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Grad student unions strike
controversial deal with
University of California

Striking graduate students across the University of California system, shown here at UC

Irvine, are voting on a tentative agreement this week. ALLEN J. SCHABEN/LOS ANGELES TIMES VIA

GETTY IMAGES

Five weeks into a strike that disrupted University of California (UC)
campuses, the unions representing graduate student teaching
assistants and researchers reached a tentative agreement with
university administrators on 16 December. If the deal is approved by
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union members, graduate students would receive a minimum stipend
of $34,000 by October 2024—a raise of $13,000 for some students but
a far cry from the $54,000 the union was asking for at the outset of
the strike. The agreement also includes other benefits such as fee
waivers, child care reimbursements for student parents, 8 weeks of
family leave, and transit passes. The deal comes 1 week after postdocs
and academic researchers voted to ratify the agreement they reached
with the university and 5 days after a third-party mediator,
Sacramento, California, Mayor Darrell Steinberg, was brought in to
break the impasse between graduate student workers and the
university.

The unions’ 36,000 members, who will continue to strike until a deal
is ratified, will have an opportunity to vote from now until Friday.
More than 50% of voters must approve the agreement for it to go into
effect. But it’s not clear whether that will happen. “It seems like a lot
of folks are leaning toward voting no,” says Robin López, a Ph.D.
student in environmental science at UC Berkeley.

During a press conference on 17 December, union leaders touted the
deal as a historic win. “This contract will make UC so much more
accessible to scholars from all backgrounds, not just to people with
familial wealth,” said bargaining team member Aarthi Sekar, a Ph.D.
student studying genetics at UC Davis. “It sets a new standard for
academic workers all across the U.S.” According to a UC statement,
“These agreements were the result of both sides working
collaboratively to find solutions and demonstrating flexibility and a
genuine willingness to compromise at the bargaining table.”
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Many union members have also expressed support. “While this
contract is not perfect, I think that this strike has reached a critical
point and I am proud of what we’ve managed to do here given the
monumental challenge we are up against,” says Katelyn Yu, an
environmental engineering Ph.D. student at UC Berkeley. “I’m
especially proud of the enforceable protections against bullying and
harassment,” adds Zach Goldberg, a biology Ph.D. student at UC San
Diego.

But others—including some members of the unions’ bargaining teams
—have come out against the agreement, arguing that graduate
students could secure a much better deal if they continue to withhold

HOW-TO

I’m a Black scientist,

tired of facing racism

and exclusion from…

academia

5 JAN 2023

BY KEISHA HARDEMAN

My leave of absence

from grad school

changed my…

perspective on taking a

break

22 DEC 2022

BY JACQUELINE FORSON

Our top essays by

scientists in 2022

19 DEC 2022

BY KATIE LANGIN

ADVERTISEMENT

How to get what you

need from your Ph.D. or

postdoc supervisor

31 OCT 2022

BY ELISABETH PAIN

How to prepare a

scienti[c poster

19 JAN 2022

BY ELISABETH PAIN

How to navigate

authorship of scienti[c

manuscripts

6 MAY 2021

BY ELISABETH PAIN

SIGN UP!

VIEW MORE !

https://www.science.org/content/article/postdoc-union-reaches-tentative-agreement-university-california
https://www.science.org/action/clickThrough?id=501029&url=%2Faction%2FsubscribeNewsletterAlert%3FnewsAlert%3D44%2520Job%2520Seeker%2520Newsletter%26consentsOrigin%3DSPINTCAR&loc=%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2Fgrad-student-unions-strike-controversial-deal-university-california&pubId=41968257&placeholderId=501026&productId=501029
https://www.science.org/content/article/i-m-black-scientist-tired-facing-racism-and-exclusion-academia
https://www.science.org/content/article/i-m-black-scientist-tired-facing-racism-and-exclusion-academia
https://www.science.org/content/article/leave-absence-grad-school-changed-perspective-taking-break
https://www.science.org/content/article/leave-absence-grad-school-changed-perspective-taking-break
https://www.science.org/content/article/our-top-essays-scientists-2022-working-life
https://www.science.org/content/article/our-top-essays-scientists-2022-working-life
https://www.science.org/topic/careers-career-article-genre/working-life
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=ChOx5Mn7IY8fpOozK998P6vqYoAneyLysbquz37uEEcOn9f0IEAEglJv7emDJ3uiGyKOQGaABhKeIwgPIAQLgAgCoAwHIAwiqBO8CT9BB16_eUUrICngbhMVeCfanJ93f0vQ7BylNoSLI0I3KsA7_ykL-uK7F6Kq6FNHkKJ3btPKJJ_l25B5QSH5SZ6Kr2WMvYinBs34ScvsB_2E2VyR0AgR0nd6o7zmA_TjWE4uTXMlOp3jbV8uoMhXZnExhPiZPVbKdU4VmRYsWiV6H5k9HF0FBtSzuk_Xsyspm4YvbsRMZbR-1wy_vHVnsINXSi78aeFearB5lwCZTFPiL915HVK2y1knkLyLLOLICUlDnUYSISIsd6qCucq4pxIyf0Ja7zXYdyshJMCHemz4KZIxJjK20SF8k89CGEf9z5PwogyDMVWeX1Jbe9nVvTjcsI5FD73LQZxbNCzK7qMV0PT4ZMBFyIqGDcKxpx1_UVYCzgXzkpqycOTT8Ur_FSlvTHFVh-pIjlTLsTSMGrcSt1OJT6vrX4ICzTJ_L3uOOxftJOxHlSBkan4TyscLofP6igOnK6am4lMxCoVX9pcAErIn4rqIE4AQBoAYCgAfk2Pc9qAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpKOxAqgH1ckbqAemvhuoB5oGqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH_56xAqgH35-xAtgHAdIIEQiA4YBgEAEYHTICywI6AoBAsQlEq9R9bWQ7cYAKA4oKoQFodHRwOi8vY2xpY2tzZXJ2ZS5kYXJ0c2VhcmNoLm5ldC9saW5rL2NsaWNrPyYmZHNfZV9hZGlkPTY0NDE2MjUyMzEwMyZkc19lX21hdGNodHlwZT1jb250ZW50JmRzX2VfZGV2aWNlPWMmZHNfZV9uZXR3b3JrPWQmJmRzX3VybF92PTImZHNfZGVzdF91cmw9e3VuZXNjYXBlZGxwdXJsfZgLAcgLAeALAbgMAdgTDdAVAZgWAfgWAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAQSSwDq26N9kyxUlYWriwLl_pVy9mIfihelAJ27AIBX4OOALrSy2YAoagiBbh6uEFeEIeHAI3-4IEvIPeIRPSBDpXay6V4P4vGsS53HcRgBIBM&sig=AOD64_3oI351WKYNqv9HhxU9yDbjZorLMg&client=ca-pub-5117495985152240&rf=5&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y&uap=UACH(platform)&uapv=UACH(platformVersion)&uaa=UACH(architecture)&uam=UACH(model)&uafv=UACH(uaFullVersion)&uab=UACH(bitness)&uaw=UACH(wow64)&uafvl=UACH(fullVersionList)&nb=2&adurl=https://secure.wfpusa.org/donate/2210_Hunger_OADS%3Fms%3D2210_Hunger_OADS_GDN_FY23Prospecting-Cold_Charity_Hunger-GoToBedHungry_xx%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIx8qUvaDS_AIVDOX9BR1qPQaUEAEYASAAEgIBv_D_BwE
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?source=display&reasons=AZLCTSqkI9_FnQXdD6FSRYntB3fu7xlACPfahi_IDqdJU55fib83BfpAZobfLhdB8A0WPkbevVmT_rDRSQkS5w1baJrZiiG2uuhVxRULbYsm8UjxSN7uVulmXBABaqG_ox-o-zLoOgNqZtT5xjcPZ4dd_MNf1cLBCXl1-20g1rTcZXBNvq413y6YW3nH3Ez49DFk7wCy-XLX1-SNRsGEpGcuMfaKLIjEipKv8FWAY9tLUk2t6hJ0NgBB_4dZlwY4eYzYqqqEQNeAeMJMeDqSTCxgUfTPfk5TgqF6lZNWKMc11_HN_gCDlyn3Wodg9Mwvtm4i8IOkTL3vgHEluwySOHy5yL-Zx_FcNLm0n3bdQACeHeActD7-eN0BrlJA3UzEVu_aR7VusherrW3Eb4lPTYoXPhVBqQjGfOZAsHH8aiVe5yBUFYucw5fkvbXCkYXP0xHThJsPwNXoUSDXN4IczxsBzaQz0Xu8Ps6Mj3rCH0IYeB4HjXwLv5msiy0-nTL9pet_gTUADthRRpRgJMh8oWyRwPH868zpmpUE0meJPtygZ2Tg5JJau0Y5qyIe2AvjdX2e7rtVtCjeZfurwbc5HG0aD9Mu47mrrQp59wkqPJARK9urDpKAkNdOpR4GSWkI7y5Zw8tXSGQi386xdGwfZHK3er_Wby06Q74YtU77uUa_7gkJBADQfkfn4n87nzXXxqnGoQcIiwqx-CGlLBIPnDLDug3nnqTpgqcB29JiDpg_a8dgR4BqbMyB11_Sd_Jnl61PvSYVpwLoYWhiAoC1LfoTco2VE5bVAnGkQUGBHJgk4FpVojeTuAuM1eqBVcgBrsUngWOUyONt8Aya28xcHQhJ7bmHKRzPi1q0Bn5Et3saQEyuWqtpc9lCL0aoonfcPaduwASiUnYjc_zZD7SImdVwrf2bNsiqoVdv6artkxWE1ru3njqeS4fAnfoKNqattRSWEH-yMCJOSvjAZbIY7muO_Tpe6mLB-DF6s379qrt9V3INshx1Y610KGsvy0CL-iWb4rmtKrvBre4-wNUFPk5OI2K_6jA5LZniziyVyz0RvWI6S0VyOqqgTFr_obgb_JMsXWUdIiT2SahM7uBEOmnX0IvSZQn9Ri_SC3404uLvWjiT9NPSdOTJRAdXmv8VBor9BnQ-nm-NmZ9A3sDmopbptRD5u4_OZIvBkWiigFpHyNzEtOCNnZ3lFTOxf0fBNn1E9YRbJzHRXNuFLgAk7w4Nse9GPtEBbwqk-SlTRZvGAqPD-AKm4MzGVujOE1qjMfvxV6U1zYe02SXbTHLr_Y2Ywwbd3WecaZq25qZE4RqirxGqETAapUOv8_zUvaSw_bnUoFDZiJepfnz6Et0EJMdYr4vqbCdpEZ9x29bgiGM4zBeaVlA8USztHDvEyR-jkh8EqmWYBVJEEp_bMd_8P4BklZR-trQfrPSJkgt74uNCJHnGn2WzdeE-mwNQILP_W8lvXr-uh37bNuE5YBY8a4midDLmYQB3a7Efkj3GFCtpxXBpayTjtohlapSNBv8sJAah8IU-1y38dNICEO0fMLD9OMhSuXUOMLHBZgVzjouAE8-Tk-MTrRT8_squc1niZG5IkyBeZuXM_B4YHU5ziDe8dkg1v2ddPyob9ssWyWXd-BvSnVYStBRi3YBZLZfj0E46BdtdjlqODpk8xALbE-B_cWXbXCTc5feGbnLf-IvEP5pHnDgsCeKXKaUe9YAhKpX1V27Zt9RUbQnUvsRJs_6oiS-x4aWstlKb7bg4sNlqw_SKeciSyKPKVCO1KogeZTIvSMQu2ob8oUUKfUg7zTdSbQet7hmjD5yfDLZkvsocp6oMVZ_qzaJBsCVVF3X--EYeK_zRox2ORDPkNJxWopAE-h18vy3ZAy04VGYw01JOYWptme-a1j8Z8d5VH74zR0BuhNR1K8Pf2qtQGmkMTGXIUds-PTa9kurYJiDdnb33ss_hI_b6NjQ3QMps0JvfiNqi2AnB1mHuyIW5XVIQnl0RgAg2XMWHoUKbnGpisicBVjBpLmbnwI1_LGdNnYIpFZbwguhfLLgA0HynSTa4DqANa_Y6vRbgX2UaHnXwRkzGS9yX8p7GZzB3f7GplyQn-WdHwcyc5aPD_nTQVuzb4d7GP6GzL6RNPsQA1MATwESjwYv-evGKUi7DWeb63gYlHcB1_H7YpBlAFnUjFrk2vJQy44DIDNsd8cPf5S08JUbRQ3IcQVFvGJmYcdKqGs28Kx0nQgWkJCgDefk5BbG0rdmMrcKAik-0c8282WfSwRUn0N2CQVw38bVT624DF05pOH9GKk-EE-VzTXHzO8swsRlDkbP1_N_l5mv0GtIrROItHQgSL2rIuRLz7I0rPZlEMQQHFxGHGCSuNFArvuAzd9moiQi6uPSnTCWp-9kdwqaP0Uveg_LgfqBj8JtFxVw
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-get-what-you-need-your-phd-or-postdoc-supervisor
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-get-what-you-need-your-phd-or-postdoc-supervisor
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-prepare-scientific-poster
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-prepare-scientific-poster
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-navigate-authorship-scientific-manuscripts
https://www.science.org/content/article/how-navigate-authorship-scientific-manuscripts


1/18/23, 3:19 PMGrad student unions strike controversial deal with University of California | Science | AAAS

Page 3 of 5https://www.science.org/content/article/grad-student-unions-strike-controversial-deal-university-california

their teaching and research labor. “The UC’s mediated proposals fail
to deliver on the major demands of the strike,” reads a letter signed by
21 bargaining team members representing seven of the 10 UC
campuses, all of whom voted against moving forward with the
tentative agreement. “Based on the firm commitments we observe on
our campuses towards a long-haul strike, we think that there is still
more to be won, and that we still have the capacity to win it.”

Many of those bargaining team members organized a Zoom call on 18
December to answer questions and mobilize a “no” vote. During the
call, which had more than 450 attendees, union members shared their
concerns about the financial support they are set to receive under the
agreement, as well as other issues such as policies for international
students and language around campus policing and accommodations
for student disabilities. It’s a “horrible contract,” argued Michael
Nishimura, a sociology Ph.D. student at UC Santa Barbara. “If you
vote yes on the current contract, which enshrines disability
discrimination, you’re voting yes on shoving your disabled colleagues
out of academia,” added Heather Ringo, an English Ph.D. student at
UC Davis.

Alicia Zeng, a biophysics Ph.D. student at UC Berkeley, spoke out
against the agreement’s provisions for parents while her partner—
Ivan Biggs, a mechanical engineering Ph.D. student at UC Los Angeles
—held their baby next to her on screen. “The current child care
subsidy will be enough to cover … less than 2 months of child care per
year,” Zeng said. She and Biggs also criticized a provision regarding
health insurance coverage for children of student parents, saying
there are so many restrictions that few students will qualify. “This is a
gender equality issue, and it has a huge impact on women’s
participation in not only academia, but also industries that require an
advanced degree,” Zeng said.

The organizers of the call hoped it would convince some of their peers
to vote “no” this week. “This contract does not come close to our
initial demands and it leaves a lot of our co-workers still rent
burdened, still impoverished but also now in this weird position
where they make slightly too much to qualify for certain public
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assistance programs,” said Janna Haider, a history Ph.D. student at UC
Santa Barbara and one of the bargaining team members who
organized the Zoom call.

But some attendees remained undecided, saying they weren’t sure
graduate students could sustain pressure on the university for long
enough to secure further concessions. “How long do we think this
long-haul strike would be?” one asked. “I do believe that we could in
an imagined world win better. But I question the tenacity that some of
us have.” Another wrote in the chat, “I want to vote no but am
concerned about maintaining a minority strike into next quarter. My
department had only 30% of workers withholding labor and 0 faculty
support during finals week. … I will do my best to organize my
department but I feel like I’m only going lose more people going
forward.”

doi: 10.1126/science.caredit.adg3743
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