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I. Introduction

Over the last couple of decades, Austin has undergone a stark transformation, the
endless expansion of corporate industry and gentrification obliterating and homogenizing
its once culture-rich streets. The hordes of tech industrialists encroaching on the city,
together with their investment capital, have created an insatiable demand for housing:
Austin was recently named the hottest housing market in the country in 2021.1 While
Austin is still relatively affordable for tech workers, working-class Austin residents now
find themselves struggling to pay rent, the rug pulled out from under them by a sea change
that will not benefit them.

In the fall of 2022, Students for Revolution (SFR) conducted a voluntary response
survey of students at the University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin) to assess housing
conditions for students living both on and off campus. Our goal in conducting the survey
was to understand how the broader Austin housing crisis is affecting the students of UT
Austin, a flagship state university that has an expressed mission “to keep tuition, fees, and
cost of living ... from being a significant barrier to attending and thriving at UT”.2

What we found was disappointing but not surprising: students are struggling with
rising rent, lack of adequate financial assistance, neglectful management, substandard
living conditions, and systemic discrimination. While the administration spends over one
hundred thousand dollars on the “Make It (Y)our Texas” advertising campaign, the very
students who make it “our UT” are struggling with ever-rising housing prices and cost of
living.3 Further, UT has no plans to address this crisis – its 10 Year Strategic Plan is
composed entirely of empty promises, devoid of specific policy reforms, and it barely even
mentions housing.4

This report will attempt to explain the survey’s results through materialist, critical
evaluation, and provide a robust call to action for the UT community at large. The origin of
this neglect stems directly from the university’s function under capitalism, and thus
university bureaucracy cannot be relied on to remedy the situation. As we will show, the
university has failed to adequately address the plight of its most vulnerable students,
opting instead to dedicate its budget and diplomatic resources to short-term, purely
aesthetic, inconsequential expenditures as it refuses to acknowledge the material reality of
struggling students across campus. Thus, comprehensive change must begin at the

4 The University of Texas at Austin, “UT’s 10-Year Strategic Plan To Increase Impact”, May 2022.

3 Megan Menchaca, “University of Texas spends more than $178,000 on 'Make it Your Texas' campaign,”
Austin-American Statesman, December 26, 2022.

2 The University of Texas at Austin, “UT’s 10-Year Strategic Plan To Increase Impact”, May 2022.

1 Amanda Fung, “The hottest housing markets of 2021,” Yahoo! Finance, December 16, 2021.



grassroots level: it is up to every person who calls UT home to fight for a university that
fights for us.

II. Market Logics and UT Austin

The present state of UT Austin student housing is a product of a history of neglect
towards the needs of university students. When UT Austin was founded in 1883, education
was its sole focus. Commenting on university housing, Ashbel Smith, the first chair of the
Board of Regents, remarked that “it is even worse than a pure waste of money. Nor should
there be a college commons where students eat in mess… experience is decisive on these
points”.5 In other words, the university existed to educate and educate only; students could
find housing, food, and leisure elsewhere in Austin. While B. Hall, the first
university-owned housing, was subsequently built in 1890, the spirit of UT Austin
continued to reflect Ashbel’s understanding of the role of the university, with limited social
services provided well into the 20th century.

This began to change for UT Austin and other universities around the country with
the passage of the Higher Education Act in 1965. By subsidizing grants and loans for
university students, rather than directly providing funding for universities to ensure
affordability, the Higher Education Act redefined the student as consumer of the
educational product. This extension of capitalist ontology into education, a domain
previously considered sacrosanct, was cemented following the Volker shock of 1979. By
contracting the money supply to combat inflation, the shock unleashed a wave of
unemployment and deindustrialization, which accelerated the global financial restructuring
of industry that had begun in the 1970s6. Lacking new markets to exploit, finance turned its
attention to education, and other industries such as healthcare, that had previously been
overlooked as profit centers.

As the university became a business, UT Austin and other universities around the
country began realizing the full implications of this proposition. At the heart of the matter
was the completion of the transactional model. If the university is a business, and the
student a consumer, the product must then be the college experience; effectively selling the
experience entailed realizing the modern amenity-verse that is UT Austin. Additionally, the
university began to leverage its tax-exempt status and abundance of cheap graduate
student labor to provide research and development for private industry, and catered to the
donor-class through a focus on college athletics and vanity projects such as the planned
Liberty Institute, a right-wing think tank which is projected to cost the university 75 million

6 Samir Sonti, “The World Paul Volcker Made,” Jacobin, December 20, 2018.

5 Smith, Ashbel, “Report of State Board of Education”, 1881.



dollars.7 This prioritization of capital made clear the intentions of the university – nowhere
in this picture is the material needs of working-class university students.

In fact, the rapid real estate expansion needed to support UT Austin’s market-driven
endeavors is driving up prices near campus, making life harder for working class members
of the UT Austin community. According to UT Austin’s own master plan, they will need 6.5
million feet of space to realize their current vision, of which only a small portion is allocated
to housing.8 This, coupled with the rise of private industry in Austin, makes life even harder
for the working class students of UT Austin, who are still not guaranteed housing and are
often forced to live off campus. Subject to the same market forces as working class UT
employees and the working class in Austin more broadly, students are suffering under this
burden, as will be shown later in the findings of our report. For the education-as-business
ontology has been further refined: while the student remains the consumer of the
educational product, catering to wealthy students – the most reliable consumers – takes
priority above all else. In the coming sections, we will discuss the survey’s findings and how
these market logics have made the university an increasingly inhospitable place for working
class students.

III. Abjected and Neglected: Rent and Building Conditions

In this section, we provide an overview of our survey’s findings on the quality and
cost of housing available to university students. The survey was conducted through
voluntary response and encompassed 280 participants of varied demographics. Figure 1
shows self-reported monthly rents for survey respondents during the academic year. As
can be seen, living on campus is much more expensive than living off campus. However,
students chose to live on campus for a number of reasons, including the desire to
experience college dorm life and the fact that resident assistants (RAs) have their housing
costs covered by the university.

Serving as an RA is just one way in which working class students try to avoid
graduating mired in debt; they are forced to perform labor for the university and have their
choices restricted. As one respondent reveals, they “would struggle to pay for housing
except that [they] decided to spend a little extra this year with the plan to be an RA for at
least the next two years to balance the cost”. Another respondent describes “having to
potentially be an RA for next academic year” because their “family can’t afford to help”.
University students, like the respondents above, who feel forced to serve as an RA do not
just suffer from the extra labor required on top of their coursework; they also have

8 The University of Texas at Austin, “Campus Master Plan”, May 9th, 2013.

7 Kate McGee, “UT Austin working with Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick, conservative donors to create ‘limited government’
think tank,” The Texas Tribune, August 26, 2021.



restricted choices, as they cannot choose where they live. One respondent, for example,
says that they “absolutely love where [they] live” but are “restricted by (hopefully) being an
RA and not being able to choose where [they] live next year except for indicating a
preference”. In addition, prospective RAs are forced to compete against other university
students in lieu of jeopardizing their housing, constantly threatening their quality of life, just
as in any other job market. This makes being an RA especially taxing, furthering the burden
to which struggling students are subjected. Clearly, the university possessing an
endowment valued at $42.9 billion dollars does not disincentivize it from imposing coercive
labor on its students.9

Figure 1: Monthly rents (a) off-campus and (b) on-campus. On-campus monthly cost calculated by amortizing
academic year housing costs over nine months.

While rent is often cheaper off campus, housing costs in the neighborhoods
surrounding the university, i.e. those which are most physically accessible, continue to rise.
In particular, housing in the nearby west campus neighborhood often costs $1000 a month
or more, with rates continuing to climb dramatically each new leasing season. This forces
working class students trying to avoid heavy debt burdens to live in neighborhoods far from
the university or suffer from substandard living conditions for outrageously high prices.
Even students who are willing to take on debt suffer, because – as one student notes – the
“cost of attendance deemed by UT isn’t increasing at the same rate as the cost of living in
Austin,” resulting in aid and loan packages that do not cover west campus housing costs.
Further, while students with aid and loan packages can apply for the city of Austin’s
SMART housing program to reduce costs, this is often of little help. According to one
student, in “most west campus apartment complexes, SMART housing applies almost
exclusively to studios and 1-bedrooms.” Marked at higher values, these units often cost a
comparable amount to lower-value units’ market prices, over $1000 a month, even with
SMART housing assistance, which circumvents the entire purpose of the program.

9 Michael Marks, “Surge in oil prices could push UT System's endowment to nation's largest”, KUT News,
August 26, 2022.



Students living both on campus and off campus report a wide range of building
conditions. Figure 2 shows the reported building conditions of the respondents. As can be
seen, average living conditions are slightly worse off campus, with 22% of on-campus
students and 29% of off-campus students reporting a building condition of five or lower
when measured on a scale of one to ten. This difference is not surprising given the wide
range in quality of the housing options available off campus, but both numbers are still
unacceptably high for a flagship university. The issues students have with on-campus
housing are wide-ranging. Mentioned in the responses are issues such as negligent COVID
protocols (one student reported having to isolate with their healthy roommate while they
had the disease), lack of accessibility for disabled students, and difficulties with personal
hygiene due to the lack of sinks in Blanton Dormitory, an on-campus honors residence.

Figure 2: Respondent ratings of living conditions during the academic year.

Figure 3: Off-campus respondents rating of living conditions by reported financial security of respondents.



Students living off-campus face housing conditions that often reflect their class
status. While overall, 29% of students living off campus report a building condition of five
or lower, this number jumps to 38% when considering students who are financially
insecure, as can be seen in Figure 3. As with on-campus housing, the reasons for these
low-quality living conditions are myriad, with repeated power outages, cockroach
infestations, and unresponsive maintenance teams all listed as reasons for the low rating.
One student also reported a broken parking garage door that has led to repeated car
break-ins and an “assault that happened in the parking garage.” Faced with these
conditions, UT Austin students must ask for more from their university, or we risk the
continued deterioration of living conditions, which ultimately harms those who are most
vulnerable in our community.

IV. Pushed to the Periphery: Housing Location and Transportation

Working class UT Austin students are often forced to look for housing in locations
far from campus. This is primarily due to limited and expensive on-campus housing and
rising rent in the west campus neighborhood as a result of rampant gentrification. In
particular, married UT Austin students have no on-campus housing options. While the
university does provide family housing through the university-owned Brackenridge
apartments, these are located near Ladybird lake, and transportation to campus from these
apartments is “30 minutes away by bus” according to one married respondent. While they
“dream of being able to walk to school”, this is a privilege reserved only for students who
conform to the classic university student archetype: young, single, and financially
comfortable. Further, despite the distance from campus, these apartments often have
multi-year wait lists, reflecting a university-owned housing supply that has failed to keep
pace with demand.

The long commute times of students living in Brackenridge apartments is not
atypical for off-campus students in general. As can be seen in Figure 4, over 25% of
respondents reported a commute time of 20 minutes or more. At the extreme, one
respondent described averaging “an hour drive with traffic to and from school” because
they have been priced out of housing in Austin entirely and are forced to live with their
parents. Further, these long commutes are characterized by a range of transportation
issues, as shown in Figure 5. In particular, over 25% of respondents suffer from issues with
the city bus system or UT Austin shuttles, while 23% of respondents deal with parking
issues. These issues, while ostensibly hard to solve, could be resolved with a simple
demand: free on-campus housing for UT students. What is radical is slowly becoming a
necessity for those who care about an education that is truly accessible for all.



Figure 4: Estimated length of commute for off-campus respondents.

Figure 5: Percentage of off-campus respondents who experienced various transportation issues in their
commute to campus.

V. Intersectional Damnation

In the previous sections of this report, we have analyzed how housing issues
contribute to a class divide among the UT Austin student body. In this section, we use
intersectional analysis to show that the housing class divide continues to perpetuate and
propagate institutional racism at UT Austin. This intersectional analysis underscores the
necessity of urgent action on university housing – it is only through our demands that both
class and racial divides at UT Austin can begin to be closed.



The current institutional racism in UT Austin housing is a more palatable
continuation of previous (more) overtly racist housing practices. Before the US Supreme
Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision, UT Austin did not have a racially integrated
student body. After Brown, UT, which had been the subject of a previous Supreme Court
decision over graduate school education,10 tried to appear compliant with the court ruling to
avoid more legal issues. However, internal communications between members of University
administration reveal that racial integration was to be circumvented, disincentivized,
deprioritized, and suppressed through any means necessary. These means included
requiring Black students to first attend Black schools for a year before coming to UT Austin,
as well as creating new standardized testing requirements for UT that were, according to
university administration, designed around the issue of the “admission of Negroes”.11

Housing played a prominent role in the university administration’s drive to prevent
Black students from attending. Black male students were only allowed to live in San Jacinto
Dormitories D and F, while female Black students could only live in the Almetris Co-op and
the Whitis Co-op. The conditions in these dorms were substandard: San Jacinto and Whitis
had no air conditioning and Whitis had no washer or dryer, and the students were banned
from visiting the white women’s dormitories.12 These conditions contributed to a situation
where “African American students had actually chosen not to go to UT because they could
not find adequate housing”.13 Finally, in 1961, three students filed suit to force the
university to integrate student housing. This suit was eventually dismissed, however, and it
would take 12 years before UT Austin housing was fully integrated as the university
gradually adjusted their practices to avoid controversy around the issue.

Today, UT Austin administration claims that these issues are confined to the
university’s history, as they are “leaders today in serving all qualified students”.14 However,
the results of our survey suggest that to the extent this is true, it only reflects widespread
failures of the university system under capitalism. Specifically, as shown in Figure 6,
underrepresented minority students are far more likely than their white counterparts to
experience financial insecurity. As the previous sections have shown, this contributes to a
situation where minority students are often forced to live farther from the university to
afford housing, face various issues in their commutes, and are subject to predatory leases
and unsafe and unsuitable housing conditions. The institutionalization of this issue allows
the university to adopt a public face of tolerance while these harms are perpetuated under
their watch.

14 Asher Price, “A Secret 1950s Strategy to Keep Out Black Students”, The Atlantic, September 19, 2019.

13 Ibid., pg. 99.

12 Dwonna Goldstone, Integrating the 40 Acres: The Fifty-Year Struggle for Racial Equality at the University of
Texas (University of Georgia Press, 2006).

11 Asher Price, “A Secret 1950s Strategy to Keep Out Black Students”, The Atlantic, September 19, 2019.

10 Sweatt v. Painter, 339 U.S. 629 (1950).



Figure 6: Percentage of respondents by ethnicity who identify as financially secure. Here Native American*
includes Native American, Native Alaskan, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander, while Middle Eastern* includes

Middle Eastern and North African.



VI. Conclusion/Action

Solving the Austin housing crisis is by no means an incremental project. As Friedrich
Engels once remarked, “in order to make an end of this housing shortage there is only one
means: to abolish altogether the exploitation and oppression of the working class by the
ruling class”.15 While a true end to the housing crisis can only be achieved through the
revolutionary project, UT Austin possesses immense political and economic capital and,
thus, the ability to mitigate immediate material harm caused by the brutal conditions of the
broader housing market through actions such as free on-campus housing initiatives,
subsidizing off-campus housing, and mandating more equitable leasing negotiations.
Despite this power, UT Austin has failed to adequately serve students on campus and off
by allowing dorms to remain inaccessible for disabled students and workers, turning a blind
eye towards race/gender-based discrimination and violence in dorms, and neglecting the
harm done by the incredibly predatory leasing practices of university-oriented off-campus
housing, to name a fraction of the suffering UT has perpetuated and perpetrated.

This cannot continue to be the case: the university must fulfill its expressed purpose
to create a truly equitable, healthy environment to educate its constituents. This can only be
achieved by stopping the needless suffering of students at the behest of predatory
corporations. SFR calls on UT students and staff to join us in demanding free on-campus
housing and subsidized off-campus housing for all students. This is a radical demand, and
one that will not be won at once. But in the coming months and years, SFR will begin
launching campaigns to expand university housing access and demand what is necessary
for the well-being of ordinary students. Join us and help fight for a better UT.

15 Friedrich Engels, The Housing Question (New York: International, 1935).


