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Series Synopses 

One Line:  

It’s the start of the semester at one of Australia’s top universities and 37,000 students are about to embark on their studies.
One Paragraph:

It’s the start of the semester at one of Australia’s top universities and 37,000 students are about to embark on their studies. University is make or break time; a time that can change people forever. From free education in the 1980s to HECS fee debt, university education is now big business. Through a variety of character stories this four-part series explores the contemporary Australian university experience of both International and Australian students from a range of different backgrounds. 
One Page:  

It’s the start of the semester at one of Australia’s top universities and 37,000 students are about to embark on their studies. 

University is make or break time; a time that can change people forever. From free education in the 1980s to HECS fee debt, university education is now big business.

Through a variety of character stories this four-part series explores the contemporary Australian university experience of both International and Australian students from a range of different backgrounds. 

DOWNUNDER GRADS gives a special insight into the particular challenges facing this generation of students. Each character-driven story reveals the trials and triumphs of young people as they strive to make a life for themselves.

Episode Synopses

Episode One:  In the Mix

One Line:

It’s the first day of semester and new students are arriving at one of Queensland’s oldest universities to embark on their studies, an experience that may well change them forever.
One Paragraph: 

It’s the first day of semester and new students are arriving at one of Queensland’s oldest universities to embark on their studies, an experience that may well change them forever.  Some of those students are local and some have travelled many thousands of miles and their first priority is to find a place to live. Wei Wei has just stepped off the plane from China and is both happy and anxious. Emily has come from the US on an exchange program, and Gurteaj is moving to the city from the country. They will all find new challenges, new opportunities and form new friendships.
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It’s the first day of semester and new students are arriving at one of Queensland’s oldest universities about to embark on their studies, an experience that may well change them forever. What are their expectations and what will they discover?  

Some students are local and some have travelled many thousands of miles and their first priority is to find a place to live.  

American exchange student Emily Laird is to spend one semester in Australia studying psychology. She is hoping to make some Australian friends, as well as enjoy Australia as a visitor. She discovers that 95 per cent of American exchange students through her program fail to make Australian friends. Will her experience be the same?

First-year engineering student Gurteaj Atwal Singh from regional Queensland will be staying in on-campus accommodation. His family is covering the cost of his studies and living expenses as he undertakes a degree notorious for its high drop-out rate. Not only does he have to deal with his studies, but the additional financial pressures of university life, particularly as a cyclone destroys his family’s annual banana crop.

Twenty-four year old journalism masters student Wei Wei has come to Australia from China to learn more about Western thinking and improve her English. First she has to find somewhere to live and figure out just what her teachers are saying. In the course of her studies however she has her lucky breaks. She arranges an interview with now Federal opposition leader Kevin Rudd, and is nervous about her ability to converse in English, only to find that he is fluent in Mandarin. But can she write up the interview in English?

Episode Two: The Big Squeeze

One Line: 

The massive protests of the 1970s are gone but university life is still a roller-coaster ride, and students are more concerned about what they are going to do when they leave.
One Paragraph: 

The massive protests of the 1970s are gone but university life is still a roller-coaster ride, and students are more concerned about what they are going to do when they leave. Set against the backdrop of changing university life and student aspirations, this episode revolves around funding, which has become a major issue for both universities and students. Just how does it affect today’s staff and students? Final year student Lucy has the student union to run under Voluntary Student Unionism as well as her studies. Lara finds her architecture classes too large for the classrooms. And international student Leo feels the pressure of the high cost of his education for his parents.
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The massive protests of the 1970s are gone but university life is still a roller-coaster ride, and students are more concerned about what they are going to do when they leave.

Set against the backdrop of changing university life and student aspirations, this episode revolves around funding, which has become a major issue for both universities and students. Just how does it affect today’s staff and students? 

Lucy Weber has gone part time for her final year in her Bachelor of Law and Arts as this year she is taking on the role of student union president. As voluntary student unionism (VSU) has just been introduced however, the job in managing the organisation becomes a massive headache as she finds herself involved in downsizing the union office resulting from the drop in funding. 

Local student Lara Nobel will continue living with her parents and younger brother as she begins her tertiary studies. She has spent six months traveling between school and university, which she hopes will give her an extra edge in completing her Bachelor of Architecture—a degree her uncle attempted many years ago without success. She hopes to be the first person in her family to graduate from university, but first she has to deal with the lack of teaching space at the university. 

Korean Chinese international student Jin Yongzhe (Leo) is also studying Architecture.  The cost of one month’s study in Australia is equivalent to a year back in China, so he is feeling the pressure to do well, but will he manage with the workload?

Episode Three: Testing Times

One Line: 

First year students have more than just their university studies to manage as they’ll do whatever it takes to get the edge over their competition. 

One Paragraph: 

First year students have more than just their university studies to manage as they’ll do whatever it takes to get the edge over their competition.  For Toby, attempting a triple degree while maintaining his political party commitments are part of his life plan. Japanese masters student Tsuyoshi is initially over the moon to be in Australia but soon finds the whole experience overwhelming. And full-fee paying international student, Alejandra, feels one step behind her local classmates as she contemplates failure, disgrace or the loss of her family’s dream for a better life for her through education.
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First year students have more than just their university studies to manage as they’ll do whatever it takes to get the edge over their competition. 

Eighteen-year-old political aspirant Toby Latcham struggles with a triple degree and his Young Liberal Party commitments, which are part of his life plan. His results are average, but he finishes the year on a high by meeting his idol, Prime Minister John Howard.

Tsuyoshi from Japan came to Australia to study his Master of Commerce, is initially over the moon to be in Australia but soon finds the whole experience overwhelming. He has to make the tough decision to persevere and face failure or head back home to Japan in disgrace.

Alejandra Arbe from Peru is studying her Bachelor of Veterinary Science. She too is worried about language and the difficulty of the course, and is concerned that other students are brighter than she and questions whether she may have got into the course because she is a full-fee paying international student. She contemplates the gravity of her family’s dream for a better life for her through education.

Episode Four: Two Worlds Collide
One Line: 

AUSAID scholarship students are generally returning to study after being in the workforce, so in addition to culture shock, they have to deal with separation from their families as they embark on further education.

One Paragraph: 

Indonesian scholarship recipients Nita and Muhammad must drastically alter their lives to take up the opportunity to study in Australia. As AUSAID scholarship students, they are returning to study after being in the workforce. In addition to culture shock, they also have to deal with separation from their families. 
One Page: 

AUSAID scholarship students are generally returning to study after being in the workforce, so in addition to culture shock, they have to deal with separation from their families as they embark on further education.

Nita Ryarti from Jakarta arrives in Australia without her family. She tries to settle in and get on top of her assessments for her Masters in Development Planning early so when her family joins her, she can spend time helping them adjust. Her husband soon arrives with their two children, but Nita does not know if her husband will agree to stay on in Australia or return to Indonesia for the duration of her two-year degree course. She may have to juggle being a single mother as well as her studies.  Nita finds she learns more from her university studies than she ever thought she would.

Fellow Indonesian AUSAID scholarship recipient Muhammad Arsyad is a qualified teacher who has come to Australia from a small rural village on Lombok, a neighbouring island to Bali, Indonesia.  Muhammad is undertaking a Master in Applied Linguistics, and his wife will be moving to Australia with their three children for the duration of his studies. As a devout Muslim there are a number of cultural barriers Muhammad and his newly arrived family will have to negotiate if it is all going to work out for each of them.

DOWNUNDER GRADS: background notes 
A joint initiative of Film Australia, SBS Independent and the Pacific Film and Television Commission, DOWNUNDER GRADS was conceived by SBS commissioning-editor Jennifer Crone and Big Island Pictures producer Mark Chapman during a brainstorming session in mid 2005.

The pair wished to develop a documentary series to support and develop young filmmakers in Queensland and to promote dynamic new talent.

The cultural and economic changes currently being faced by universities and the pressures of adapting to growing numbers of international students had been a hot topic in the media. 

“There was a report that came out that said that one in four international students had experienced some sort of racial attack,” Chapman says. 

“When you went into the document, you discover that none of the attacks actually happened on campus, but it’s an interesting subject. How are universities coping with the huge changes that are taking place? How are international students coping? How are Australian students coping?” 

A call for filmmakers went out, with the main requirement being that each had to have made at least one 30-minute documentary.  The project attracted nearly 40 applications, which was whittled down to three. Randall Wood and Phoebe Hart were hired as directors, with Hart and Suzanne Howard as writers. Howard also worked as a segment director.

The young filmmakers, none of whom had directed a series before, were supported in their challenging roles by Chapman and Film Australia executive producer Penny Robins, both experienced documentary makers.

“Working on a series brings a range of very different challenges to film making and a greater need for collaboration”, states Chapman.

Executive Producer Penny Robins stresses the importance of supporting emerging filmmakers to maintain a fresh, energetic and vibrant Australian documentary culture. 

 “It is essential to have new people coming into the system because they bring new ideas and new perspectives,” Robins says. “This was a perfect project for young filmmakers because they are a lot closer to the students than we are. They brought an invaluable perspective to the program”

“DOWNUNDER GRADS looks at the contemporary issues facing Australian universities through the personal stories of domestic and international students. We all value our universities, they are absolutely core to our national interest, so it’s a perfect fit under Film Australia’s National Interest Program,” she says.

DOWNUNDER GRADS: the subjects 
DOWNUNDER GRADS  follows a semester in the lives of 11 students from a range of backgrounds. Some, such as Chinese journalism student Wei Wei, are international students finding their feet in a completely foreign environment. Others, such as Australian Lucy Weber, have been studying for a few years and face a different set of challenges. 

The directors identified their stories after arriving at the University of Queensland during Orientation Week and “basically filming everyone and everything”, says director Phoebe Hart.

“We had a few problems convincing people to participate,” Hart says. “I think university, for a lot of the students, is really a make-or-break time so there’s a lot of pressure and a lot of scrutiny… Some of them were reluctant to get involved because they thought it would be too stressful at a time when they were just starting their academic careers.” 

“Finding the stories was a challenge,” director Randall Wood concurs. “We spent a frantic two weeks trying to identify and then keep people who we could follow as characters. We threw ourselves straight in the deep end, having to literally find key characters on the first day of uni. I met Wei Wei as she stepped off the plane and boarded a bus to the uni.” 

There are the golden moments: Wei Wei interviewing now federal Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd in fluent Mandarin and an encounter between 18-year-old political aspirant Toby Latcham and his idol, Prime Minister John Howard.

In some cases, students whose stories the directors had chosen to follow abandoned their studies and dropped out. But there were lucky breaks as well. 

“I was following Emily, an American student, and I was also following an Indian-Australian guy, Gurteaj,” Hart says. “They became best friends and it touched on romance as well. That was kind of nice and totally unplanned.” 

Wei Wei

City: Nanning Guangxi province, China 

Course: Master of Journalism 

Age: 24

Gurteaj Atwal Singh
City: Mena Creek (near Innisfail), Australia

Course: Bachelor of Engineering

Age: 18

Emily Laird

City: Ann Arbor, Michigan, USA

Course: Bachelor of Arts in Psychology

Age: 21

Jin Yongzhe (Leo)
City: Da Qing, China

Course: Bachelor of Architecture

Age: 21

Lucy Weber
City: Melbourne, Australia

Course: Bachelor of Law and Arts 

Age: 23 

Lara Nobel
City: Brisbane, Australia

Course: Bachelor of Architecture

Age: 18

Toby Latcham

City: Toowoomba, Australia

Course: Accounting for Decision Making, Journalism Law, Journalism in Text

Age: 18

Tsuyoshi Osagawa 
City: Osaka, Japan

Course: Masters of Commerce

Age: 30

Alejandra Arbe
City: Lima, Peru

Course: Bachelor of Veterinary Science

Age: 20

Nita Ryarti

City: Jakarta, Indonesia

Course: Masters in Development Planning

Age: 33

Muhammad Arsyad

City: Mataram, Indonesia

Course: Masters in Applied Linguistics
Age: 35

DOWNUNDER GRADS: the making of the series 

It’s the start of the semester at one of Australia’s top universities and 37,000 students, including 6,000 full fee-paying international students, are about to embark on their studies. 

For most, it is one of the biggest steps in their lives. But how hard is it? How much has a shift in the culture and economics of the higher-education system altered the way students experience university?

Produced by Film Australia in association with Big Island Pictures, DOWNUNDER GRADS, explores the impact on the lives of the students and staff, of the increasing corporatisation of Australian universities and on the quality of education they deliver.

In a character based study, part essay, part observational in style, the four-episode series follows the stories of 11 domestic and international students at the University of Queensland in their quest to secure an education and prepare for their working lives.
The series was financed as a joint initiative between Film Australia, SBS Independent and the Pacific Film and Television Commission to develop new directing talent in Queensland. Producer Mark Chapman of Queensland’s Big Island Pictures and SBS Commissioning Editor Jennifer Crone selected Randall Wood, Phoebe Hart and Suzanne Howard from 40 Queensland filmmakers to write and direct the series.

“The idea was to give emerging filmmakers the opportunity to face the rigors and challenges of making a series and to further their directing experience”, says Chapman. 

Executive producer Penny Robins, from Film Australia, says that she and Chapman worked hard to support the young directors who brought a fresh perspective and found engaging, character-based stories through which to show the impact of changes in the Australian tertiary sector.   She hopes that the series will be eye-opening for viewers. 

Mark Chapman reflects, “it was quite an intensive task, there were many meetings with the directors as we reviewed every week’s shoot to find the best characters and stories.”
Director Phoebe Hart says the filmmakers found that domestic and international students shared many issues, including making friends and developing relationships, finding one’s identity away from home and in a new environment, struggling with their student workload, a cut in services caused by voluntary student unionism and the increasing financial burden of a user-pays system.  

“There is enormous pressure on students to earn money to pay their fees. They carry a lot of stress associated with modern life, and university life is not insulated from that” states Robins. 

“There have been a lot of economic changes in the Australian education system over the past 20 years and they are affecting all students,” Hart says. 

“It’s a lot more expensive to study, there’s a lot less financial support and the government has taken a lot of money out of the public-education system”. 

“Universities have been criticised for down-grading the quality of education in their bid to become degree machines – corporations which sell education – and for their reliance on income generated by overseas students”, she says. “International students may face the added pressure of knowing their families have paid tens of thousands of dollars to educate them abroad. 

The series sets out to explore whether this is a reality”.
“It’s really affected the way students go to university nowadays – they are very goal driven and it affects the way they study and their involvement in campus life. Students nowadays tend to think more about what they are going to do after university and spend less time getting involved in university activities.”

For international students, such as 30-year-old Japanese commerce student Tsuyoshi, or veterinary science student Alejandra Arbe, 20, from Peru, there are a myriad of hurdles to jump: language difficulties, religious and cultural barriers, differences in expectations and experiences, homesickness and discrimination. 
 “Even really simple things can be quite difficult for these guys; everything from finding the right food to finding a place to live,” Hart says. “When people are speaking Aussie slang it can be really confusing and disorienting. And then of course, struggling with the workload and producing assignments in proficient English are really big problems too when they are starting their courses.”
The series explores the expectations and responsibilities of domestic students as they struggle with growing up and making life decisions, dealing with the perception that their course is being “dumbed down” to accommodate international students, and the need to work part-time in order to balance the competing needs of paying for HECS and their daily lives.

“One of the students we follow is an 18-year-old Toowoomba boy called Toby, who was struggling to study not for one or two, but three degrees,” says director Randall Wood. 
“His efforts bring to mind the question – why push yourself this hard? I think it does speak to a certain attitude on campus towards university education these days. Is going to uni about education or is it about qualification?
“Some of the lecturers we spoke with were terribly frustrated with what they saw as a widespread obsession with qualification – they felt people were doing whatever it would take to pass, but not engaging passionately in the subjects.

“People are paying so much money and I suppose they feel they need to justify that cost by getting a good job after graduation. That’s the kind of pressure I think someone like Toby feels. He’s racking up a $60,000 HECS debt with a view to becoming qualified. 
“At the end of the film he actually says that it doesn’t really matter that he didn’t get good results because he’d still get the piece of paper at the end. I think that’s sad.” 

The series also considers the pressures faced by university administrators and teaching staff, who strive to provide a global standard of education, while coping with reduced government income and the demands of an increasingly diverse and international campus.

DOWNUNDER GRADS: about the filmmakers

Mark Chapman: producer  
Mark Chapman has been a filmmaker for 20 years and has numerous credits including Black Soldier Blues (SBS), Gone to a Good Home (SBS), The Terrible Lizards of Oz (CBC) and The Storm (Nine Network). He established Big Island Pictures in 1999 with Ruth Berry. Chapman’s long career includes a stint at Film Queensland (now the Pacific Film and Television Commission), where he worked as a documentary and script-development officer. He has held the chair of the Australian International Documentary Conference Board for the past five years and is Chair of Queensland’s screen resource centre, QPIX. He was awarded a Centenary Medal in 2003 for his services to the documentary film industry. 

Randall Wood: director  

Since 1991, Randall Wood has written and directed films, including Changing Justice (which won an ATOM award), Goori Goori Dreaming (ABC TV), Selo Selo Bigfala Canoe (SBSi), Kilem Taem (UNICEF) and feature-length dramas for independent Pacific Island distribution. An ACS award-winning cinematographer, Wood has shot for independent production companies and networks, including SBSi, ABC Television, TV ASHAI, Nippon TV and BBC3. IN 2004, he completed a year of advanced study in script writing and directing at Maurits Binger Film Lab in Amsterdam. He worked for five months with Hetty Naijkens of Scarabee Films, in Rotterdam, on a slate of award-winning productions. He collaborated with Big Island Pictures to direct DOWNUNDER GRADS, a four-part series for SBSi, and is now in working on a film called Rare Chicken Rescue. 
Phoebe Hart: writer/director
A film and TV production graduate of Queensland University of Technology QUT), Phoebe Hart was a finalist in ABC Television’s Race around the World, before co-producing a documentary with four other former Racers. The Full Kombi screened on the ABC to strong reviews and Hart remained with the ABC, producing documentaries for Recovery, Fly TV and George Negus Tonight. She then joined Network Ten’s children’s program Totally Wild, working in Ten’s documentary department as a researcher, writer, coordinator and producer. Her projects include Future Farming, Living Smarter and The Tarkine. Since setting up her own company, hartflicker, Hart has produced and directed documentaries and short films. Her acclaimed mini-doc Dumpster Divers was a finalist for the Wild Spaces Pro-Cam Award and screened at the Other Worlds Are Breathing Film Festival in India. Traje: Women and Weaving in Guatemala has screened at film festivals around the world. Hart is now studying for a PhD at QUT.

Suzanne Howard: writer
Suzanne Howard was a writer and journalist for more than 10 years before moving into documentary filmmaking in the late 1990s. She conceived and wrote the 1997 SBS Accord The Golden Pig, a documentary about the influence of surfing on the Indonesian island of Nias and wrote and directed AFC Guerrilla documentary, Chairman Marr's Party.  She has worked on numerous documentaries, including Conspiracy (Network Ten), Love & Anarchy: the Wild, Wild World of Jaimie Leonarder (SBS) and Alien Underground (ABC). Howard holds a Masters in Documentary Filmmaking from the Australian Film Television and Radio School, where she won the Kodak Atlab Documentary Award for Dishlickers. She has a long association with Indonesia and currently is developing Bongkar (Tear It Down) about Indonesian rock star and anti-Suharto activist Sawung Jabo, with Big Island Pictures.
Penny Robins: Executive Producer

Penny has been an executive producer with Film Australia since mid 2003.  Penny was formerly an independent producer and has extensive experience in documentary and factual programme-making. 

At Film Australia she has been executive producer of a varied production slate, which has included science, history and contemporary programming. Her credits as executive producer include the cross-platform longitudinal Life Series: (Life At 1 winner Gold Award Science and Medicine at the Beijing International Scientific Film Festival and nominated for the 2007 Logie Awards in the Most Outstanding Documentary Category), Troubled Minds – the Lithium Revolution (winner Main Prize Vega Science Awards for Excellence in Scientific Broadcasting), the Logie nominated series Divorce Stories (also awarded winner of the Sydney Morning Herald Couch Potato Awards), the four part series Policing The Pacific, and Mr Patterns (winner Hawaii International film festival Golden Maile Award; Best Documentary Film Critics Circle of Australia Awards). 

Penny is currently working on the six part Australian version of UK company Wall To Wall’s hugely successful series, Who Do you Think You Are? for SBS Television and the second series of National Treasures, with political cartoonist Warren Brown.

DOWNUNDER GRADS

4-part series

Premieres (DAY, DATE)

(TIME) 

Issue date: (DATE)

It’s the start of the semester at one of Australia’s top universities and 37,000 students, including 6,000 full fee-paying international students, are about to embark on their studies. 

For most, this is one of the biggest steps in their lives. But how hard is it? How much has a shift in the culture and economics of the higher education system altered the way students experience university?

DOWNUNDER GRADS, a documentary series premiering on SBS Television on (DATE) at (TIME), explores the user pays system of a contemporary Australian university and the impact it has on the lives of both domestic and international students.  It follows the individual stories of eleven students from the University of Queensland, all from different backgrounds, cultures and religions and the challenges they face.
Some, such as Chinese journalism student Wei Wei, are finding their feet in a completely foreign environment. Others, such as Australian Lucy Weber, have been studying for a few years and face a completely different set of challenges. 

The cameras capture some golden moments: Wei Wei interviewing now federal Opposition Leader Kevin Rudd in fluent Mandarin and 18-year-old political hopeful Toby Latcham in a close encounter with his idol, Prime Minister John Howard.

A joint initiative of Film Australia, SBS Independent and the Pacific Film and Television Commission, DOWNUNDER GRADS, was conceived by SBS commissioning-editor Jennifer Crone and Big Island Pictures producer Mark Chapman to help develop the talents of emerging Queensland filmmakers. 

“DOWNUNDER GRADS gives an insight into what it is to go to university in the 21st century – the unique challenges and how university life has changed – through the different perspectives of students,” Chapman says. 

The series was directed by Randall Wood and Phoebe Hart with additional material from segment director Suzanne Howard.

For further information, please contact (NAME) on (PHONE) or (EMAIL).
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