Our Union. Our Future.
How Collective Action Works to Secure the Future
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Graduate Workers are uniting to take on the
challenges in Higher Education

Graduate workers face many challenges in the changing higher education landscape. Across the
country, graduate workers are uniting to face these challenges by fighting for a renewed commitment
to quality, accessible higher education that pays graduate workers a living wage and generates more
opportunities for all of our communities.
It’s time for action.

Economic Security

“I am confident that forming a union
as graduate students with SEIU is
the right thing to do because of my
own experience as a union member.
Even when conditions are good, we
are more secure when we are united.
If we wait, it may be too late.”-Justin Mitchell, Ph.D. Student &
Graduate Assistant
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Graduate unions lead to better pay, benefits, and lower fee levels.
In a recent survey of Duke graduate workers, 71% identified pay and stipends and 76% identified health
insurance as a very important issue.1 Unionized graduate assistant employees report higher stipends and
greater pay fairness than do those without a union.2 Higher pay may be linked with improved educational
outcomes—students who are receiving adequate pay for their employment are less likely to have additional
outside employment, which could interfere with their ability to focus on their degree.3

Graduate students with a union have more affordable healthcare.
Health insurance for graduate workers with families is expensive at Duke: an additional $4,625 for a
spouse or $7,250 for family coverage annually.4 Additionally, the Duke health plan does not cover
dental insurance.5 6 According to the American Dental Association’s Health Policy Institute, average
annual per-patient dental expenditures in the U.S. were $685 in 2013. The average dental
expenditures for specialist services provided by an orthodontist were $1,440.7 By joining together in
a union, graduate workers will have collective power and voice to negotiate over health benefits and
have won improvements in benefits, including:
 At NYU, the collective bargaining agreement protects and ensures increases in stipends and
teaching pay and establishes a guaranteed minimum increase on total compensation.
 At University of Connecticut, graduate workers’ pay will increase over 9% during the contract
and annual university fees will be reduced at least $700 a year by the end of the contract.
 At Oregon State University, the University pays for 87% of partner, child, or family premiums
for graduate assistants working 20% or more of a full-time equivalent appointment.
 At New York University, graduate workers receive employer-paid dental insurance.
 At the University of Washington, the health insurance plan is reviewed annually, and if costs
exceed an agreed upon threshold then the Union and University meet to bargain initiatives that
can reduce costs.
 At the University of California, the Union and University meet twice a year to discuss the health
plan.

"On paper our health care plan is very good, but we are uninsured when it comes to
dental care and under-insured on our vision. As someone who is in overall good
health, but has more substantial vision and dental care needs, this is very concerning.
When a single crown can set you back $800, it can be a lot to deal with." -Mike
Burrows, Ph.D. Student & Graduate Assistant
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Based on an electronic survey of 129 Duke graduate workers from September 29, 2016 through October 8, 2016.
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Unionized graduate assistants have won many other important benefits for economic security.
At Duke, the 2017-18 budgeted rate of fee increases for health fees and recreation fees has outpaced
the rate of pay increases for every category of graduate assistant.8 Graduate assistants at institutions
like New York University have used the power of a union to win a host of other economic benefits,
including establishing a childcare subsidy fund and fee waivers for the sports center, student
activities, and registrations.
"The sharp increase in the cost of fees is a clear reminder that
administration can make changes to our conditions and experience at Duke
without accountability to us. Even when graduate students don't pay for
fees directly, these increases impact our departments and PIs, who have to
foot the bill.
I’m voting yes because having a contract means gaining a voice on
changes that affect us as graduate student workers. Together as a union,
we will be able to work with Duke to improve our work conditions." —
Bennett Carpenter, Ph.D. Student & Graduate Assistant

Combating Sexual
Harassment

Unionized graduate assistants have greater
protections from discrimination and harassment.
A recent survey of Duke graduate workers found that
almost 3 out of 4 Duke graduate assistants point to
discrimination and sexual harassment as an important
issues for them at Duke University.

In 2015, the Association of American Universities interviewed 150,072 participating students on 27
campuses and found that 44% of female graduate students report experiencing sexual harassment
on campus.9 Even if many graduate assistants at Duke are fortunate enough to never confront these
types of discrimination and harassment firsthand, all students deserve protections to reduce incidents
and fair recourse for when they do occur.
For those who do experience discrimination or sexual
harassment, it can be a dehumanizing injustice and
there is a need for stronger remedies and courses of
action at Duke. Duke University is the subject of three
open Title IX investigations for possibly mishandling
reports of sexual harassment or violence.10
Unionized graduate workers have won protections and
8

Stipend rates vary by year. Some year’s increases may be less.
Westat. Report on the AAU Campus Climate Survey on Sexual Assault and Sexual Misconduct. Prepared for the Association of
American Universities. Page 119. September 21, 2015.
https://www.aau.edu/uploadedFiles/AAU_Publications/AAU_Reports/Sexual_Assault_Campus_Survey/AAU_Campus_Climate_Survey
_12_14_15.pdf
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recourse against sexual harassment and discrimination in their collective bargaining agreements.
For example:
 At NYU, violations of the non-discrimination clause in the contract can be grieved and
appealed.
 Gender identity and expression is a protected category of discrimination in the union contracts
at NYU, University of Connecticut and the University of California system.
 At the University of Washington, both discrimination and sexual harassment complaints can
be filed as a grievance.
 The University of California contract provides guaranteed access to all-gender bathrooms.
 The labor management committees at the University of California and the University of
Washington bring together graduate workers and the University administration to discuss and
resolve issues of access, diversity, and discrimination.

Advocating for
Research Funding

The union movement is an advocate for improved and
transparent research funding.
Federal support for research funding is crucial for the
operations of research labs at universities around the
country and the important work that graduate research
assistants perform.

Since 1965, the proportion of the federal budget dedicated to total R&D has declined by two-thirds,
from approximately 12% of the total federal budget to less than 4% of the federal budget.11 At the
same time, Duke University charges a facilities and administrative rate, or an overhead rate, of 59%
on research funds12- higher than the national average rate of 52%.13
Federal support for research is especially prone to political interference and is easily harmed by
partisan gridlock in Washington, including:
 The two-year agreement that temporarily lifted budget sequestration caps on research funding
ends in March 2017. It is an open question as to what approach the Trump administration and
the new Congress will take to address those caps.14
 The future of funding for climate and energy research is at risk. Chairman Lamar Smith (RTexas) of the House Science, Space and Technology Committee has already led an attempt to
pull back funding for climate and energy research.15 He may have a willing partner in President
Trump, who in one of the first actions of his administration ordered the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) to temporarily suspend all grants and contracts.16
11

American Association for the Advancement of Science. Historical Trend in Federal R&D – R&D as a Percent of the Total Federal
Budget, 1962-2017. Retrieved January 27, 2017. http://www.aaas.org/page/historical-trends-federal-rd
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Wermund, Benjamin. “Science Funding in the Age of Trump.” Politico. November 17, 2016.
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Federal funding for the social sciences is another area at risk for potential funding reductions.
Rep. Lamar Smith (R – Texas) and his allies in the House fought to reduce funding for social
science research in recent years, which sets up an uncertain future for University-based social
science research programs.17
The extent to which academic freedom of researchers is interpreted and respected in the same
way that it has been in the past is also an open question. In a move that spurred much
controversy, President Trump’s transition team previously asked the Department of Energy to
name its employees who worked on climate policy.18 Similarly, his transition team previously
asked the State Department to provide the names of workers who focus on gender equality
and violence against women.19
Duke administration agrees that there is “considerable uncertainty about what a Donald Trump
presidency would mean for research funding at Duke.”20
Protecting research funding in the future will require

SEIU Members and allied activists are
working to fight for resources and support
for critical research and development at
America’s top universities.

collective action of graduate workers, faculty, and other
academic workers uniting together to advocate to
increase research funding. At the University of
Washington and University of Minnesota, faculty are
organizing through SEIU to protect and expand
research funding for universities. These efforts build
upon the work SEIU has done to advocate for prohigher education budgets and legislation around the
country, such as lowering student loan interest rates
and protecting public higher education funding.21
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Duke graduate workers want a strong organization to address a lack of voice and security on
the job.
Sixty percent of respondents to a survey of Duke graduate workers were “definitely interested” in
joining together to form a union. Seventy-nine percent indicated that they view a role for a unified
graduate worker and faculty voice in advocating for improved working conditions at Duke positively.22
The higher education landscape is likely to be volatile over the next few years. By voting to form a
union, Duke graduate workers can join a movement to elevate the voice of graduate workers, faculty,
and other academic workers to improve their economic security, protections from discrimination and
harassment, and increase public funding support for University-based research.

22

Based on an electronic survey of 129 Duke graduate workers from September 29, 2016 through October 8, 2016.
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This report was produced in January 2017 by the Duke Graduate Students Union – Service Employees International Union (SEIU),
which represents more than 130,000 higher education members, including 44,700 faculty, at dozens of colleges and universities across
the country. For more information on how you can build the movement for a Duke graduate student union visit:

DukeGradUnion.org
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