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Zagreb, 5 November 2003

To Whom It May Concern:


This report will present the activities and the extent to which goals were met within the project "Student ombudsman FF" between December 15 2002, and July 15 2003. We are very pleased to inform you that on 20 October 2003 project leaders Siniša Ćosić, Sven Marcelić and Luka Juroš received the Faculty of Philosophy prize Franjo Marković for the quality of their work on the project.


There were three project goals in the period noted above, and they were the following: (1) protection of student rights at the Faculty of Philosophy, (2) creation of a group of students who would be educated to efficiently continue protecting student rights after the project has finished and (3) offer argumented advice for the parts of higher education reform that pertain to student rights and student participation in higher education. These three goals had three general activities that would lead to their fulfilment: foundation of an office for students' rights; organising education of student representatives and other student activists about student rights and civil society and, finally, organisation of a research and publishing of a report about students' role in the European higher education reform and creation of a policy for advancing the students' status in the Croatian higher education reform.


The project received funding from the following donors: Ministry of Science and Technology of Croatia, Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb, Forum for Freedom of Education, Zagreb. Finally, the donation from the Open Society institute in Croatia was received in March 2003, with a two-and-a-half month delay between the signing of the donation contract and the transfer of funds. The delay affected the fulfilment of the project's goals slightly, which is only visible on the third part of the project, the "research".


We shall now list activities within the project as they were presented in the project proposal and comment on their results:


1st part: office

- student ombudsman's work in the office for student rights

- Luka Juroš worked as a student ombudsman throughout the duration of the project. The office was open for two hours three days a week, and 27 asked for assistance, or answers to their questions. In practice, there were more students who inquired about their rights than are listed in the records, even though all were asked to fill in a records form. Records-keeping will have to be augmented in the next academic year.


In answering student questions and solving problems we have established firm cooperation with the dean Neven Budak, the vice-deans for finance and teaching, Zeljko Jerneić and Željka Fink Arsovski respectively, and the Faculty secretary, Neda Stazić. This relationship helped us immensely to fulfil our project objectives regarding protection of student rights and will doubtlessly be a great asset in the project's second year.

- creation of a real and online archive of legal documents of the Faculty of Philosophy, and other legal documents relevant for student rights.

The archive was first created in December 2002, and new texts were continually added to it. In the end, the archive consisted of 18 online legal texts (10 of which pertained to the Faculty of Philosophy), and 22 texts in the physical archive. The texts were used in student counselling, and in the questions and answers part of the web site and the forum. 

The texts that were put online via the project were the first ever legal texts of the Faculty of Philosophy that were accessible to the general public, an asset in increasing the transparency of Faculty policies. After we had put the texts online, the Faculty administration started increasing their online presence, adding several more legal texts.

Legal texts were collected in cooperation with the Faculty of Philosophy and the Ministry of Science and Technology, which aided greatly in spreading the news about the project being performed. We must stress that both Faculty administration and Ministry officials were extremely forthcoming in giving us the necessary materials and information.

- a student survey on the level of consciousness and knowledge about student rights.

According to the project plan, the survey was planned for December 2002 and May 2003. Because the allocated funds were only received in March 2003, we decided to conduct only one survey, in which the sample would be representative of the entire student population at the Faculty. Although this led to higher expenses, the results obtained in that manner were and will be of greater use to the project and to faculty administration in planning student policies.

The entire survey, as well as its results have been put and are available online since June this year. The survey will comprise the greatest part of this narrative report, as it is, understandably, of greatest importance in project evaluation.

The survey covered six areas relevant to the project:

· project awareness

· sources of information for students

· student associations

· student rights protection

· test of knowledge about Faculty of Philosophy regulations

· the role of computers in studying.

It was conducted in May 2003 on a representative sample of 292 students of the Faculty. The results offered insights into the state of student rights at the Faculty, and the actors and means relevant for their enhancement.

Regarding the student ombudsman project, 49.7% of students said that they have heard about it. The first three sources of information about the existence of the project were advertisements (around 30%), the students' friends and student representatives (both around 20%). These results show that the project has made remarkable success in outreaching to individual students as almost half of the entire student population was made aware of its existence in just under six months. It can also be observed that advertisement campaigns ought to be directed at paper ads and leaflets, as well as constant contacts with student representatives.

Regarding the quality of information that the project provides for the students, of the five areas surveyed (student rights, scholarship information, information about departments, information about the Faculty and course obligations), the project's web site and forum were questioned as a quality source of information in all but scholarship information. The results show that only in student rights the web site and the forum of the project are a quality source of information (45% say it is a quality source as opposed to 17% who say it is not). In the remaining three areas, on average 30% people think that the web site and the forum is not a quality source, and 23% say it is. However, the information gathered in this way is of limited relevance as a means for the web site and forum evaluation, since on average 43% of students do not think they have enough information to rate the quality of the web site and the forum, or have not replied to these questions. This leads to the following conclusions:

· the project has succeeded in establishing itself as a high quality source of information about student rights.

· the remaining three areas (information about departments, information about the Faculty and course obligations) were recognised by the students as of lower prominence in the project. Coupled with the results of other sources of information for the three areas in which the project did not achieve high scores, this can show the possible direction of project development, or the need for new initiatives.

· since the percentage of students who did not have enough information to judge the quality of the web site and the forum is very significant, the project will need to advertise its online services more. However, it would be reasonable not to expect radical changes because of the high probability that the reason for the survey's results is that not many students have access to the internet, or do not use internet often.

The third part of the survey, student associations, showed that over 70% of students do not take part in student associations' activities, and that slightly more than 36% of these do not even pay attention to what they are doing. This part of the survey, comprised of only three questions, served to keep student associations up to date with their ratings.

The fourth part of the survey, student rights protection, questioned the people and institutions students would complain to and the proportion in which students find them useful in four broad areas of student rights:

· student rights violation

· administrative problems,

· professors not fulfilling their obligations (exam dates, office hours, lessons)

· sexual harassment

The questions surveying to which institutions and people students would complain were open-ended (students were asked to list those which first came to their minds), while the usefulness was rated on a 5-point scale, with a middle value "I do not know/I cannot evaluate". 

The project again scored remarkably well in the student rights violation section: it came in second with 13% of students who would come to the student ombudsman first, and sharing the position with department heads. The best result, with 19.2% of students' votes, was "I do not know", which is definitely a factor to think about, and a sign that next year the project should work more on raising consciousness about its existence and avenues of problem solving at the Faculty of Philosophy.

Again, the project did not fare so well in the remaining three sections of analysis, 0.7% of students would go to the ombudsman first in case of administrative problems, 1.4% would do so if professors were not fulfilling their obligations, and 5.1% would go to us if they were sexually harassed. In the administrative section, the student "referada" (administrative office for students) scored highest with nearly 45%, 32% said they would complain to the department head if professors were negligent of their duties, while the question about sexual harassment showed that students do not know how to cope with this issue: five different answers received 11-14% of votes, namely, the dean, department head, friends and the answers "other" and "I do now know". The results from this section shows that the Faculty needs to start, or support, a serious campaign in order to minimise the chance of sexual harassment occurring, or to minimise damage, as well as prosecute the harasser, if it happens.

As in the previous section of the survey, students thought they were largely inadequately informed to be able to judge the quality of help that the project provides in case of student rights violations – the percentages of students who said "I do not know" varied from 39-46%.

The following conclusions regarding project evaluation may be drawn from this section of the survey:

· the project has again succeeded admirably in achieving its first goal: protection of student rights.

· while in the following year the effort towards student rights protection must at least remain at the same level, significant attention must be directed towards increasing project awareness and general student education about their rights.

The second conclusion becomes more acutely significant in the light of the results brought by the fifth section of the survey: the test of knowledge about Faculty of Philosophy regulations. The students on average answered correctly to 14 out of 26 questions in the test, which is a very low result considering that 21 questions were alternative type questions (true/false), with a 50% chance of guessing the right answer. If they had guessed randomly, students would average a score of 10.5 on the test. The test proved to be an invaluable source of information about the level  of knowledge about student rights, and another sign of the need for efficient Faculty-wide means for dispersing knowledge about student rights.

- maintaining project's web site and forum

Several short information about the web site and the forum:

· The web site and the forum of the project were opened in December 2002, both on the Faculty's servers.

· The addresses are: www.ffzg.hr/studprav and  http://forum.ffzg.hr/forum.asp?FORUM_ID=39
· from January to September 2003 the web site was visited 4272 times.

· answers to 38 questions, divided into 8 categories, are available via the site

· 140 topics and 1122 replies were placed on the project's forum

· the forum (which is a part of the official forum of the Faculty of Philosophy) has over 1200 members, which is the minimum student population that the project is reaching through its online presence. In reality a much larger population has access to our answers because not all forum visitors are registered members

· 46 questions were answered via the e-mail address studprav@net.hr 

· the web site is linked from numerous other sites, amongst which are Google, Faculty's home-page (over 50% of all incoming traffic originates from this link), Yahoo!, Iskon (www.iskon.hr), SIC (www.sic.hr), student association and our project colleagues Zoon Politikon (www.zoonpolitikon.hr), students of philosophy association (www.ffzg.hr/usf) and from several department web sites. 

· 18 legal texts are available online, of which 8 cannot be found on the Faculty's official page

· a disclaimer has been placed online to ensure limitation of liability for project leaders. The disclaimer states that we have not received any training in law, nor are we allowed to offer legal counsel, and that the students who accept our advice have been informed of that fact. We have clearly stated that the use of answers on the web page is subject to the acceptance of the disclaimer. The disclaimer has been introduced following an advice from the Faculty's legal officer.

The web site contains all of the information about the project except the information that is in some way sensitive, as the detailed budget of the project. When designing the web site, it was our intention to create a place that would mirror the transparency that we think Faculty of Philosophy should incorporate into its policies. That is the reason why we have included, among others, the following information on the web site: total amount of donations to the project, project leaders' resumes, project proposal, evaluation results from Sljeme education workshop, the entire survey and complete survey results, list of books that were purchased within the project, reports from the advocacy workshop that was held at the Faculty, and from our visit to Bulgaria, critical comments on a Faculty decision that affected students adversely, and so on.

In summation, we would rate the online section of the project as the most successful. We have come to realise that transparency is the crucial element in the protection of student rights: if all rules are available online to all students, and if all new decisions are made public and open to discussion, then the chances for student rights violation diminish rapidly. This is all the more true after we place survey results in the background: most students do not know what their rights were or who they can talk to when they are violated. The purpose that the web site served was precisely the one of raising the level of the availability of information.

Permanent contact and information between the ombudsman and the Faculty administration, Faculty Council and departments' councils.
This activity was fulfilled successfully, and we must stress that the Faculty administration was very open to our suggestions and enquiries. In addition, we have established firm contacts with several members of the Cabinet of Minister of Science and Technology, and took part in creation of a new Student Programs Financing Regulations and commenting on the new Student Council Bill.

Reports on the work of student ombudsman to the Faculty Council, Student Council and Council of Students

The reports were sent to professors by e-mail until April, when we realised that they were not fulfilling their purpose, as no response was received. After that date, Faculty administration was still regularly informed about the project, but Faculty Council was not, and a new reporting system needs to be developed in the following period.

Reports to the Student Council and Council of Students were continued for the full duration of the project. 

Counselling of members of the Council of Students about student rights and activism.
Counsel was offered on two meetings of the Council and via e-mail, but not many student representatives came to seek advice. While our activity was fulfilled by offering advice and advising those who came to us, another method of motivating student representatives to work on their self-development will have to be developed in the following year to better serve the purpose of creating a group able to work independently on the protection of student rights.

Evaluation of the work of the office for student rights and the creation of evaluation forms.

Analysis of the evaluation results

Forms were created in December 2002, and in total 16 forms were filled in by the students coming to the office. The number of forms filled in does not represent the number of students seeking help or advice, since a large proportion of students came asking about rules and regulations (and were therefore not recorded), and some refused to fill in the form. The forms asked some biographical information, two categorisations of problems and an opportunity to grade the work of the ombudsman. The average grade that the ombudsman received in this way is 4.4 on a 5-point scale, where 5 is the maximum, but it has to be noted that only 5 people answered to this question, which makes the result almost negligible.

The analysis of the types of questions we received in the office and online shows that it is possible to group all of the questions in the following broad categories:

- exams

- subjects/courses

- changing of majors

- general questions

- paying for one's study

- system of studying

- questions for final-year students (apsolventi)

- enrollment

Conclusion can be drawn that a more practical way of keeping record of the ombudsman's work has to be found, and that there is little point in grading the ombudsman in the way it was has been done until now. The reason for that is that a large percentage of questions and problems cannot be graded, that there is no way of finding out what the 46 people whose questions were answered via the e-mail think about the ombudsman's work, and that some can only be graded after the ombdudsman has looked for the answer elsewhere, in which case the student usually does not return to fill in the form.

Organising of a discussion about student rights at the Faculty of Philosophy.

This activity was not conducted because of another issue that needed to be dealt with. In June the minister of science and technology passed a regulation which allowed faculties to raise tuition fees up to 60%. However, the regulation was so poorly worded that, although the minister publicly said that he had intended it to be applicable only to students enrolling in the academic year 2003/04, faculties were practically given free hands to raise tutions for all students. The intention of the Faculty Department Chairs Council was to use this poor wording and indeed raise tuitions for all students. The student ombudsman project then organised a negotiation session with the faculty administration and a training session for student representatives for these negotiations, after which the tuitions were raised 20%, applicable only to first-year students.

The forum about student rights will be organised in November or December 2003.

Mentoring work of the former ombudsman.
Siniša Ćosić successfully mentored Luka Juroš in the first month of the project. The results aided Luka greatly in establishing a successful office for student rights and the practice needs to be continued in the future.

Education

Organisation of seminars for student representatives and activists.

In total two seminars were organised: on April 12 and 13 at the Faculty of Philosophy trainers from the NGO "Demokratska incijativa mladih" (Democratic Youth Initiative) held a training from advocacy for 18 student representatives and activists at the Faculty. We do not have evaluations for the first seminar because it was organised within a larger project by DYI.

The second training was organised in a hotel on the Sljeme mountain on May 8 and 9. In total 27 student representatives and activists took part in the education, one of whom was our partner from the Student ombdusman project at the Faculty of Political Sciences. The education was organised as a series of three workshops, and three case study groups, totalling 7 one-and-a-half hour sessions.

The subjects discussed at the workshops were: higher education system in Croatia, led by two young experts from the Ministry of Science and Technology, system of student rights and their protection, led by Sven Marcelić and Luka Juroš, and student representation in Croatia, led by Eugen Vuković. The topics of case studies were: Bologna declaration and the higher education reform in Croatia led by professor Borislav Knežević and student Jovica Lončar, reform of student representation, led by dean of the Faculty of Philosophy Neven Budak and student Sven Marcelić, and system of student tuitions and scholarhips, led by vice-dean for finances of the Faculty of Philosophy Željko Jerneić and student Luka Juroš.

The evaluation grades range from 4.07 to 5.00 on a 5-point scale where 5 is the best result. All participants said that they would gladly take part in another similar event and that the participation of the professors helped greatly the case studies. The full evaluation results are available online in Croatian on the web page www.ffzg.hr/studprav/Savjeti/evaluacija_sljeme.html . All participants received certificates of attendance, and we are very proud to emphasize that Faculty of Philosophy certified this training.

All information about the educations, including reports, evaluation, pictures and materials are available via the web page http://pauk.ffzg.hr/studprav/Savjeti/savjeti.html 

Three series of advertisements and leaflets with information about student ombudsman's work and advice on the most numerous problems.

This activity was not conducted in full as we have not received all the planned funding. We have thus only organised two series of advertisements, in January and April. However, as can be seen from the survey, this number was adequate to serve the goal of acquainting the students with the project, and we can say that publishing less advertisements has had no negative effects.

Legal education and advice for student ombudsman
Legal advice was provided by the legal officer of the Faculty of Philosophy, Ms Branka Malbaša. We gratefully acknowledge her help.

Research

The "research" part of the project did not go according to the project outline, but did achieve part of its objectives. This is due to a number of political events that took precedence in respect to the reform of student representation in Croatia.

Firstly, minister Gvozden Flego informed student representatives and activists who were working on developing a draft Student Council Act that the chances for passing a new act were very slim because of the lack of political good will. Additionally, the fact that parliamentary elections in Croatia were to be held near the end of the year and that a huge corpus of legislature related to European associations needed to be adopted made the chances for passing a new law even worse. That there was no chance for a new Student Council Act is all the more feasible when we have in mind that the new Higher Education Act, the one of critical importance for the Croatian higher education system, was passed only in July, months after minister Flego had hoped. 

Finally, the under-the-table theft of state money that Student Councils, official student representative bodies in Croatia, had been conducting for years, reached its climax this year when Petar Bezjak, president of the Student Council of Zagreb University, used his position of power to donate somewhat less than 500,000 kuna (around 70,000 Euro) of state money to projects proposed by student associations in which he was either a secretary or a very prominent member. To put this into perspective, all student projects of all student associations at the Faculty of Philosophy of the University of Zagreb, the most professional student activist faculty in Croatia, were given 50,000 kuna (around 7,000 Euro). Furthermore, the Student Council of Zagreb university, as well as those of universities in Rijeka and Split did not present any form of financial report for the funds that had been given to them from the State Budget in 2002 (funds for Student Councils are an integral part of the Croatian State Budget due to the Student Council Act), which amounts to around 7,000,000 kuna (around 1,000,000 Euro).

As a result of these malversations a scandal broke out and minister Flego decided to use a loophole in the current Student Council Act which allowed the Ministry of Science and Technology to donate state funds directly to student associations. The competition that was conducted in this way was transparent, fair, and open to critique. The commission that evaluated the projects and decided upon donating funds consisted of representatives of student associations, the Ministry, the State Rectors' Council and Student Council.

This is the background of the situation in which leaders of the Student Ombudsman FF project found themselves in February this year. We decided that this situation made higher priority than conducting a research of the ideal Croatian student representative system and undertook the following activities:

- we established contact with employees in the Cabinet of the minister in the Ministry of Science and Technology who were working on the Student Council malversation case. The employees included a legal council.

- throughout February, March and April we cooperated closely with the Ministry employees in deciding which course of action to take in regard to the situation with the competition conducted by Student Council of Zagreb. This cooperation was kept from public because of the sensitive nature of the subject.

- together with the Ministry employees and representatives of Student Council of Osijek and Croatian Student Union (which is, despite its title, just a student association, similar to our Students of Sociology Club) we worked out a Student Projects Funding Regulations according to which the new competition for student projects, described in the previous paragraph, was undertaken. These regulations are now an official legal document of the Ministry of Science and Technology.

However, we have not completely ignored the original plan for the research of student representation systems:

- we established contact with Jakub Tesar, a member of the Fulbright Commission in the Czech Republic, who helped us gather information on the student representation system there.

- a comparative analysis of student representation systems in Croatia, Czech Republic and Slovenia

- we established contact with Student Information Centre in Zagreb, which helped us gather information about the student representation system in France

- we cooperated with members of the Croatian Student Union who drafted a new Student Council Act. We exchanged several comments on their proposal, but no coordinated effort into building a new act was undertaken.

Presence in the public

The project was satisfactorily presented in the media:

- we received three reports in major Croatian dailys in January: Večernji list, Jutarnji list and Vjesnik

- we were guests on a private TV network OTV in their morning show

- we were guests on a Friday evening show on the Croatian Radio

- two stories were made about the project by the national TV station Croatian Television

Considering that the project does not in and of itself carry much media weight (although, if necessary, that could be possible through hyped-up media reports of student rights violations), the coverage that we have received seems more than reasonable. If, for some reason, there would be need for more media coverage of the project, our experience from this year has shown that a well-planned campaign could bring outstanding results.

Within the faculty the project was advertised through personal contacts (as can be seen from the survey, the fulfillment of the goals of the project largely depend on the personal contact between students at the Faculty) and two sets of advertisements. The survey shows that this was largely sufficient, and that further attempts at presenting the project to the students should aim more at raising conscience about what the project DOES rather than that it EXISTS.

In conclusion, we think that the first year of the project was finished admirably and hope that you will agree. We thank the donors for their support; if it had not been for them, none of the positive things in this report would have been possible.

Sincerely yours,

Luka Juroš, project coordinator.

� These are two different institutions. We are aware that the difference in names may sound a little awkward, but it is due to the fact that the names do not have a perfect translation equivalent in English.


� This is an untranslatable term from Croatian, signifying a student who has taken all his/her courses, but has still not graduated. This status is officially recognised within the Croatian higher education system.
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