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Introduction

Goldsmiths UCU represents academic and academic-related staff at Goldsmiths, University of London (including research students who are in the UK under the auspices of Tier 4) and welcomes the contribution that international students make both to the life of the University and the vitality of the country. As an institution with a thriving postgraduate and research culture, international students are particularly important to the economic and cultural fabric of the College. We believe that many of the proposals outlined in the Consultation will penalize international students as well as higher education institutions (HEIs) at a time when HE is facing particular uncertainty about its future.

We think that some of the language contained in the Consultation, for example references to ‘higher risk nationalities’ (5.5) and to ‘high and low risk students’ (8.7), implies that international students are intrinsically problematic and a source of danger for the home population. We do not believe that this is the case. On the contrary, we believe that international students are a central part of campus life and make a significant social, as well as economic, contribution to British life. Treating them as default sources of ‘risk’ will be damaging for HEIs and will undermine the perception amongst prospective international visitors to the UK education system as an hospitable location for their education.

We are also concerned that the structure of the consultation presumes that changes are necessary and does not allow for a robust defence of the rights of international students.

Question 3, for example, concerning changes to the level of programmes offered to international students, asks whether these changes ‘should be phased in’ and offers only ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘don’t know’ as possible answers. It makes no provision for the expression of views that the changes may not be necessary or that they should not be introduced at all. The purpose of a consultation should not be to seek acceptance of pre-established positions but to seek the views of the broadest number of stakeholders in relation to general questions.

Questions 1-3

We believe that raising the level of courses the international students are able to study via Tier 4 regulation would unnecessarily damage the relationship between foundation and pre-entry courses and full degree programmes. All opportunities ought to be made available to students who may wish to improve their language or academic skills before entry to degree level programmes and it is not reasonable to suggest that all such courses should be offered only by Highly Trusted Sponsors. The questions as posed in the Consultation do not allow for such an answer but nevertheless because we do not have any certainty that raising the minimum level of study would help to reduce ‘abuse’ of Tier 4, we would answer  b) No to Question  1.

Questions 5-6

We understand that the proposal to demand higher levels of English proficiency to level B2 of the CEFR may rule out a significant number of current students on foundation courses. Given that these students make up around half of all international HE students, this would pose a serious problem not simply to University budgets but to the very genuine desires of prospective students to develop their language skills and then pursue a degree within the UK. Furthermore, we are aware that not every country offers suitable English language training up to the B2 level so the proposals, if implemented, would instantly discriminate against certain citizens. Why should language trainers – whether based in universities or in language schools in the UK – be denied the opportunity to teach these students? We would therefore answer b) No to Question 5 but are unable to answer Question 6 as it implies the application of a new language testing requirement.

Questions 7-9

We wish to point out that the context to Section 6 is somewhat misleading. The Consultation provides a table, based on data from the Home Office’s report, A Migrant’s Journey, showing the proportion of students from a 2004 cohort who are still in the country some five years later. Yet this report showed not that students are ‘over-staying’ illegally but that they had simply and legitimately applied to remain in the UK due to continuing their studies or other personal reasons such as getting married. The report did not find that illegal ‘over-staying’ was a significant problem.

We firmly believe that international students should have the right to pursue a new course of study at the same level. We are aware of many students who choose, for example, to take two Masters programmes in order fully to equip themselves with a range of skills and knowledge that is essential in the job market or simply because their personal interests change. Introducing a regulation that would prevent such a choice would penalize students and hurt universities for no obvious gain. We would therefore answer b) No to Question 7.

We do not believe that students wanting to study on a new course should be forced to leave the country and apply from their home country. This is an unnecessary expense for the student and, once again, would in the end hurt UK universities as students choose to study elsewhere. We do not think that there is a strong perception amongst prospective international students that a student visa is easily extended and the extension would, in any case, only be granted if the student was actually offered a place and was therefore committing to further study. We would therefore answer b) No to Question 8.

In relation to proposals to close the Tier 1 Post Study Work route, we would like to provide testimony from a US student at Goldsmiths who makes it clear that he would not have chosen to study in the UK had this option not been available to him.

I am originally from Chicago, USA and am currently studying for an MA at Goldsmiths, University of London. I chose to come to this country after an absolutely life-changing study

abroad experience at Goldsmiths in 2005.

Upon receiving my student visa at the Chicago consulate, it was reinforced to me that I would be eligible for the Post-Study Work Visa, thus allowing me two years of legal work rights upon my graduation.

Halfway through my course (November 2010), for which I am paying fees of over £13,000 ($20,000 USD), the Coalition Government set out plans to get rid of or reduce the Post-Study work option.

I am earning my Master’s degree to further my career, so if I have no chance to get “in” with a UK company before they are required to sponsor me, what is the point in spending all of that money outlined above?

Scrapping the Post-Study Work Visa is just a nonsensical move. Students who are not able to stay for some period of time after they earn higher education degrees will choose to study elsewhere. In the U.S., international students are allowed to stay on after they complete a degree, albeit for one year.

I can assure you that if I was in the same position today that I was in a year ago, I would choose to earn my Master's degree at New York University, or elsewhere in the US or Europe.

I look at the UK as one of the most tolerant, open-minded, and progressive nations in the world. But after changes like this, I will think of it differently. To deny someone who is already here this opportunity would be a travesty.

Please do not scrap the Post-Study Work Visa. It is a good motivator for prospective students when choosing to come to the UK. If you don’t allow this “leg-up” that even the U.S. offers to foreign graduates, these people will not come to study in the UK anymore.

This statement echoes the findings of online survey of over 8000 international students carried out by the National Union of Students
 in which 31.8 per cent responded that the opportunity for work experience after their studies was a ‘primary’ reason for studying in the UK. 75.3 per cent claimed that the existence of the Post Study Work Visa was ‘very important’ in affecting their decision to study in the UK while 73.1 per cent said that they would not have chosen to study in the UK should the post study work option not be available. Finally, some two-thirds of respondents said that they would not recommend studying in the UK to people back in their home countries if the Post Study Work Visa was scrapped ‘without proper arrangements’ being put in place. The survey clearly shows that the abolition of the scheme would have disastrous implications for UK higher education.

We would like to be able to answer ‘none’ in relation to Question 9 but this is not an option that is offered. We would therefore answer c) other where the other is to maintain a commitment to offering a Post Study Work Visa.

Questions 10-14

International students are already paying high fees and many are forced to look for work in order to subsist. There are already restrictions on their ability to work and it does not seem legitimate to us to seek further to restrict this ability to work. The impact of making it harder to work will be two-fold: it will put off students from coming to study in the UK at a time when universities are increasingly desperate for international student revenue and it will change the composition of the international student body in that it will only be those from the most privileged backgrounds who will be best placed to cope with further restrictions. International students already perform critical roles on campuses, for example acting as Resident Assistants in Halls of Residence where their very international status makes them particularly suitable for the post. The same logic applies to proposals to scale back possibilities for work placements. Given the importance of placements for acquiring the contacts and skills for professional life, the proposals will only harm the recruitment of international students without necessarily enhancing prospects for others. Finally, it is not fair that we will allow international students to study on one-year Masters programmes but would not allow them to be accompanied by family members. We are not asking for an exemption to the law but merely a recognition that we should be encouraging international students to study in the UK instead of providing further disincentives to come here and study.  We would therefore answer b) No to Questions 10, 11, 12 and 13.

Questions 15-17

As we have already indicated, we are very unhappy with using the language of ‘high’ and ‘low’ risk students. Where procedures are not robust, then it is up to the relevant officials to find out what is going wrong and not to penalize applicants across the board from a particular country or region. We do not believe that seeking an exemption to the Race Relations Act on the basis of the need to differentiate between ‘trustworthy’ and ‘non-trustworthy nations (or visa application systems) can be justified nor is it a sensitive way of presenting the UK as a hospitable location for study. Once again, the consequences of these proposals will be further to undermine the UK’s reputation and to harm not only prospective students but the very HEIs who are increasingly dependent on revenue from international students. We would therefore answer b) No to Questions 15, 16 and 17.

Conclusion

Many of the proposals contained in the Consultation are unjust, economically destructive, and unworkable. They will jeopardise the educational and professional aspirations of tens of thousands of non-EU nationals. Furthermore, they will undermine the capacity of HE institutions to enrol students compounding the financial difficulties that that the sector is already facing. As university staff who work every day with the international student community and who value its creative, culture and economic contribution to university life and the wider society, we hope that the Home Office will recognize that these proposals will not resolve the problems they seek to address but will unfairly harm the lives of many people across the world who wish to study in the UK and will place huge pressure and uncertainty on HEIs as they face a most difficult future.

�	 NUS Post-Work Study Survey, January 2011. Available at www.nus.org.uk.








