Submission to the 

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

Inquiry into the

The Capacity of Public Universities to meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs

The University of Canberra Students’ Association thanks the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee for this opportunity to comment on the ‘capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs’.

Along with many other people in Australia the capacity of our public universities to meet the higher education needs of Australia and Australians is a question we are deeply concerned with. In the course of our submission we would like to make the following recommendations:

Recommendations

1. that Institutions be required to report to the Minister responsible for Higher Education on how government sourced funds have been used in the development and delivery of offshore and other entrepreneurial activities.  The accounting for these costs must make transparent all hidden costs to the institution, including backfilling teaching places, student services, administration costs, library and infrastructure costs.

2. that either the NOOSR project be extended or a new project be established to acquire information about levels of student services and the relative academic standards of tertiary institutions in Australia’s top international markets, as an external and independent reference.

3. that research be funded that explored the construction of complaints and grievance procedures that could be applied in a culturally sensitive manner, both for the use of off-shore students, and for our increasingly culturally diverse domestic campuses.
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The University of Canberra Students’ Association

Mission

The Mission of the University of Canberra Students’ Association (UCSA) is to promote and defend the rights of undergraduate students at the University of Canberra. 

Who and What We Are

The original Students’ Association, was established through a 1969 decision by the then Canberra College of Advanced Education (now University of Canberra) Council when it "agreed to assist wherever possible with the establishment of a Students’ Association". A group of students then resolved to establish an Association shortly after.

Since that time the UCSA has promoted and defended student interests. The primary function of the UCSA is to represent student interests within the University of Canberra (UC). The UCSA is also active in the wider community by being the voice of UC students in matters of government policy and other issues affecting higher education.

In 2001 the Vice-Chancellor awarded the Students’ Association one of his annual awards for our contribution to quality assurance at the University. The citation for our ‘Don’s Dozen’ follows.

The role of the Students’ Association in the pursuit of the University’s quality agenda has been, and continues to be critical.  This University is particularly fortunate in having a Students’ Association which is committed to the work of the University and to assisting in the continual improvement and maintenance of its quality assurance programs.   Working closely with the University’s academics and management, the Association’s elected Executive and its officers provide a range of particularly useful information, advice  and constructive suggestions on ways in which the University can monitor and improve its performance.  Whether this advice is provided through representation on University committees, or through representation to individual academics, Heads of Schools, Pro Vice-Chancellors or through their continuing role with the Vice-Chancellor’s Student Advisory Committee, it is invaluable in providing the student perspective which is central to the University’s work.   

The last couple of years have seen the UCSA recognise the need for more specialised services and representation for a number of groups on campus, which has resulted in the creation of semi-autonomous organisations. These organisations are funded primarily by the UCSA, although they also attract funding from other sources and are represented by their Presidents on the UCSA Committee.

In 1996 the University of Canberra Overseas Students Organisation (UCOSO) was formed. The UCOSO membership is comprised of all international students at UC. UCOSO again has a representative structure, with election by and from the international student population. UCOSO works closely with the international office in order to both represent its members and to make the UC an attractive place for international students to study.

In 1997 the Residential Students’ Organisation (RSO) was formed. The RSO works specifically for students resident on campus, of which there are over 1000. Representatives are elected from the ‘areas’ and they form a council. The RSO produces a newsletter, runs social activities and works closely with Residential Services to both represent the residential students and resolve problems.

In 1999 the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Student Association (ATSISA) was incorporated in the UCSA structure. The ATSISA has been in operation for a number of years and its representative has always had a place on the UCSA committee, but it is only this year that the UCSA has undertaken to fund the organisation.

In 1999 we also created the InfoCentre at the UCSA offices. The need for a central point on campus for help and information has been recognised for a number of years and was a recommendation from the University’s most recent review of Student Services. 

The creation of the InfoCentre has meant the redesign of our website and the upgrading of facilities for students. The UCSA office now receives approximately 1200 visits a day during semester, this is a level of usage that is comparable to visits to the campus library.

In conducting its operations within a changing and modern University environment the SA: 

· provides effective and responsive services to students to enhance and assist their education, including emergency student loans,  parenting and women’s rooms, calendars, yearbooks and diaries, passport photos, photocopying and fax services, and free condoms; 

· conducts campaigns and provides up-to-date and effective information for students on issues pertinent to students and their rich and varied lifestyles; 

· represent students, in a fair and equitable manner, in cases of academic appeals and grievances against unfair conduct by University staff; 

· ensure and maintain student access to University services and educational resources; and 

· protects and ensures the University’s overall mission, "educating professionals, professionally", is adhered to the benefit of students throughout all services and departments. 

Values

We strive to: 

· meet student needs by constant attention to quality and equity in everything we do; 

· act fairly and responsibly with integrity in our dealings with students, academic staff and general staff; 

· provide quality leadership and direction in student affairs; 

· defend the rights of all students regardless of race, ethnicity, culture, sexual orientation, political, religious or ideological conviction; 

· to be vigilant and responsible in criticising higher education government policy, University policy, and other political bodies; 

· to be culturally sensitive and adaptable to the needs of international students; 

· to recognise the rights and needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students; 

· to responsibly and openly administer the disbursement of the Amenities and Services Fee received from the University; 

· increase the effectiveness of the SA for students by developing new and innovative operations and services; and 

· to practice gender equity, and implement ecologically sustainable practices, in our work and service practice 

Off-shore & Entrepreneurial Teaching

The UCSA has chosen to focus its submission under term of reference g,

‘the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

i
 accreditation regimes and quality assurance,

ii
external mechanisms to undertake ongoing review of the capacity of the sector to meet Australia’s education, training, research social and economic needs, and

iii
university governance reporting requirements, structures and practices.

The costs of offshore and entrepreneurial teaching

In recent years there has been a massive rise in the amount of offshore and other entrepreneurial approaches to teaching, and although the University of Canberra is only a small player in this vast market, the Students’ Association has possibly been afforded more opportunities to be involved in the development of these programs than other student organizations in the nation, giving us a closer look at what has gone on.

The Students’ Association has places on the Flexible Learning Committee and the relatively newly formed Off-Shore Quality Assurance Committees of the Division of Management and Technology and the Division of Communication and Education. We have also been involved in working groups to formulate the University’s franchise policy, a template MOU and the contract with Williams Business College.

Little of what we have seen reassures us that this is a controlled and monitored expansion. There are many stories of agreements signed by unauthorized members of the university community, or teaching occurring without having gone through the appropriate accreditation within the university.

Australia is well placed to provide education services to our region, and the practice of flying lecturers to other countries for short, intensive bursts of teaching is potentially good for the profile of Australian academic institutions and for their income stream.

However, the accounting relating the profitability of these offshore programs is frequently vague and optimistic.  While it is certain that the immediate costs of offshore teaching are usually covered in such ventures, there are a number of hidden costs which are within university budgets, and may effectively result in the subsidization of offshore and other entrepreneurial ventures from government funded HECS places.

These hidden costs accumulate through the costs associated with lecturers being absent from campuses for any period of time.  For example, lecturers on offshore teaching assignments must backfill teaching duties at their campus of origin with alternative staff, although there is no guarantee that this is currently done at UC. And the anecdotal evidence provided from student casework would suggest that positions are often not backfilled. Students reporting that academics are unavailable for consultation because they are overseas is a quite regular occurrence especially during appeals times.

We are also concerned about the extra burden that this places on the staff required to teach intensively off-shore and then return to teach classes in Bruce.

While we are not opposed to the use of government grants to establish or sustain entrepreneurial activities, we think that this practice should be known and justified.  

Accordingly we recommend that Institutions be required to report to the Minister responsible for Higher Education on how government sourced funds have been used in the development and delivery of offshore and other entrepreneurial activities.  The accounting for these costs must make transparent all hidden costs to the institution, including backfilling teaching places, student services, administration costs, library and infrastructure costs.

Quality Assurance Off-shore

The UC franchise policy explicitly recognises the role that the SA should play in defending offshore students rights and includes recognition that they are our members. It also grants all students enrolled under franchise programs access to the appeals and grievance procedures of UC.

The policy document on flexible learning, Learning for the Future states that all students regardless of mode of enrolment are entitled to an equivalent level of student services as the students at Bruce campus (target 1.5).

However, enforcing either of these admirable statements is very difficult. Obtaining information on the standards of student services available at off-shore campuses is very difficult, even for the university to obtain. Where twinning arrangements are discussed there is also the difficultly of assessing comparative academic standards. The Students’ Association is told that this is normally done by asking academics in the particular field at the University of Canberra what they know and feel about the standards at the off-shore institution.

On occasions where this word of mouth information is all that is available in attesting to the standards of a program that we will grant advanced standing to, or enter a twinning arrangement with, it is not particularly reassuring. Student organizations do not have access to the same networks or exposure to international institutions and on occasions where we are not inclined to trust the motives of the academic endorsing the institution we have little recourse to external references.

Therefore we would like to recommend that either the NOOSR project be extended or a new project be established to acquire information about levels of student services and the relative academic standards of tertiary institutions in Australia’s top international markets, as an external and independent reference.

Appeal and grievance mechanisms are an important part of quality assurance procedures, and while UC extends on paper an equivalency in these procedures to off-shore students, in practice it is unlikely that the University could deliver on these promises if asked.

The University of Canberra’s appeal and grievance process are set within an older form of education where all students came to campus and there were only two semesters a year, so obviously the first place to start is to adapt those policies to semester dates that may be different for every program offshore and where people may communicate via email or phone rather than face-to-face.

The other and more challenging problem is the question of whether our procedures developed with an implicit assumption of a universality of anglo-Australian culture in terms of a ‘fair go’, a willingness to question authority, and a history of collective bargaining for better conditions will achieve the results that we would desire for students with little or no exposure to anglo-Australian culture.

One option is to try and reformulate policies and procedures in terms of an equality of outcomes, rather than an equality of process. Querying whether it should remain necessary for students to confront academics as the first point in these processes when the student concerned has a culturally conditioned respect and obedience to teachers, or when the cultural expectation is that someone in authority to whom you take a problem should resolve it for you, rather than the anglo-Australian more self-help or empowerment model.

There would be great value in research that explored the construction of complaints and grievance procedures that could be applied in a culturally sensitive manner, both for the use of off-shore students, and for our increasingly culturally diverse domestic campuses.

Despite the reams of work currently being produced or funded by DETYA on Quality Assurance and Benchmarking the discussion of offshore education in them is pretty thin. 

McKinnon, Walker (2000) have proposed some benchmarking for offshore programs, but it is centred on financial and legal issues of offshore education, as reflected in the title ‘Management of offshore delivery’ (2000:125). They do suggest that ‘one quality test is whether students who enroll and succeed under those conditions will have full credit and/or be automatically enrolled without loss of standing at the home campus’ which to us would seem to largely miss the point, when we are discussing Australian Universities which are self-accrediting institutions (2000:125).

More useful in addressing some of the concerns of the UCSA may be some of the documentation produced by The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) in the UK. The QAA includes offshore education in its guidelines on Distance Education and Guideline 5 covers student communication and representation.

The document that is currently available is only a draft but it does include items such as:

 ‘An institution should determine what means of student representation are appropriate and realistic for students on distance learning programmes of study and should provide these students with accurate information about them’ (QAA 2000);

and the question:

‘How do we organise student representation? Where there are also campus based students, how do we arrange the representation of students at a distance in relation to that for campus students’ (QAA 2000).

Commercial in Confidence and Secrecy

The problem of commercial in confidence negotiations by governments and government departments has been quite widely discussed and there are similar problems with commercial in confidence negotiations of universities.

Increasingly at UC we are finding that the latest overseas trip brings back a collection of already signed MOUs and franchise agreements. Signed and sealed agreements that the Students’ Association didn’t even know were under discussion let alone up for finalisation. Agreements that are not usually co-ordinated and that many student support services are never advised of until something goes very wrong.

Programs that we do get wind of, when the SA asks to see conditions or student support service provisions we are told that the negotiations are commercial in confidence and therefore we cannot see the documentation. The SA has had some small wins in at least having the franchise policy include that the SA has a legitimate role in defending students in those programs, but the right to complain and advocate doesn’t do any of us much good when the deal is signed and small things like library services or ESL programs are not in the contract.

While some members of the Senate Committee will not be concerned that the body charged with promoting and defending students rights is excluded from these discussions, we hope that you will still be concerned about the practice of signing agreements before they have been even accredited as teaching programs by the university.

The Students’ Association has also been greatly concerned to hear of students being enrolled in courses that were not approved for teaching in the host country, or a sleight of hand process that involved enrolling students in a lower level course to maximize enrolments and justify registration costs, when the students were not enrolled in the masters course they believed that they had been enrolled in.

Some of these practices it would seem would be in breach of the Trade Practices Act in Australia, but what protection can be afforded to students off-shore is a question that remains to be answered.

On a positive note

We would like it to be noted that while we have painted a reasonably bleak picture of the entrepreneurial activities at UC we would like to make a number of positive comments.

From discussions with other student organisations we are aware that we have much greater access to some of these issues than other student organisations, and that it is this access and the honesty of the University staff that we deal with that gives us this information. Information and access we are very grateful for.

The University has been open to hearing many of our strenuous criticisms and we are seeing changes in attitudes and an adoption of our concerns.

Work is currently being done within the University on ascertaining the University’s level of compliance with the AVCC Code of Ethical Practice in the Provision of Education to International Students by Australian Universities and has begun a process to review our current appeals processes to make them more applicable to off-shore students.

Positive changes are being made, but the area of off-shore teaching and some of the more entrepreneurial areas of on-shore delivery are areas where DETYA reporting requirements and oversight are slim. They are areas where far more work needs to be done to ensure that the quality of education is maintained regardless of where it is taught and that it does not detract from the education offered to on-shore students.
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