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ollege and graduate school provide students with

many opportunities: to study, research, engage in
new ideas, transform, and develop functional skills for a
fruitful life. Among the essential skills students need are
critical thinking, curiosity, creativity, and effective prac-
tices in free expression.

Important elements of student life today are the high
cost of higher education, food, housing and child care.
Student work on campus includes teaching and research
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and non-academic jobs in dormitories, libraries, dining,
administrative offices, and outsourced dining services on
campus. Off campus, students find work as baristas, in
retail and similar positions.

The nature of student work has changed over the
decades. Student jobs today provide a richer second
curriculum with valuable lessons about work, discipline,
life, shared responsibilities, and insights into the econo-
my. Those work experiences and the need for increased



compensation, benefits and job security have resulted
in a massive growth in graduate student employee and
undergraduate student employee unionization. Today,
there are approximately 200,000 union-represented
graduate and undergraduate student employees (see
Figures 1 and 2).

This unionization trend is consistent with a 2024 Gal-
lup poll finding that 77% of those aged 18-34 approve
of labor unions.! Working conditions are the primary
focus in student organizing and negotiations, which can
be influenced by social movements.2 Unionization has
resulted in contracts with provisions covering job securi-
ty, compensation, benefits, leaves, grievance-arbitration
and stronger protections against sexual harassment and
discrimination.3

Contrary to attacks on higher education for purported
“wokeness,” issues concerning labor relations are not top-
ics in most classroom curricula except in specialized pro-
grams like CUNY’s School of Labor and Urban Studies
and Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor
Relations. It is far more common for students to learn
about collective bargaining on their own, rather than in
the classroom. The practice of unionization provides first-
hand education in workplace representational democracy
and citizenship, including maintaining a majority coali-
tion and making hard necessary compromises.

Federal and state laws can set the framework for stu-
dent employee unionization and bargaining or create
legal barriers. For example, Florida excludes part-time
undergraduates from the right to unionize at public
institutions.4 Colleges and universities have the choice
to challenge or delay student employee organizing and
bargaining or work to create a constructive environment
for student labor relations through negotiated voluntary
recognition procedures.

A Short History of Student Employee
Unionization Prior to 2020

While student employee unionization and labor activism
have grown exponentially since the end of the COVID-19
pandemic, it is not a new phenomenon. The earliest
known student unionization effort was in January 1914
when dining workers formed the Wisconsin Student
Workers Union and called a strike that resulted in a lock-
out (see Image 1). A century later, in 2016, undergradu-
ate student protests at Long Island University led to the
end of the university’s lockout of its faculty.>

Formal unionization efforts by student employees did not
begin until the enactment of state public sector collective
bargaining laws including New York’s Taylor Law,® and
the 1970 decision by the National Labor Relations Board
to start asserting jurisdiction over higher education.”
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Undergraduate Student Employee Unionization
Prior to 2019

The first union-represented undergraduate student
employee bargaining unit was certified in 1970 at the
University of Oregon.8 Negotiations led to a first con-
tract in July 1971 and successor agreements were reached
with standard collective bargaining provisions concern-
ing wages, hours, scheduling, discipline, and grievance-
arbitration procedures.?

Over the next few years, undergraduate student employ-
ees voted down union representation at Ohio Univer-
sity!l0 and Michigan State University,!! and the New York
City Office of Collective Bargaining dismissed an under-
graduate student employee representation petition at
CUNY.12 In the private sector, the National Labor Rela-
tions Board’s precedent finding that student employees
were not protected under the National Labor Relations
Act,!3 because they were primarily students! stymied
undergraduate student employee unionization on private
campuses for decades.

Not a Strike, But a LOCK OUT

TO THE PUBLIC: Sunday, at 12 o'clock, 120 student
workers were discharged by" the management of the University”
Commons, apparently for no other reason than that they belong to a
union. ;

The students did not want to embarrass the University by”
calling a strike, but the management had no scruples about locking
us out without a moment’s notice, thereby causing much hardship on
those who must earn their living while at the University. Not only
that, our employers were unfair enough to cause the public to think
that the students had struck. The diners were embarrassed not be-
cause we quit, but because we were all discharged.

Not only” were 120 men LOCKED OUT by the closing down
of Lathrop Hall, but two girls working in Chadbourne Hall were also
fired because they had expressed sympathy for the Students’ Union.
In addition to these, four men working by the month, who refused
to do the student’s work in addition to their own, were also discharged

AND WHY ALL THIS?

Simply~ because the student workers had asked to have their
grievances investigated. We took no hasty™ action. We laid our
case before the Regents. And this is what we asked:

1. That a committee be appointed to fix what is a reasonable
number of diners for one waiter to serve.

2. That the student workers be consulted when changes are
made that affect their conditions of employment; and that no one be
discharged for belonging to the Union.

3. That we be given a chance to show where economies in
management can reduce expenses without causing the discharge of
students and burdening others.

Qur petition was ignored and we were all discharged without
notice.

We therefore now appeal to the public to see that justice is
done to us. Particularly do we appeal to all those who board at the
Commons to see that we get fair play™.

The law does not permit us to ask you not to eat at the Com-
mons, but you can help the students who have been LOCKED OUT
by not standing for such unfair treatment,

Signed,
WISCONSIN STUDENT WORKERS' UNION.
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The oldest existing undergraduate student employee
bargaining unit is at the University of Massachusetts-
Amberst.’> In 2002, United Auto Workers became the
representative of resident advisors at the university.
The bargaining unit was expanded later to include peer
mentors.!¢ The current contract for the 500 student
employees is 33 pages long with provisions covering a
wide range of traditional bargaining subjects.!” Prior
to the pandemic, the NLRB had certified only one
undergraduate bargaining unit, that of dining employ-
ees at Grinnell College in Iowa.!8 Pre-pandemic orga-
nizing efforts by resident advisors at George Washing-
ton University and Reed College and intercollegiate
scholarship football athletes at Northwestern Univer-
sity!? were unsuccessful.

Graduate Student Employee Unionization Prior to 2019

In 1969, graduate student employee union representa-
tion began at CUNY?0 and the University of Wiscon-
sin-Madison.?! Thereafter, graduate student employee
unionization grew at a steady rate at public universities
based on decisions finding they had collective bargain-
ing rights.22 One example of this precedent is the 1991
Public Employment Relations Board decision under the
Taylor Law concerning a petition at SUNY.23

By January 2013, there were 62,656 graduate student
employees represented in bargaining units at 28 public

universities in a dozen states including New York and
New Jersey, along with those working at the SUNY and
CUNY research foundations?4 (Figure 2). The absence of
graduate student employee unions at private universities
before January 2013 was due, in large part, to the NLRB
precedent finding them to be primarily students without
rights under the National Labor Relations Act.?> This
precedent dated back to the 1972 decision in Adelphi
University,20 which had been largely followed,?” until the
NLRB’s 2016 Trustees of Columbia University decision.28
In that decision, the agency ruled that both graduate and
undergraduate student employees are covered under the
National Labor Relations Act because they satisfy the
common law test of employee, the legal standard previ-
ously upheld by the United States Supreme Court.2?

A 2020 study demonstrated that the Zrustees of Colum-
bia University decision set off a wave of successful
unionization efforts at private universities prior to the
pandemic.30 Between 2013 and 2019, graduate student
employee representation grew by 31%, with the largest
growth at private universities. By Jan. 1, 2020, there
were 16 new bargaining units: five at public universi-
ties and 11 at private universities including Columbia,
The New School, and New York University, all of which
are combined units of graduate and undergraduate
employees. By the beginning of 2020, the number of
union-represented graduate student employees grew to

Figure 1. Undergraduate Student Employee Representation Growth, 2013-2025.
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83,050. (Figure 2.) The resultant collective bargaining
agreements have increased compensation and benefits,3!
provided increased protections against discrimination
and sexual harassment,32 and made their terms and con-
ditions of employment enforceable through grievance-
arbitration procedures.

In 2019 and 2020, there was a major drop-off in new
student unionization caused by two factors: the pan-
demic and the strategic decision by unions to withdraw
pending petitions to avoid the likely overturning of
the Columbia University decision by a Trump-selected
NLRB majority.33

The Post-Pandemic Surge in Student
Employee Unionization

Following the pandemic and 2020 presidential elec-
tion results, the rate of student employee unionization
expanded exponentially.

In 2022, four new undergraduate bargaining units were
established, including one at Barnard College, along with
the campus-wide expansion of the Grinnell bargaining
unit. The next year, a dozen new undergraduate bargain-
ing units were certified across the country, including at

Columbia, Fordham, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute,
and Skidmore.34

The most significant increase in undergraduate employee
representation occurred in 2024. In that year, there were
another dozen units formed representing more than
22,000 employees. Over 90% of that total, however, was
in a single new unit at California State University. An
additional seven pending representation cases were with-
drawn following the 2024 presidential election including
at NYU, The New School, Clark University and peti-
tion for the Dartmouth men’s basketball team.3> Those
withdrawals were likely due to expected changes under a
second Trump administration.

Last year saw continued but slower growth in under-
graduate student employee representation with new bar-
gaining units at Macalester College, Temple University,
and Beloit College. By the end of 2025, there were over
27,000 undergraduate employees represented in higher
education (Figure 1).

In 2021, 2022 and 2023, the number of union-repre-
sented graduate student employees grew nationwide by
63,680 with 62% (39,535) in 2023 alone.3¢ In that year,
there were 23 newly certified or recognized graduate
student employee units on campus including at Cornell,
Fordham, Syracuse and the SUNY Research Foundation.
In 2024, representation continued to grow with 16 new
bargaining units representing 13,523 graduate student
employees, including at Alfred University, the Icahn
School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, the University of

Figure 2. Graduate Student Employee Representation Growth, 2013-2025.
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Chicago School of Law, and the University of California,
College of the Law, San Francisco. Last year saw a sig-
nificant drop in new and enlarged bargaining units but
continued growth in the number of represented graduate
student employees3” (Figure 2).

The Future of Student Unionization

In 2024, Proskauer Rose attorneys predicted that under-
graduate bargaining units were “here to stay.”38 The pre-
diction was only partially true for unionization of both
undergraduate and graduate student employees.

It is likely that student employee representation growth
will continue in states with public sector collective bar-
gaining laws applicable to student employees in higher
education. For example, late last year a petition was
filed to represent a proposed unit of 1,400 at Portland
State University.3? Undergraduate work and unionization
efforts on public sector campuses will be impacted if the
Trump administration is successful in cutting the current
level of work-study funding.40

History has shown that precedential stability under pub-
lic sector collective bargaining laws is far more common
than under the National Labor Relations Act. The poten-
tial for future increases in student union representation
is more likely under public sector precedent as well as
proposed legislation in New York State to permit inter-
collegiate athletes to unionize,4! and bills in other states
to extend or expand collective bargaining rights in higher
education. A pending public sector collective bargaining
bill in Virginia would cover higher education students
employed in any capacity.42

The future of student employee unionization in the
private sector is far less certain. As at public institu-
tions, proposed cuts in federal work-study spending will
decrease undergraduate student employment. In addi-
tion, the Trump administration’s aggressive immigration
policies have already negatively impacted employment of
noncitizen graduate student employees.
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Furthermore, the legal future of student labor rights under
the National Labor Relations Act might be changed in the
next few years. Whether there is a change will depend on
the position taken by the new NLRB’s general counsel con-
cerning the 2016 Trustees of Columbia University decision,
the new board majority’s approach to that precedent, and
the real potential for presidential interference in the board’s
independence under the unitary executive theory.43

During the first Trump administration the NLRB pro-
posed a rule to reverse the Trustees of Columbia University
decision but withdrew the proposed rule after comments
were submitted. Unlike prior inflection points, agency
reconsideration of the student employee status under
the NLRA will require an analysis of the large body of
empirical evidence from negotiated contracts at private
and public institutions that can answer the prior theori-
cal arguments and concerns regarding the feasibility of
student employee representation.

If the new NLRB majority reverses precedent recogniz-
ing student employee status, continued unionization
growth will require voluntarily recognition by universi-
ties following the lead of Syracuse University and other
institutions. Whether a particular institution will agree to
voluntarily recognize a union will depend on the values
of its leaders and trustees, its collective bargaining expe-
riences with other unionized employees, and what legal
advice it relies upon.

The success and impact of undergraduate and graduate
student employee union representation will require over-
coming certain known challenges. First, grant funding
for graduate student employment may not be adequate
to cover negotiated compensation increases agreed to by
the university. This will require the university to cover
the difference, or the principal investigator will have
to reallocate the grant money. Other challenges are the
constant turnover of students because of the academic
cycle and reported bargaining unit divisions resulting
from union positions on issues extraneous to terms and
conditions of employment.



Finally, future research on student employee representa-
tion should include longitudinal qualitive research exam-
ining how student experiences in labor organizing and
being represented by a union impacted their views about
representational democracy and the trajectory of their
lives and careers after leaving higher education.

William A. Herbert is distinguished lecturer
and executive director of the National Center
for the Study of Collective Bargaining in Higher
Education and the Professions at Hunter
College, CUNY.
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