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Can international students join the union?

Yes! International students have the same legal rights to join a union as their domestic peers. By
joining the union, the international students can ensure they have better working conditions,
access to visa and immigration services and legal protections.

What can the graduate students union do for international
students?

Regular minimum stipend raises.
The Graduate Employees Organization at University of Michigan won >3% raises in each of the
2017-2018, 2018-2019, and 2019-2020 academic years. 1

The F-1 visa bars holders from working longer than 20 hours a week, which means, unlike their
domestic counterparts, international student workers can’t supplement teaching stipends with odd
jobs. 50%+ of this stipend typically goes towards rent so regular minimum stipend raises that
beat the rate of inflation are crucial wins for international student workers.

Housing for international students.
Grad workers at the University of Illinois Chicago won guaranteed summer housing for
international students.2

Prevention of discriminatory fees.
Grad workers at the University of Washington, University of Michigan, and UMass Amherst
have repealed or prevented the imposition of specific fees for international students. At the
University of Michigan, they have negotiated that the university reimburse Student and
Exchange Visitor Program (SEVIS) fees, as well as cover the cost of the English Language
Proficiency workshop, including providing funding assistance for food and other related
expenses for the training. At Oregon State University, grad workers won fee remission for visa
application fees and international student orientation.3

3 Oregon State University Collective Bargaining Agreement
2 NMSU
1 NMSU Graduate Workers United International Students Resource
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https://hr.oregonstate.edu/sites/hr.oregonstate.edu/files/ercc/gradstud/2016-2020cba.pdf
https://nmsugrads.ueunion.org/international-students/


Availability of research funding.
Grad workers at Columbia University have negotiated the creation of 15 yearly $3,000 summer
fellowships for international students.4

Equal opportunities protections.
Grad workers at the University of Washington have defeated an ICE directive to deport
international students working abroad, and went to court against Pres. Trump’s anti-Muslim
travel ban.5

Transparent grievance procedures.
Grad workers at the University of Connecticut have established a grievance procedure for
international students. They can avail themselves of this protection when they have been unjustly
terminated, without fear of deportation.6

Overwork protections.
Grad workers at University of Michigan have negotiated overwork protections, so international
students don’t have to violate the terms of their visa. Improved legal resources. University of
Michigan grad workers have negotiated the creation of a legal hotline international students can
call if they have problems crossing the border.7

Supplementing International O�ce services.
UMass-Amherst grad workers have negotiated the creation of a committee to provide support
with immigration status, visa issues, and legal issues falling outside the purview of IPO.8

Paid leave for immigration hearings.
University of California grad workers have negotiated entitlement to paid leaves to attend
immigration-related appointments and hearings for themselves or family members.9

Protections from unlawful immigration enforcement.
After contract negotiations, the University of California will notify the worker and union
whenever an immigration official makes an inquiry regarding union members. The university
will also have to affirmatively request any immigration officials to follow the law, and to present

9 University of California System Contract Highlights
8 NMSU
7 NMSU
6 Uconn Graduate Employee Union Grievance Procedures

5 The Union of Academic Student Employees & Postdocs at the University of Washington - International
Solidarity Working Group Actions Resource

4 NMSU
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https://uaw2865.org/know-your-rights/contract-highlights/
https://uconngradunion.org/home/resources/current-members/grievances/
https://www.uaw4121.org/iwg-actions/
https://www.uaw4121.org/iwg-actions/


valid warrants in order to enter campus. Any worker who loses work authorization due to
changing immigration laws will now be contractually guaranteed a meeting with supervisors
upon regaining status to work together to find adequate reemployment.10

NYU GSOC-UAW’s tentative agreement also includes a new side letter for international and
immigrant student worker protections. If ratified, NYU will not provide information to
government agencies for the purpose of detention or deportation based on immigration status,
nor will it let “representatives of any governmental agency” enter school buildings for those
reasons, including police and Immigration and Customs Enforcement.11

Protections for undocumented workers.
Grad workers at the University of California have achieved equal access to academic and
professional development, including TA positions, for undocumented students and DACA
beneficiaries.12

Time o� for election days.
At Oregon State University, their union contract guarantees that foreign nationals who wish to
vote in their national elections and must do so at a consular agency, must be provided with
adequate time off to do so.13

Community support and solidarity.
When Longxi Zhao, a Chemical Engineering PhD Student at Columbia University was fired as a
TA without any due process and was left with no choice but to return home to China, the
Graduate Workers of Columbia (GWC-UAW) filed an appeal with the dean and quickly
mobilized campus wide support for his due process. This is just one of many instances of grad
worker unions fighting to ensure the right of international students to a fair workplace.14

At Temple University, the Temple Graduate Students Association raised more than $15,000 for
International Grad Student Workers following Trump Admin immigration Bans! 15

15 Temple University Graduate Students Association Campaigns

14 Student Workers of Columbia - UAW Local 2110 campaigns
13 UC
12 UC
11 Crimson
10 UC
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https://www.tugsa.org/international-grad-student-campaign
https://columbiagradunion.org/campaigns/due-process/
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A Union allows student workers to unite for improved pay & benefits and presents an
opportunity to have a voice and dignity on the job and to join a nationwide movement of higher
education employees uniting to improve higher education!

Collective gains made by Unionized Grad Workers that
benefit all student-workers, including international
student-workers

● Wage increases
● Terms of dismissal, leave, and discipline
● Workload expectations and limits
● Grievance and arbitration procedures
● Health insurance benefits
● Broad non-discrimination clauses (e.g. gender identity/expression, hereditary

traits, neurodiversity)

More Specific Examples of Gains and Protections

★ Compensation for mandatory trainings: New York University (NYU)
★ Use of Gender-Inclusive Employment Forms: University of Oregon (UO)
★ All-gender restroom expansion: UC System
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★ Committee to address campus policing: UC System
★ Paid Contract Orientations: UC System
★ Accommodations for workers with disabilities: UC System
★ Child-care funding: UC System, NYU, UMass Amherst, Michigan
★ Uniform Parking and Transit Eligibility for all University Employees: UC

System, Washington
★ Medical Leave: UC System, UO, UMass Amherst
★ Parental / Family Leave: UC System, UO, NYU, Temple, UMass Amherst,

University of Rhode Island (URI)
★ Bereavement Leave: UC System, Temple, Michigan, URI
★ Election Day arrangements so employees can vote: UO
★ Lactation Support: UC System, UO, Michigan, Wisconsin, Washington
★ O�ces: e.g. at least ½-desk assignment in locking room for all grads at UO
★ Terms of employee evaluations: UO, URI
★ Summer Wages and Healthcare: UC System, UO, Michigan

A case study close to home

The pandemic pushed the Harvard Graduate Student Union (HGSU-UAW) to call for greater

protections and resources for international student workers.

The current contract includes six provisions for international student workers. If an international

student already employed by Harvard finds themselves stuck abroad, they will continue to be

employed by the University; if a student already employed is suddenly unable to work as a result

of their immigration status, the University will “make reasonable efforts to re-employ the

[student worker] as soon as possible.” Harvard also grants international student workers five

days of paid leave to attend visa and immigration proceedings for themselves and family

members, and maintains a list of immigration attorneys.

The first contract also created a University-wide working group to evaluate Harvard’s English

language resources.
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How will joining the unionizing process a�ect my
relationship with my advisor?

We will not be bargaining with your adviser, or even with your department directly. The
bargaining process takes place on the level of campus as a whole. Your advisor will not be
involved in the process.

A survey by Gordon Hewitt (a researcher at Tufts University) found that graduate employee
unions tend to create a more positive environment on campus. Hewitt surveyed almost 300
faculty members in the liberal arts and sciences at universities with  recognized graduate
employee unions including the University of  Massachusetts, SUNY Buffalo, the University of
Florida, the University  of Michigan and the University of Oregon. A faculty member at one of
the  universities said, “The graduate student union [on] our campus has had a  positive impact on
the working and, in turn, studying and research  lives of our grad students. For our department,
the contracts negotiated  to date have helped regularize hiring, working and disciplinary
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procedures in positive ways.” Graduate employee unions don’t get in the  way of good
relationships between faculty and students because that’s  not what their membership wants. The
union’s purpose is to intervene  when abuses occur.

Is it legal for international students to join the union?

YES! All student employees, regardless of their immigration status, have the federally-protected
rights to engage in activity with their co-workers concerning their working conditions, form a
union and collectively bargain with their universities. It is illegal for an employer to retaliate
against any student employees for exercising their rights under the National Labor Relations Act.

YOU HAVE A RIGHT TO: THE UNIVERSITY CANNOT:

Participate in, speak out in favor of the union
and sign a union card

Fire you, discipline you or discriminate against
you in any way

Talk with your colleagues about the union Ask about your support or participation in the
union

Distribute union literature, both written and
electronic

Threaten loss of privileges or benefits as a result
of forming a union

Wear union t-shirts, buttons, etc Make promises to employees if they oppose the
union

Will my union membership a�ect my student visa? Can it
a�ect future visas?

No! The U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) cannot ask you questions about
your union membership or participation in lawful union activity. In addition, the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) recognized the importance of enforcing labor laws and signed an
agreement with the Department of Labor (DOL) that states it is essential to ensure proper wages
and working conditions for all covered workers regardless of immigration status. It is your right
to belong to a union and being a union member cannot and should not affect your visa
application.

8



Graduate employees have formed unions and bargained contracts at many schools, and graduate
employee unions have existed for almost 40 years. None of the campuses with unions have
reported any complications arising from the dual status of being both a foreign student and a
unionized employee!

Are there any restrictions on my ability to participate in
union activities such as picketing, rallies, and leafleting?

Political activities such as picketing, rallies, leafleting, demonstrations, etc., are forms of
expression and free association, which are protected for foreigners in the U.S. (including foreign
students with visas) as they are for U.S. nationals. It is against the law for your employer (the
university) to retaliate against you for participating in these protected activities.

Are there any restrictions on union activity by foreign
students?

No! All foreign students enjoy the same rights to freedom of expression and freedom of
association as U.S. nationals. Federal law protects your right to join a union.

Despite facing higher hurdles than their U.S. counterparts, international student-workers have
been on the front lines of campus worker activism and have been leading the resurgence in
graduate student unionization!
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Further readings and resources

https://prospect.org/education/international-students-lead-the-resurgence-in-graduate-student-uni
onization/

Benefits of a Graduate Students’ Union for International Students in the U.S.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2020/07/19/grad-student-unions-pandemic/

https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2021/5/27/grad-union-compare/

https://nmsugrads.ueunion.org/international-students/

https://glounion.org/about-2/grad-unions-across-the-us/

https://glounion.org/faqs/faq-for-international-students/

http://seiufacultyforward.org/know-your-rights-international-student-worker
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