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Summary  
As a chapter of SEIU Local 73, GSU would share political power and organizing 
resources with a union of 29,000 workers across Chicago Metro, including adjunct 
faculty and engineers already organized on our campus and 5500 members in higher 
ed. Their organizing staff of 21 full-time organizers is ready to get to work on our 
campaign to get GSU to the bargaining table, so we can fight back most effectively 
against the onslaught of budget cuts hurting workers across campus this year. We will 
be a flagship union for SEIU, setting a precedent for their emerging graduate student 
chapters across the city and nation. They will be deeply invested in our campaign: 
ready to learn from our experience and respect our organizing agenda. If we remain 
with AFT, we will have to wait for our first staffer to be hired, gaining more staff 
support only through further assessment. We have been conducting such assessments 
with AFT for seven years, consistently burning out our volunteers, depoliticizing our 
conversations, and still failing to produce the promised resources. They have made it 
clear we are not a priority, and their organizing template of DIY unionism limits our 
political horizons and isolates the workers we seek to represent. The dynamic, 
interdependent, and progressive unionism offered by SEIU demonstrates the power 
and vision we have long-awaited to impact our campus, higher education, and 
beyond. Fresh on the heels of a favorable NLRB decision that gives us real power, 
the university administration will be working hard this fall to limit that power. We 
need to fight back hard with SEIU rather than struggling to move forward with AFT 
– it's time! 
 
Introduct ion  
The NLRB ruling heralds coming changes for GSU, as it becomes a representative 
entity accountable to a wide range of grad employees, and aspires to be the custodian 
of a collectively-bargained contract. For too long we have acted as a union but been 
governed like a student club - power within GSU is centralized within a small group 
of students with the ability to volunteer significant time to the cause of unionization. 
This has consistently worked within GSU to marginalize the concerns of students 
most economically and socially disadvantaged within the university. It has largely 
prevented GSU from taking up “minority” issues such as racial justice and diversity 
hiring, has made it difficult to build membership within the physical and biological 
sciences, and has continually kept us from impacting concrete issues such as 
advanced residency tuition.  



 
As we gear up for the fight of our lives against one of the wealthiest private university 
administrations in the country, let us shape the coming changes and build an 
organization capable of winning a strong contract for all graduate student employees. 
Let us create an organization and a partnership strong enough that our dreams need 
not end at winning a contract. We believe affiliation with SEIU will greatly increase 
our power at all steps of the process of winning recognition, building our union, and 
fighting for our members’ agenda. We further believe that affiliation with SEIU will 
strengthen our relationships with other workers on campus and in our community, 
giving us the collective power to shape the future of the University of Chicago. 
Making the right decision on affiliation is our first big challenge - let’s show the 
administration we mean business. 
 
Our seven years of experience with AFT has shown that AFT is not the right partner 
for this fight. AFT has consistently wasted our time and energy in failing to deliver on 
the promises they made when we first affiliated with them in 2009, and the 
organizing plan they lay out promises to burn out our organizers while reproducing 
an internal structure of inequality that has too long crippled our union. AFT has been 
contacting our members individually to warn them against the dangers of an 
affiliation with SEIU; meanwhile other members have, until recently, been frustrated 
in their attempts to plan mass meetings where both unions are discussed, or to 
deliberate the acceptance of comparable organizing resources from SEIU. The AFT 
is playing the administration’s hand by dividing and isolating workers on campus and 
across the city and stoking fears of a strong union movement – all to claim turf at 
private universities they have consistently ignored until after the NLRB decision. Our 
value to AFT does not lie in the organizing potential they see on our campus, but in 
the territory we allow them to lay claim to. Our departure from AFT would 
undermine their claim to be the union for higher education and would threaten their 
efforts to draw in graduate students at other private universities. AFT is investing 
organizing resources into mounting an anti-SEIU campaign now not because we are 
an opportunity to the AFT but because we are a threat. And once the threat of our 
departure vanishes, so too will their interest in our campaign.  
 
To dispel fantasies of the ivory tower, we must collaborate with workers outside its 
boundaries, protect our colleagues at its margins, and build a vision from its bottom. 
We must set aside fearful speculation and abstract theorization to practice democracy 
and open our union to working people. The structure of SEIU’s organization offers 
concrete possibilities for mobilizing more workers on more issues across more job 
descriptions and leveraging more resources for greater goals. As a chapter of SEIU 
Local 73, GSU would share political power and organizing resources with a union of 
29,000 workers across Chicago Metro, including adjunct faculty and engineers already 
organized on our campus and 5500 members in higher ed. We would be part of a 
movement of workers fighting to shape institutions across the city, and would have 
the opportunity to form a coalition of Chicago-based graduate employees. SEIU has 



a vision to organize flexible academic labor and leverage our efforts across divisions, 
job classifications, and campuses. They see an opportunity where AFT has always 
found a challenge – in the active union-busting of our administration and constant 
turnover of our large and diverse grad workforce. SEIU promises no utopia for 
radical theory or intellectual self-sufficiency, but it does provide a clear opportunity to 
strengthen our organization and theirs. The dynamic, interdependent, and progressive 
unionism offered by SEIU clearly articulates a vision of racial and economic justice, 
and demonstrates both the power and the vision we have long-awaited to impact our 
campus, higher education, and beyond. SEIU represents our generation's union 
movement – it's time to get to work. 
 
1) Concrete Comparisons: Membership  
The membership is the source of our power, workers who organize to make 
demands by demonstrating their collective power. We have always been and will 
always be a member-led union. AFT has failed to grow our membership, training us 
year-after-year to act as union staff with no strategy for recognition. SEIU Local 73 
already has members who share our struggle with the administration and is ready to 
throw the organizational force those members have built behind us and to help our 
own membership grow.   
 
Building Strong Bargaining Units 

• To be strong at the bargaining table, we need bargaining units representing 
members with different job descriptions all over campus -- including not only 
TAs in humanities, social sciences, and social work, but also RAs and other 
workers in the physical and biological sciences the administration will try to 
exclude. To prevent a unified workforce from being “carved out” (divided & 
conquered) by the administration, we need concrete support to extend our 
organizing reach to all workers. AFT proclaims their opposition to "carve-out" 
bargaining units but does not have the power to back it up. If we come to a 
situation where the union has the support in some divisions to file for an 
election, but our support has stalled in the other divisions, the pressure to file 
with only the divisions that support the union will be immense regardless of 
our affiliation. It is unclear how long the membership in the divisions that 
support the union will be willing to wait to exercise their collective bargaining 
rights. And AFT’s track record shows that affiliates do often file with carved 
out units when faced with this situation. Research assistants were carved out 
of the bargaining unit the last time that AFT filed for an NLRB election at 
UPenn. In the case of their affiliate at Oregon State, research assistants were 
not able to file for an election until 12 years after teaching assistants did so. 
The reason was not that AFT wanted a carve-out, but that their organizing 
model and weak institutional commitment to organizing the unorganized 
prevented their affiliate unions from being able to build a strong campus-wide 
campaign. In contrast to these campaigns, Duke’s grad student campaign, 
SEIU’s first, has been able to gain nearly proportional involvement from 



science and engineering students from the beginning because they have the 
support and guidance necessary to build a wide-reaching campaign that 
connects with these workers’ concrete issues. 

 
Rank-and-File Participation in Union Governance 

• We know very clearly what democracy looks like in an AFT affiliate, and the 
difficulty we have had as an organization making this decision is a product of 
an AFT model of democratic process. AFT’s “local autonomy” in practice 
creates confusion between the roles of leadership and membership and 
funnels information through an ill-defined consensus process. In our AFT 
local, all organizing gets funneled into the centrifuge of the organizing 
committee, limiting participation to those willing to be initiated into its 
bureaucratic expertise and abstract procedures; however, many of our 
members do not have time for this work because they are working – many 
find it alienating, exhausting, arcane. 

• With SEIU, there will be staff to represent those who cannot participate and 
opportunities to caucus across particular shared concerns that exceed general 
committee work. This makes it possible for us to value the contributions of 
members who would like to find other avenues to organizing and members 
who feel alienated within their workplace and among coworkers and union 
comrades who reproduce the gendered divisions of labor and racial exclusions 
of this institution.   

• AFT sends in a few organizers from outside to set the agenda and put us to 
work; SEIU has a full organizing staff accountable to the local that works for 
the agenda we have set. 

• AFT offers no accountability on our own bylaws and no recourse when 
leadership structures failed to represent the membership; SEIU’s recent 
appointment of a trustee to Local 73 shows a functional process and a 
willingness at critical junctures to revisit and rebuild and reimagine union 
democracy with the lessons of its failures. 

 
2) Concrete Comparisons: Local  
The local is vested with the power of collective bargaining, for which it must 
campaign, and which must then be negotiated, protected, and enforced for all and 
each of its members. It holds the legal, bureaucratic, and institutional expertise 
membership needs to access federal labor protections. The constitution of the local is 
perhaps the most dramatic difference in the choice between AFT and SEIU. With 
AFT we would be an autonomous and self-run local composed entirely of graduate 
students at the University of Chicago. With SEIU we would become a part of SEIU 
Local 73 and would govern the local alongside public service workers across 
Chicagoland. We believe the latter is a far preferable choice.  
 
Campaign Resources 



• SEIU devotes more resources to helping workers trying to organize than any 
other union, dedicating at least 20% of the budget of each local to this 
purpose. AFT does not have any such structure, and AFT’s overall operating 
budget is dwarfed by SEIU’s.  

• SEIU Local 73 has 15 organizers of its own plus an extra 6 assigned to them 
from the international specifically to help with higher ed campaigns around 
Chicago. AFT estimates that they might be able to give us 2-5 organizers, but 
are offering only one to begin with, with more staffing to be determined only 
after further assessment. That first staffer has yet to be hired, and the hiring 
process will take time, squandering our momentum from the NLRB decision 
and leaving us entirely un-staffed as the administration continues its strong 
anti-union efforts. And, many members are skeptical of the sincerity of AFT’s 
offer since previous assessments have been based on completely unrealistic 
amounts of volunteer work.  

• AFT’s proposal says that they may be able to bring in help from other 
campaigns when needed, but it is unclear what capacity they have to actually 
do this. AFT currently has 4-5 organizers total working on higher ed 
campaigns around Chicago. SEIU Local 73, as mentioned, has 21, and they 
have demonstrated willingness to devote nearly all of them to a single 
campaign when it reaches its critical weeks, as happened recently during the 
Northwestern adjunct campaign. Most card campaigns aim for 1 staff member 
for every 100 hundred workers, and AFT is not offering anything close.  

• The range of staff mentioned in their proposal, 2 to 5, is fairly significant. 
 Having 2 organizers as opposed to 5 could mean additional months to years 
without the ability to collectively bargaining. At the School of the Art Institute 
of Chicago (SAIC), AFT has told the faculty that they are aiming for a 1-3 year 
timeline for recognition (and in the meantime preventing unionization with 
SEIU, which if it happened could occur on a much faster timeline). If we vote 
to accept AFT’s offer it’s unclear why they would be motivated to move much 
faster than that, especially considering their desire to devote resources to 
preventing unionization with SEIU at other schools while having full control 
of our campus.  

• Getting adequate support can facilitate building a robust organization rather 
than hinder it. The fact that we haven’t had a strong campus-wide 
departmental organizer structure isn’t because we haven’t tried many times in 
the past, but is a direct result of not having the staff support we need to build 
such a structure. We have experienced first-hand how much work and how 
many one-on-ones it takes to just to find a single departmental organizer in a 
department in which we have few or no members, on top of the work of 
following up to see if the DOs are actually active, all while working a full-time 
job. As a result we have a situation where a small number of organizing 
committee members try to take on virtually the entire task of managing the 
union and the rest of the membership is inactive and kept in the dark, which 
weakens the democratic accountability and strength of our union. 



 
Interdependence and Power - Not Autonomy and Isolation 

• With AFT our local would consist of anywhere from 500 to 2,000 graduate 
students and would have the collective power of those graduate students. With 
SEIU our local would be made up of 30,000+ workers and our collective 
power grows accordingly.  

• AFT promises us “local autonomy” within a rigid structure of organizing 
informed by their experience organizing at K-12 and public universities. They 
ask us to reproduce a flawed bureaucratic structure and to use our own time 
and dues money to do it. We have little time leftover to work in coalition and 
solidarity with our AFT allies, also absorbed in the necessities of running their 
own locals. AFT offers lofty rhetoric about autonomy, but no real power and 
no real vision of what that so-called autonomy is good for.  

• SEIU will grant us the authority to determine our own organizational 
structure, bylaws, and practices. They are committed to learning from our 
organizing experience and investing in us as a “flagship union”; our 
organizational practices could help set a precedent for Graduate Students 
Forward, a national movement to pool our energies and resources toward our 
broader goals for higher education.  

• SEIU Local 73 provides an infrastructure to collaborate effectively within a 
larger local. SEIU promises concrete coordination among interdependent 
workers and foregrounds racial and economic justice - goals which are 
achieved through further recognition of our interdependence, not further 
retreat into the isolation of autonomy. On our campus, SEIU Local 73 is 
already invested in the fight against budget cuts and for workplace democracy, 
working with our Faculty Forward chapter, technical workers, and engineers. 
We have shown up for actions protesting second-class treatment of our 
technical staff; let’s be part of planning those actions and coordinating 
escalation! 

 
Collective Bargaining Strength 

• The support we could get from joining SEIU Local 73 would put us in a 
position to bargain a better contract than we could with AFT. We also would 
be able to maintain the institutional memory it would take to build on our 
experiences in our contract campaigns to an extent we could never do as an 
autonomous local with a high-turnover workforce.  

• Joining SEIU Local 73 would also facilitate much closer collaboration in 
bargaining with the faculty and technical bargaining units already affiliated 
with Local 73 at U of C, and allow us to exert more leverage over the 
administration. A model for this type of “wall-to-wall” organizing is UIC, 
where thousands of SEIU Local 73 members across four bargaining units 
have formed a joint bargaining committee, and were able to win significant 
gains in 2014 by voting to go on strike together.  It is technically possible for 



our unions to collaborate similarly as a separate organizations, but would pose 
significantly greater challenges and is far less common at other universities. 

• We will maintain full control over bargaining and approving our contract with 
SEIU, and will be able to have an open bargaining process as has been 
implemented at many other SEIU higher ed units. 

• SEIU Faculty Forward has achieved enormous gains for adjunct faculty at 
private institutions. At Tufts, the first Faculty Forward chapter to bargain a 
contract, adjuncts not only achieved raises as high as 40%, but also were able 
to significantly increase the number of long-term appointments and their 
opportunities to get full-time positions, reversing a decades-long trend of 
casualization in higher ed teaching. 

 
Legal Support, Protection, & Strategy Support & /Legal Strategy 

• AFT will require that we budget to hire our own legal support as needed and 
as we can afford, and furthermore denies the extent to which ongoing legal 
expertise will be necessary at an extremely litigious institution like UChicago; 
SEIU has a legal staff at our disposal to enforce our contract and protect 
workers from harassment and discrimination. SEIU’s legal staff works closely 
with Local 73 organizers to develop strategies in the face of regularly changing 
election rules and eligibility requirements.  

• AFT waits on legal recognition; SEIU fights ahead of it, building labor power. 
While we now enjoy federal labor protection from the NLRB, SEIU was 
committed to our campaign even before this decision was certain. SEIU is 
well experienced in organizing workers without such protections by 
coordinating escalating direct action to force voluntary recognition from their 
employers. AFT failed to demonstrate any substantive legal strategy in the 
years in which we have anticipated an NLRB ruling and was not optimistic 
about the possibility of pursuing voluntary recognition on this particular 
campus. Given that our administration is pouring resources into union-
busting, we are likely to face further legal obstacles to recognition and to find 
our labor restructured to get around existing protections. The Columbia 
NLRB decision itself could at some point be overturned, either in federal 
courts or under an NLRB appointed by a new administration (overturning 
graduate students’ status as workers already happened in 2004). Given our 
consistently precarious legal status, we need a union like SEIU that "organizes 
ahead of the law” to guarantee the power of our organizing victories well into 
the uncertain future.  

 
Experience Organizing Labor Like Ours 

• AFT frames themselves as experts in higher education, citing a long history of 
winning campaigns for graduate students, but they have done this exclusively 
at public universities where the law has been on their side for decades and the 
resources available for the administration to fight back are slim. Unionizing at 
a private university with an endowment this big is something they’ve never 



done before, and it is not a foregone conclusion that they will be able to do it. 
AFT’s argument for their own expertise shows a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the structure of our labor - telling us they have 
experience working with teachers but providing no clear strategy for going up 
against a large, private, corporate university. This is brand-new territory for 
AFT, just as it is for SEIU. The difference is that AFT claims to already know 
exactly how this will play out. They have benchmarks based on what they call 
both a “science” and an “art” of unionization. They decline to tell us exactly 
what those benchmarks are, but our 7 years of experience with AFT makes us 
certain that these are benchmarks we have seen before, and that have failed to 
do anything other than burn out our volunteer organizers. AFT’s “experience” 
in reality translates into an inflexible organizing strategy that does not involve 
GSU’s own organizers in the strategic process.  

• SEIU wants us to lead in creating a new strategy, and SEIU has the experience 
we lack - the experience we need to win here at the University of Chicago. 
SEIU is bigger, stronger, and has experience fighting and winning campaigns 
against international corporations, such as the powerful real estate companies 
they forced to the table nationwide during the Justice for Janitors campaign, 
and more recently with Fight for $15’s campaign against McDonalds. There’s 
a reason they were more confident than AFT in June, and that reason hasn’t 
changed. SEIU has already won a contract on the University of Chicago 
campus, and with SEIU we would be working closely with Sean McGough 
and Andrew Yale - two people with experience organizing on this campus and 
one founding member of GSU. That is much more valuable than a new hire 
with general ‘experience in higher ed.’  

 
Practicing Solidarity  

• Solidarity as an AFT local happens as an event or statement; with SEIU we 
can move beyond solidarity to the interdependence and mutual accountability 
built into SEIU’s union structure and membership. GSU will actively 
participate in local governance with other workers on our campus and within 
our city - working and strategizing concretely with workers across the city will 
have a greater impact than any solidarity efforts we are able to mount in 
isolation. If we become a part of SEIU Local 73 our collective power is 
combined with that of workers on other campuses and in other sectors already 
waging the same battles. Graduate students can contribute the fresh 
perspectives and energies we bring in new each academic year while also being 
accountable to ongoing struggles locally. Rather than signing a statement in 
support of Black Lives Matter, we can build concrete political projects 
alongside black and brown workers of Chicago. 

• With AFT our solidarity work is limited to political projects brought in by 
individual grad student activists, and has limited political power. We sign our 
name in support of a lot of local and international causes but rarely are we 
able to mobilize concrete support. We can contrast this with the way faculty 



and graduate students at Duke University working with a powerful SEIU local 
were able to mobilize support after an administrator got caught hitting a black 
technical worker with his car and then insulting him with racial epithets. SEIU 
organizers not only helped organize a week-long occupation of the 
administration building along with an encampment of 70 tents set up outside, 
but also used their political Rolodex to call in the support of local officials and 
other leaders.  

 
3) Concrete Comparisons: National/International  
The national/international is the level of union leadership that has ultimate control 
over the budget, the bylaws, and the national strategy. At the national level, the 
choice between AFT and SEIU represents a choice between two different models of 
union governance, two different interpretations of the form of labor we do (and thus 
the community to which we are accountable), and two different visions for the future 
of national organizing.  
 
National Coalition Work 

• AFT represents the AFL-CIO, the oldest and most institutionalized labor 
coalition that has stood at the political helm as the labor movement has lost 
political power and credibility with workers. The AFL-CIO coalition includes 
well over 50 unions and has a deep history of racial exclusion particularly in 
cities such as Chicago, where black migrants from the South faced violence at 
the hands of white-controlled industrial unions. In recent conversations AFT 
has put a lot of effort into linking a critique of the ‘big bad union’ to SEIU 
through allegations that size equals compromised democracy, while distancing 
itself from this narrative - one that emerged out of its own coalition’s history.  

• SEIU is a member of the Change to Win coalition, which includes three 
national unions: the International Brotherhood of the Teamsters, The United 
Farm Workers of America, and SEIU. Their organizing is focused on the 
growing service sector and the flexibilization of labor, and explicitly 
foregrounds racial and economic justice in their goals. Their national 
campaigns include campaigns such as organizing Walmart employees and the 
national fight for a $15 minimum wage. Faculty Forward’s positive experience 
with SEIU on our own campus gives us a clear model for what we can expect 
from a Change to Win affiliate.  

 

The National Workforce 
• The NLRB verdict took a step towards affirming something that we have long 

known: not all graduate students workers are teachers, and we must continue 
organizing towards a comprehensive definition of graduate student labor that 
protects us in our various roles as producers of value for this university. The 
American Federation of Teachers represents teachers and sees higher 
education organizing as a natural extension of its K-12 organizing work. SEIU 



represents workers who provide a public service. Affiliating with SEIU and 
aligning ourselves with service workers allows us to take our own work more 
seriously - seeing it not just as teaching but as teaching, research, the 
production of knowledge, and the shaping of an educational institution 
partially funded by federal dollars.  

 
Dues 

• In its emphasis on and support for a broader vision of public service work, 
including that which goes on inside of private institutions, Local 73 demands 
more out of the federal structure already financing our workplace, our 
communities, and our city. Workers can be that force of accountability in a 
union that invests in its workers and maintains structural mechanisms to clear 
political gridlock, restore union democracy, and get back to the fight for 
public education, research, teaching, and welfare. 

• Financial control has been a used as a prime example of the autonomy that 
GSU would enjoy as its own local affiliate of AFT. However, this argument 
fails to account for the extent to which these resources, not to mention the 
reserves of volunteer labor needed to manage them, would be spent running 
an expensive bureaucracy, and on carrying out the minimum obligations of a 
union to its membership. As an AFT affiliate, a significant proportion of our 
dues would still go towards the state and national organizations, with 
diminishing returns to the local in the form of meaningful, concrete support. 
The remainder would not be freed up as a ‘solidarity fund,’ nor used primarily 
for the timely and creative initiatives of GSU members, but would first of all 
have to go toward basic operational expenses and contract enforcement. We 
will, for example, be required to retain our own legal representation and pay at 
least part, if not all, of our legal fees if we become an AFT local.  

• SEIU has committed to a dues amount of approximately 2 percent of annual 
income (to be collected only once we gain a contract), and leaves us the 
power, should we choose to exercise it, to collect additional dues on a 
voluntary basis for our exclusive use and management. A significant 
proportion of our dues money will go directly to Local 73 and its ongoing 
support of our struggle, as well as the struggles of fellow union-members 
throughout Chicago. Think of this as a decision to invest about a third of what 
you’re already paying in student life fees to building your power to contest 
student life fees. 

 
GSU’s Experience with Affiliate Leadership 

• We have heard the praise of SEIU organizers from our colleagues at the 
Faculty Forward campaign and at private campuses where they began 
organizing graduate students ahead of the NLRB decision. They report SEIU 
organizers have respected nascent organizing efforts when they arrived, 
seeking to build on them with their support to include more workers.  



• AFT’s actions since the beginning of this affiliation process have shown a 
clear lack of respect for our agenda and autonomy - for instance, throwing 
roadblocks that prevented us from holding to the timeline voted on by the 
membership. 

• GSU’s own founding members report union organizing got a lot less political 
once we affiliated with AFT, when the work became absorbed with trainings 
on their organizing model for a card campaign we had no legal strategy to 
pursue. Their model has never adjusted as organizers rotate into trainings. 
AFT demonstrates no institutional memory about our campus, our working 
condition, or our organizational structure. 
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