
Some GEO members may desire more information about strikes and work actions, how they 
are planned, organized, and enacted, their legality, their positive and negative impact on 
workers, and specifically, whether the GEO is ready to engage in such tactics. The following is 
designed to clarify these issues without suggesting or advocating for a course of action. GEO 
decisions should be made by the membership at large after engaging in open, honest, and 
democratic discussion.

GEO WORK ACTION FAQ

What is the difference between a strike and a work action? 
A work action is any concerted activity conducted by GEO membership, in accordance with its constitution, to pressure the University to 
come to a contract settlement. While the word strike may be used to refer to various types of work actions in which labor is withheld, it is 
often understood to mean the withholding of work for an extended and open-ended period by all GEO members. To avoid that narrow 
understanding, this document will henceforth employ the term “work action”  to refer to the broader set of options available to GEO 
members.

What are some alternatives to an unlimited, campus-wide walk-out?

What does the GEO Constitution say about work actions?

Is the GEO planning on organizing a work action in the near future?

How long would GEO members withhold their labor?

Relevant language, which can be found in Article VI and Article XII of the GEO Constitution 
<http://www.shout.net/~geo/mt-archive/000079.html>, can be summarized as follows:

During a General Membership Meeting on January 25, 2007, GEO members began to discuss the need for and ramifications of a future work 
action. They voted unanimously to approve the filing of a legal document deceptively known as an “Intent to Strike.” This document does not 
mean that the GEO has called for or taken a decision to carry out a strike or work action. Rather, the filing of such a document allows for the 
legal formation of a Strike Committee in the eventuality that negotiations fail to yield a fair contract. For now, the bargaining team will 
continue to negotiate with University administrators under the guidance of a federal mediator, and they are hopeful that this process will 
result in a fair contract. Work actions are means of last resort, should administrators refuse to meet our most important demands. Any kind of 
work action must be planned and approved by the GEO Membership, in accordance with the GEO constitution.  The filing of “Intent to Strike” 
paperwork merely allows the GEO to legally and effectively plan for this possibility.

Any strike vote would stipulate the length and terms of the work stoppage. Though the Strike Committee takes a leadership role in logistical 
organization, the GEO constitution ensures that the membership at-large determines the parameters of any action.  Previously, the length 
and specific goals of all work actions were set in advance, and it is likely that any future action would also be of a limited and pre-determined 
length and scope. 

What can I expect from the administration if a work action is being organized?
It is difficult to say exactly what the administration will do, but it is possible that they will launch a propaganda campaign in an attempt to 
intimidate and dissuade workers and their departments. These kinds of anti-union campaigns customarily include rumors, misinformation, 
and lies about the GEO, the history of contract negotiations, and the effect that a work action will have on participants, students, and the 
UIUC community. Should the GEO begin to organize a work action, members should be prepared to counter such tactics with correct and 
complete information.

Other alternatives to a general walk-out are more significant and thus require official membership approval in accordance with the GEO 
constitution (see below for more information on this procedure). 

The GEO is not in any way limited to the above tactics. If you have creative ideas about ways to demonstrate our outrage and strength, , 
please discuss them with fellow members, your department steward, or other GEO leaders. Alternatively, you are encouraged to voice your 
ideas in General Membership Meetings or to submit them to GEO staff via email (geo@shout.net) or telephone (344 8283).

Teach-Ins, Grade-Ins, etc: GEO members in charge of a classroom might move their lecture or discussion section meetings onto the 
quad over the course of a week. Alternatively, GEO members might hold their office hours in public locations such as the Illini Union. 
These types of actions are meant to highlight the University’s dependence on the labor of graduate students.
Rallies, Marches, and Demonstrations: The GEO has conducted several demonstrations during the current bargaining process in order 
to publicize its position and show its strength. Members have participated in rallies organized by other unions and campus organizations, 
and vice versa. The GEO’s largest rally to date included about 75 people. Obviously, greater participation in these events results in greater 
success, and future demonstrations will benefit from sustained organizing across academic departments.

Withholding of Grades: Membership could vote to withhold the grades of students in all or some of the classes taught by GEO TAs.

In order to authorize a work action, a ballot of the membership, similar to that used for officers’ elections, must be conducted. The 
Coordinating Committee has the authority to call for such a ballot. The membership may also call for a ballot if 2/3 of those present at a 
membership meeting do so.
Fifteen days notice must be given before such a vote can be taken. The vote, to be held in secret over 2 days, will be conducted by an 
Elections Committee, to be approved by the Stewards Council. 
Such motion will vest authority in a Strike Committee to both initiate and suspend the work action pending a vote to end the action.  
Members of the Strike Committee are declared in the motion approving the taking of a work action, and shall include at least all of the 
members of the Coordinating Committee.
A work action can be ended by vote of the membership. The Strike Committee can choose, on its own, to hold such a vote or can be 
instructed to do so through a petition by at least 10% of members that participate in the work action.

Limited Work Stoppage: Membership could vote to implement a work stoppage for a specified number of days (2, 3, ?) and/or only in 
specified departments. Such an action may require less organizing than a general strike but still has the potential to exert considerable 
pressure on the University administration.

FAIR CONTRACT = BETTER UIUC

What are the risks of carrying out a work action?
There are risks to a work action, both for participating employees and the GEO as a whole. Throughout the remainder of this document, 
administrative reactions incurred as a result of and designed to weaken and/or halt a work action will be referred to as retaliation. 
For participating employees:

Will University administrators withhold my wages if I strike?
The administration has the right to withhold wages from striking employees. It might also choose to “lock out” the entire bargaining unit, or 
some part thereof, preventing employees from working and receiving their pay.  Several considerations make it uncertain, if not altogether 
unlikely, that they would pursue these options. First, it may be quite difficult for administrators to determine who is actually withholding their 
work, or for how long, especially in the case of a short-term work stoppage. Second, docking the pay of their students who make $12,000 per 
year could be considered a poor public relations and recruiting tool, and thus bears considerable risk for the University itself. This is not to 
say that wages will not be withheld or that workers will not be locked out, but it is important that members see this possibility in the correct 
context. It is also important to understand that, if wages were withheld, any settlement could include backpay for affected workers.

Will I be fired for withholding my labor?
The administration has the right to fire workers who walk-out. However, as with the question of withholding pay, it is important to assess the 
likelihood of such a response in context. Administrators may have difficulty in determining who participates in an action, especially if it is one 
of limited duration. They will also face serious public relations risks if they choose to fire graduate employees. More significantly, it will be 
difficult for many departments to find replacement workers, especially in the near term (i.e. they’re not likely to use someone studying 
quantum physics to teach a course on medieval literature).

What can be done to prevent retaliation? What can be done if it does occur?

Are there any previous cases that suggest the likelihood of retaliation?

Are the risks greater for international graduate employees? 

If retaliation does occur, it is likely to happen on a departmental level, since the administration would need departments to report which 
workers were participating in a work action. This points once again to the importance of communicating with and, hopefully, organizing faculty 
and staff in your department prior to committing to a work action. In the event that illegal acts of retaliation against strikers do occur, the GEO 
can file an Unfair Labor Practice charge with the state Labor Board. Such procedures can take a long time to move through the system, but 
they act as another deterrent to such behavior on the part of administrators. Finally, if a settlement is reached, the GEO could specifically 
include an anti-retaliation clause in the settlement.

We can learn from two recent examples. The most recent graduate employee walk-out took place in 2005 at NYU, where labor law does not 
currently protect the graduate employee unions as it does in Illinois. The Graduate Student Organizing Committee (GSOC) at NYU staged an 
unlimited strike that ultimately proved unsuccessful in forcing the University to recognize and negotiate with graduate employees. Some 
strikers were docked pay for withholding their work, but none were prevented from returning to work once the strike was called off.
A more relevant example occurred in 2004 at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, where the Teaching Assistants Union (TAA) staged a 
2-day work stoppage during contract negotiations. In Wisconsin, unlike in Illinois, it is illegal for state employees to walk-out. This means that 
participants were actually breaking the law, placing them at greater risk than GEO members who would undertake an equivalent action. 
Nonetheless, UW administrators neither withheld wages nor fired participating workers.

International students’ visa status is contingent on their status as students. According to International Student and Scholar Services, the loss 
of an assistantship or the loss of a tuition waiver would not directly affect the visa status of an international graduate employee. It would be 
possible for someone’s visa status to change, however, if they failed to pay tuition or other bills on time (as a result of losing pay and/or a 
tuition waiver). This problem could be alleviated through low or no interest loans, as discussed below. It’s important to note here that, 
according to the Graduate College, after completing 75% of an assistantship, an employee’s tuition waiver is guaranteed.

How will graduate students support themselves if a work-action results in withheld pay?
The GEO has a limited “strike fund” that could be used to reimburse participants for a portion of their lost wages, as collateral to set up a 
low-interest or interest-free loan system through a local bank, and/or to provide meals for affected workers. Our affiliate, the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT), can also help by providing for a low-interest loan system. Additionally, the GEO can enlist the support of fellow 
unions, peer organizations, and sympathetic businesses in order to provide additional assistance. Effectively, the GEO would do everything 
in its power to ensure that, should backpay be included in any settlement, grad employees will be able to carry on as if their pay was not 
docked.

I do not want the GEO to strike or commit to a work action. What can I do?
If you think that a strike or work action is not in the GEO’s best interests, it is vital that you make your opinion known to fellow members, your 
department steward, and GEO leadership. Decisions about strikes and other significant work actions are made democratically, but your voice 
only counts to the extent that you participate in discussions and elections. Do not be afraid to make you opinion known.

I am convinced that a strike or work action is in the GEO’s best interests. What can I do?
If you are committed to using our labor power as a bargaining tool it is essential you work with other GEO member to organize your 
department, educate current members, enlist new members and activists, and help them prepare for action. A strike or work action led by a 
small vanguard of activists will not succeed. Only a critical mass of engaged, active, and passionate members can produce the solidarity 
required to earn an acceptable contract through a work action.

Loss of pay (see below for a discussion of this risk)
Loss of assistantship (see below for a discussion of this risk)
Retaliation by faculty and staff: This could come in different and unpredictable forms. Communicating with and organizing your 

For the GEO:
Failure to pressure administrators into accepting GEO demands will force us to make concessions and will paint our union as weak and 
unable to protect its workers. This is why it is of the utmost importance that any work action be carried out only in accordance with a 
detailed plan and after a period of effective organization during which membership has collectively decided that the action will accomplish 
its goals.

SUPPORT GRAD EMPLOYEES  www.uigeo.org / geo@shout.net / (217) 344 8283

Some alternatives to a general walk-out do not require official approval by GEO membership but can be enacted with the support and will of 
a sufficient number of members. These events are designed to attract the attention of the University community and media outlets. They 
include, but are not limited to, the following:


