
 1 

 

April 3rd, 2020 

To Whom it May Concern:  

We, the members of the Graduate and Professional Student Federation Senate, wish to convey our chief concerns 
regarding the lack of detailed policies meant to address the needs to graduate and professional students in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Our chief concerns relate to the potential loss of income for students from 
a diverse range of programs, the lack of appropriate protections for all who participate in research activities on 
campus and the loss of benefits every student should be entitled to while we remain in crisis. While we recognize 
the University’s response to the pandemic is ongoing and will continue to evolve over time, we wish to bring these 
issues to the forefront with the hope that they will be addressed as soon as possible. 

Multiple public health resources suggest that physical distancing measures will need to persist throughout the 
second quarter, if not longer, if our country is to avoid overwhelming the healthcare system. This fact alone has 
already had a major impact on many graduate and professional students. Many graduate students earn stipends 
for only nine months out of the year, requiring them to seek out additional monetary resources to supplement 
their incomes during the summer months. While at this time, we have limited knowledge about the impact of 
COVID-19 on internal summer awards, it has come to our attention that many external organizations that offer 
grants to graduate students have rescinded awards that were already offered because they question the ability 
of students to proceed forward in pursuing their work during the pandemic. The loss of external funding will 
ultimately create greater competition amongst specific programs for summer research assistantships, leaving 
many without an income for three months. Similarly, paid summer internships for professional students, who 
typically have incomes that are independent of their education (if any income at all), are also starting to be 
rescinded. While programs have offered to help professional students find suitable alternatives, the level of 
assistance is not sufficient, leaving many professional students to increase their student loans as the only option 
they have. Stipends and summer funding already fail to provide students with a wage considered to be livable in 
this area of the country; the complete loss of these funds will exacerbate the economic hardship most graduate 
and professional students face. We, the members of the Graduate and Professional Student Federation Senate, 
request that the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill: 1) establish additional funding resources to mitigate 
the loss of summer incomes for graduate professional students; and 2) return the mandatory fees associated with 
services students can no longer access, including Campus Recreation, the Carolina Union, Chapel Hill Transit, and 
night-time parking. 

In consultation with the Vice Chancellor for Research, the University recently adopted policies to limit research 
activity as well as the number of people that can participate in said research. These policies were created to ensure 
that research deemed essential could proceed forward while maximizing physical distancing for personnel 
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(including graduate students) who have been granted mandatory employee status. It has come to our attention 
that several principle investigators are taking advantage of these policies by asking their employees to proceed 
forth with projects that have not been approved by the University in addition to activities deemed essential. This 
presents an uncomfortable, yet familiar situation for graduate research assistants; in this case, students are asked 
to forsake their safety at the request of their supervisors, despite University policies meant to protect them, and 
they do not feel empowered to say no for fear of retribution. This power dynamic between mentors and mentees 
has always existed but has never been more salient than now. Consequently, we the members of the Graduate 
and Professional Student Federation Senate request the following from the University: 1) an anonymized system 
for graduate research assistants to report unapproved research activities; 2) that a member of Human Resources 
staff be dedicated to investigating and responding to these reports in a timely fashion; and 3) that, following the 
end of physical distancing, a mandatory workshop that addresses abuse of power by advisors be instituted for all 
research faculty. This pandemic is an opportunity to correct actions by faculty that have been permissible for much 
too long. 

Furthermore, transitioning to online instruction, navigating issues related to the pandemic, and working within 
the constraints of the campus shutdown has created obstacles for graduate and professional students to complete 
degree requirements in a traditional timeframe. We thus urge the University to direct programs to extend 
deadlines for degree requirements, such as comprehensive exams, thesis and dissertation defenses, prospectus 
defenses, clinical hours, and PhD funding timelines, and any other program requirement. 

As graduate and professional students lose income, it is imperative that the University continue to provide support 
for students. The number of resources that are available and affordable to graduate and professional students is 
already quite limited, and we expect this to remain true as we progress into the summer months. During this great 
period of stress and uncertainly, it is important for the University to continue to provide access to services without 
additional barriers. To that end, the Graduate and Professional Student Federation Senate requests that summer 
fees associated with Campus Health Services be waived for all students. This is especially important given the 
recent increase in the student health insurance deductible and other expensive out-of-pocket costs students may 
incur should they be required to utilize medical services outside of the University.  The waiving of these fees would 
go some way toward alleviating the health-related financial burdens placed on students and will ensure students 
continue to have unrestricted access to the free resources they may require for their physical and mental-
wellbeing. Support for graduate and professional student in this form ensures that the critical labor they provide 
for the University can continue following the end of physical distancing. 

In conclusion, we, the members of the Graduate and Professional Student Federation Senate, hereby request that 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill provide for the relief and well-being of those students under its 
charge and ensure access to the necessary resources for the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic. We kindly 
request a timely response from your respective offices regarding the concerns expressed here. 

 

Sincerely, 

The Graduate and Professional Student Federation Senate 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 


