
 
 
 
 

 
August 15, 2019 
 

The Honorable Elizabeth Warren  
Member, United States Senate 
136 Hart Senate Office Building  
Washington, D.C. 20510 
 

The Honorable Al Lawson 
Member, U.S. House of Representatives 
1406 Longworth House Office Building 
Washington, D.C. 20515 

Dear Senator Warren, and Representative Lawson, 
 
We are writing to thank you for your leadership for the cause of eradicating collegiate food 
insecurity in the United States Congress, and especially for your reintroduction of the College 
Student Hunger Act in the 116th Congress. Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) and the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) together have a total student enrollment of 
approximately 25,000 students, and the CMU Graduate Student Assembly (GSA) and MIT 
Graduate Student Council (GSC) collectively represent approximately 14,500 graduate 
students. As part of our mission, both CMU GSA and MIT GSC advocate for and support the 
diverse needs of all graduate students in their personal, professional, and public lives at our 
respective institutions. We have represented the graduate student voice and brought to the 
forefront many conversations by advocating for graduate students at all levels of government, 
and on behalf of the graduate students at CMU and MIT, we look forward to your continued 
support for student-centric higher education reforms. With the hopes to see this legislation 
enacted, we would like you to include provisions to address the lack of reliable, national 
statistics on basic food insecurity, specifically relating to graduate students. 
 
Graduate students hold a multitude of responsibilities on college campuses as they conduct 
research, attend classes, and teach undergraduate students. Many graduate and professional 
students at CMU and MIT belong to historically underrepresented minority groups or are 
first-generation students from low income families. These students are simultaneously working 
towards becoming economically contributing citizens and working to educate undergraduate 
students as teachers or teacher assistants. Hence, experiencing food insecurity affects 
graduate students, not just personally, but also in terms of their ability to contribute to the 
larger mission of institutions of higher education. 
 
Hunger is prevalent on university campuses, particularly among historically underrepresented 
subpopulations. Food insecurity has been increasingly documented as a pressing issue on 
many college campuses. In January 2017, the Greater Pittsburgh Community Food Bank 
commissioned the University of Pittsburgh’s Office of Child Development to conduct a study to 
examine food insecurity among students at the 11 institutions of higher education in the 
greater Pittsburgh area, including Carnegie Mellon University. Of the 6,222 student 
respondents Pittsburgh-wide, 29% reported moderate or high levels of food insecurity. The 
study also found that at least 19% of CMU students face food insecurity on a regular 
basis. Similarly, in February 2017, of the 3,939 respondents to the MIT’s Student Quality of Life 
Survey it was found that 15% of students at MIT reported going to bed hungry at least one 
day per week because of lack of money to buy food. This exemplifies the importance of the 

1 



 
 
 
 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) at CMU and MIT. We thank you for 
including provisions that would impact many graduate students in particular, providing for 
students with net zero expected family contribution as well as veterans to be automatically 
eligible for SNAP, and relaxing the work requirement from 20-hours to 10-hours a week. We 
also appreciate the provisions in the bill that provide for better information to students 
regarding their SNAP eligibility as well as mandating the US Department of Agriculture’s Food 
and Nutrition Service (FNS) to work with the Department of Education (ED) to carry out 
demonstration pilot projects to test ways to make SNAP more useful to college students. 
 
As the representative bodies for over 14,500 graduate students, we are duty bound to bring 
to your attention the lack of reliable, national statistics on basic food insecurity specific 
to graduate students. This results in a lack of awareness of the scope of the problem, which, 
in actuality is very significant. While the GAO report requested by Senator Warren on 
collegiate food insecurity cites multiple studies and statistics, all those are focused on 
students attending community colleges or undergraduate programs. The lack of data 
specific to graduate students to understand the scale of this issue nationwide amongst this 
particular community is disturbing. The report itself does not contain a single mention of 
graduate students. Having access to an education and healthy food should be a necessity. 
One of the many benefits of SNAP is that it levels the playing field, by providing individuals an 
opportunity to put food on their tables while dealing with hardships. 
 
With the hope of seeing this legislation enacted, we urge you to address the need for a 
periodic nationwide data collection effort by mandating the Department of Education to 
collect this information as part of the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 
(NPSAS). While doing so, we believe that it is important to undertake special efforts to 
reach out to the graduate student population, especially first generation graduate 
students, underrepresented minorities, and international students — students who may 
not be comfortable to talk about their experience or who may experience language 
barriers, as the GAO report itself points out. 
 
For many graduate students, SNAP is their only means to buy food. A level playing field 
improves campus culture by letting a diverse population receive the education they need 
without having to worry about their food security. We have heard multiple stories at CMU and 
MIT from graduate students who have struggled financially to support themselves and “chose 
not to eat to be able to afford books and had to cut back on food to afford rent” and 
“[hoping] there were more resources to support low income students who struggle to 
meet their basic needs.” Lack of access to SNAP reduces the odds of low-income, 
first-generation graduate students to complete their degrees and thereby decreases their 
chances for long-term self-sufficiency, added with the fact that multiple studies have shown 
working while studying hinders one’s academic performance. The barriers to SNAP are so 
severe that universities like CMU and MIT have now opened food pantries and at-cost 
grocery store pilots on campus to ensure their respective student populations have 
access to adequate nutrition. The best way to promote self-sufficiency is to permit students 
facing food insecurity to obtain their educational qualifications without additional work 
requirements. We hope you will consider our request and move to amend your bill to address 
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these specific concerns. As always, if there is any way we can work with your office to address 
these needs, or any other initiatives, please do not hesitate to reach out to us. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 

Divyansh Kaushik 
Vice President for External Affairs 
CMU Graduate Student Assembly, 
PhD Candidate in Language Technologies 
gsa-vpea@andrew.cmu.edu 
 

 
Benjamin Lane 
Federal Affairs Subcommittee Co-Chair 
MIT Graduate Student Council 
PhD Student in Physics 
gsc-eab-fed@mit.edu  
 

 
Peter Su 
President 
MIT Graduate Student Council 
PhD Candidate in Materials Science and 
Engineering 
gsc-president@mit.edu 

Dacen Waters 
President 
CMU Graduate Student Assembly, 
PhD Candidate in Physics 
gsa-president@andrew.cmu.edu 
 

 
Jack Reid 
External Affairs Board Chair 
MIT Graduate Student Council 
PhD Student in Media Arts & Sciences 
gsc-eab@mit.edu 

 
Cc: 
 

Senator Edward Markey 
Senator Kamala Harris 
Representative James McGovern 
Representative Gwen Moore 
Representative Alcee Hastings 

Representative Eleanor Holmes Norton 
Representative Rashida Tlaib 
Representative Salud Carbajal 
Representative Earl Blumenauer 
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