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Linda:
Sandra was formerly the President of the TEU, and I know she's a good friend of QPEC, and now is the General Secretary of TEU. Welcome, Sandra.
Sandra:
Just letting you know, for those who haven't had a chance to meet me at a QPEC forum, I actually hail from a long way from where I'm sitting right now, which is in beautiful Poneke in Wellington. I hail from Auckland, and I work at the TEU now, and was formerly a member of staff at Victoria University of Wellington. 

I just want to say "Yay, go all the conversations about play-based learning". I was a play centre baby/child, and I want to give a shout-out there, because it's Mothers Day tomorrow, to all the mothers who engage in teaching/learning, play-based learning, all the time. And to my Mum, who was a play centre supervisor. I still play a lot, and I just posted some little pictures that I've been drawing as we've been chatting, to keep me on track, hopefully, to talk about tertiary education. But even in tertiary, play is crucial. Getting in that lab and playing. Getting in a classroom and playing with words and ideas and concepts is crucial. So we need to bring that back, and I just want to give a shout-out to all the speakers before me. The play and chat has been so rich. And also a shout-out to the idea of care, because that's a crucial part, even for tertiary education. And it's the part that was first cut away from us, the idea that we had some care ethic. It was seen as a nice-to-have, if you had enough money and enough staff. But it is crucial, and this moment teaches it.

So for those who aren't familiar with the tertiary sector, I am going to do two things quickly. The foundations, where we started out before at this current moment, this extraordinary moment of COVID-19, before I talk about where I think we can head together.

So if you don't know much about tertiary education, I want to think of us almost as the canaries down the mine of a neo-liberal experiment. We went first. We almost died because of it. But we are trying to scramble our way back out of the pit of this neo-liberalism. But this is what it looked like over the last decade, for tertiary education.

Students are students, they're not learners. They have no play, they have no learning. They're just money, they're just dollars. And students know that. That is how they are seen by our institutional leaders and by the government, prior to this moment. Staff aren't there to co-create, to be involved in that wonderful rich experience of teaching and learning. They are resources that you expend, and you expend them fast. Education is a business, led by managers, not academic leaders, not teachers, not those who care about teaching and learning. And sadly, the whole sector is just a market.

And I want to point out that we're a market in a really odd way. Because I agree, you look at early childhood and tertiary, we're the two real markets. We're both the markets to outside commercial forces, people like Pearson, to others. But we have internal markets, our universities see themselves as brands to compete with each other. And up until a very short time ago, our polytechnics competed with each other. They're now part of one network, but they used to see themselves, and many people inside still see themselves as competing. So staff often defended the brand, rather than our profession, rather than our learners, because they were told to do that. When you're a brand in a competitive market, that's all that matters.

So it's a pretty frightening story for us, and I must say, there aren't many silver linings about a pandemic, but it absolutely has thrown into light how broken that model is for tertiary education. For education as a whole. Not just here in Aotearoa, but across the world. And why has it shown up to be a failure? Well, Liam's already talked about the international students. So I'm going to go there first, because they're some of our most vulnerable students.

Basically, they couldn't come in. They couldn't be part of the learning. The ones that were here are now socially isolated, away from everybody. They are very vulnerable people, and very vulnerable in our communities. But now what we're saying is, "Quickly, we need to get them back. They need to be the first market to open up". We're talking about them as a market. But these are people. We have to re-humanise tertiary education, and education as a whole. The neo-libs have done a great job in dehumanising it. Let's talk about these very vulnerable people.

But actually, students as a whole. And I'm sure you've all seen the news about students being charged rent for accommodation that they were kicked out of. Accommodation they were not allowed to occupy, and yet they're still being charged rent while they're doing it. Some of our students are being told they will not have face-to-face teaching at all this year. Online learning works for some, but as our members are starting to point out, (we've surveyed them), we think we're losing about 20% of our learners, because they just aren't coping with being at distance from their classmates, from their lecturers and tutors, from the lab technicians, from the student-support people.

So, in the COVID moment, students are disappearing, and everyone's just saying, "Isn't it a pity, we're losing their revenue". That's not the problem. The problem is that students are dropping out of life-long learning right now.

The staff are being used up and expended at a great rate. We have just surveyed members, and a quarter of members, if you do a stress scale of 0 - 10, are saying that they're 8 and above in the stress level. So a quarter of tertiary staff now are saying, "I'm at the breaking point". Another 45% are saying 5 – 7 on the stress scale, which is actually a very high level of stress. The average is 5.2 in New Zealand, for workplace stress. It's hard.

Because the survey is hot off the press, I thought I'd read you some comments. So what's stressing them? Here's what one of our members had to say: "It's a mixture of everything really. I don't think I'm highly stressed, and then I react badly to small problems. My brain doesn't seem to want to function, to do high level academic work, so that feels stressful, as my workload has not eased off. I've got two school-aged kids, and I'm trying to manage their online as they're at home. I'm trying to work with them. Pretty much impossible really. My family are overseas, and my brother is ill with COVID-19, so there's lots to worry about".

So I would say staff were pretty much at the breaking point in the tertiary sector prior to this moment. Their managers, in the way they've responded to this, saying, "You're doing great. Just keep doing more", are creating stress. So management is failing us at this moment, and our markets are failing. As I say, I don't like the idea of us being a market, but that is evident in the fact that staff in some places were told they might need to take a 20% pay cut. Now, you've got to remember that some of our staff earn minimum wage. Imagine taking a 20% pay cut on a minimum wage. Imagine taking a 20% pay cut if you're a tutor and you're earning around $70,000, and you're the only earner in the house now. This is unreasonable of our employers to expect. It's unreasonable to even suggest it as a voluntary idea. Meanwhile, I do get that we have Vice-Chancellors earning three-quarters of a million dollars, but our sector has a lot of people who are paid very, very ordinary wages. So the market's failing us, the government's actually failing us in the funding model of this market.

And the other one that's been spoken about lots, Jack and Liam have both raised it, is how we can make efficiencies through online learning. This has actually been a mantra for a decade in the tertiary sector. "We have too many buildings, and too many staff occupying those buildings. If we just went online, we could record your lecture. We don't need you, and we don't need you to occupy an office". This is something that is really stressful for the staff, and as we've talked about, the view that technology is just a tool. It's actually not education, it's just a tool. And I think this is really, really important.

So I want to speak to where we need to head, but I also want to raise a flag that's come up recently, talking to staff and members of the TEU, and my colleague, Charles Sedgwick, who's in Rotterdam. Everyone's saying this is a great collective moment, because we are all standing behind a decision to keep ourselves isolated and stay safe, and keep other people safe. And that is an amazing collective moment. But it's a collective moment in which we've been forced to individualise. And I think you'd all feel this, when you go into supermarkets, when you go into public places, and we're all giving each other furtive glances and worrying about what individual is going to infect our bubble, infect our space.

So I don't want us to get carried away with this idea that somehow we're more collective than ever. I think we can be more collective, but I don't think that this moment is just about collectivism. And I think it speaks to what was said earlier in the day, regarding the zoom-bombing that happened at this site by neo-Nazis and fascists. Actually there are two directions we can go, and all emergencies will tell us this. And I absolutely agree with the earlier speakers. One is, we become more wary, more isolated, we atrophy as a society. The other is, we go back into our social spaces. And education has a crucial role to play there.

So that's where we've been, where we currently are, and how staff are feeling. I'll just read you one more quote about that, and I do think it speaks to this moment. "Our managers are telling us how great we're doing, rather than telling us it's okay not to be doing great. This stance is giving us a lot of stress in our area". And I think that's true. These are extraordinary times. Saying to people, "You're wonderful, and great and excellent", opens up for all the people who feel they're not performing well. A lot of our members in the survey said, "We just can't reach our students. We just can't engage with them in the way we normally do. I don't feel I'm being a good teacher. I don't feel I'm being a good support person. I don't feel I'm being a good lab technician". So they are internalising the gap between the reality of what education really is all about and the online, emergency remote teaching that we are doing right this moment, for good reason. But it's not online learning, it's emergency remote teaching. And we do need to reinforce for people, "It's okay. This is not easy".

But there is hope, and opportunity, because we point out how broken the market is right now. We can point out how problematic education as a market is. We can point out how problematic it is that our universities see students as dollar signs, not as learners. So I think there's a couple of things we need to do. First, we need to re-humanise education at all levels, put people back at the heart. And second, we need to talk about equity of outcome, not accessibility. Because in tertiary education, it's a lie to say that it's an accessible system, and that's because Maori and Pasifika miss out in great numbers. Poor children, children in rural and remote communities are missing out. Adults who are second chance learners are missing out. So can we refocus ourselves to equity of outcome?

Other speakers have also said this – can we make sure that this is a system built on the expertise of the teaching and support professionals? And use the appropriate teaching/learning, the appropriate support methods, rather than being driven by external factors, like technology. Let's keep saying time and time again, technology really is just a tool. It's just a tool. And actually, we're only talking about ICT technology. There's lots of others that come into our sector.

So here's an example from the survey again. "Anxiety. I have anxiety that my teaching is not up to par. I have dialogic pedagogy, and have tried implementing that in drop-in Zoom sessions, to foster the conversation that's needed that we would normally have in a classroom. But I'm unsure it is reaching all students, and there is a decreasing quality of education, but students are still paying". So our members are truly worried that this moment will get embedded.

Part of that is also, of course, that we must value the staff at the heart of the sector. So how do we do it? Where do I think we're heading? TEU is trying to plot and plan as much as we can, and I welcome the invitation from everyone else to work collectively on this moment.

The first is that education will be the front line of recovering from this pandemic. We are the front line, in terms of social and economic change. We need everyone to see us as that, and we need the time and the opportunity (which is how Liam phrased it) to work as a community to create the new. We need the time and the space to do that.

We have to do it collaboratively, together. We have to do it all together.  And one of the things that we'd hoped for before we came into the COVID-19 space is that the government had put together a single network of vocational education as their vision. And they have put it in legislation. And in the legislation it says, "This network must empower staff and students on matters academic, non-academic and wellbeing". So they have given permission to tertiary education staff and students to lead the way in what the future looks like, and we have to invest that.

I think we need social partnerships. I think we all have to have an agreed part in that social partnership with government. For us, our employers, and we have 32 employers, not a single one. So as a union we have a different relationship to the leaders of this sector. I think we need to ever increasingly break down the walls between the different parts of the education sector we work in. And first of all, for the TEU, that is breaking the boundary between universities and vocational education. Because that hierarchy that was talked about before, I've often said it's a continuum of learning. You're not better, because you have a university degree, than every other person in the country. You just learnt in a different space, in a different way, in a different time. 

I give an example always – I once spoke to a Massey University group of members, and I mentioned that my father's a boat builder. And one of the people in the audience looked at me, and they said, "Oh, you're clearly much more intelligent than your father". And I kind of looked horrified, for about probably 5 seconds, and like Jack, I have no trouble getting words out normally. I looked at them, and I said, "Why?", and they said, "Well, you've got a PhD, and your Dad's just a boat builder". "Tell you what, when the floods come, Dad's much more useful than me. I have a political science degree, I'm not going to be much use to any of you at that moment in time". He is an incredibly intelligent man, and it showed that hierarchy in education is very deeply embedded in our own membership, in our own colleagues, just as it is in society, and we have to shake that to its foundations. Play is fantastic. Leisure is fantastic. The arts are fantastic. Building boats is fantastic. You name it, whatever you want to learn, learn it. So we have a lot of work to do in that space, and we have to break down those boundaries.

 And the final one, and I'm going to make a really direct plea, because unionists get really good at this, by the way. Our students have been utterly failed by New Zealand in the tertiary sector. I was one of the first cohort of student loan bearers. I did a Bachelors degree and a Masters degree in New Zealand, and had a $47,000 student debt. When I returned to university to work as a lecturer, it took me 8 years to pay that debt off, and I had a well paid job. Our students are indebted, they are cold, they are hungry, they live in terrible conditions. And in Wellington, about 90% of the students' income, if they get something from the government, will go actually on their rent alone.

So I guess what I'm saying around that is, we can never get equity of outcome in education when we have to pay individually. We have to collectively accept the responsibility for education, both paying salaries and staff, but also looking after our students.

So NZUSA and the students associations in New Zealand are running a plea for an education income, a universal education income. It would mean more progressive tax at the other end, but it would mean that we could really truly start dealing with some of the equity issues. So please, go to Action Station, look up Universal Education Income, and support our learners, because that's what we're here for.
Linda:
Thank you, Sandra. That's excellent. Liam's asked if you can talk a little bit about how the changes to polytechs can break down, or enhance, neo-liberalism.
Sandra:
Well, for a start it's broken the competition idea. No longer will polytechnics compete with industry training organisations, with PTEs, with each other. They are part of one single network. Actually the PTEs aren't part of the network, which is part of the problem. But our main public providers, industry training organisations and polytechnics have to work together. So they don't need to compete now. They can share resources with each other freely. They can share conversations, they can share platforms. We didn't ask, as a union, for a single institution, but we did ask for a networked approach which broke down competition.

So, the question is, that's the government's vision. It aligns with the staff's (the members of the TEU) vision of the sector. In between, there's a whole lot of managers and a whole lot of chief executives and vice-chancellors, who like the market, because they've managed to get really big portfolios and really good salaries associated with the market. So we've now got to work out how to convince those who have the power in the middle to actually relinquish it, and let the staff grow.

And like I say, I do think when you look at the legislation, and actually also at the operating model that's already been started within NZIST, the network. It says that we're not going to do things in a top-down, managerial way. It doesn't say that in the documentation. What it does say is, "We will collaboratively design the future of vocational education based on the expertise", so involving the staff of the sector and the learners.

So they've said, "We can't design it from the top. We need everybody in, helping design". That's a huge shift in a neo-liberal environment. The question is, again, will our managers step aside and let those who are in the labs, those who are in the libraries, those who are in the teaching spaces, those who are in workplaces doing assessments, will they let them come to the table properly? I think we have to force our way to the table continually. But the door is open.

I keep saying we've got our toe in the door at the moment. Our plan is to get the entire country pushing us right through that door, and saying, "Education belongs to those who are at the front line – the learners and the staff".
Linda:
Thanks, Sandra. I think in the chat there's been a lot of reflection from people around some of the points that are being raised. So, the chat later on may be able to be shared. I'm not quite sure. But there's some very good points in there. There's a question from Naomi around universities in New Zealand – would you have those better networked as well?
Sandra:
Look, I think the competition between universities is wholly problematic. From a perspective of being a union, but also from the perspective of what the students get. So you get sales pitches. You can be sitting at Otago University, and there's a billboard saying, "Come to Victoria". What a waste of education resources. That's just the top layer of it. What a waste that we can't actually share our programmes freely, our teaching methods freely. We can't share our resources, even in a library's perspective really, because each is seen as its own business. And I think we have to talk about how to break that down.

Now, the complication, for academics particularly, in the university sector, is we have this idea of academic freedom. We are free to critique the world, critique our institutions. And often people use that to say, "Well, we couldn't do that if we were networked and centralised". We could, as long as we owned the change. As long as we drove the change. And I think we have to stop being precious about this idea that it's all about the individualised academic freedom, and talk about it collectively, and say, "We collectively hold the right to make this a better world, and a responsibility to do that". So we've got a bit of work to do there, but it does make no sense.

Right now universities are pushing to open up New Zealand borders, because they want that money from the international students. They don't want the international students, they want the money, and that's a big difference. So our institutional leaders are really pushing. They're pushing for something that could endanger New Zealanders, for their bank balances. So we've got to bear in mind, they operate like businesses, and we have to stop that now. It cannot continue.
Linda:
I've got a little question for you, Sandra. We've talked a lot about the priorities and the responsibilities of government, throughout the afternoon. But if you were going to prioritise for the government one thing to move forward in tertiary education, what would it be?
Sandra:
Right now it would be ensuring they keep a balanced eye on where they put their money to invest. I like the idea of socialism for structured spend, but at the moment a lot of the conversation (and this is no disrespect to all those blokey trades), but it is in the blokey trades. And one of the things that we do know is that we are going to need more teachers, more nurses, more social workers, more counsellors, more artists, more musicians, to keep us sane in this time. And I do fear that the government has already tipped into what the last government did, which was prioritising (inaudible), and ignoring all the social. 

So, as we recover, education will be at the front line, but not just those things that we can build and see being built. We actually do need that social infrastructure better. Not just the same as it was before we went in, but we need it better. We need it much better.
Linda:
Thanks for that. And have you got a sound bite for that counter-narrative against privatisation?
Sandra:
I was playing before with sound bites, and I often do hashtags, so I've been tweeting, for those that are on Twitter. Education for All (and I do mean All) is probably the thing I use at the moment more often than not. In this moment we can't make education something for the big corporates to win by. We need education so that very small communities, families, whanau, iwi, hapu, that we all grow. So, Education for All. Then we have to unpack who that all means, and big business is not the target here. It is our communities.
Linda:
Kia ora, Sandra. I'd like to say a big thank you to all three of our speakers. 
