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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

This paper is taken from a much larger research project which was originally written to meet one 
of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education the writer is currently studying through 
the University of New England, Australia.  
 
In 1998 new legislation required each tertiary institution to conduct a referendum to determine 
whether membership of their student association should be compulsory or voluntary. While the 
legislation was quite prescriptive particularly in the way the referendum was to be managed, there 
was still a need to develop the relevant institutional statute and procedures for the conduct of 
referenda and elections.  

 
As well as establishing the referendum and election processes the Chief Executive of UNITEC 
requested consideration be given to establishing a new means for consultation with students and 
representation on other committees of the institute. The student representation aspect of the 
project became a key driver for examining theoretical concepts relating to student consultation 
and representation, basic research into how other institutions deal with these issues, and devising 
a model for UNITEC. This forms the major part of this paper.  
 
The final and smaller phase of the project came after the referendum and was not part of the 
original study. The purpose was to consider how best to deal with the delivery of a range of 
services provided by the student union under a voluntary membership regime since the 
“compulsory” student union fee had been discontinued as prescribed by the legislation. The result 
was the negotiation and implementation of a contract for services with the student union and the 
implementation of a new student services fee. A discussion concerning this phase are in the latter 
part of the paper and reflect the writer’s experience as the negotiator and manager of the contract 
which is now in its second year of operation. 

 
 

PHASE ONE – STUDENT REPRESENTATION 
 
2.0 THE LEGISLATIVE CHANGE 
 
2.1 The New Zealand process 
 

In the past in New Zealand, membership of student associations or student unions, as they are 
more commonly called, was compulsory. This was prescribed in Section 229 of the Education 
Amendment Act 1990. Prior to 1998 there had been some unsuccessful attempts via Private 
Member’s Bills to have compulsory student union membership abolished.  As the government in 
office in 1998 had a policy of voluntary membership of trade unions, and since the word “union” 
appeared in the title of these student organisations, the way was open for yet another private 
member’s bill and this time a successful one.  
 
The passage through the legislative process encountered huge opposition from within the tertiary 
sector. Not only did student unions oppose it, many Vice Chancellors and Chief Executives 
voiced their opposition. There was a lot of support for the worthwhile services provided by 
Student Unions and that there was a need for a political lobby from student groups. The 
government’s view was that there was little accountability by student unions to their members. 
 
The Education Amendment Act 1998 was enacted on 5 August 1998.  It was a very prescriptive 
piece of legislation requiring each institution to hold a referendum among current students seeking 
their decision as to whether membership of the student association should be voluntary or 
compulsory. The process was very laborious and biased in favour of voluntary membership, the 
outcome the government really desired. 
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A further change has now been legislated by the new coalition government. While this removes 
some of the bias of the previous legislation, student unions are beginning to request another 
referendum so they can decide again what status of membership they want for their student union.  
Indeed some institutions have already run referenda, which has reversed the previous decision for 
voluntary membership back to compulsory. It is likely that the UNITEC Student Union will now 
call for another referendum in the hope that the same outcome will occur.  

 
2.2 Similar moves in Australia 
 

Simultaneously with the change occurring in New Zealand, the Australian Federal Government 
was considering such a legislative change. However it appeared to be more directive than the New 
Zealand approach.  The writer understands, that the proposed change in Australia would have 
meant that membership of all student associations would be voluntary whereas in New Zealand it 
is optional via a democratic voter. It was interesting to follow the Australian debate through 
articles from Campus Review that were reproduced in the New Zealand Education Review. One 
quotation in the New Zealand Education Review of 20 May 1999 indicated that the voluntary 
student unionism bill was unlikely to be passed in the Senate as one independent senator had 
indicated he could not vote in support of the bill as it stood. The writer has not observed any 
further publicity on this issue and understands that the bill is currently “lying on the table” and 
therefore has been deferred in the legislative process. In view of the widespread opposition to the 
bill the current government may consider it unwise to re-introduce it in the current political 
climate.  

 
3.0 DEVELOPING A STATUTE AND CONDUCTING A REFERENDUM AND 

ELECTION– THE EXPERIENCE! 
 

As stated above the legislation was quite prescriptive insofar as how and when the referendum 
was to be held. However, UNITEC like many other tertiary institutions had no statutes for the 
conduct of any sort of student election, referendum or otherwise. Consultation with colleagues 
and the institute’s legal advisers resulted in a statute and comprehensive procedures for 
conducting referenda and elections. A detailed description and analysis of the process of writing 
the statute and conducting the referendum was included in the original project report. However it 
is not relevant for the purposes of this paper and has therefore been omitted. Suffice it to say that 
is was a very complex process, created a steep learning curve for the writer and was an extremely 
pressured event as it had to be run while we were still completing enrolment processing at the 
beginning of 1999.  
 
The result of the referendum at UNITEC was voluntary membership, an outcome which was not 
reflected everywhere across the country as students at more than 60% of state owned tertiary 
institutions were in favour of retaining compulsory membership. 
 
Compulsory: 12 Polytechnics, 5 Universities and all 4 Colleges of Education 
Voluntary: 12 Polytechnics, 2 Universities     

 
  New Zealand Education Review 7 May 1999 
 

4.0 STUDENT REPRESENTATIVE ON COUNCIL 
  

 As stated above the outcome of the referendum at UNITEC was voluntary membership of the 
student union. In terms of the legislation this meant the Institute would also have to hold an 
election for the student representative on the governing council. Previously that representative had 
been appointed by the student union. Since then an election has taken place under the provisions 
of the new statute.  
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5.0 STUDENT REPRESENTATION – WHY? 
 

One of the critical questions that arose during the discussion and writing of the statute for the 
conduct of a referendum and election of a student representative on the council was –  
 

“Why should and why do we need to have students represented on all these 
committees and involved in the decision-making processes of the organisation?” 

 
In the original research project this section formed a major part of the work and discussed some 
literature about the subject to determine if the question could be answered. Must of the discussion 
and references have therefore been omitted from this paper, as the focus is more on the issue of 
how UNITEC has dealt with student representation in an environment of voluntary student union 
membership. There are however some key issues that still warrant limited reference here.  
 

5.1 Corporate Governance and representation 
 

The first issue is that of student or ‘customer’ representation at the governance level. For a tertiary 
institution this is the council of the institution and as stated earlier the composition of that council 
is prescribed by the Education Amendment Act 1990.   

 
 Bain and Band (1996:2) see that the essence of governance “is found in relationships between the 

various participants in determining the direction and performance of the organisations.” 
Shareholders, the board of directors, and the management are cited as the major groups involved 
in the governance of the business. Ban and Band (1996:2) and Monks and Minow (1995:8) 
acknowledge that there are other players such as customers, employees, suppliers, creditors and 
the wider community but indications are that they do not consider such groups have a place 
around the boardroom table.  

 
Bain and Band (1996:21) articulate five key functions of the board of directors who, in the world 
of private business, are accountable to shareholders. See Table One below. In that context it is 
only the “owners” of the business who have a say who is appointed to the board of directors.  

 
 

    Table One 
 

• The board is the representative of the shareholders to ensure the company 
has clear goals and to measure progress against those goals. 

 
• The board will agree the strategy and the resources to achieve it. 

 
• The chief executive is appointed by the board that monitors his or her 

performance and that of the senior management team. 
 
• Because of the absolute importance of the human resource to achieve the 

agreed strategy, the board must annually review succession and 
management development plans. 

 
• The board will need to set down and monitor the operating climate in the 

company through a statement of values that describes the character of the 
company and policies that reflect those values.  

Bain and Band (1996:21) 
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Not so in tertiary education! While the functions of the board of directors may be similar in the 
council of a tertiary institution, the latter group is accountable to a wide range of stakeholders 
rather than shareholders and it is those stakeholders who appoint the council members. The 
stakeholders comprise – industry and employers for whom the institutions are providing training, 
the government which provides a large portion of the funding, staff, students and the community 
at large. Arguably, therefore, as tertiary institutions are “publicly” owned they should be 
represented at the governance level thus providing a relationship with all shareholders 
(stakeholders) in terms of the Bain and Band model.  

 
5.2 An alternative view for stakeholder representation! 
 

The New Zealand Business Roundtable considers that tertiary institutions should be run as 
businesses and therefore its members have a different view in terms of representation on the 
councils of tertiary institutions.  In their submission to the tertiary education review (1997:21) 
they take the view that there are no grounds for elected staff and student representatives to be 
appointed to councils. They strongly advocate privatisation of tertiary institutions because they 
believe that government ownership “stifles innovation; innovation not being a characteristic of 
centrally administered organisations” (Kerr, cited in Brock, 1998). It is not proposed to enter into 
the debate about private or state ownership of tertiary institutions in this study.  However the New 
Zealand Business Roundtable’s submission (1997:21) makes an important concession, that if the 
state is to retain ownership of such institutions then the composition and membership of the 
councils needs to be reduced. They consider that the present structure of councils “reflects a range 
of interests such as employers, unions, staff and students that are inconsistent with the 
management of residual risk” (1997:20).   

 
Some agreement could be seen here between what Bain and Band propose as the key players in 
corporate governance and what the New Zealand Business Roundtable suggested for reducing the 
size of the councils of state owned tertiary institutions.  The latter believe that the council should 
comprise only 7-9 members, including the chief executive, a majority of ministerial appointments 
with the balance co-opted. The only concession in their proposal is the acknowledgement that 
“academics or students could be co-opted on the basis of their ability to contribute to the work of 
the council” (1997:20). The Tertiary Review “White Papers” (1998) recommended councils of 
only 7 – 12 members retaining both elected staff and student representation.  
 

5.3 What about other models of student representation at the governance level? 
 

Australia appears to have a similar model to New Zealand.  Wood and Smith (1992:68) in 
discussing the role of governing bodies in Australian universities indicate that, out of the twenty-
six universities they surveyed, all had at least one student representative on the governing council. 
They state that students are recognised as having an interest in and contribution to make to the 
governance of the university. Information gained from the survey conducted by the writer 
indicates that for eleven out of the sixteen respondents the student representative(s) is elected to 
the council while the remaining five are appointed from the students’ association. Eleven higher 
education institutions in the United States of America responded to an email questionnaire 
through a list serve on the World-Wide Web. Eight of them indicated that students were 
represented on the governing council of the institution and all but one of the institutions 
conducted elections for that office. The university, which did not hold an election, had two 
student members appointed by the state governor. The remaining three respondents indicated that 
they did not have student membership at the governance level although responses to other 
questions could indicate that such representation is made indirectly through a form of student 
government.  
 

5.4 What do students think about representation at the governance level? 
 

Three students were interviewed to obtain their views on several issues relating to student 
representation.  All three agreed that there should be some client or customer representation, that 
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students should be consulted. However there was not total agreement on whether it was necessary 
to have student representation at council level. One of the three considered that elections for such 
positions were not important but rather that the key was getting the right person for the job. The 
other two considered that an election was the only way for any student representative to have a 
mandate from the rest of the student body.  
 

5.5 Student representation at the governance level or not? 
 

In the light of the board of directors’ model, the Business Roundtable viewpoint and even the 
three students, there could be a very good argument for not retaining student representation at the 
governance level.  Firstly, it is acknowledged that in the absence of shareholders, the tertiary 
institution needs to rely on its stakeholders for input into the governance of the institution. There 
appears to be no reason why those stakeholders could not retain their right to elect representatives 
on the governing council but elect people with appropriate business experience who can ensure 
the institution meets its objectives and fulfil the roles suggested by Bain and Band (1996). This 
notion would no doubt gain the support of the Business Roundtable since they argue that students 
and staff should not be represented at that level because of a conflict of interest and that it is 
inconsistent with the management of residual risk.  

 
Secondly, it was noted that corporate governance is seen as the connection of the relationship 
between all the constituents of the organisation. Connection does not necessarily mean every 
constituent must be represented by a “seat” on the board of directors.  Communication becomes a 
very important element in the relationship and in particular feedback mechanisms.  Unless there 
are good feedback mechanisms it will not matter who are members of the board of directors, or 
council of a tertiary institution, as neither party will know what the other is doing or thinking. 
This point was made by one of the student interviewees. There are other ways that the 
relationships between each constituent group can be fostered without “official” representation at 
the highest level.  

 
Thirdly, if students are to retain representation at the council level they must have a mandate to do 
so.  This is where the Business Roundtable’s philosophy of co-option would fall down. To have a 
mandate, implies there has been some form of selection process by the group being represented. 
With the vast number of students involved an election with an appropriate election campaign by 
candidates nominated to stand would be essential.  This could require a relatively expensive 
process for each institution, which until now has not been required.  Where membership of the 
student association in New Zealand tertiary institutions has remained compulsory, the student 
association provides the student representative on the council. Where membership of the student 
association has become voluntary there is now no clear mandate via one collective group.   Those 
institutions will have had to conduct an election for their student representative on the governing 
council.     

 
In summary then, given the need for people with business expertise on the council of the 
institution; other possibly more appropriate options for developing the relationship between all 
constituents of the organisation; and the high cost of conducting an election for student 
representatives, it would seem that it may not be necessary to have student representation at the 
corporate governance level. Student representation at other committee levels would appear the 
more appropriate option. Further comment on this is made in ensuing sub-sections. 

 
5.6 Representation at other levels 
 
5.6.1 What happens in New Zealand? 
 

The requirements for representation at other levels with New Zealand tertiary institutions vary 
from institution to institution. Most, if not all, tertiary institutions in New Zealand will have 
student representation on the Academic Board but variation will occur at other levels.  
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From the survey results it was evident that 5 institutions have student representatives on their 
Academic Board, Faculty Boards, Advisory Committees and Student Council. The remaining 13 
institutions report some mixture of those four.  No one indicated any other groups on which 
students were represented.  

 
UNITEC Institute of Technology has in its statutes the requirement for students to be represented 
on the Academic Board, Faculty Academic Committees, Programme Committees and the 
Research Ethics Committee. Students are also represented on the Women’s Advisory Committee, 
Sexual Harassment Committee, Childcare Committee and the Runanga (an advisory committee on 
Maori issues). The means of obtaining that representation varies from committee to committee in 
the institution. Until the referendum the student association appointed representatives on the 
Academic Board, Sexual Harassment Committee, Women’s Advisory Committee and Childcare 
Committee.  Since the vote for voluntary membership, the student union could no longer be 
regarded as having a clear mandate or even represent all students so the appointment process for 
student representation on these committees had to be changed.  Faculty Academic and Programme 
Committees ask students to volunteer or in some cases they are “persuaded” to accept the role.  
This quite clearly means the student has neither mandate from fellow students nor any real 
support. Feedback to and from other students is also difficult. There did not appear to be an easy 
solution at the faculty academic committee and programme committee level but the writer and 
another member of staff were commissioned to find a solution for representation on the Academic 
Board and other institution wide committees.  This is discussed further in Section 6.0 below. 

 
5.6.2 What about Australia and the United States? 
 

All the institutions surveyed in Australia indicated that they had students represented on the 
academic board, faculty boards, various advisory committees and even some committees of the 
council. However the source of that representation varied.  Half of the universities stated that the 
student representatives were elected to these committees while the other half said the student 
union or guild appointed them.  Similarly in the United States, five of the eleven institutions said 
that the student government appointed the student representatives on such committees.  The 
remainder being by a variety of appointment and election.   

 
5.7 “Unofficial” representation within the institution as a community 
 

So far the discussion has been around the legal and statutory requirements for student representation.  
In most cases this only involves a few students and yet each tertiary institution is a community – 
students, academics, support staff, management. Each can interact with each other in a variety of 
ways.  At the beginning of the report the term “customer” was used for students. One of the reasons 
being that students are paying for a service and the institution is the “provider” of the service. Other 
metaphors can be used. For example the client/professional relationship; the master/apprentice; 
trainee/practitioner.  All of these leads back to a key word used when describing corporate 
governance – relationships.  These relationships begin to develop from the first contact with the 
institution.  Every student comes into contact with a member of the institution in some form or 
another.  They form deeper relationships with some more than other students do.  Most likely the 
greatest relationship develops with the academic staff teaching them or supervising their research.  
While this cannot be considered as student representation in terms of direct involvement in the 
decision-making process of the institution, it can happen in an indirect way.  Issues can arise in class 
or individual discussion and these can be passed on to heads of departments and so on up the 
decision-making chain.   
 
One more overt way of involving the community of students in decision-making is through focus 
groups and surveys.  These are important tools for listening to customers. Whiteley and Hessan 
(1996:65-68) suggest that organisations should create a “listening strategy.” While they advise 
institutions to create their own strategic mix of tactics for capturing the voice of the customer, 
they provide a raft of suggestions ranging from focus groups, customer panels, face-to-face 
individual interviews through to toll-free numbers and meeting customers at trade shows. From 
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personal experience at UNITEC, such methods are adopted for receiving customer feedback and 
can be one of the vital ingredients to influence the decision-making process. Customers, or 
students in the case of tertiary institutions, must also receive feedback that their comments and 
opinions have been heard. Brooks (1995:148-151) says that to build a quality business customer 
satisfaction is a number one priority. He lists a number of building blocks for an excellent 
company, and as well as focusing on the customer, he says this also includes looking after all 
stakeholder interests.  At UNITEC, as part of the quality management system and customer 
feedback mechanism a sophisticated evaluation system for courses and the quality of teaching has 
been developed called SEQUAL.  These surveys are completed for every course or subject each 
semester. The results are recorded, synthesised and used in a number of ways to improve the 
quality, content and relevance of courses, and inform teaching.  These could be considered as very 
indirect ways to influence decision-making within an organisation but they are none the less valid.  

 
Australian and US participants were asked to comment on other ways to gain participation from 
students. Examples of questionnaires, surveys and focus groups were mentioned. Twenty of the 
27 respondents provided comments ranging from focus groups to informal discussions by student 
organisation with the Vice Chancellor.  The question for the New Zealand group was phrased 
slightly differently but once again 8 of the 18 responded with information about student forums 
and student councils being useful means of communication and feedback.   

 
5.8 What do students gain from the role of student representative? 
 

It was difficult to find some written evidence on the benefit to individual students by being 
involved as representatives of the student body at the various levels of organisational decision-
making. Kuh and Lund (1994:5) state that the research which has been carried out on the impact 
of college or university life on students has indicated that “learning and personal development are 
enhanced when students are more actively engaged in educationally purposeful out-of-class 
activities.”  However they state that little is known about what students gain from being involved 
in student government leadership positions.  They set about to interview some seniors in a dozen 
US Colleges and Universities and a schedule of some fourteen benefits reported by the 
interviewees: 
 
 
     Table Two 
• self-awareness • knowledge acquisition 

• autonomy and self-directedness • academic skills 

• confidence and self-worth • application of knowledge 

• altruism • aesthetic appreciation 

• reflective thought • vocational competence 

• social competence • sense of purpose 

• practical competence  

• “Other” outcomes such as movement from conservative to liberal attitudes 

       Taxonomy of Outcomes reported by Seniors 

       Source: Kuh, 1993. 

 

The three UNITEC students who were interviewed were not only asked what they had gained 
from being involved as student representatives but also why they became involved. One student 
said there was an “intrinsic value” in participation and that the more she became involved the 
more she could see the benefits. The other two students became involved through the student 
union and did so as a way to help fellow students.  
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 All three students commented that they had benefited from being actively involved as student 

representatives - they gained confidence, skills in people management, problem solving, 
understanding the “bigger picture”, and so on.  One student did warn that involvement was costly 
personally. This person had found that dealing with student issues or attending meetings often 
encroached on study time. The writer has since found that some students did not want to become 
involved in any form of representative role because their study was their priority, the fees were 
high and they wanted to get the maximum value for money.  

 
The three students were also asked if they thought there should be a student union, regardless of 
whether membership was compulsory or voluntary. One student did not think student unions were 
necessary especially social events. This student had the opinion that networking was more 
important at a tertiary institution rather than it being a social place.  The other two students were 
very much in favour of the student union and while they saw a place for social activity, they 
considered that the provision of services for students was a primary function. They also 
considered the student union was an avenue for people to have a voice, to express their opinions 
and bring ideas for debate. They also saw it as an agency for support where there were problems 
with service delivery or where advocacy was required in situations of personal conflict such as an 
appeal against a grade. 

 
Once again each aspect of the interviews aroused an interesting debate. Each of the three 
interviewees adding a valuable dimension to the overall study on student representation and 
aroused further reflection on what they said. Where appropriate some of their suggestions have 
been incorporated into the development of the strategy for student input into the institute’s 
decision-making and consultation processes. 
 

6.0 A SOLUTION FOR STUDENT REPRESENTATION 
 
6.1 Student Council – the structure 
 

With the likelihood of the status of the student union changing it was necessary to look at some 
alternative means by which the senior management of the institution could discuss key issues and 
receive feedback from students.  In the past this had been through regular meetings with the 
student union executive.  We knew that if the vote went for voluntary membership the student 
union could not be regarded as having a mandate from all students, whether the students were 
interested or not.  Two senior members of the staff, including the writer, were commissioned to 
construct an alternative model. Some of the relevant theoretical and philosophical issues 
surrounding student and customer representation, consultation and feedback mechanisms were 
considered.  The other senior member of staff had previously been the Dean of a faculty and had 
brought invaluable experience to the project in terms of the ways in which she had consulted with 
the students of the faculty as well as the measure of success she had achieved.  

 
The solution that was devised was a student council. This is not a new concept. Indeed 16 of the 
Australian and US respondents and 8 of the New Zealand respondents indicated they had a 
student council or a student senate. One further New Zealand polytechnic stated they were going 
to set up a student council as the membership of their student association had gone voluntary. Of 
those 8, 5 had voluntary student union membership and 3 had retained compulsory membership. 
These figures gave UNITEC some assurance that it had gone down the right path in establishing a 
student council.  

 
The proposed structure for the student council at institution comprised an elected representative 
from each of the five faculties, the elected student representative on the governing council, up to 
five representatives from the student union (as they still represented some 48% of students 
following the referendum), and a representative from the campus Maori Runanga (in terms of our 
Treaty of Waitangi commitment).  See figure one below. It should be noted that faculties still elect 
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Representative 
on Runanga 

or appoint their own representatives to their Faculty Academic Committees and Programme 
Committees as required by the Academic Statute.  
 
 

Figure One  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recognised Student    Chief Executive 
Association (5 members) 

 
 
1. Each faculty must provide one representative plus a deputy to attend in their absence. 
2. From the Student Council representation on Academic Board, Women’s Advisory Committee 

EEO Committee and Research Ethics Committee is provided. 
3. Some issues would be dealt with by workgroups or focus groups to canvas student views. (e.g. parking) 
4. The student representative on UNITEC Council is ex officio on the Student Council. 
5. Council will need to determine a Student Association it will recognise if the designated place is to be filled on the 

Student Council. 
6. The Runanga should determine how best to have Maori students represented on the Student Council 
 

Model design – I Sherrard & T Fulljames – April 1999 

 
6.2 What the interviewees thought of the concept of a Student Council 

 

The same three students were asked what they thought of a Student Council. As stated earlier they 
all considered that student representative was necessary but they did not all agree on the level at 
which that representation should be focussed. .  One student, while seeing value in the proposal, 
expressed concern that there would be a lack of focus in terms of looking at how the institution is 
performing to add value to the process and that it may become another “political forum.” I did 
point out that that was not the intention and that it was to be a communication channel between 
students and the Chief Executive and vice versa.    This student saw the greatest benefit being 
forums at the faculty level but added that students who studied only at evening classes were 
totally left out of the communication and feedback loop.  
 
Both the other students were in favour of the Student Council concept although one expressed 
concerned about the process for obtaining faculty representatives with a clear mandate from the 
students they would represent.  

Two of the students raised the issue of commitment required by student representatives with little 
or no tangible reward.  This issue was also commented on by some of the respondents to the 
questionnaire I sent to other institutions.  

  STUDENT  COUNCIL Rep on UNITEC 
Council 

Faculty 1 Faculty 2 Faculty  3 Faculty 4 Faculty 5 
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Moore (1995) also takes up this issue indicating that those involved in university governance 
“often hear laments from faculty and others about the quality and dependability of student 
participation.”  His study considers aspects of the learning opportunities for students who get 
involved in institutional governance and suggests various ways for training and orientating 
students to equip them for the responsibility they have taken on. A lesson can be learned from this 
and it will be up to the institution to provide the appropriate support mechanisms to ensure the 
new student council works.  

 
6.3 Establishing the Student Council - the experience! 
 

This has proved more difficult than originally envisaged. In order to establish the student council 
in mid 1999 UNITEC decided instead to gather together the faculty representatives already 
chosen for the year for other committees and let them elect one of their numbers to represent their 
faculty on the student council. This avoided the need for five separate elections in each of the 
faculties.  
 
Those members of the student council decided among themselves who would sit on the various 
committees, for example, Academic Board and EEO Committee. It is interesting to note that their 
decision to appoint representatives from within the committee was made prior to the interview 
with Student A. Student A also thought that representation on the Academic Board should come 
from a group like Faculty Representatives, and this is exactly what transpired. 
 
From an operational perspective, terms of reference were drafted and presented to the inaugural 
meeting of the student council. Some minor modifications were made and then approved by the 
members.  This sets out the purpose of the student council, how it will function and what is 
required of each member. The Chief Executive has found it an ideal forum to raise a number of 
key issues and there has been constructive debate. Student members were somewhat lax in 
notifying agenda items prior to the meeting, preferring to bring up issues as general business so 
steps were taken to improve the agenda process in 2000. This included establishing a cut-off date 
for agenda items and posting out the agenda to each member one week prior to the meeting.  
 
The term for the first group of faculty advocates expired in June 2000 and some consideration was 
given to repeating the same process as the previous year or running an election in each faculty. 
However discussions with some faculty class representatives resulted in an unwillingness to take 
on additional responsibility. The comment from two “mature” students, was that primarily they 
were at UNITEC to study and that if they had any problems they would go to their Programme 
Leader or Head of School. They indicated they did not want to a leadership role or to be involved 
in any wider institutional issues.  An interesting response! 
 
It seemed that the formal election process could be the better option and those students agreed. 
Since then nominations were called and the plan was that where more than one nomination 
received in any one faculty a lunchtime election would be held. At the time of writing there were 
no nominations and what appears a general apathy by students to being involved. It may be 
necessary to reconsider the process or find incentives that will encourage students to be involved. 
In the meantime the Student Council is functioning mainly with members of the Student Union 
Executive but the call for nominations has been left open. 

 
The issue of  “reward” or compensatory provision was raised at the time of the establishment of 
the council but dismissed by the Chief Executive. As suggested above this could be having some 
impact on the effectiveness of the current faculty advocates and other’s willingness to take on the 
role. Anecdotal feedback from some quarters within UNITEC and a colleague at another 
institutions indicates that tangible recognition needs to be given for the time and effort these 
students put into the communication and feedback process on behalf of their fellow students. 
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7.0 SUMMARY OF PHASE ONE OF THE PROJECT 
 

Phase one of this project was comprehensive. It began initially with the request to organise a 
referendum to meet the new legislative requirements that provided for voluntary student 
association membership. The writer had to develop a strategy for dealing with the referendum 
including writing an appropriate statute and procedures for the returning officer. Arising out of the 
debate that had surrounded the legislation was an awareness of the issues and a need to question 
the purpose of student representation.  Some literature on the subject was considered both in the 
context of client/customer/ stakeholder representation in the business world as well as in the 
sphere of tertiary education. In addition a survey was conducted in Australia and New Zealand 
plus a few responses from the United States to obtain some opinion from other administrators 
beyond the writer’s own institution. Three students within the writer’s institution were 
interviewed; two of them are involved with the student association and the other interviewee was 
involved at the faculty level. A summary of their comments has been included and it was noted 
that all were in support of student representation at a variety of levels.  

 
In analysing and referring to the literature and the data, it was concluded that there is definitely a 
need for consultation with the student stakeholder group and indeed representation by them at 
some levels within the institution. However the writer questions whether representation is 
necessary at the very highest level, that of corporate governance and that the Board of Directors 
model is more appropriate. Others would disagree, and so the debate remains unresolved. 

 
The final task in phase one was to devise a mechanism for the Chief Executive to consult with a 
representative group of students if the outcome of the referendum was voluntary student 
association membership.  Using a collaborative process, the writer and one other senior staff 
member put together a proposal to establish a Student Council.  This won the approval of the 
senior management and the student union and was implemented from the second semester of 
1999.  A number of problems have arisen in gaining representation from the faculties raising the 
question as to whether it is best to leave such issues to the Student Union regardless of the 
percentage of the student population they officially represent.  
 

 
PHASE TWO – CONTRACT OF SERVICE 

 
8.0 WHAT WERE THE IMPLICATIONS OF VOLUNTARY MEMBERSHIP ON 

SERVICES? 
 
 Under the regime of compulsory student association membership the UNITEC Student Union 

provided a range of services which they funded from their fee.  Under the former legislation the 
fee was compulsory for all students except on conscientious or hardship grounds.  Students who 
objected on conscientious grounds were still required to pay the fee but it was directed to either 
the Learning Support Centre or the Library and the student could choose which one.  Very few 
students ever took this option. 

 
 There was obviously a degree of apprehension within the executive of the Student Union over the 

likely result of the referendum. If the referendum result was voluntary membership they realised 
the Student Union could cease to function or at least not be financially viable to support the level 
of service they offered presently. The risk was therefore far greater for the Student Union than for 
UNITEC. The fact that the institution gathered the Student Union fee up front on enrolment, was 
their life-blood.  To have that cut-off would have meant a total re-think of how to gain an 
appropriate revenue stream.   

 
 On the other hand, UNITEC management had to consider what options was available if the 

Student Union was unable to continue delivering the services they offered. One option was to 
employ the relevant staff from the Student Union and therefore deliver the services ourselves. 
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Another option was to put the range of services out to tender. A third option, which we really 
considered was not an option, was to let the services cease and thus do without them. The writer 
realises that the range of services offered by the UNITEC Student Union was probably less than 
those offered within some universities. Obviously the risk would be greater in institutions that 
offer more services than for UNITEC.  

 
9.0 THE PROPOSAL – A CONTRACT FOR SERVICE! 
 

Prior to the end of 1998 the President, Treasurer and General Manager approached UNITEC’s 
Chief Executive with a proposal to contract the student services with the institute.  The proposal 
was based on their current activities including representation and was referred to the writer to 
negotiate and, if a final recommendation was approved, administer the contract.  

 
 Discussion went back and forth over several weeks. The Student Union were obviously keen to 

maintain a degree of profit margin and even proposed to take over the Student ID Card service, 
which was the responsibility of the Academic Registry.  

 
The following are the services finally agreed on – 

• Advocacy service 
• Information and advisory service including second hand bookshop, travel concessions 
• Student Job Search 
• Accommodation Service 
• Student Newspaper 
• Activities/promotion co-ordinator 
• General Manager* 

(*The contract allowed for the employment of the general manager to manage the services, employ 
the staff and so on, BUT excluded any activities relating to the representation and political 
aspirations of the Student Union.) 
 
By the time final agreement had been reached on the content and value of the contract the 
voluntary membership result in the referendum was known. A formal contract was prepared by 
UNITEC’s solicitors and duly signed by the Chief Executive and the President and Treasurer of 
the Student Union. 
 
One very important step had however been taken prior to the end of the previous year with the 
agreement of the Student Union.  The Student Union resolved to have a nil fee for 1999. Instead 
the Institute’s Council established a student services fee and agreed to pay the full amount to the 
Student Union until the referendum outcome was known. Once the voluntary membership result 
was known the contract came into force and only the appropriate monthly payments made to them. 

 
10.0 THE BENEFITS, COSTS SAVINGS AND HOW IT IS WORKING? 
 
 The main benefit to UNITEC essentially has been a status quo situation. There has been no 

disruption to any services. The transition was seamless. All students have continued to have 
access to very worthwhile and well run services. As stated previously, if there had been no 
contract, the Student Union would have had no income so their services would have been 
discontinued. UNITEC would have been faced with the option of setting up the services, finding 
suitable accommodation and employing staff or letting the services cease, which would have been 
a severe disadvantage to many students. The greater benefit has come to the students in 2000 as is 
explained below.  

  
 As the final contract amount proved to be some $116,000 less than the income that would be 

received from the student services fee in 1999 UNITEC was able to divert the additional revenue 
to the Hardship fund. For 2000 the Student Council recommended that the student services fee be 
reduced by 9% from $84.40 to $76.50 per EFTS (equivalent full time student). This retained a 
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margin of around $50,000 for the student hardship fund thus students on the whole have benefited 
from a reduced fee and the level of service is being maintained. 
The contract operation of the Student Union runs efficiently and cost effectively. To date the 
Student Union has maintained a nil membership fee so they fund raise or put a charge on activities 
to maintain their political activities. How long the Student Union will be able to continue without 
some nominal fee remains to be seen. The student services contract is their lifeline in the present 
scenario of voluntary membership. If a referendum is run in 2001 and the outcome is that 
membership of the Student Union returned to a compulsory status, both parties will have to 
rethink whether to retain the contract or return to the previous situation where the Student Union 
operated the services entirely under their own management.  

 
 To determine the success of the student services function performed by the Student Union and to 

fulfil part of the contract agreement UNITEC included some questions in the 1999 Student 
Satisfaction Survey. Indications are that not a high percentage of the students use the services 
although over 50% of survey respondents considered the services were important or very 
important. Differing levels of response came from different faculties so the results shown in the 
table below are the average across the whole institute.  

 
 
     Table 3 
 
  Importance of the Student Union services to students 
   Not important at all   13.9% 
   Somewhat not important  16.3% 
   Doesn’t matter    18.7% 
   Important    37.8% 
   Very important   13.4% 
 

Frequency of use of Student Union services 
 
   Rarely     64.4% 
   Occasionally    26.0% 
   Regularly      7.2% 
   Very often      2.4%   
 

 Student satisfaction with the Services 
(mean score from ranking on a scale of 1-5) 

 
  Helpfulness of staff   3.87 
  Usefulness of services   3.80 
  Student Union activities 
  and functions for students  3.63  

   Employment information 
   provided by Student Job Search  3.76 

  Adequacy of support provided 
   by advocacy service   3.63 
 
   Overall services provided by the Student Union 
 
   Very dissatisfied   1% 
   Dissatisfied    3% 
   Neutral    32% 
   Satisfied    45% 
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   Very satisfied    19% 
 
 A satisfaction level of around 3.7 to 3.8 is very acceptable. It is probably difficult to push this 

above 4.0 given there will always be a small group who are either dissatisfied with any services or 
do not consider them necessary. 

 
11.  CONCLUSION 
 

 
In conclusion, both phases of the project required by UNITEC were extremely demanding. The 
time involved for the writer was only one of the issues. The steep learning curve in developing the 
statute and running the referendum, the research, reflection, objectivity and collaboration with 
others made it a most rewarding experience.  
 
An important question in all of this must be – Is student representation at any level within the 
institution worthwhile and is the contract of services worthwhile? 
 
An attempt has been made to discover this with regard to student representation through the 
literature review, interviews and surveys. Some theorists and commentators, and indeed the view 
of the writer is that the Board of Directors model is more appropriate at the corporate governance 
level. Others stressed the importance of involving customers in the decision-making processes at 
the highest level of an organisation. The effort that it has taken to get students elected on to the 
governing council and the Student Council has indeed questioned the appropriateness and 
necessity for this level of representation. Some students indicated they were at the institute to 
study and did not want to get involved in committees and other activities of the institute. There 
will always be those who want to get involved and perhaps the best avenue should be through the 
Student Union. It certainly makes it much easier for the Institute to consult with students through 
that one organisation. There are other groups within the institute such as the Runanga, the Pasifika 
Advisory Group and Faculty Committees that have student participation and which operate as part 
of the consultation process.   
 
The consensus would no doubt be that consultation with the key customer group is essential but 
the jury remains out on the question of representation at the governance level! 
 
As for the contract for student services it has definitely been worthwhile from both the institute’s 
and the Student Union’s points of view.  The services run well, students on the whole are satisfied 
with the service and UNITEC has not had to set up its own services or leave the students without 
the services had the Student Union been dissolved.  
 
Perhaps the only question of concern is that of conflict of interest.  One must ask if there is a 
conflict of interest by the institution employing the Student Union to deliver some of its services. 
Things may be fine while the Student Union and UNITEC are working well together. However if 
some situation should arise where the students through the Student Union have some major 
disagreement, it could place the effectiveness of the contract in jeopardy. Only time will tell! In 
the meantime it is a very worthwhile arrangement. 
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