.	 What do I need to know about sexual 
harassment?
As the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, Faculty Handbook states, 

UTK’s educational mission requires an atmosphere of professional behavior based 
upon mutual trust and respect between faculty and students. Relationships between 
students and their teachers, advisors, and others holding positions of authority over 
them should be conducted in a manner that avoids potential conflicts of interest or 
exploitation. Given the inherent differences in power between faculty and students, all 
members of the university community should recognize the possibility of intentional 
or unintentional abuse of that power. 

The Handbook goes on to discuss the professional behavior and ethics expected of 
faculty members, but the passage pertains to any teacher: 

Commonly accepted standards of professional behavior and ethics require that 
faculty members not hold evaluative power over any student with whom they have a 
romantic or sexual relationship. Faculty members who engage in these relationships 
leave themselves vulnerable to charges of sexual harassment or conflict of interests. 
Even when both parties initially have consented, such a relationship renders both the 
faculty member and the institution vulnerable to possible later allegations of sexual 
harassment in the light of the significant power differential that exists between 
faculty and students. Thus, faculty members should not initiate or accept such a 
relationship with a student over whom they have an evaluative role. Should such 
a relationship develop between a faculty member and a student, faculty members 
should remove themselves from the evaluation of the student’s work. 
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You should be mindful, then, in your relationships with students. Similarly, your supervisor, 
teachers, and advisors should be mindful of the professional nature of their relationship with 
you. Should you feel you are being sexually harassed by your supervisor, director, teachers, or 
mentors, you should seek resolution of the problem through the Office of Equity and Diversity, 
1840 Melrose Avenue, (865) 974-2498.

16.	 What is in my paycheck? 
Graduate assistants are paid on a monthly schedule (direct deposit into a banking 

account) and can be exempt from FICA (Federal Insurance Contributions Act, which includes 
Social Security contributions) deductions depending on their student enrollment. You must be 
enrolled in at least three student credit hours to be exempt from FICA deductions. Each period 
for which payroll is run, your enrollment record is verified; if your enrollment changes to less than 
the required minimum, the FICA tax will be deducted. Be aware that if you are exempt, you are 
not paying into Social Security and will, therefore, show no income contributions to your Social 
Security account for this period of employment.

You may participate in payroll deductions such as credit union savings bonds purchase, 
alumni contributions, and Campus Chest contributions. You should direct questions regarding 
employee taxation issues to the Payroll Office, P115 Andy Holt Tower, (865) 974-5251.

17.	 What do I need to know about 
health insurance?
If you hold at least a 25 percent time appointment, you are automatically enrolled in 

the student health insurance plan as a benefit of your assistantship.  You will be issued an 
insurance card and brochure soon after your department provides your appointment paperwork 
to the Office of Human Resources.  The current plan requires you to be enrolled in at least 
three graduate credit hours each term to maintain coverage.  You are not required to use the 
Student Health Service as your primary provider.  Should you wish to use the Student Health 
Service as your primary provider, you have two choices.  You can either register for nine or more 
hours so that your health service fee is covered, or you can register for fewer than nine hours 
and pay the health service fee ($84.00 as of Spring 2007 and subject to change for future 
semesters).  If you choose to seek medical care outside the Student Health Service, you should 
check to confirm if your provider is approved in the UnitedHealthcare network to insure receiving 
maximum benefits under that plan’s coverage.  

To ensure that you receive the best health care possible, please familiarize yourself with 
the health insurance brochure, available through Student Health Service.  This brochure explains 
insurance deductibles, co-pays, and other plan benefits and requirements.  The brochure 
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also provides information about purchasing coverage for your dependent(s) and about the 
availability of an optional limited dental insurance plan which may also be purchased.  You may 
access information about your health insurance on the Graduate School web site at http://
gradschool.utk.edu by clicking on Student Employee Insurance under Important Links.  You 
may also discuss this plan with an insurance manager at the Student Health Service at  
(865) 974-2264.

18.	 Do I receive any other benefits besides 
health insurance?
Your benefits as an employee of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, in addition to 

fee waivers as explained above include workers’ compensation as defined in the University of 
Tennessee Knoxville and University Administration Personnel Procedure, Employment Status 
(Section 100, Procedure 105). The specific wording reads as follows: “Employees so designated 
[as student employees] receive no benefits other than those legally required such as Workers’ 
Compensation.” 

19.	 What if I need a leave of absence because 
of health, family, or other personal issues?
The university does not provide for paid leave of absence for graduate assistants. If you 

need to take time off from your assistantship, it is your responsibility to make arrangements 
with your supervisor and/or graduate director. For short absences, your options may include, but 
are not limited to, making up missed work time by working additional hours on top of regularly 
scheduled weekly work hours or arranging for fellow graduate assistants to cover your regular 
duties and responsibilities. In the latter case, it is your obligation to negotiate a compensation 
arrangement with your colleague(s). Regardless of the option taken, it is imperative that your 
supervisor/graduate director approves your course of action. Although some time off may need 
to be taken in the case of an emergency, you are encouraged, when possible, to consult in 
advance with your supervisor/graduate director about any absences you know will occur. 

The policy for semester-long leaves from a program for students registering for 600 
hours is provided in the Graduate Catalog. Be advised that, as is true in the cases above, you 
should make sure that your supervisor/graduate director and you have worked out all details of 
your leave: whether you must give up your assistantship completely or whether after your leave 
of absence you can resume your assistantship and under what conditions. Your department, 
program, or lab will have policies about long absences. Make sure that you have a clear 
understanding of those policies. Be aware that any student stopping out for more than three 
semesters must formally reapply to the university for readmission.


