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4.1 TA Orientation/Overview 
 

Teaching/Research 
Assistantship Appointments 

 
 
 

Aaron Votroubek, Room 211, is responsible for the coordination of teaching and research assistantship 
appointments.  The terms and conditions of employment for graduate assistant employees are spelled out in the 
agreement between the Iowa State Board of Regents and the United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of 
America, Local 896-COGS, as well as in your offer letter. 
 
Teaching Assistantship Appointments 
 
The Department has recently averaged 26 teaching assistantships per year.  The number of assistantships is 
determined by the enrollment size of the undergraduate courses and staff needed for grading and assisting in the 
tutorial room. 
 
The departmental criteria for awarding a teaching assistantship appointment are as follows: 
 
Evaluations 
 
Evaluations of the teaching assistants are done by the instructors of the courses, the laboratory coordinator, and the 
undergraduate students through the Assessing the Classroom Environment (ACE) form and TA Performance 
Evaluations.  The instructors' and the laboratory coordinator's evaluations are ongoing, whereas the students' 
evaluations are done at the end of every semester.  These evaluations are reviewed by the associate chair of the 
department and assist in the determination of successive appointments. 
 
Progress 
 
It is expected that a teaching assistant will maintain steady and reasonable progress toward a degree.  This is 
measured by taking into account both the grade point average as described by the Graduate College (2.75 for an 
M.S. degree objective and 3.0 for a Ph.D.) and adequate progress in course work and/or an individual research 
project.  Students with assistantships are required to take a minimum of six hours during each semester of the 
academic year; course schedules should be worked out with a faculty advisor, and the departmental office staff will 
monitor and report each student’s status.    
 
Language Requirement 
 
 Each teaching assistant must also meet the language requirements of the University.  For those who English is a 

second language, a rating by the ESL Program is required.* 
 

If this is your first appointment as a teaching assistant and English is not your first language, you are required to 
demonstrate your effectiveness in English speaking and comprehension skills for teaching undergraduates in a 
United States university classroom situation before you are assigned teaching assistantship responsibilities.  The 
English as a Second Language Programs Office will evaluate your language skills for this purpose.  You will 
first take a test to evaluate your general spoken English proficiency (SPEAK test) that is given in a language 
laboratory setting and recorded on audiotape.  If you score at least 50 on the SPEAK test, you will take the 
ELPT test to assess your language in the context of a teaching assistant.  For the ELPT test, which is recorded 
on videotape, you will present a brief lecture on a topic in your discipline.  You will also be asked questions 
related to your lecture.  Pre-registration is required.  The registration form can be obtained from Debbie 
Foreman in 203 Van Allen Hall.  The results of these evaluations will determine whether you are assigned full 
responsibility for teaching a course, or whether you are conditionally certified to teach discussion or lab 



sections, or to grade papers.  Those who are conditionally certified must take appropriate English language 
courses (TAPE program) or be evaluated further to be unconditionally certified. 

 
 The Iowa Board of Regents has adopted a policy on oral communication competence, designed to ensure that all 

instructors have "the ability to communicate appropriately in the language of instruction to students attending 
Regents institutions."  All new teaching assistants will be evaluated by the middle of the first semester of 
teaching, and all teaching assistants will be evaluated at the end of every semester.  A question on oral 
communication competence will be included in the form the department uses for student evaluation of teaching. 

 
 Teaching assistants whose first language is not English are expected by the end of your first year as a teaching 

assistant to have attained a B certification from the English as a Second Language (ESL) office.  The College of 
Liberal Arts and Sciences will not approve any appointments for a second year teaching assistants who have not 
met this criterion. 

 
*See section regarding the SPEAK/ELPT examinations administered by the English as a Second Language program. 
 
Research Assistantship Appointments 
 
Research assistantship appointments are awarded by faculty members and are funded from various research grants 
and contracts.  Students are encouraged to define areas of interest and begin to talk with faculty members as their 
course work progresses so that individual research projects may begin as soon as possible. 
 
Every professor within the Department is contacted early during the Spring Semester as a beginning to the funding 
process.  Currently funded students are discussed as well as funding availability.  Also, many of the students are 
individually contacted.  You are encouraged to maintain consistent contact with Aaron (aaron-
votroubek@uiowa.edu) so that those in the administrative offices remain fully informed of the funding needs and 
academic progress of each graduate student. 
 
The objectives of the orientation workshop are to ensure the highest possible quality of instruction in the labs 
by: 

 Providing new TAs with introductory pedagogical training; 
 Providing opportunities for experienced TAs to continue to develop their professional skills and to share 

them with their new colleagues; 
 Providing information about new materials and approaches in labs; 
 Fostering collegial spirit and a sense of professional identity among the teaching staff; 
 Providing information related to resources available to TAs at the University of Iowa and in the 

Department. 
 
Staff meetings by course 
 
In addition to the training workshop, all TAs must attend weekly TA training meetings throughout the academic 
year specific to the course they are teaching.  These meetings include training and demonstration for labs, lessons, 
teaching strategies, etc.  Failure to attend weekly sessions and completion of lab results can result in disciplinary 
action.  See Ron Vogel (physics) or Steve Spangler (astronomy) for details. 
 
Teaching Assistant Performance Evaluations 
 
The Department requires that all TAs receive an evaluation of their teaching performance.  The goals of such 
evaluations are to continue to improve teaching skills and use appropriate methodologies.  These evaluation 
instruments include completion of an annual performance evaluation and ACE forms each semester. 
 
 
 
 
 



Teaching Assistant Expectations 
 

Physics 
 
TAs assigned to lab sections 
 
Physics TAs perform under the supervision of the Laboratory Coordinator (Ron Vogel) and the faculty member 
responsible for the course to which you are assigned.  Any or all of the following are activities that TAs typically 
perform: 
 

a) Preparing lab activities and teaching the assigned lab and/or discussion sections; 
b) Administering and grading examinations and other written assignments as needed; 
c) Returning all graded assignments promptly (as per faculty member’s instructions); 
d) Holding office hours and meeting with students individually as needed; 
e) Arranging for a substitute in case of absence and seeking approval from Aaron Votroubek in advance if 

possible, or in the case of emergency or sudden illness, soon afterwards; 
f) Attending weekly TA lab meetings (on Fridays) and turning in lab results on Mondays; 
g) Participating in the fall and spring Orientation Workshops; 
h) Participating in departmental TA evaluation procedures (ACE forms).  NB: All TAs who are assigned a lab 

section are responsible for having students complete ACE forms related to their experience in the lab. 
i) Ensuring that students attending your lab are registered for your section; 
j) Conducting all lab sections in accordance with assigned syllabi and methodology; 
k) Creating and maintaining a syllabus with specific requirements; 
l) Behaving at all times in a manner consistent with university policies on sexual harassment, consensual 

relationships, and human rights; 
m) Sharing ideas and concerns with other TAs and supervisors; 
n) Completing lab cards for all students in physics labs; cards are available from the Heather Mineart in room 

203 VAN and are due back to her within two weeks of the last day of class each semester; 
o) Be on time for your assigned lab sections or tutorial hours; 
p) Establish an effective relationship with the course instructor. 

 
Promptness and preparedness are vital to the understanding and administration of a lab course.  The students’ 
comprehension of lab procedures and experiments is essential to succeeding in these courses.  Therefore, the 
teaching assistants’ responsibility for clarifications and explanations is important.  Safety is an important 
responsibility for the TA.  Strictly enforce safety regulations.  You must be present in the laboratory at all times 
even if you only have one student.  DO NOT LEAVE THE LABORATORY FOR ANY REASON WHILE 
STUDENTS ARE PRESENT. 
 

Astronomy 
 

a) Preparing lab activities and teaching the assigned lab and/or discussion sections; 
b) Familiarize yourself with all software packages; 
c) Administering and grading examinations and other written assignments as needed; 
d) Returning all graded assignments promptly (as per faculty member’s instructions); 
e) Holding office hours and meeting with students individually as needed; 
f) Arranging for a substitute in case of absence and seeking approval from Steve Spangler in advance if 

possible, or in the case of emergency or sudden illness, soon afterwards; 
g) Attending weekly astronomy meetings; 
h) Participating in the fall and spring Orientation Workshops; 
i) Participating in departmental TA evaluation procedures (ACE forms).  NB: All TAs who are assigned a lab 

section are responsible for having students complete ACE forms related to their experience in the lab. 
j) Ensuring that students attending your lab are registered for your section; 
k) Conducting all lab sections in accordance with assigned syllabi and methodology; 
l) Creating and maintaining a syllabus with specific requirements; 
m) Behaving at all times in a manner consistent with university policies on sexual harassment, consensual 

relationships, and human rights; 



n) Sharing ideas and concerns with other TAs and supervisors; 
o) Be on time for your assigned lab sections or tutorial hours; 
p) Establish an effective relationship with the course instructor. 

 
Promptness and preparedness are vital to the understanding and administration of a lab course.  The students’ 
comprehension of lab procedures and experiments is essential to succeeding in these courses.  Therefore, the 
teaching assistants’ responsibility for clarifications and explanations is important.  Safety is an important 
responsibility for the TA.  Strictly enforce safety regulations.  You must be present in the laboratory at all times 
even if you only have one student.  DO NOT LEAVE THE LABORATORY FOR ANY REASON WHILE 
STUDENTS ARE PRESENT. 
 
Tutorial Room Expectations 
 
The Physics Tutorial Room is located in room 54 Van Allen Hall. 
The Astronomy Tutorial Room is located in room 665 Van Allen Hall. 
 
TAs who are assigned to the tutorial room are expected to help students who are having problems with homework 
assignments and help students prepare for exams.  Students who typically use the physics tutorial room are those 
enrolled in 29:008, 29:011, 29:012, 29:107, 29:018, 29:027, 28:028, 29:029 and 29:030.  Students who typically use 
the astronomy tutorial room are those enrolled in 29:050, 29:052, 29:061 and 29:062. 
 
How to help students- 

 Be friendly and helpful to students. 
 Help students develop steps to solve homework problems.  Tutorial Room TAs are not expected to, nor 

should they, solve homework problems for students. 
 Work with the students on their level, i.e., talk in a manner that is easily understood. 
 Familiarize yourself with the textbooks of these courses by checking with Debbie Foreman in 202 VAN. 

 
You are expected to be on time and present for your scheduled tutorial room hours.  If you are unable to attend, it’s 
your responsibility to find a substitute.  If an emergency arises that requires your absence, please contact Aaron 
Votroubek (335-0134 or aaron-votroubek@uiowa.edu).  Failure to cover your hours can result in disciplinary action. 
 
Graders 
 
You are assigned a specific amount of grading hours per week for an individual class.  This is the average number of 
hours per week that you are expected to work for this class; the load will likely vary from week to week.  In either 
the week before class or early in the first week of class, you will need to meet with the faculty member in charge of 
that course to determine how the grading for the class will occur.  You may be asked to provide solutions for the 
problems to be graded or these solutions may be provided to you depending on the individual faculty member.  The 
faculty member will give you specific expectations related to: 

a) which problems to grade and the date they are due back to the faculty member; 
b) how grades are to be recorded and when these should be provided to the faculty member (you are 

responsible for recording the homework grades); 
c) if you are providing solutions – when solutions need to be made available to the class via web posting, 

library notebook, etc. – please indicate when the solutions will be available. 
The assignment will vary to meet the specific faculty member’s needs for the class.  It is your responsibility to work 
with the faculty member to ensure that grading is completed in a timely manner.  If the average amount of time you 
spend on grading responsibilities exceeds the amount assigned, you should inform the faculty member to find a way 
to accomplish the grading in the assigned amount of time.  As with any work situation, you are required to perform 
your assigned grading tasks regardless of other commitments such as course work or personal time.  If an emergency 
arises that requires your absence, please contact Aaron Votroubek (335-0134 or aaron-votroubek@uiowa.edu) as 
soon as possible. 
 
 
 
 



Teaching Load 
 
The average teaching load assigned to teaching assistants in physics is three lab sections for one-half time 
assistantship (18 hours per week); two sections for a one-third time assistantship (12 hours); and one section for a 
one-sixth time assistantship (6 hours).  These assignments may vary because of staffing problems or emergencies.  
Hours assigned to grading or tutorial are done on an hourly basis according to your appointment.  In certain 
situations a combination of lab sections, tutorial, and/or grading hours may be assigned, but the hours of work 
required by such a combination will conform appropriately to your appointment. 
 
The average teaching load for a one-half time assistantship in astronomy is three-four lab sections, one hour of 
tutorial and two nights of clear sky patrol.  Teaching loads for appointments other than one-half time will be 
adjusted accordingly.  Hours assigned to grading, tutorial and clear sky patrol are done on an hourly basis according 
to your appointment.  In certain situations other combinations of lab sections, tutorial, clear sky patrol, and/or 
grading hours may be assigned, but the hours of work required by such a combination will conform appropriately to 
your appointment. 
 
Assignments are determined by Aaron Votroubek, the Departmental Administrator, in consultation with the faculty 
and the Laboratory Coordinator (Anthony Moeller). 
 
Summer School Teaching Assistants 
 
A limited amount of teaching assistantships are usually available in the summer for TAs at a stipend equal to 2/9th’s 
of the academic year salary.  Eligibility is restricted to continuing students.  In addition to strong academic and 
teaching credentials, appointments made in previous summers are taken into account, in an effort to reward eligible 
students not previously supported during a summer session.  Summer school teaching appointments are made by the 
Associate Chair and the Departmental Administrator. 
 
University Policies 
 
The Council of Graduate Schools Resolution Regarding Graduate Students, Fellows, Trainees, and 
Assistants, to which the University of Iowa is a signatory, states that “acceptance of an offer of financial support for 
the next academic year by a prospective or enrolled graduate student completes an agreement that both the student 
and the graduate school expect to honor.  In that context, the conditions affecting such offers and their acceptance 
must be defined carefully and understood by all parties.”  Further, “students are under no obligation to respond to 
offers of financial support prior to April 15; earlier deadlines for acceptance of such offers violates the intent of the 
Resolution.  In those instances in which a student accepts an offer before April 15, and subsequently desires to 
withdraw that acceptance, the student may submit in writing a resignation of the appointment at any time through 
April 15.  However, an acceptance given or left in force after April 15 commits the student not to accept another 
offer without first obtaining a written release from the institution to which a commitment has been made.  Similarly, 
an offer by an institution after April 15 is conditional on the presentation by the student of the written release from 
any previously accepted offer.”  
 
Sexual Harassment (excerpts) 
“Sexual harassment is reprehensible and will not be tolerated by the University.  Sexual harassment subverts the 
mission of the University and threatens the careers, educational experience, and well-being of the students, faculty, 
and staff. The University of Iowa is committed to maintaining an environment that is free of sexual harassment.  
The University of Iowa forbids sexual harassment by any member of the University community.  Sexual harassment 
is defined as persistent, repetitive, or egregious conduct directed at a specific individual or group of individuals that 
a reasonable person would interpret, in the full context in which the conduct occurs, as harassment of a sexual 
nature, when: 

• submission is made or threatened to be made an express or implied term or condition of employment, 
education, on-campus living environment, or participation in a University  activity; or 
• submission to or rejection of the conduct is used or threatened to be used to make a decision affecting 
employment, education, on-campus living environment, or participation in a University activity (such as 
hiring, promotion, or grading a course); or 



• the conduct has the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with a person's work or educational 
performance or creates an intimidating or hostile environment for employment, education, on-campus 
living, or participation in a University activity. 

Behavior that may constitute sexual harassment includes but is not limited to: 
• physical assault  
• direct or implied threats that submission to sexual advances will be a condition of employment, work 
status, promotion, grades, or letters of recommendation  
• direct propositions of a sexual nature 
• subtle pressure for sexual activity, an element of which may be repeated staring 
• a pattern of sexually explicit statements, questions, jokes, or anecdotes 
• unnecessary touching, patting, hugging, or brushing against a person’s body 
• remarks of a sexual nature about a person’s clothing or body, about sexual activity, or about previous 
sexual experience 
• a display of graphic sexual material where others are not free to avoid it 

 
About Consensual Relationships (excerpts) 
The University Policy on Consensual Relationships Involving Students prohibits romantic and/or sexual 
relationships between faculty (all instructional personnel at the University, including graduate students and 
instructional staff) and students enrolled in their classes or subject to their supervision. These romantic and/or sexual 
relationships are prohibited and viewed as unethical even when the relationship appears to be consensual (i.e., both 
parties have consented). Because of the power imbalance, the voluntariness of the student's consent is subject to 
question.  
Such relationships present a conflict of interest for the parties which significantly impacts the learning or working 
environment. 
Romantic and/or sexual relationships between students and faculty outside the instructional context are discouraged 
because they also present the potential for conflicts of interest. 
 
University Policy on Human Rights (excerpts) 
The University of Iowa brings together in common pursuit of its educational goals persons of many nations, races, 
and creeds. The University is guided by the precepts that in no aspect of its programs shall there be differences in 
the treatment of persons because of race, creed, color, national origin, age, sex, disability, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, or any other classification that deprives the person of consideration as an individual, and that equal 
opportunity and access to facilities shall be available to all. Among the classifications that deprive the person of 
consideration as an individual are those based on associational preference. These principles are expected to be 
observed in the internal policies and practices of the University; specifically in the admission, housing, and 
education of students; in policies governing programs of extracurricular life and activities; and in the employment of 
faculty and staff personnel. The University shall work cooperatively with the community in furthering these 
principles. 
 
Student Disability Services (excerpts) 
The University of Iowa is committed to equality of educational opportunity for all students. The Student Disability 
Services (SDS) facilitates academic accommodations and services for qualified students with disabilities so that 
these students have equal access to University programs and activities. Through all its efforts, SDS is committed to 
supporting participation of qualified students with disabilities in all aspects of University life. 
The University of Iowa is committed to equality of educational opportunity for all students. The Student Disability 
Services (SDS) facilitates academic accommodations and services for qualified students with disabilities so that 
these students have equal access to University programs and activities. Through all its efforts, SDS is committed to 
supporting participation of qualified students with disabilities in all aspects of University life. 
 
 
  



4.2 Sample Syllabi  
**EXAMPLE** 

Astronomy 
29:XXX Course Name – LABORATORY 

 
TA: Jane Doe 
Office: 123 Van Allen Hall 
Office Hours: 4:00-5:00 p.m. Monday and Wednesday 
Phone: 335-1234 (office) 
E-mail: jane-doe@uiowa.edu 
Webpage: www.optional.edu 
 

Lab Manual: Manual Name 
 Authors 
 

Lab Section: 29:XXX:XXX   day    start time ~ end time   room number 
 

Required items:  
 

You will need your lab manual, your textbook, a notebook, a scientific calculator (one that does sin and cos), and a 
pencil. 
 

Attendance: 
 

Include expectations for attendance as well as any makeup policy you may have. 
 

Dropping the lab or changing sections: 
 

All drop/add slips for this course are processed and signed in the General Office, room 203 VAN.  However, I 
would appreciate it if you would let me know if you are making a change. 
 

Tutorial: 
 

The astronomy tutorial is located in room 665 VAN – the hours it is open are posted on the door or go to 
http://www.physics.uiowa.edu/atutorial.html. 
 

Grading: 
 

Include grading policies (i.e., extra credit, points deducted, etc.). 
 

Report Format: 
 

Include report format expectations. 
 

Miscellaneous: 
 

Include any miscellaneous information that may be helpful to the students. 
 

Complaint procedures: 
 

"Academic Misconduct" and "Student Complaints Concerning Faculty Actions" procedures are available for you 
review in the Schedule of Courses, pg. 40.  The Associate Chair of the Department, Professor Paul Kleiber, can be 
contacted through the main office - 203 VAN. As stated in the procedures noted above, complaints or comments 
regarding TAs should first be directed to the instructor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Students with disabilities: 
 

I need to hear from anyone who has a disability, which may require some modification of seating, testing or other 
class requirements so that appropriate arrangements may be made.  Please see me after class or during my office 
hours. 
 
**EXAMPLE** 
 

*The course instructor MUST approve your syllabus before it is copied for your students* 
 

29:XXX Course Name – LABORATORY 
 

TA: Jane Doe 
Office: 123 Van Allen Hall 
Office Hours: 4:00-5:00 p.m. Monday and Wednesday 
 
Phone: 335-1234 (office) 
E-mail: jane-doe@uiowa.edu 
 
Lab Manual: Manual Name 
 Authors, The University of Iowa 
 
Lab Section: 29:XXX:XXX   day    start time ~ end time   room number 
 
Laboratory: The course instructor will have the details of the laboratory policies that should be included in 
this section.  Below is an example of the types of items that MIGHT be listed here. 

Attendance is required.  A pre-lab and a lab report are required for each lab.   
 
Lab Schedule: 
 

Week Sept. 2 Sept. 9 Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. 
Lab Exp. M1 No Lab Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. 

 
Week Sept. 2 Sept. 9 Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. 
Lab Exp. M1 No Lab Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. Etc. 

 
Laboratory Organization: 
 
 Beginning of period: your answers to the pre-laboratory questions will be collected 
 First 20-30 minutes: discuss lab, explain apparatus and procedure 
 Rest of lab: perform lab and write lab report 
 End of period: turn in lab report 
 

 ID for instruments 
 Do not load any software on the PC or change PC settings 
 Turn off the apparatuses after use. 
 Clean the lab bench before you leave.  I will check your lab bench before I give you any credit for clean up. 

 
Tutorial: 
 
The physics tutorial is located in room 54 VAN – the hours it is open are posted on the door or go to 
http://www.physics.uiowa.edu/ptutorial.html 
 
 
 
 



Complaint procedures: 
 
"Academic Misconduct" and "Student Complaints Concerning Faculty Actions" procedures are available for you 
review in the Schedule of Courses, pg. 40.  The Associate Chair of the Department, Professor Paul Kleiber, can be 
contacted through the main office - 203 VAN. As stated in the procedures noted above, complaints or comments 
regarding TAs should first be directed to the instructor. 
 
 
Makeup labs: 
 
Students are not allowed to attend sections they are not registered for (makeup labs) except under the following 
conditions. 
 

1. The student must have permission from the professor, both TAs involved, and, for physics labs, the 
laboratory coordinator.  Permission must be requested at least one week in advance except in the case of an 
emergency. 

2. No student can go into a section that is already full. 
3. No more than one "visiting" student in any lab section at a time. 

 
Permission is not automatic and may be denied due to lack of equipment, experiments requiring close TA scrutiny, 
or other circumstances. 
 
As stated in the University's Course Exam Schedule Conflict Policies:  "When there is a conflict between an exam 
scheduled outside of class time and a regularly scheduled course, the regularly scheduled course will take 
precedence."  It is up to the instructor of an exam scheduled outside regular class hours to arrange a makeup exam 
for the students who have a schedule conflict. 
 
Students with disabilities: 
 
I need to hear from anyone who has a disability, which may require some modification of seating, testing or other 
class requirements so that appropriate arrangements may be made.  Please see me after class or during my office 
hours. 
 
Lab tips: 
 

1. Read the lab beforehand.  It may seem boring, but it will enable you to work more efficiently during 
lab.  That is important as most of these labs run about three hours. 

2. If you get stuck:  a) Stop and think about what you are doing.  b) Read the manual.  There are detailed 
instructions that cover most aspects of the lab.  c) Do not hesitate to ask me for help. 

3. Do the labs neatly; you will score better. 
4. Do not hesitate to ask questions. 

 
   



4.3 Performance Evaluation  
 
 

The University of Iowa 
Department of Physics and Astronomy 

TA Performance Evaluation 
 

Employee:____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Date of 
Review_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Assignment:___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Courses:______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1. The TA has effective teaching skills. (check one) 

Standards-The TA is able to communicate effectively and the students understand the physics concepts 
taught by the TA  
Strongly agree:  
Agree: 
Disagree: 
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments: 
 
 
 
 
2. The TA is adequately prepared to teach lab sections.  (check one) 

Standards-The TA understands the material and is able to explain it.  TA does the experiments in advance 
and prepares an explanation of the important parts. 
Strongly agree:  
Agree:  
Disagree:  
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments:  
 
 
 
 
3. The TA has familiarity with laboratory facilities and equipment. (check one) 

Standards-TA maintains laboratory equipment and informs the lab coordinator when equipment is broken 
and alerts the appropriate person about damaged or misplaced laboratory facilities. 
Strongly agree:  
Agree:   
Disagree:   
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments:  
 
 
 
 
  



4. The TA attends all training sessions (spring, fall, weekly). 
Standards-A 30-minute training session is mandatory for all lab TAs on Fridays before the week that they 
have labs.  TA training also occurs at the beginning of fall and spring semester. 
Strongly agree:  
Agree:   
Disagree:  
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments: 
 
 
 
 
5. The TA conducts him/herself in a professional manner that is consistent with the University of Iowa Policy 

on Sexual Harassment and Consensual Relationships and the UI Policy on Human Rights. (check one) 
Standards-see University of Iowa policy 
Strongly agree:  
Agree:  
Disagree:  
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments:   
 
 
 
 
6. The TA is reliable. (check one) 

Standards- The TA reports to lab/class/tutorial room on time, maintains office hours, returns graded 
assignments promptly (lab reports, etc.), and assumes responsibility for coverage in the event of absence. 
Strongly agree:   
Agree:  
Disagree:  
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments: 
 
 
 
 
7. The TA has established effective working relationships with course instructor. (check one) 

Standards-The TA has the course syllabus, knows what course material has been covered in lecture, and 
follows the professor’s instructions. 
Strongly agree:  
Agree:  
Disagree:  
Strongly disagree:  
No opinion:  

Comments: 
 
 
 
 
Administrative Associate comments:  Name:_________________________Date___________________________ 
 
 
 



Lab Coordinator comments:  Name:________________________________Date___________________________ 
 
 
 
Faculty/instructor comments:  Name:________________________________Date___________________________ 
 
 
 
TA comments:  
Name:____________________________________________Date_____________________________ 
 
 
 
TA signature:_______________________________________________________Date:______________ 
 
Supervisor’s signature:________________________________________________Date:______________ 
 
   



4.4 Checklist of Techniques  
 
 

CHECKLIST OF CLASSROOM TECHNIQUES* 

 

 

1. General Classroom Environment 
(a) Make sure the room is well lit. 
(b) Shut the door if the hallway is noisy. 

2. Speech 
(a) Look at the students when you talk to them, not at the blackboard. 
(b) Speak clearly and with sufficient volume. 
(c) Speak more slowly than you think you need to. 
(d) Don’t be afraid to stop and think. 
(e) Try to avoid phrases like “you know” and “like”. 
(f) Show enthusiasm and interest in the material. 

3. The Blackboard 
(a) Erase the blackboard completely before starting. 
(b) Make sure your writing is large enough for everyone to see. 
(c) Write legibly, even if it takes longer. 
(d) Draw all diagrams clearly. 
(e) Do not stand in front of your writing; make sure that all students can see what you have written. 
(f) Never make partial erasures to manipulate equations. 
(g) Allow students time to copy what you have written. 
(h) Make sure that the symbols that you use are consistent with the text. 

4. Content 
(a) Present solutions to problems in an organized and coherent manner.  However, first start with 

STEP 0 – how you figured out what kind of problem it is. 
(b) Give references in the book for specific techniques. 
(c) Do not quote the book verbatim.  Students like to hear DIFFERENT approaches to the same 

problem. 
(d) Try to give insights to different problem solving techniques. 
(e) Clearly explain all steps in the solution. 

5. Student Interaction 
(a) Ask the class questions.  Allow sufficient time for answers.  (Try counting to yourself slowly to 

10.)  Reduce the risk by asking the students what they GUESS the answer is. 
(b) Never ridicule a student for giving a wrong answer; be supportive! 
(c) Praise students for correct answers or correct parts of answers.  Express confidence in the 

students’ ability to learn. 
(d) Be careful in your use of language.  Avoid phrases that are profane, vulgar or suggestive.  

Remember that your behavior and language sets the tone for the class and reflects on the field as a 
whole. 

(e) Treat students with respect and caring, and promote students’ interest. 
(f) Do not try to show off how smart you are in class. 

 

 
 
*From Notes and Suggestions for Teaching Assistants, by A. Bodek and P. Auchincloss, UR-1348 (August 1995.) 
 
   



4.5 Assisting Student with Disabilities  

        

  
 
 July 2009  
 
To: Faculty members  
From: Susan Johnson, Associate Provost for Faculty  
Marcella David, Special Assistant to the President for Equal Opportunity and Diversity  
Associate Provost for Diversity  
 
Re: Academic accommodations for students with disabilities  
 
Our strategic plan, The Iowa Promise, recognizes the link between diversity and educational excellence. In our 
efforts to become one of the nation’s premier public institutions, we have identified the recruitment of diverse 
faculty, staff and students and providing a supportive environment for success as key strategies. Disability is an 
important dimension of diversity, and our goal is to be welcoming and supportive for members of our community 
who are differently abled.  
 
In addition, as an educational institution, The University of Iowa has legal responsibilities. The University is 
required by law to provide access to all of its programs and activities to UI students with disabilities and is 
prohibited from discriminating against these students on the basis of their disability. Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act is the specific requirement for faculty to provide reasonable academic accommodations for 
students with documented disabilities and the Americans with Disabilities Act requires making public 
accommodations available for persons with disabilities. The UI accepts only those students who are qualified for 
admission and participation in its programs; however, at times an accommodation is necessary to ensure equitable 
access.  We are writing to thank those of you who have provided—or will provide—academic accommodations to 
students with disabilities and helping the University fulfill its commitment to ensuring equal access.  
 
As the University unit designated to work with students with disabilities, Student Disability Services (SDS) reviews 
documentation to determine if a student has a qualifying disability and identifies reasonable accommodations based 
on functional limitations. Through academic and other accommodations, SDS helps level the academic playing field 
for qualified students with disabilities. SDS shares the faculty’s commitment to maintaining academic standards for 
all students, with and without disabilities, from admissions through graduation. The office does not endorse giving 
students with disabilities a competitive advantage.  
 
At the beginning of each term, SDS advisors meet individually with students to review course syllabi and identify 
what, if any, accommodations are required. Each of the student’s instructors is notified of classroom 
accommodations and/or exam accommodations through the Student Academic Accommodation Request (SAAR) 
form. SDS advisors need to hear from you if you have any questions or concerns about necessary 
accommodations listed on the form (335-1462). You also may seek the assistance of your collegiate dean’s office 
in implementing student accommodations.  
 
If a student approaches you about disability accommodations without a SAAR form, it is important for you to 
refer that student to SDS before providing accommodations. In this way, we can all remain assured students with 
disabilities receive the accommodations to which they are entitled and University standards are maintained.  
 
A question and answer sheet entitled Assisting Students with Disabilities: A Guide for Instructors  



is intended to answer common questions about providing accommodations to students. Should you have additional 
questions or need assistance about working with students with disabilities, please contact Student Disability Services 
at 335-1462. You may refer to the Student Disability Services website at 
http://www.uiowa.edu/~sds/faculty/index.html.  
 
Thank you for making The University of Iowa accessible for students with disabilities. Please feel free to contact us 
or the Office of Equal Opportunity and Diversity (319-335-0705 or diversity@uiowa.edu) with questions.  
 
c: Wallace D. Loh, Executive Vice President and Provost  
Tom Rocklin, Vice President for Student Services and Dean of Students  



4.6 CLAS Classroom Procedures  
 
CLASS LISTS: 
 
At the beginning of each semester, you need to go to the professor of the class you are teaching lab for and get lab 
class lists for your use.  You will need to check with your professor on any you receive after the first one to see if 
they need it returned to them or if it is yours to keep.  Different professors handle these differently.  If they need it 
returned to them, you should make a copy for yourself. 
 
 You should take roll frequently the first couple of weeks of class.   
 
If you have a student in your class who is not on your list find out why.  If they are making up a lab, they should 
have followed the procedures for doing a makeup lab outlined below.  If they say they are supposed to be in your 
lab, find out if they added it or if they are actually supposed to be in a different section that meets at the same time in 
a different room.  Check with the list in room 203, if they have added they will be on it.  If they are supposed to be 
in a different section, have them attend the one they are registered for.  If they are in yours because they want to add 
or switch to your section, they need to come to room 203 and do a section change.  (See DROP/ADD SLIPS.)  If 
your section is full according to our records, we will put them on a waiting list and try to get them in.  It is not your 
decision to let a student into your lab without checking with the General Office.  We may have a waiting list for 
your section; these people would have priority. 
 
If you have a student that keeps showing up on your class list that is not attending lab you should try the following: 
check in 203 to see if they have dropped or switched sections or check with other TA's of the same course to see if 
they are attending the wrong section.  Physics TA's only - Check with the professor of the course to see if they have 
been excused from taking the lab due to a 2nd grade option, or check in 203 to see if they have a lab card from a 
previous semester.  If there is a lab card on file for them but they have not contacted the professor to be excused, the 
student will need to be contacted. Being excused from the lab portion of the course is not automatic when doing a 
2nd grade option. 
 
DROP/ADD SLIPS: 
 
Drop/add slips are to be signed in the general office, room 203 VAN, only.  If a student comes to you for a signature 
on a drop/add slip send them to room 203 VAN.  We sometimes have waiting lists for several sections and we keep 
track of the number of students enrolled in each lab section.  Let us know if you feel that you have room in a lab that 
we show as being full and a student wants to add your section.  We will consider the situation and may sign their 
add slip if there is not a waiting list. 
 
OFFICE HOURS: 
 
You should post your office hours outside of your office and provide this information to the general office and 
course instructor. 
 
ABSENT OR LATE: 
 
Call the general office at 335-1686 if you are going to be absent or late for your lab or tutorial hours. 
 
MAKEUP LABS: 
 
Students are not allowed to attend sections they are not registered for (makeup labs) except under the following 
conditions. 
 

4. The student must have permission from the professor, both TAs involved, and, for physics labs, the 
laboratory coordinator.  Permission must be requested at least one week in advance except in the case of an 
emergency. 

5. No student can go into a section that is already full. 



6. No more than one "visiting" student in any lab section at a time. 
 
Permission is not automatic and may be denied due to lack of equipment, experiments requiring close TA scrutiny, 
or other circumstances. 
 
As stated in the University's Course Exam Schedule Conflict Policies:  "When there is a conflict between an exam 
scheduled outside of class time and a regularly scheduled course, the regularly scheduled course will take 
precedence."  It is up to the instructor of an exam scheduled outside regular class hours to arrange a makeup exam 
for the students who have a schedule conflict. 
 
LAB CARDS: 
 
Lab cards are filled out by TA's for all students in a physics labs each semester.  You may obtain these cards in 203 
VAN.  Within two weeks after the last week of classes, you need to turn in your completed lab cards to 203 VAN 
to be filed.  Please make sure the entire card is filled out legibly, especially the student's name, filing and retrieving 
cards is very difficult if we cannot read the name.  Do NOT have the students fill out ANY part of the card, this will 
result in the cards being returned to you to redo.  Please fill out lab cards in ballpoint ink or via your computer.  
Pencil and felt tip sometimes smear and become unreadable.  If a person only does some of the labs and then drops, 
quits coming, or whatever you do still need to turn a lab card in for them.  You do not need to turn in a card for 
someone assigned to your section who has previously taken the entire lab and been excused from repeating it.  Make 
sure your cards are in alphabetical order when you turn them in. 
 
Students sometimes take courses second grade option.  When they do this, they do not always have to retake the lab 
if they did satisfactorily the first time.  It is up to the professor of the course, unless they have passed this 
responsibility to the TA's, to determine whether the student will need to retake the lab in part or in full.  If you have 
one of these students in your lab, you or the professor needs to come to room 203 VAN and get their old lab card.  
(The student should inform you of this near the beginning of the semester, or you may want to check to see if this is 
the case if you have a student who never comes to lab yet remains on your class list.)  You should check their card 
early in the semester.  This gives us time to track down their previous TA if we cannot find a lab card.  This also 
gives them an opportunity to find out if they need to redo any of the labs.  Make a copy of the card and return the 
original to room 203.   Turn these grades in to the professor at the end of the semester.  You do not need to fill out a 
new lab card for these people unless they redo labs or complete ones they previously missed.  Please inform the 
general office if you have any students enrolled in your sections who have been excused from the lab.  This is 
especially important if we have a waiting list for that particular section. 
 
TUTORIAL ROOM EXPECTATIONS: 
 
The Physics Tutorial Room is located in room 54 Van Allen Hall and the Astronomy Tutorial Room is located in 
room 665 Van Allen Hall. 
 
TA's who are assigned to the tutorial room are expected to help students who are having problems with homework 
assignments and help students prepare for exams.  Students who typically use the physics tutorial room are those 
enrolled in 29:008, 29:011, 29:012, 29:017, 29:018, 29:027, 29:028, 29:029, 29:030.  Students who typically use the 
astronomy tutorial room are those enrolled in 29:050, 29:052, 29:061, 29:062. 
 
How to help students: 
 Be friendly and helpful to students. 
 Help students develop steps to solve homework problems.  Tutorial Room TA's are not expected to nor 

should they solve homework problems for students. 
 Work with the students on their level - talk in a manner that is easily understood by students. 

 Familiarize yourself with the textbooks of these courses.  To review these books please see Debbie 
Foreman in 202 Van Allen. 

 
You are expected to be available during your scheduled tutorial room hours.  If you are unable to attend, it is your 
responsibility to find a substitute.  If an emergency arises that requires your absence, please contact Aaron 



Votroubek (335-0134 or aaron-votroubek@uiowa.edu) or Heather Mineart (335-1688 or heather-
mineart@uiowa.edu).  Failure to cover your hours can result in disciplinary actions. 
 
GRADERS: 
 
You are assigned a specific amount of grading hours per week for an individual class.  This is the average number of 
hours per week that you are expected to work for this class; the load will very likely vary from week to week.  Either 
in the week before class or early in the first week of class, you will need to meet with the faculty member in charge 
of that course to determine how the grading for the class will occur.  You may be asked to provide solutions for the 
problems to be graded or these solutions may be provided to you depending on the individual faculty member.  The 
faculty member will give you specific expectations related to: 
 

a. which problems to grade and the date that they are due back to faculty member; 
 

b. how grades are to be recorded and when these should be provided to the faculty member (you are 
responsible for recording the grades of the homework that you grade); 

 
c. if you are providing solutions, when solutions need to be made available to the class via web page, library 

notebook, and/or posting and by what date the solutions are to be made available. 
 
This assignment will vary to meet the specific faculty member's needs for the class.  It is your responsibility to work 
with faculty member to insure that grading is completed in a timely manner.  If the average amount of time you 
spend on grading responsibilities exceeds the amount assigned, you should inform the faculty member to find a way 
to accomplish the grading in the assigned amount of time.  As with any work situation, you are required to perform 
you assigned grading tasks regardless of other commitments such as course work or personal time.  If an emergency 
arises that requires your absence, please contact the faculty member in charge of the class and Aaron Votroubek 
(335-0134 or aaron-votroubek@uiowa.edu) or Heather Mineart (335-1688 or heather-mineart@uiowa.edu) as soon 
as possible. 
 
 
 
   



4.7 Injuries/Liabilities in the Lab 
 
 
Injuries in School/College Laboratories in USA 
Injuries in School/College Laboratories in USA 
Copyright 1999-2000 by Ronald B. Standler 
Table of Contents 
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Introduction 

The injury of a pupil in a school laboratory, or the injury of a student in a college laboratory, may be a tort for which 
the teacher, professor, school, or college is liable. 
 
There are four elements to a tort, all of which must be present before the court can order a remedy: 
 

1. Duty. The defendant must owe a legal duty to the victim. A duty is a legally enforceable 
obligation to conform to a particular standard of conduct. In personal injury cases, the duty is set 
by what a "reasonable man of ordinary prudence" would have done. 
http://www.rbs2.com/labinj.htm (1 of 18)5/22/2007 3:03:32 PM Injuries in School/College 
Laboratories in USA 
 
2. Breach of the duty. The defendant failed to conform to the legal duty. The breach can be either 
an act or a failure to act. 
 
3. Causation. The breach was the cause of an injury to the victim. The causation does not need to 
be direct: defendant's act (or failure to act) could begin a continuous sequence of events that ended 
in plaintiff's injury, a so-called "proximate cause". 
 
4. Injury. There must be an injury. In most cases, there must be a physical or financial injury to 
the victim. 

 
Most personal injury torts involve either automobile accidents, dog bites, slip and falls, defective products, or 
medical malpractice. While the basic principles of tort law apply when a pupil or student is injured in a science 
laboratory at a school or college, this essay discusses some additional issues beyond what is in a typical personal 
injury case. 
 
In 1997, when I was in law school, I did a comprehensive nationwide search of reported court cases on injuries in 
school and college laboratories. I was surprised to find few reported cases, and no law review articles on this subject 
of injuries in laboratories. As in other areas of tort law, most of the cases are probably settled before trial, so there is 



no reported opinion of a court. In November 1999, I began writing this essay to share the general principles of law 
with teachers, professors, and attorneys.  
 
This essay is intended only to present general information about an interesting topic in law and is not legal advice 
for your specific problem. See my disclaimer. 
 
In this essay, I use the words pupil and teacher to refer to people in elementary schools and high schools, and the 
words student and professor to refer to people in colleges and universities. This distinction is important, because 
pupils – as children – require more supervision than students, who are adults. 
 
I list the cases in chronological order in the citations in this essay, so the reader can easily follow the historical 
development of a national phenomenon. If I were writing a legal brief, I would use the conventional citation order 
given in the Bluebook. 
 

Negligence 
Issues of negligence include: 

 instructions that do not clearly warn of hazards (or were such hazards "obvious"?) 
 instructor not present in the laboratory room at the time of the injury 
 instructor preoccupied at the time of the injury (e.g., teaching assistant was doing his/her own homework 

and ignoring the students; instructor was grading papers) 
 lack of safety equipment (e.g., goggles or face shield to prevent eye injury, ground-fault interrupters in ac 

electrical circuits, fume hoods when working with toxic vapors, guards around moving parts to prevent 
injury to fingers, etc.) 

 assigned experiment was unnecessarily dangerous: the same educational objectives could be obtained with 
a less hazardous experiment, less toxic materials, etc. This is a risk/benefit analysis. 

 teacher might be incompetent to supervise a chemistry or physics laboratory in elementary school or high 
school. Such a teacher might have minored in history, literature, mathematics, or physical education when 
he/she was a student. It might be negligent for the school to assign such a teacher to supervise pupils who 
are doing experiments, since the teacher would be incapable of recognizing a dangerous condition even if 
he/she saw it. I envision a tort along the lines of negligent entrustment by the principal of the school. 

  
OSHA rules 
 
It is common in personal injury cases to look at statutes or governmental regulations to determine the standard of 
care that the defendant should have used. In the USA, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
sets standards for use of hazardous materials and equipment. 
 
The OSHA statute applies to any "employer" who is engaged in a business affecting commerce, except employees 
of either the federal or state government, or political subdivision of a state. 29 USC §652(5). Don't let "business 
affecting commerce" fool you: educational institutions can be a business under the broad powers of the commerce 
clause of the U.S. Constitution. The OSHA statute applies to nonprofit organizations, including private educational 
institutions. 29 CFR Ch. 17, §1975.4(b)(4). The University of Pittsburgh, despite being funded by the State of 
Pennsylvania and despite the fact that 1/3 of the trustees of the University were appointed by state officials, is not a 
political subdivision of a state, and must obey OSHA regulations. 1980 OSH Dec.(CCH) ¶24240. Public high 
schools (i.e., operated by the state or a political subdivision of a state) and universities totally controlled by state or 
federal government are probably exempt from OSHA regulations. 
 
But, even if a school or university is exempt from OSHA regulations, the OSHA regulations could still be cited as 
evidence of a relevant standard of conduct in a tort case against a school or university. Furthermore, in the case of 
students majoring in science, engineering, or medicine, nearly all of these students will work in an OSHA-regulated 
environment after graduation, so it is arguably part of their education to teach them OSHA-approved safety 
practices. 
 
other sources of standards for duty of care 
 



Journals for teachers/professors in various areas of science or engineering sometimes contain discussions of safety in 
student laboratories. Such articles on safety could also be used as a basis for the opinion of an expert witness on the 
proper standard of care for the defendant. 
 
Further, standards imposed by accrediting bodies may be relevant in developing a standard of care for colleges and 
universities. For example, the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET) accredits 
undergraduate programs in engineering. ABET specifically reviews and evaluates each department, unlike the 
general accreditation of an entire college by a regional accrediting organization. 
 
sloppy safety 
 
My experience, both as a full-time physics student for ten years and as a professor of electrical engineering for 
another ten years, is that universities are remarkably sloppy about safety considerations in their laboratories. This 
sloppy attitude comes from several sources:  

 the macho image of a male scientist or engineer who heroically ignores danger 
 the safety equipment is an inconvenience that is not essential to the experiment 
 the school's and university's lack of money for purchase of safety equipment 
 when safety equipment is purchased, it tends to disappear (probably due to petty theft), so safety equipment 

needs to be continually replaced. Alternatively, students majoring in physics, chemistry, biology, 
engineering, or medicine could be required to purchase their own safety equipment and bring it with them 
to the laboratory as a condition of entry. 

 
teacher's/professor's duty to supervise 
 
As general rules, one can say: 
 

1. younger people need more supervision than older people. For example, fourth-grade pupils 
doing chemistry experiments should be closely supervised. On the other hand, a laboratory for 
engineering majors in their final year of undergraduate college might have little supervision, just a 
faculty member who is readily available for questions. 
 
2. more supervision is needed when materials or equipment are more dangerous. For 
example, a chemistry laboratory (i.e., where there are flammable, explosive, or poisonous 
materials) needs more supervision than an electronics laboratory, where the highest available 
voltage is only 30 volts. 

 
One of the best reviews of a teacher's duty to supervise pupils is in a dissenting opinion of an Arizona Supreme 
Court case. 
 
The relationship of a public school teacher to his pupil is in some respects in loco parentis. Having the right to 
control and supervise the pupil, there is a correlative duty to act as a reasonable and prudent parent would in like 
circumstances. Proehl, Liability of Teachers, 12 Vanderbilt L.Rev. 723, 740 (1959). The rationale of in loco parentis 
does not however apply in 
determining liability for a negligent tort against the pupil. In most jurisdictions the parent is not liable for negligent 
tort against his child, but the public school teacher may be. 
 
The problem lies in determining what criteria should be used to meet the standard of care necessary to be exercised 
by the public school teacher. If the probability of harm can be foreseen, the public school teacher should take such 
measures as are reasonable and prudent to prevent an injury to the student. As the gravity of the possible harm 
increases due to conditions or circumstances to which the student is subjected, the apparent likelihood of its 
occurrence need be correspondingly less. No one can deny that few sectors of public and private existence are safe 
from risks to life and limb; the schoolyard, the classroom, the shop class, the chemistry laboratory certainly have 
their dangers and their risks. Teachers presumptively endowed with superior skill, judgment, intelligence and 
foresight, must fulfill the strong duties arising from their public position by exercising care commensurate with the 
immaturity of their charges and the importance of their trust. [citation omitted] 
 



The characteristics of children are proper matters for consideration in determining what is ordinary 
care with respect to them, and there may be a duty to take precautions with respect to those of 
tender years which would not be necessary in the case of adults.  

Shannon v. Butler Homes, Inc., 428 P.2d 990, 995 (Ariz. 1967). 
 

However, age of the injured plaintiff is not the controlling element to tip the balance between 
liability and non-liability.  

Moriss v. Ortiz, 437 P.2d 652, 657-658 (Ariz. 1968)(Lockwood, J., dissenting). 
 
The failure of a teacher to supervise pupils can be negligent conduct by the teacher. Dailey v. Los Angeles School 
Dist., 470 P.2d 360, 364-365 (Calif. 1970). More recently, a court held: 
 

The university is not an insurer of the safety of its students nor a policeman of student morality, 
nonetheless, it has a duty to regulate and supervise foreseeable dangerous activities occurring on 
its property. 

Furek v. Univ. of Delaware, 594 A.2d 506, 522 (Del. 1991) (University administration knew hazing was occurring 
at a fraternity, therefore university had liability for injury during hazing.) 
 
Consider some reported court opinions that illustrate these principles. 
 
cases with pupils 
 
A 16 year old boy was assigned to make gunpowder in a high school chemistry laboratory. He erroneously 
substituted potassium chlorate for the potassium nitrate listed in the recipe. Instead of pulverizing the ingredients on 
separate sheets of paper as listed in the instructions, he poured all three ingredients into an iron mortar and 
pulverized them simultaneously with a pestle, which produced an explosion. The explosion blew away his left hand, 
seriously injured his right hand, completely destroyed his right eye (he subsequently wears a glass eye), and 
seriously injured his left eye, so that he has difficulty reading. The teacher was not only present in the laboratory, but 
also stood 15 feet behind the plaintiff. The trial court granted defendant's motion for a nonsuit. The appellate court 
and California Supreme Court, reversed, holding that there was sufficient evidence to find the teacher liable for 
negligence. Mastrangelo v. West Side Union High School, 29 P.2d 885 (Calif.App. 1934), adopted by, 42 P.2d 634 
(Calif. 1935). The California Supreme Court added: 
 

It may well be doubted whether it is proper in an introductory school course in chemistry to 
require pupils to make and ignite an explosive. It would appear that the dangers of such an 
experiment, incorrectly performed by young children, might be anticipated; and that the benefits to 
be derived from its actual performance by each pupil are not so great as to justify the risk of 
serious injury to the child. But at the very least, if it is to be performed, it necessarily requires the 
strictest personal attention and supervision of the instructor.  

Mastrangelo v. West Side Union High School, 42 P.2d 634, 638 (Calif. 1935). 
 
A Louisiana case in 1974 involved a group of eighth-grade pupils who were preparing a science fair project. A boy 
poured alcohol from a jug and a girl lit a match near the mouth of the jug, which exploded, severely burning a 14 
year old girl who was standing nearby. The trial court found the teacher was negligent and awarded plaintiff $ 7890, 
which was affirmed by an appellate court. The appellate court declared: 

 
Pleas of contributory negligence and assumption of the risk by the defendant were overruled, the 
[trial] court finding that Miss Station [the plaintiff] did not appreciate the danger or take part in the 
abortive attempt to relight the burner. We affirm the judgment of that court.  
 
The jurisprudence of this state is firmly established that where one creates, deals in, handles or 
distributes an inherently dangerous object or substance, that an extraordinary degree of care is 
required of those responsible. 
 
This duty is particularly heavy where children are exposed to a dangerous condition which they 
may not appreciate. 



 
Here, a dangerous instrument was placed in the hands of children without any special degree of 
care, supervision, or direction. Alcohol, a highly flammable substance, was left in their control to 
be used in connection with a faulty alcohol burner which had continually given trouble. That the 
situation was fraught with danger is proven by the results. 

 
Station v. Travelers Insurance Co., 292 So.2d 289, 291-292 (La.App. 1974)[citations omitted]. 
 
In another case, a 14 year old boy poured alcohol from a can into an experimental determination of the boiling point 
of solutions of either sugar or salt in water. (The court's opinion is not clear about the facts, but the aqueous solution 
may have been in a beaker above a flame from an alcohol burner.) The addition of alcohol to the aqueous solution 
was not part of the assigned experiment, but was a spontaneous idea of the victim. The teacher was in an adjoining 
room at the time of the accident. The trial court granted the school's motion for summary judgment. The Wyoming 
Supreme Court reversed, holding that the alleged negligence of the teacher was a question of fact that needed to be 
determined by a jury. The Wyoming Supreme Court's opinion says: 
 

Absent special dangerous circumstances, a school district does not have the duty of providing 
constant supervision of all movements of all pupils at all times. 

Connett v. Fremont County Sch. Dist., 581 P.2d 1097, 1103 (Wyo., 1978). 
 

... we would observe that the school owes the student the duty to supervise his activities. This duty 
becomes more imperative in the classroom, and risks of danger are foreseeable, and thus the 
degree of care higher, where young, inexperienced students are handling substances which for 
them are potentially dangerous. 

Id. at 1104. 
 
Note that while the judge used the words pupil and student interchangeably, the judge should have consistently used 
pupil to describe the plaintiff, who was enrolled in a middle school. 
 
cases with undergraduate students 
An 18 year old college freshman was taking the second semester of an introductory chemistry class when she mixed 
potassium chlorate, ferric oxide, and red phosphorous, then applied heat. The mixture exploded and she was injured. 
The previous experiment in the instruction manual, which she had read and performed, warned not to mix potassium 
chlorate and combustible materials. The plaintiff and two other students were working in one group, alone in the 
laboratory. Their instructor was across the hall, meeting with a student. The jury found that plaintiff's injury was 
proximately caused by failure of the instructor to supervise the experiment and the appellate court affirmed. 
Brigham Young University v. Lillywhite, 118 F.2d 836 (10thCir. 1941). The jury's verdict troubles me, as it seems to 
imply that an instructor must monitor every step of every student's experiment, something that is impossible in most 
laboratory classes with perhaps 20 students. 
 
A college sophomore in an organic chemistry laboratory took a flask of diethyl ether from a fume hood to her 
laboratory bench. She put the flask about 75 cm from a lighted bunsen burner. The ether vapor ignited and burned 
the student. The student sued the university, because neither the directions for that specific laboratory experiment, 
nor the instructor's comments on that day, contained a warning to keep ether away from flame. The jury awarded 
student $ 45,000 and the appellate court upheld the award. LaVoie v. State, 458 N.Y.S.2d 277 (1982). 
 
cases with graduate students 
 
In contrast to the above cases involving injury to a pupil or undergraduate student, consider the following cases 
involving injury of a graduate student. A student pursuing a Ph.D. degree in biology was burned when he was 
synthesizing monoacetone glucose in a laboratory at Johns Hopkins University. The student chose, as a matter of his 
personal convenience, to perform the experiment in his usual laboratory that lacked safety equipment, instead of  
going to a safer laboratory at the University. The student sued the University. The trial court granted the University's 
motion for summary judgment, holding, as a matter of law, that the student had assumed the risk of an accident. The 
appellate court affirmed. Evans v. Johns Hopkins Univ., 167 A.2d 591 (Md.App. 1961). 
 



A student pursuing a Ph.D. degree in physics was injured in an explosion in a laboratory. He sued, alleging that his 
professor and the university should have warned him about the danger of mixing acetone, ethanol, and nitric acid 
inside a metal container. The trial court directed a verdict for defendants, which was affirmed on appeal. The 
appellate court said:  
 

Neither [the college] nor [the professor] was required to warn [the student] of the dangers of 
mixing these chemicals. 
.... 

Although a university student is an invitee to whom the university owes a duty of reasonable care, 
college administrators do not stand in loco parentis to adult college students. [The professor] has 
the right to assume that a physics doctoral student, who has graduated with highest honors in 
chemistry, would either know the dangers of mixing these chemicals or would perform the 
research necessary to determine these dangers and take the necessary precautions. 

 
Niles v. Board of Regents, 473 S.E.2d 173, 175 (Ga.App. 1996) 
 

... Niles is deemed, as a matter of law, to have equal knowledge [to the professor] of the dangers 
of mixing these chemicals. 

 
Id. at 176. 
 
These cases show that it is difficult for graduate students to recover for injuries suffered in a university laboratory, 
as a result of their mistake, error, or bad judgment. 
 
There is a recent case in Connecticut in which an anonymous plaintiff, Doe, who was in his sixth week of residency 
at Yale-New Haven Hospital, was ordered to change an arterial line in a terminally ill AIDS patient. Doe alleged 
that he had never been trained to do this procedure safely, and he was unsupervised when he did it. Doe accidentally 
stuck himself with the used needle and became infected with HIV. Doe sued Yale. Yale argued unsuccessfully that 
Doe was alleging educational malpractice, so Yale's motion for summary judgment was denied. 
Doe v. Yale University, 1997 WL 766845 (Conn.Super. 1997). 
(Nearly all reported cases of laboratory injuries involve explosions or fires in chemistry laboratories. Doe is the only 
biology or medical case of which I am aware.) 
 
unauthorized experiments by pupils 
 
Looking beyond the narrow scope of instructions in a laboratory class, pupils and students often deviate from 
assigned laboratory experiments which raises legal issues of assumption of risk, contributory negligence, 
comparative negligence, or even consent. For example, pupils and students sometimes use chemicals to build 
explosives, rocket fuel, or incendiary devices. 
 
Several courts have considered pupil's surreptitious deviations from assignments as contributory negligence by 
pupils, which barred any recovery in tort by the pupil, despite the pupil's young age. 
 

1. A 15½ year old boy was granted access to the school chemistry laboratory for the specific 
purpose of assembling apparatus for an experiment to be conducted during chemistry class, later 
that day. While there, he made an explosive compound according to his own recipe (i.e., not in the 
school's laboratory manual). The explosion blinded his left eye, mangled his left hand so that it 
required amputation, and perforated his stomach with glass. The trial court directed a verdict for 
defendant, owing to the contributory negligence of plaintiff in doing an unauthorized experiment. 
Moore v. Order Minor Conventuals, 164 F.Supp. 711 (W.D.N.C. 1958), aff'd, 267 F.2d 296 
(4thCir. 1959). 
 
It may seem harsh to hold that a 15 year old boy is totally responsible for his injuries. The judge 
may have relied on the facts that the boy had been familiar with firearms for nine years, and his 
fellow students in the laboratory advised him not to mix those chemicals. 



 
2. A 13 year old boy was assigned to build a record player in the school laboratory. Instead, he 
mixed chemicals for rocket fuel, which exploded and burned him. Although the trial court 
awarded damages to the boy, the appellate court reversed, by holding that the boy was 
contributorily negligent. Wilhelm v. Board of Education, 227 N.Y.S.2d 791, aff'd without opinion, 
189 N.E.2d 503 (N.Y. 1963). 
 
3. A 15 year old boy stole crystalline potassium chlorate from a high school chemistry storage 
room. The chemical was used to make propellant for a cannon, which exploded and "severely 
injured" the hands of the 15 year old plaintiff. The trial court granted defendant's motion for 
nonsuit at the conclusion of plaintiff's case. The appellate court affirmed, holding that plaintiff had 
been contributorily negligent as a matter of law. Hutchison v. Toews, 476 P.2d 811 (Or.App. 
1970). 
 
4. A 17 year old high school senior, and student assistant to the chemistry teacher, mixed red 
phosphorus and potassium chlorate in a glass test tube with a metal spatula. He mixed "somewhere 
between 65 and 100 times the volume prescribed in the manual .... it exploded, causing plaintiff 
serious injury." A jury returned a verdict in favor of the teacher and school. The reported opinion 
of the appellate court is concerned with a motion for a new trial, which it denied. Shifton v. North 
Clackamas Sch. Dist., 523 P.2d 1296, 1298 (Or.App. 1974). 
 
5. A teenage boy stole sodium chlorate from a school laboratory, by secreting it in his pants 
pocket. That night, at home, the chemical ignited and burned his leg. Although the trial court 
denied the school's motion for summary judgment, the appellate court reversed, by holding that 
the intentional theft was a superseding force that absolved the school from liability. Brazell v. 
Board of Education, 557 N.Y.S.2d 645 (1990). 

 
pupils may not be contributorily negligent 
 
I would caution against teachers and professors relying on cases that hold young pupils are contributorily negligent. 
Attorney for the plaintiff could easily argue that teachers should have foreseen such misuse of laboratory equipment 
by pupils, who were too young to understand fully the magnitude of the danger involved. Anyone who works in 
education knows that pupils and students – even those who are "old enough to know better" – sometimes do stupid 
or immature things, because of their lack of experience and because of their lack of perception of the magnitude of 
the danger. See, e.g., Kush v. City of Buffalo, 449 N.E.2d 725, 729 (N.Y. 1983) (Not locking chemical storeroom at 
high school was negligent, when storeroom contained "dangerous chemicals", such as magnesium powder and 
potassium nitrate.). 
 
The dean of the Marquette University School of Law and a former administrator in the Omaha, Nebraska public 
schools commented: 
 

The problem is that the court may often conclude that although pupils recognize that a warning of 
danger has been given, they do not fully comprehend the extent of the danger. The court is likely 
to see in the failure to properly supervise the creating of an improper atmosphere of temptation to 
experiment. 

Reynolds C. Seitz, "Legal Responsibility Under Tort Law of School Personnel and School Districts as Regards 
Negligent Conduct Towards Pupils", 15 Hastings Law Journal 495, 504 (1964). 
 
Seitz cites a 1943 opinion in California that says: 

Knowledge that danger exists is not knowledge of the amount of danger necessary to charge a 
person with negligence in assuming the risk caused by such danger. 

Ridge v. Boulder Creek Union ..., 140 P.2d 990, 993-994 (Cal.App. 1943). 
 
The two dissenting judges in a famous New York state case noted: 
 



When a large number of children are gathered together in a single classroom, without any effective 
control or supervision, it may reasonably be anticipated that certain of them may so act as to inflict 
an unintentional injury upon themselves or their classmates. Children have a known proclivity to 
act impulsively without thought of the possibilities of danger. It is precisely this lack of mature 
judgment which makes supervision so vital. 

Ohman v. Board of Education of City of New York, 90 N.E.2d 474, 478 (N.Y. 1949)(Conway, J., dissenting, with 
whom Chief Judge Loughran concurred.) 
 
In the same dissent, Judge Conway wrote a telling retort to the majority's holding that the teacher's 75 minute 
absence from the classroom was not the proximate cause of a pupil's injury. 
 

Parents do not send their children to school to be returned to them maimed because of the absence 
of proper supervision or the abandonment of supervision. 

Id. at 476. 
 
While this dissent is not law in New York State, two courts in Maryland have quoted the remark about parents not 
sending their children to school to be maimed: 
Segerman v. Jones, 259 A.2d 794, 801 (Md.App. 1969). 
Berg v. Merricks, 318 A.2d 220, 227 (Md.App. 1974). 
Also, a trial court judge in New York State agreed with Judge Conway's dissent: 
Feuerstein v. Board of Ed. of City of N.Y., 202 N.Y.S.2d 524, 528 (1960), aff'd without opinion, 214 N.Y. 
S.2d 654 (1961). 
 
From an authoritarian point of view pupils, perhaps students also, should be required to obtain advance permission 
from a teacher or professor for any significant deviations from the laboratory instructions or for any experimental 
initiatives that the pupil or student may devise. This authoritarian point of view, in my opinion, is ill-suited for an 
educational environment. Further, most teachers in elementary school and many teachers in high school lack the 
detailed knowledge of chemistry that would allow them to predict the consequences of a chemical reaction. Rigidly 
prohibiting (or even discouraging) any deviations by students would inhibit their creativity and learning. Thus, 
balancing of competing concerns is more appropriate than rigid rules. 
 
academic abstention 
 
The readiness of judges to hold children contributorily negligent, and thus teachers not liable for their pupils' 
injuries, may be another expression of academic abstention, a poorly articulated doctrine in which judges give great 
deference to: 
 

1. administrators who make hiring decisions about teachers or professors 
2. administrators who expel students for failure to maintain academic standards 
3. teachers or professors who award a bad grade to their pupil or student 
4. and administrators who expel pupils or students for disciplinary reasons, provided that the 
First Amendment or "due process" rights of the student have not been violated. 
 

I discuss academic abstention in my essay on academic freedom for professors. There are not enough reported cases 
on laboratory injuries to pupils and students to fully understand how academic abstention impacts torts for physical 
injuries in schools and colleges. My feeling from reading cases is that judges are much more willing to find for 
plaintiffs in cases involving personal injury in schools and colleges than in cases that involve the issues in the above 
indented list. I believe it would be foolish for a teacher or professor to rely on winning a summary judgment motion 
in a matter of physical injury to a pupil or student. Ordinarily, it is a question for the jury to determine whether the 
plaintiff has been contributorily negligent. 
 

Hazards Inherent in Science ? 
 
The defendant may claim that use of hazardous materials and equipment is inherent in some laboratory procedures, 
for example: 
 



 use of scalpel and other sharp instruments during dissection in biology lab 
 bites by animals (e.g., rat, rabbit, monkey) in a biology or medical laboratory 
 skin injury from acids or strong alkaline solutions in chemistry lab 
 explosions or fires in chemistry lab 
 cuts from broken glassware in chemistry lab 
 electrocution in physics or electrical engineering lab 
 poisonous materials in chemistry or biology lab 
 infectious materials in a microbiology lab, medical school, nursing school, etc. 
 radioactive materials in a physics lab 
 x-ray machine in medical and dental schools 
  

Obviously, some hazards are inherent in laboratory procedures, but these hazards are not an excuse for injuries. 
Instead, the existence of these hazards require that teachers/professors use appropriate caution when designing 
laboratory experiments, and when supervising pupils/students in the laboratory room. For example, a 
teacher/professor might be able to modify an experiment so that it is less hazardous, without impairing the 
educational experience for pupils/students. One may wonder if a pupil/student who is taking a required introductory 
biology or chemistry class in order to graduate from high school or college should be required to risk life and limb 
in a laboratory. It is one thing for professional scientists to take such risks with their own lives, it is another thing for 
teachers/professors to require that pupils/students take such risks, especially when the introductory science class is 
on the periphery of the pupil's/student's knowledge. (On the other hand, society seems to have no problem with 
requiring pupils and students to participate in athletic activities, which carries a greater risk of physical injury, but 
absolutely no intellectual benefit.) 
 
The situation is somewhat different with a student who concentrates in some area of science or engineering, or with 
a student in medical school, who – as part of their education – must learn how to work safely with hazardous 
materials. 
 
An injury to a pupil or student does not automatically indicate that the defendant is legally responsible for the injury. 
Before a plaintiff can recover damages, the plaintiff must demonstrate to the court that the defendant was negligent. 
However, the level of proof is only preponderance of evidence, i.e., at least 51% probability. 
 
I was a full-time physics student in universities for ten years (1967-77) and a professor of electrical engineering for 
another ten years. I worked with 120 V ac electrical circuits since I was a high school student in 1965 who was 
doing theater lighting. I did high-voltage laboratory experiments during 1971-90, working at voltages up to 40 kV. 
In all of these years of work, I have only been shocked twice: once in high school and once during my first year of 
graduate school. It is possible to work safely with hazardous materials. 

Immunity ? 
 

sovereign immunity 
 
The conventional wisdom is that the ancient doctrine of sovereign immunity, which holds that people can not sue the 
federal or state government, was imported from England (i.e., "The King can do no wrong."). Scholarly reviews 
show that courts in the USA during the 1800s gave sovereign immunity a much greater force than it held in England. 
Further, the Revolutionary War (1775-1783) was fought to escape from the divine right of kings and to assert a 
government in which the people say what their rights are, although courts in the USA seem to have forgotten this 
history. See, e.g., Molitor v. Kaneland Community Unit, 163 N.E.2d 89 (Ill. 1959); Muskopf v. Corning Hosp. Dist., 
359 P.2d 457 (Calif.  1961); Mayle v. Penn. Dept. Highways, 388 A.2d 709 (Pa. 1978); A good general description 
of this doctrine is in Prosser & Keeton, Torts, § 131 (1984). The modern trend is to abolish sovereign immunity. 
 
The Illinois Supreme Court in 1959, The California Supreme Court in 1961, and the Pennsylvania Supreme Court in 
1978 all abolished the doctrine of sovereign immunity. The legislatures of each state reacted in terror at the possible 
obligation of the state to pay large money damages as a result of negligence by state employees: the legislatures 
quickly enacted statutory immunity for those states, thus overruling these Courts' pronouncements.  
 



While the opinion of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court is now only of historical interest, it is remarkable for the 
harsh words directed at sovereign immunity. Mayle v. Penn. Dept. Highways, 388 A.2d 709 (Pa. 1978). 
 
modern sovereign immunity 
 
The federal government in the USA and most states have a statute that permits tort claims against the government, 
under certain conditions. The federal statute, which was first enacted in 1940, is codified at 28 USC § 2671 et seq. In 
Massachusetts, the relevant statute is in chapter 258, which was first enacted in 1978. The following principles are 
noteworthy: 
 

1. Local governments, which operate public schools, are generally not sovereigns. If a judgment 
against a school district would be paid from state funds, then the school district may qualify for 
sovereign immunity. Otherwise, school districts in some states may qualify for governmental 
immunity, which is similar to sovereign immunity. Ayala v. Philadelphia Board Edu., 305 A.2d 
877 (Pa. 1973) (abolishing governmental immunity in Pennsylvania, which was then enacted by 
the legislature). 
 
2. Governments can be sued under a Tort Claims Act for injury caused by negligence or intent, but 
not for exercise of discretionary power. 28 USC § 2680. In Massachusetts, the relevant statute is in 
chapter 258, § 10.  
 
3. A potential plaintiff under some state Tort Claims Acts must give notice to the state within a 
time much shorter than the statute of limitations for torts. For example, see N.J.Stat. 59:8-8 (90 
day limit); N.Y. Education Law § 3813(1)(three month limit); Mass.Stat. ch. 258 §4 (must present 
claim to public employer within two years of injury). These examples were correct at the end of 
1998, but may change in the future. 
 
4. Students at military academies operated by the U.S. Government probably can not sue for 
injuries, under the holding in Feres v. U.S., 340 U.S. 135 (1950).  

 
The subject of sovereign immunity is a complicated area of law, which not only varies among the states, but is also 
changing with time as states generally follow the modern trend to abolish this immunity. Therefore, it is important 
that you consult an attorney who is licensed to practice in your state, to learn the current law for your state. 
 
charitable immunity 
 
An old principle of law was that nonprofit institutions (e.g., churches, hospitals, private schools and colleges) could 
not be sued for torts. The reasoning in support of this principle seems to be that:  
 

1. a public policy argument: rendering of charitable services, including occasional negligence, was 
better than the alternative of no services and 
 
2. limited financial resources should be spent on rendering more charitable services, not on 
compensating tort victims. This reason is sometimes expressed by observing that the charitable 
institution held money from donors in trust. It would be a violation of that trust to divert money to 
compensate tort victims, a purpose not contemplated by donors to the charity. (The courts' 
reasoning is circular in that it assumes that payment of tort claims is not a proper purpose, then 
uses the trust theory to validate that assumption.) 

 
Whatever the value of the doctrine of charitable immunity, it is now thoroughly obsolete, and it offers no protection 
to private schools/colleges or other charitable organizations. See Bing v. Thunig, 143 N.  
E.2d 3 (N.Y. 1957); President and Directors of Georgetown College v. Hughes, 130 F.2d 810 (D.C.Cir. 1942). 
 
high hurdles 
 



In reading reported cases on the topic of this essay, I have come across statutes in a few states that make it so 
difficult for pupils to sue teachers that the teachers effectively have immunity. As these states with harsh law are far 
from Massachusetts, where I practice, I have no interest in doing research to see if these harsh statutes are still the 
law in those states. I simply note the following recent legal barriers to holding teachers responsible for their 
wrongful conduct. 
 
In Illinois, a state statute gives teachers the status of parent or guardian. A parent or guardian is not liable for injuries 
to a child, except for wilful and wanton misconduct of the parent/guardian. Therefore, the effect of this Illinois 
statute is to require plaintiff to show that a teacher behaved in a wilful and wanton way toward a pupil, before the 
plaintiff can get past a summary judgment motion by the teacher. See Kobylanski v. Chicago Board of Educ., 347 
N.E.2d 705 (Ill. 1976); Nielsen v. Community Unit School Dist., 412 N.E.2d 1177, 1178 (Ill.App. 1980). 
 
In Texas, a state statute bars torts against any teacher who acts within the scope of their official duties, except when 
the teacher uses excessive force when punishing a student. Hopkins v. Spring Ind. Sch. Dist., 736 S.W.2d 617 (Tex. 
1987); Barr v. Bernhard, 562 S.W.2d 844 (Tex. 1978); Duross v. Freeman, 831 S.W.2d 354, 356 (Tex.App. 
1992)("... it is troubling from a public policy standpoint that our corporate citizens have unfettered access to the 
courts for redress of perceived tortious grievances, but children, whose well-being has been entrusted to fiduciaries 
known as parents and teachers do not have access because of Barr and Hopkins."); Wagner v. Alvarado Ind. Sch. 
Dist., 598 S.W.2d 51 (Tex.App. 1980). 
 
See also Christopher Bello, "Personal Liability of Public School Teacher in Negligence Action...", 34 ALR4th 228 
(1984); Reynolds C. Seitz, "Legal Responsibility Under Tort Law of School Personnel and School Districts as 
Regards Negligent Conduct Towards Pupils", 15 Hastings Law Journal 495 (1964). 
 

First-Aid 
 
The legal duty of the school or college is not confined to supervision by teachers and professors, in an attempt to 
prevent injury. The school or college also has a legal duty to anticipate that there will be accidents and to provide an 
adequate response, such as having functional fire extinguishers and first-aid kits. 
 
The general rule in tort law is that bystanders have no duty to rescue an injured person. Restatement (Second) of 
Torts, § 314 (1965). However, teachers/professors have a "special relationship" with their pupils/students, such that 
teachers/professors have a legal duty to rescue and to render first aid. See, e.g., Kleinknecht v. Gettysburg College, 
989 F.2d 1360 (3dCir. 1993) (Holding college owed lacrosse player duty of care based on "special relationship", 
since college recruited student to play lacrosse. Student, who was 21 y of age, suffered cardiac arrest during practice 
and died. College did not begin CPR until 12 minutes after student collapsed, ambulance arrived 22 minutes after he 
collapsed.); Restatement (Second) of Torts, § 314A comment d (1965), see also illustration 7. 
 
A case in Washington state in 1959 clearly shows the duty of a college. Jay, a third-year chemistry student was 
working in one laboratory when he heard an explosion in an organic chemistry laboratory across the hall and ran to 
help. On entering the organic chemistry laboratory, Jay saw two students using a fire extinguisher in an attempt to 
put out a fire. Jay picked up an extinguisher from the hallway and reentered the organic chemistry laboratory. As Jay 
discovered that his extinguisher was empty, the apparatus exploded, puncturing the retina of his eye and causing 
permanent injury. There were five fire extinguishers in the basement of the chemistry building, none of which had 
been recently maintained or inspected. There was normally only one fire extinguisher in the organic chemistry 
laboratory room, and it had been emptied while fighting two previous fires during the same experiment with 
ethylene ether and other highly flammable gases. The empty extinguisher had been left in the hallway, where Jay 
found it. When Jay sued the college, the college's attorney argued that Jay had consented to the risk of injury when 
he volunteered to fight the fire! The jury awarded Jay $ 27303 (a substantial amount in the 1950s) and the appellate 
court affirmed. Jay v. Walla Walla College, 335 P.2d 458 (Wash. 1959). The appellate court held that the frequency 
of fires, together with the lack of recently inspected fire extinguishers, made "a prima facie case of negligence in 
failing to provide adequate fire-fighting equipment." Id. at 460. 
 
In a Louisiana case in 1970, a high school pupil collapsed from heat stroke while practicing for football. Because of 
the delay of two football coaches, the pupil was not seen by a physician for almost two hours after the pupil 
collapsed. The appellate court held that the two coaches were negligent in failing to call a physician and also in 



using "ill-chosen first aid". The appellate court awarded the pupils parents $ 40,000 in a wrongful death action, plus 
reimbursement of their son's medical and funeral expenses. Mogabgab v. Orleans Parish Sch. Bd., 239 So.2d 456, 
460 (La.App. 1970), writ denied, 241 So.2d 253 (La. 1970). 
 

Workers' Compensation for Students 
 
When a graduate student is injured in a laboratory, a college often takes the legal position that the student was an 
employee (e.g., teaching assistant or research assistant) and therefore only entitled to Workers' Compensation. 
 
Whether an injured person is a student or an employee is an important legal question, because awards in Workers' 
Compensation cases are typically much less than in a tort case for negligence. 
 
I believe there are good reasons why a graduate research assistant is not an employee of the college. The issue is not 
as clear for teaching assistants. 
 
If you are an attorney with such a case, I would welcome the opportunity to write a memorandum of law 
on this topic. 
 
injury of teacher or professor 
 
I found one case in which a professor sued a college for the professor's injury in the college laboratory. Prof. 
Jaworowski used a 2 MeV Van de Graff generator in a particle accelerator in the physics laboratory at Wright State 
University. When the generator was moved to a new location in the Spring of 1985, various safety features were 
disabled during packing, and were not enabled at the destination. Jaworowski continued to use the generator at its 
new location, although he knew that not only were the safety features disabled, but also the radiation safety 
committee at the university had not authorized the use of the generator at its new location. Jaworowski accidentally 
placed his hand in the particle beam, and received a massive dose of radiation that required a partial amputation of 
his hand. The trial court found for the defendants, which decision was upheld on appeal. Jaworoswski v. Medical 
Radiation Consultants, 594 N.E.2d 9 (Ohio App. 1991). 
 
In general, I would expect a court to find that a professor knew, or should have known, of the danger, and therefore 
the professor was contributorily negligent or the professor willingly assumed the risk. Further, Workers' 
Compensation statutes probably prohibit an employee (i.e., teacher or professor) from suing his/her employer in tort 
over injuries received during the course of employment. A better legal strategy may be for the professor or teacher 
to bring a products liability suit against the manufacturer of a dangerous chemical or a laboratory instrument, 
perhaps on a "failure to warn" theory. Products liability is beyond the scope of this essay. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Personal injuries in science laboratories in schools and universities raise a variety of issues beyond the typical 
personal injury case. These issues span not only tort law, but also education law and the practice of the relevant area 
of science, engineering, medicine, etc.  
 
In reading the reported cases in this area, I am struck by the inconsistencies among the various state courts in recent 
years. For example, in LaVoie, a college sophomore who put a can of diethyl ether near a flame – a really stupid act 
– was allowed to recover, but in Wilhelm, a 13 year old who was injured while working in a laboratory without 
supervision, was not allowed to recover. Thus it is difficult to form general rules: results depend on state statutes for 
immunity, sympathy of a jury and judge, etc. 
 
In addition to the few cases discussed above, there are a much larger number of reported cases of pupils/ students 
injured during athletic activities that may raise analogous issues. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
this document is at http://www.rbs2.com/labinj.htm My most recent search for court cases on this topic was in Nov 
1999. version 8 Jan 2000, minor revision 6 July 2005 return to my homepage 
 



4.8 TA Certification for Students Whose First Language is not English 
 
http://www.uiowa.edu/~iiepesl/ESL/eslclasses.html 
 
 
ESL Credit Classes  
 
General Information  
English as a Second Language (ESL) credit classes are available to UI students whose first language is not 
English—U.S. as well as international students. International undergraduate students admitted to The University of 
Iowa with a TOEFL iBT score lower than 100 (600/250, paper/computer) are required to complete an English 
Proficiency Evaluation (EPE) before their first registration for classes. (See "English Proficiency Requirement" 
below.) Some graduate departments may require students to complete an English Proficiency Evaluation regardless 
of their TOEFL score. Students are required to complete any ESL coursework specified as a result of the English 
Proficiency Evaluation. 
 
Courses are offered in conversation skills, pronunciation, grammar, reading, and writing. Students must be enrolled 
in The University of Iowa in order to take ESL credit classes. 
These classes are designed to improve students' language skills to enable them to successfully complete academic 
coursework. Students who do not meet the minimum English language requirements will be required to take courses 
in the non-credit Iowa Intensive English Program prior to beginning University coursework. 
 
English Language Proficiency Requirement  
 
International Students: 
 
All international students with a TOEFL iBT score of less than 100 (600/250, paper/computer) are required to take 
the English Proficiency Evaluation (EPE) prior to their first registration. Some graduate departments require all 
students to take the exam, regardless of TOEFL score. Students are not allowed to register until this evaluation has 
been taken. The University charges students' accounts $30 for the EPE. 
 
U.S. Students: 
 
U.S. students whose first language is not English may also be required to take the English Proficiency Evaluation as 
part of the Orientation and Registration program. Exceptions to this requirement are made for students whose ACT 
English score is 21 or higher (SAT I verbal score of 540 or above) and for those who score 100 or higher on the 
TOEFL iBT (600/250, paper/computer). 
 
EPE Results/Enrollment Policies 
 
Results of the EPE are given to undergraduates at their academic orientation. Results of the EPE for graduate 
students are sent to departments to be given to the student's academic advisor, so students should check with their 
advisors for results. If you check with your department and they do not have your results, please have the 
department call the ESL Office. In compliance with confidentiality procedures, under no circumstances will results 
be given to students over the phone.  
Based on the results of the EPE, students will be told one of three things:   
 
—that no further work in English is necessary, 
—that they are required to take ESL classes, or  
—that they are required to take classes in the Iowa Intensive English Program before beginning regular coursework, 
and/or are limited in the number of credit hours of regular coursework that can be taken. This occurs in cases where 
a student scores below the level required for academic work.  
If the EPE indicates that coursework is necessary, the courses are REQUIRED for all students. For undergraduates, 
any required ESL classes must be taken before taking Rhetoric classes. To enroll, the student should come to the 
ESL Office. 



ESL courses cannot be taken Pass/No Pass or Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory.  
ESL courses must be taken for 3 semester hours.  
 
Once enrolled, undergraduate students are not allowed to drop required ESL courses.  
 
Individuals such as post-docs and visiting professors who are interested in taking ESL classes must also be enrolled 
in the University in order to take ESL classes. For information regarding special student enrollment procedures, 
please contact the International Admissions office (115 Calvin Hall, 319-335-1534).  
 
Spaces in ESL classes will be made available to students who are not required to take the classes if space is available 
and the class is appropriate for the student. Students who are not required may place their names on waiting lists for 
the classes after those who are required have registered. After the first few days of each semester, class lists will be 
verified with instructors, and if there is room in the classes, the spaces will be offered to students on the waiting 
lists.  
 
Registration for all ESL classes requires special permission. Students may obtain permission by going to the ESL 
Office in 1112 University Capitol Centre. Permission cannot be given to students over the phone or via e-mail. 
 
EPE Re-testing 
 
Students who wish to be re-evaluated may do so only if they have just one ESL class remaining. Students who wish 
to be retested should go to the ESL Office at 1112 University Capitol Centre to receive permission and information 
about the test date. Typically, retests occur in November and April. Testees will be charged $30. 
 
Course Descriptions  
 
Courses taken to meet the English proficiency requirement may not be taken P/N or S/U, and must be taken for three 
credit hours. For undergraduates, all required ESL courses must be completed before registration in Rhetoric 
courses. Once enrolled, undergraduate students may not drop required ESL courses. The courses are taught by TAs 
in the Department of Linguistics. 
 
103:184 ESL CONVERSATION SKILLS, 3 s.h. 
This course provides a structured opportunity to develop fluency in spoken English. Class members study and 
practice speaking skills needed to function appropriately in a U.S. academic setting as well as in U.S. society in 
general. Students also are introduced to some pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary related to the goal of 
communicative competence. 
 
103:185 ESL PRONUNCIATION & ORAL SKILLS, 3 s.h. 
The emphasis in this course is on the development of skills appropriate to formal speaking, as well as on the 
diagnosis and correction of persistent pronunciation problems, and on the correct use of stress and intonation. 
Students practice giving oral presentations and participate in discussions on assigned topics. Work outside class in 
the Language Media Center is required. 
 
103:186 ESL GRAMMAR, 3 s.h. 
This class studies the structures of English with particular focus on patterns of grammar which are frequently 
troublesome for nonnative speakers of English. Students practice applying these structures through extensive 
speaking and writing, and by completing a variety of exercises and writing brief essays. 
 
103:187 ESL WRITING, 3 s.h. 
The emphasis of this course is on discourse considerations, more complex grammatical constructions, and the usage 
of formal vocabulary of the type expected of university students. Students practice various styles of organization, 
types of argumentation, and methods of analysis used in academic writing. 
 
103:189 ESL READING SKILLS, 3 s.h. 



This course focuses on increasing reading speed and comprehension of the sort of writing and vocabulary 
encountered by university students. Exercises, discussion, and note-taking assignments are used to develop skills of 
critical analysis. 
 
ESL credit courses are offered only in the summer, spring, and fall semesters. Up-to-date schedule information is 
also available on ISIS.  
 


