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Introduction

As a result of the process of deregulation of higher education initiated by the federal government in the late 1980s, the social and political make of student life on campus and within broader society has experienced radical changes over the last ten years. As a university in the forefront of those changes, UNSW has been particularly affected by the problems arising from a system of tertiary education where federal funding has been drastically reduced and free education abolished. Education has ceased to be a fundamental right for the population and become a business, where profitability and cash driven recruitment of students define the main logic for policy and organisation within Australian universities. The effort of administrators and high salaried functionaries within UNSW for the last ten years has not been focused on resisting the reduction of funding by the federal government, but rather on becoming the ground troops of government policy on campus. UNSW has embraced the government vision for higher education transforming the institution according to a rationale driven. not by academic and pedagogical criteria, but by the principles of a multinational company where an enormous amount of resources are put into the marketing and advertisement of UNSW in order to produce an image of education rather than education itself.

This submission does not attempt to address every single problem experienced by UNSW after ten years of deregulation but to look some of most relevant issues in term of the social impact that the introduction of HECS and the virtual abolition of Austudy have had on students lives and condition of study in terms of resources and lifestyle. We have taken particular interest in addressing social problems associated with the increasing number of international students and how they are often treated unfairly and discriminatorily by government agencies. Finally we look at the issue of undemocratic and unrepresentative university governance as one of the major problems facing UNSW. All these problems are not independent from each other, their solution cannot be addressed but as totality of structural problems requiring a major program for change on campus. Issues of student’s condition will never be systematically addressed and resolved as long students remain underrepresented in the UNSW Council and government funding continue decreasing.

1- Student Conditions

1.2-Work

One of the major issues affecting student ability to study on campus is the issue of employment. The introduction of HECS, the increasing lack of access to AUSTUDY and Youth Allowance have meant that a large number of students are being forced to spent considerable time of the week in paid employment in order to survive as students.

Today the vast majority of students at UNSW are in some form of full or part time paid employment. According to the 1999 UNSW student survey, 25% of respondents indicated they work full time, while 44% work part time or on a casual basis.
 According to the 1998 survey, the amount of hours students spend at paid employment is considerable high. While 44% of full time students who work indicated that they did it for less then 10 hours a week, 31% of full time worked between 10 and 20 hours a week, and 24% more than 20 hours a week.

As indicated, 43% of respondents reported that work was to pay for living expenses. The stress of having to juggle between the demands of employment and student responsibilities has meant that there is a significant number of respondents (43%) feeling that work has affected their academic performance:

-29% of respondents indicated that they were not able to take up other interests and activities at universities because of work commitments.

-26% felt that their grades have suffered as a result of employment.

-A significant 20% indicated that juggling work and study commitments has affected their health and well-being.

-15% reduced their study load because study commitments.

-5% withdraw from one or more subjects and 5% failed because work commitments.

Over the last 20 years there have a clear change in the structure of work and study within society. What these figures indicate in the first place is that employment is no longer a commitment to only be persued systematically after the end of a university degree. In fact, employment is today a major feature structuring student life and identity to the extent that it is urgently necessary to redefine students’ rights and responsibilities on campus according to this new social reality. To that purpose, UNSW has lagged behind upholding policy that in the current social environment become extremely draconian for students. 

Recently the rhetoric of workplace learning and flexible learning has captured the imagination of many technocrats within Australian university. These concepts, however, have not gone beyond merely corporate motivations such as rationalizing labour cost and increasing profitability. There has not been any attempt to relate these ideas to existing students needs and facilitate flexible arrangements where students are not academically disadvantaged for the simple fact of being forced into paid employment by the same political forces that have pushed for the deregulation of higher education. A significant problem is that most faculties’ official view on this matter is that work does not constitute good enough reason for a student’s negative academic performance, or the failure to attend class or hand assignments on time.

Like employment, another aspect of student life having a major impact on students’ ability to study is domestic responsibilities. For many students, this involved a substantial commitment of time. In 1998, 37% of UNSW students spent between 10 to 20 hours per week doing domestic work. 31% spent more than 20 hours per week.
 

The student does not exist in vacuum, he or she exists within society. Ten years ago most university expectations of full time students was for them to dedicate at least 8 hours a day to their studies. While this expectation seems to have disappeared in the face of extremely evident changes, there has not been a significant recognition by UNSW administration that students in their vast majority are also workers and that, there is a need to develop new policies that deal with the tensions between study, domestic work and paid employment in the here and now. It is time that the rhetoric of flexible learning and workplace learning take on a real meaning for students by developing arrangements that allow them to juggle work and study without stress and any sort of academic penalties. Our recommendation in this respect is that UNSW administration needs -in consultation with Equity and Diversity and the Student Guild- to develop policy directed to address this social problem so that students who work while studying are no longer discriminated. These policies should also include domestic work.

1.2-Campus and Study Conditions

The student population at UNSW experienced an explosive growth in the last ten years from 23,968 to more than 33 thousands. While over the last five years the university has provided a considerable amount of funding for upgrading buildings, services, facilities and teaching equipments, there is concern that these changes have not fully matched the needs of an ever-expanding student body. In this respect, there is number of areas that need to be seriously addressed so that students have adequate material and intellectual conditions for study on campus. More than that, it seems that students’ financial contribution to UNSW is significantly more than the benefits they are getting from their education. There are a number of problems we would like to highlight in this respect:

1.2.1. Overcrowding and Decreasing Staff levels

Overcrowding has two dimensions. It refers in the first place to the inability of the university to provide greater space and sits in classrooms for an expanding student population. One of the most dramatic examples of such problem has been experienced by students doing the subject Global Politics and the Environment (POLS1014) at room CLB 2 on Tuesdays between 10 am and noon. A number of students from this class approached the Student Guild to complain about the fact that they needed to arrive 10 minutes before the lecture started to be able to get a sit. According to these students, during the first lectures there were so many attending this class that actually they could not get into the lecture room. In fact, the lecturer had to advise  those coming late to take the lecture notes from her and leave. There has never been proper statistical research done by UNSW looking into this problem, so it is quite difficult how significant it is. However, stories and complains about overcrowding by students -such as the one above- are becoming increasingly common these days.

Overcrowding also refers to the increasing size of tutorials and lectures in relation to a decreasing number of teaching staff. While academic staff has increased from 1483 in 1990 to 1960 in 1999, the rate of increase is significantly below the increase in the number of students enrolled in the last ten years. General staff, on the other hand, has fallen from 2799 in 1990 to 2438 in 1999. Students / staff ratio on campus, therefore, (excluding ADFA) has significantly increased since the deregulation of higher education started from 11.8 in 1987 to 15.5 in 1999.
 In other words, the academic and general staff numbers are decreasing in relation to the number of students enrolled highlighting a number of problems associated with lack of services, overcrowded tutorials and the increasing inability of students to have a proper rapport with teaching staff.

There are faculties and schools that are more affected than others by this problem. For example the students / staff ratio at Australian Graduate School Management jumped from 7.6 in 1991 to 21.6 in 1999. In Architecture or Built Environment the ratio increased from 15.3 in 1987 to 22.4 in 1999. In Engineering the ratio increased from 10.9 in 1989 to 17.4 in 1999. In the College of Fine Arts (COFA), the ratio increased from 9.5 in 1990 to 17.8 in 1999. The only faculty that has remained stable in its student / staff ration is the Faculty of Arts and Social Science with a marginal change of 13. 5 in 1987 to 14.7 in 1999. However, this can be seen as a result of decreasing rates of enrolments in this faculty rather than a significant increase in academic and general staff.
 This marked shift means not only a worsening of the conditions for study, but also an unreasonable increase in the working load for staff members.

The introduction of flexible learning and flexible delivery as part of the creation of a new virtual and global university as envisaged by the current UNSW administration won’t resolve problems of staffing, but in fact it would intensify them. There is no virtual or technological substitute for a face-to-face interaction between student and academic and general staff. While technology should be welcome as facilitator of learning, to transform it into a central mechanism of the relation between people on campus will significant damage to the learning and administrative processes within the university

UNSW needs to divert a significant amount its income and demand more federal government funding for the employment of more academic and general staff. Overcrowding is not simply an issue of space and sits, but of the relationship between resources and students needs. Any significant solution to the question of overcrowding needs to be addressed within those terms of reference, not by simply introducing “flexible” forms of delivery.

1.2.2. Lack of access to computers

Access has been identified as major problems by students, particularly by those who have no access to computers at home or cannot afford to pay the stratospheric fees to access computer labs on campus. The long cues to use the Internet and other data bases at the library has become an endemic problem over the last four years. According to the Report on the UNSW Student Survey in 1998, 93 % consider that access to computer was essential for their work, while 24 % said that their computer access on campus is less than adequate. Fine Arts and Arts students were particularly dissatisfied with this issue.
 UNSW needs to provide more computers for students and and make their access free of charge. Internet connection should also be provided free of charge. 
1.2.3. Library

According to the Report on the UNSW Student Survey, only a tiny group of students (13 % of respondents) said that they used the library for more than 10 hours a week. To measure, however, the use of the library by the time you spent there is a bit deceptive. What this proves is simply that the type of use that students make of the library. It is clear, in this respect, that most students do not go to the library to study, but to get books and photocopy journal articles. According to the 1999 statistics, the number of inquires taken by the library in 1998 was 36,5265, while the numbers of items reshelved after use in the same year reached 2,109,574. From this point of view, the use of the library is extremely high. For students, the library is above all an information tool for studying. And in this respect, the improvement experienced by the library in the last few years is not as significant as the rise in student’s enrolments. A number of important journal and serials has been cut or their arrival from overseas experiences considerable delays. Moreover, services such as providing recording of lectures for students have also been reduced. At peak hours, long cues for photocopying, access to catalogues and Internet remain an endemic feature of the library. The amalgamation of the information desk with Social Science desk has both intensify work for library staff and limited the ability of students to make inquires.

1.3 Equity and Access

UNSW is increasingly becoming a university whose main source of student enrolment is drawn from the most affluent areas of Sydney, while the number of students coming from more “working class” and socially disadvantaged areas is being consistently reduced.

The number of students coming from the affluent suburbs of Sydney-North and Sydney-City & East have increased from 11028 in 1996 to 11954 in 1999, while the number of students coming from the less affluent suburbs of Sydney West, South and South-West has decrease from 6475 in 1996 to 6271 in 1999.
 The disparities in the social composition of the student body from the point of view of these statistics are certainly of concern in two ways. Firstly, the consistent higher number of students from an affluent background reinforces the perception that UNSW is an educational institution for the elite. Secondly, the fact the number of student from “working class” areas are decreasing shows how little is the commitment by both government and UNSW administration to shift the balance towards a less elitist institution. UNSW is a really good example how up-front fees and HECS are dramatically affecting the ability of students from a lower socio-economic backgrounds to have access to university education.

It can be argued that these figures simply represent the fact that students tend to enrol in universities that are geographically closer to their homes, with the bulk of students from the Sydney West and South-West opting for the University of Western Sydney. This argument, however, is easily debunked by pointing out that the number of students coming to study at UNSW from a “working class” area such as Sydney Inner West (an area as geographically close to UNSW as Sydney North) has also decreased from 2553 in 1996 to 2505 in 1999.

This tendency tends to be confirmed by UNSW Working Party Report on Student Equity and Access when it claims that “UNSW performance outcomes have remained below national levels for low SES (socio-economically disadvantaged) and rural and isolated students”.
 Because there is a considerable cross-membership of equity groups such women, NESB students, and students with disabilities, any gains in access experienced by these groups is going to be obviously upset by the lack of access to higher education of low income groups.

Finally, the decreasing number of students from low income areas of Sydney means that their concerns about a quality of education, facilities and services within UNSW are not going to be properly addressed as long as their remain with a status of minority on campus. These students are the most likely to be affected by lack of access to computers, the library and other services and resources on campus. The only policy that can effectively secure access to UNSW by working class students is the abolition of HECS and up-front fees and the establishment of a free education system.

2-International Students at UNSW

Tertiary education is the seventh largest export industry and the second biggest service provider after tourism in Australia, contributing to $3.2 billion to the national economy. The growing intake of full fee paying overseas students has provided the main source of a new flow of cash into the university system. The number of international students enrolled in Australian universities has increased from about 57,000 in 1990 to over 157,000 in 1999. UNSW has so far is largest intake of international students (approx. 17 % of the total) in the country, becoming in the last decade the university with the largest number of foreign students on a single campus in the world.
 Moreover, the international students provide UNSW with more than 18 % of its total income and represent 21 % of the total student population.

The presence of overseas students has never been a new thing on Australian campuses, particularly at UNSW. However, there has been a significant change by university administrations in their political and economic ideology in regard to overseas students. Until full fee paying courses for overseas students were introduced in the late 1980s as the main foundation of the international students program, the fundamental motivation for inviting foreign students to come to study in Australia was to contribute to alleviate poverty and foster economic development in South-East Asia by training new professional for the region free of charge. This was an essential aspect of program of economic assistance known as the Colombo plan. Under this initiative, the Australia State would assist financially and technically in the education of new Asian professionals, including government sponsorship to study in Australian universities. This meant that overseas students were included in the calculation of government operating grant to Australian universities.
 Under this scheme UNSW started to receive overseas students from Asia since 1952. 

While there were significant problems with this scheme, it represented a far more socially responsible approach firstly to the Asian region, and secondly to the allocation of the federal budget on education. Under Colombo plan, the federal government provided considerable infrastructure and educational resources for overseas students that included the possibility of doing high school and the HSC in Australia as preparation for university. As a part of its foreign aid program through AusAID, the federal government still provides some university scholarship for overseas students (1039 in 2001).

The status of international students within Australian society has been a polemical issue. The common stereotype is that they are from extremely wealthy backgrounds and therefore able to afford full fees in Australia. Coming from places that some consider part of the Third World, these students are certainly part of the elite or middle classes in their own countries. However, the international students’ experience in Australia is often one of discrimination and disadvantage in relation to their local counterparts. In this respect, the process of coming to Australia and becoming a student in a local University such as UNSW involves –as it mostly happens through immigration- a drastic and downward change in social position within society. 

Most international students, in order to survive in Australia, are forced into part-time employment, often receiving low wages and working under extremely bad conditions. These new student-workers are mostly non-unionised, forced to work overnight shifts, and often exposed to constant risk including raids by the Department of Immigration (DIMA). Visas are subjected to mandatory cancellation if a student works in excess of their entitlements of 20 hours a week. This has meant in some cases that international students have been locked up in detention centres and summarily deported simply for having worked more hours than the time limit imposed by DIMA.

Unlike local students, international students have no freedom to change from one institution to other for the first 18 months of study and can only do it after paying $120. International students who are unhappy about the education they are getting from a particular university have not other choice than remaining enrolled in that institution for an extra 6 months. In addition, in NSW and Victoria, international students do not have right to travel concession cards. 

The organisation of the curriculum for international students is connected with extremely tight and burdensome migration controls by DIMA. Students who do not comply with conditions related to enrolment, attendance and academic performance can have their visa cancelled automatically.
 Cancellation of visa is an extremely punitive measure to deal with bad academic performance, particularly if Australian universities have consistently enrolled international students who are not fluent in English and receive no significant extra assistance in that respect.

Full time loads are necessary requirements for having a visa to study in Australia. University administrations are forced to inform the department of any changes in the student circumstances and activities on campus. Under the amendments of the Immigration Act of 1958, UNSW is obliged to keep attendance records for DIMA as a way of monitoring students. Even more problematic are the new powers given to DIMA officers to enter and search University premises with purpose enforcing such compliance. 

Furthermore, the Minister of Immigration has been given cancellation powers of students’ visas “where the holder has engaged, is engaging or is likely to engage in conduct not contemplated by holder’s visa”.
 While it is not really made explicit what type of conduct are contemplated under this amendment, it is very likely that it can be used to prevent international students to get involve in political activities or voice an active dissent to their conditions of study in Australia. There are a number of small regional campuses where this amendment has been used by administration as a threat to resolve disputes with students.

We believe in that respect that international students should have the same rights and choices that local students have. These are some recommendations to the Senate Inquire into Higher Education that point out to that objective:

1-Immidiate introduction of travel concession cards for all full-time overseas students.

2-Facilitate the right of overseas students to choose between institutions by reducing the waiting period and scrapping the $120 fee.

3- Abolition of ministerial powers to cancel visas.

4-Legislation granting full freedom of work and speech for overseas students.

5-Legislation granting the right to organise politically for overseas students if they desire to do so.

6-Abolition of DIMA powers to search University premises. Full university autonomy from DIMA.

7-Abolition of mandatory detention and deportation of overseas students.

8- Increase in the number of AusAID scholarships for students in conditions of socio-economic disadvantage in developing regions.

9- No to the cancellation of visas on the basis of academic performance or attendance.

3-UNSW Governance

The current structures of decision-making and governance require a drastic process of modernisation according to the expansion of the student body and the changes in its social composition. There has been a number of important decisions taken by the University administration over recent years where student input has been practically nil.

The changes in the student body have been both quantitative and qualitative. The student population has not only increased in size, but also it has experienced a social and cultural change through the greater enrolment of women, NESB students and international students creating a truly multi-cultural university. The highest governing body of the University is the University Council. The Council is composed of mixed structure of 2 parliamentary members, 4 members appointed by the Minister, 3 official members and only 11 elected members representing staff, students and graduates. Despite the increasing student population, the representation of students and the different student groups within the Council continue to be ridiculously minimal. In a university with more than 33 thousand students, students have only two student representatives on Council, one undergraduate and one postgraduate.

Such as disproportion in student representation within council not only highlights profoundly undemocratic style of management in relation to the student body as whole, but also one that cannot suitable express the needs of minorities and disadvantaged groups on campus. There is an urgent need therefore to change the Universities constitution and the existing structures of governance so that students are fairly represented. For the Student Guild, the need for change means two things. 

First, that the number of student representatives within Council should be proportional to the number of students on campus. A measure like this would recognise the need of students to have their voice properly heard within council, but also making affective within campus citizen rights they already enjoy as members at the level of society. If the Australian Constitution confers every Australian above the age 18 the right to vote, to be represented and be elected we do not see the reason why this right should not be extended as a constituting principle of university governance. If students are mature enough to elect a Prime Minister, why they should not be able to elect a Vice-Chancellor.

Secondly, a new system of governance within UNSW needs to reflect the expansion of the student population but also the diversity of its social composition. Student representation within Council needs to be expanded in terms of the needs of specific needs of student and equity groups. A large section of the student population such as international students should have their own representation within Council. The same should applied to different equity groups particularly women, indigenous people, people with disabilities, NESB and queer students.

Conclusion

The UNSW Student Guild submission has focused in three major aspects concerning our University: Student Conditions, International Students and Governance. While the problems on each sphere are very specific, they are deeply interconnected by the logic of the process of deregulation of higher education as experienced by UNSW in the last ten years. These are changes that not all the time have been positive, particularly in regard to meeting students needs at the academic as much as the economic and social levels. The pressures created by an expansion student population require an urgent injection of federal funding. In this respect, we need a university administration putting more emphasis on demanding the existing government greater funding for a free and equitable education rather simply focusing on the need for corporate sponsorship and funding as it is common these days.
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