VIRGINIA TECH
GRADUATE LABOR UNION

A local union of the Virginia Education Association

Sign the Petition Here

In 2022, after a year of organizing by Virginia Tech graduate student workers and their
allies, Virginia Tech’s University Council called on the university to ensure graduate students are
paid a living wage, including the cost of comprehensive fees. Discrepancies between the cost of
living and graduate student stipends have dire consequences. On top of food insecurity,
unstable housing, and working multiple jobs in addition to assistantships, students are struggling
to pay for necessary physical and mental healthcare, support for their dependents, and sometimes
are even left uncertain about the future of their graduate contract. These stressors not only
negatively impact graduate students’ well-being, but also our ability to conduct the
research, teaching, coursework, and outreach that drive this institution.

Provost Cyril Clarke and Dean of the Graduate School, Aimée Surprenant, established
the Graduate Student Assistantship Support Task Force in May 2022. After a year of research
and discussion, the task force published their recommendations in February 2023 in the Report of
the Graduate Assistantship Support Task Force. The report made eight recommendations that,
collectively, would ensure Virginia Tech provides graduate students with adequate and
competitive compensation:

1. Establish a formal and on-going commitment to meeting the cost of living for graduate
assistants

Continued study of the cost of living

Phase in adjustments to raise minimum stipend to meet cost of living

Provide an immediate adjustment to a minimum step level

Cover comprehensive fees

Expand summer funding opportunities

Increase external funding support for graduate assistants

Increase support for graduate students beyond stipend increases

e

There has been incredible progress in just the last few years. The university has raised the
minimum stipend level to Step 14 ($2,682 per month), some college deans have informally set
goals for gradual raises, and departments are beginning to have conversations about covering our
expensive (and seemingly ever-increasing) comprehensive fees. However, Virginia Tech has

still not guaranteed living wages for graduate students through a formal and ongoing
commitment for stipends to meet the cost of living and match inflation.

Unfortunately, the cost of living estimate from 2022 is already out of date. According to
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Living Wage calculator, a single person living in the
Blacksburg/Christiansburg area requires a yearly salary of $41,775 before taxes to live
comfortably. Add just one dependent, and that cost jumps to $71,488. At the current stipend
minimum, graduate students make just $24,138 for a 9-month contract and $32,184 for a
12-month contract. We know Virginia Tech can do better.

Out of love for this institution and our commitment to our motto, Ut Prosim (that I may
serve), we must demand more of our university. While Virginians have suffered through
inflation rates of 21.7% since 2021 (even higher than the national rise in inflation), Virginia
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Tech has been thriving financially. The university’s financial position has been strong over the
last five years and is trending upwards. Just this last fiscal year, Virginia Tech received
record-breaking donations from its alumni totaling around $226.1 million. This was the fourth
straight year of receiving donations of over $200 million and the second highest total ever
collected for the university. According to publicly available information, the university’s total net
position increased 68.7% (to $864,637,000) from fiscal year 2018-22 as total operating revenues
have outpaced operating expenses. In fact, unrestricted funds rose 170.9% (to $386,825,000)
from fiscal year 2018-22, representing a remarkable surge.

Virginia Tech also continues to rank impressively among the top colleges and universities
in the United States. As our president has made it one of his primary aims to keep Virginia Tech
in these top rankings, it is pertinent to point out how beneficial a living wage would be in
increasing the recruitment of competitive graduate students. Other top-ranking institutions have
recently moved to pay their graduate students living wages after nationwide efforts by graduate
workers to unionize. For example, the University of Pennsylvania’s minimum stipend is $38,000,
Duke University’s is $40,000 for 12 months, Georgetown University’s is $41,420 for 12 months,
and Harvard University’s minimum stipends are upwards of $45-$50,000.

We urge the university to maintain its momentum towards a living wage for graduate
students and 12-month contracts. Additionally, if comprehensive fees cannot be covered by our
institution, then we must be paid enough to afford this expense. Virginia Tech’s investment in its
graduate students would only serve to further the stated goals of this institution and its

leadership.

We call on Virginia Tech to formally commit by Fall 2025 to (1) raising the
minimum graduate stipend to a living wage, (2) providing 12-month contracts, and (3)
ongoing evaluation and adjustment of stipends to meet the rising cost of living and match
inflation rates. All graduate students deserve 12-month contracts, a stipend we can comfortably
live off of, and support to pay our rising comprehensive fees.

This will take dedication and action at all levels of the university. We call on all advisors
to demand and advocate for a living wage for all of their graduate assistants in their 2025-26
budgets and to be intentional in budgeting for a living wage in their future grant applications. We
call on all department heads and the Office of Sponsored Programs to approve these budgets. We
call on President Tim Sands, the Virginia Tech Board of Visitors, Provost Cyril Clarke, Chief
Operating Officer Amy Sebring, the Virginia Tech Finance department, and all college deans and
other university leadership to make a living wage for every graduate worker part of their 2025-26
budget. Together, we can make Virginia Tech better for all of us. Virginia Tech, it is time to
prove that you value graduate students. Honor your commitment to affordability and
accessibility by paying all graduate workers enough to live now and in years to come!

Sincerely,

The students of the Virginia Tech Graduate Labor Union and our supporters
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