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	Abstract

	The case study is based on a collaborative initiative to deliver a programme of learning development support to 1st year international students in the Business School. This is consistent with the university’s intention to provide a more sustained induction programme across the first semester. It looks at mechanisms adopted to ease the transition to UK undergraduate study and to help international students be more effective in their new learning environments. Submitted: July 2006



	Background – contextual issues giving rise to the initiative

	In July 2004 the Skills Centre was approached by the Business School to provide further support to all level one international students in the school. These include students studying across business disciplines ranging from Accounting and Finance, Human Resource Management, Economics etc. The number of students anticipated was approximately 80, around 50 of which were likely to be Chinese.

The university requires an IELTS score of 6.5 for its business degrees and many students have successfully completed an International Foundation Year either at Leeds or elsewhere, gaining a minimum of 3 Bs for English, Maths and Economics modules. 

Whilst drop out rates for first year students were not considered a significant problem, the conversion to level 2 was not as good for international students as their UK equivalent and feedback from academic tutors suggested that some students were struggling with the essay writing aspect of their course – especially those on management degrees who had arrived at university with maths and science based ‘A’ levels. At a time when the university is aiming to significantly increase its intake of international students it was considered important to provide support in addition to that already offered by the school and other services through induction week activities. 


	Description of activity or initiative

	The programme is delivered as five one hour workshops across the first semester. Workshop titles are timetabled to occur at relevant points across the semester using the expertise of different colleagues (Skill Centre Student Development Advisers, Language Centre Staff, Faculty Team Librarians). 
Workshop title                                                                                           Teaching Week
Transition - studying for a degree in a UK university                                 2

Participation - getting involved in teaching and learning                            4
Finding information – making the most of your library                               6

Writing for different audiences                                                                   8

Assessment and preparing for exams                                                      10

Students are advised that attendance is compulsory but the workshops are non-assessed. Registers are kept and students’ non-attendance is followed up by the Student Support Manager.       

Each workshop has its own learning aims. The Transition workshop provides students with an opportunity to share their concerns about studying in the UK and to increase awareness of cultural differences in learning. It helps students identify strategies for success and outlines the support services available to them. 
Building up effective networks and making new friends is an integral element of this programme and students have the opportunity to work together across degree cohorts. Learning outcomes are achieved through questionnaires, small group work, case studies and class discussion. Most first year students in the Business School also take a core module on ‘Academic and Career Development’ which is used to introduce personal development planning and which is a new experience for many non UK students. The five additional workshops described in this case study help international students deal with the significant amounts of group work, presentations and reflective writing expected from many of their first year modules.
Reference material and examples used in workshops are discipline specific e.g. the session on ‘Using other writers’ ideas: summarising and referencing’ includes extracts on Keynesian economics and Management Training methodologies.  

 


	Evaluative comments

	Students are given evaluation forms at the end of the five workshops which reminds them of the learning aims of the workshop and asks to what extent they feel they have been achieved. The questionnaire also asks if the student completed an International Foundation Year prior to their degree. Evaluation responses are on the whole very positive, with a high percentage claiming that the sessions helped them ‘recap on knowledge and skills learnt from their foundation course’. However, one student felt that ‘the things covered didn’t need to be taught as they had already been covered on foundation’. 

Often students who felt they had the greatest need provided the most positive evaluative comments:-

“I find it really useful and supportive to listen to others. It gives an opportunity to meet people with the same problems”

“ It was one of the most interesting sessions that I have”

“I like the fact that it is not a lecture but a dialogue”.
“Thank you, you are a really good teacher”

The evaluation forms are collated and used as the basis for discussions and to determine changes that need to be made. Changes made so far (based on evaluation comments) have included:-

organisational  -  venue, times etc 
marketing         -  greater clarity of workshop titles 

content             -   we intend to invite second year students to contribute and share
                              their experiences with the first years.   
One qualitative evaluation measure we will use next year will include handing out ‘before and after‘cards in the first and final workshop, asking students to rate themselves in a number of key areas e.g. ‘I feel confident about contributing to study groups’         1- 5.
This will give us an indication of movement forward and the student’s perception of value gained through the workshops. 

Quantitative evaluation measures will include monitoring conversion rates to level two but, as with many learning development initiatives it is difficult to measure the impact on student practice and attribute it to one activity. The Business School curriculum has introduced an increasing number of examples of good practice to enhance the student learning experience through internationalisation (see section on reflections for examples) and it is difficult to attribute success to one series of workshops.

How sustainable the workshops are is an interesting question as they are based on meeting existing needs. It is likely that as our international student intake becomes more global and more homogenised the students we receive will make the transition to UK HE quicker and find it easier to participate in group activities and contribute to seminars therefore reducing the need for such workshops  
 


	Advice to others

	There are a number of administrative issues involved in making this a successful programme. Group allocation, timetabling, finding rooms, marketing and promotion all require the school to be on board.

Timetabling – finding the right slot between varied cohorts is difficult. In the first year the workshops were timetabled from 17.00 – 18.00, which the evaluation feedback suggested was not a popular time. In the second year the times changed to mid afternoon, and sessions were based in the Skill Centre. Although this is geographically separate from the Business School it did help introduce student to the Centre and its resources and facilities.  

The programme is a good example of working collaboratively between schools and departments – bringing in professionals from a range of services extends networks, shares the load and is more inclusive.  



	Reflection/any other comments

	The Academy call for case studies of practice asks for examples of ‘support for international students’ and ‘areas of internationalisation of the curriculum’.

The case study described in this paper evidences how LUBS has introduced a programme of activities to support skills development for international students with a focus on easing the transition to UKHE and gaining a better understanding of the teaching and learning process. There are strong arguments to suggest that adapting to higher education is a problem for all (including home) students and that providing additional and targeted support may be described as a ‘deficit’ model (Biggs). These workshops do however offer valuable support to students with an identifiable need and they help to create a more level playing field for students that find themselves operating in a different academic/educational system and culture, most of whom also have a language difference to cope with. 

It is difficult supporting international students in groups and determining them as having equal needs. They can be from widely different educational and cultural backgrounds with varying linguistic proficiency, yet to separate students based on assessment, may make the workshops appear remedial and it would be difficult to decide which form of assessment would be appropriate. IELTS or other language tests don’t measure whether a student has the kind of skills targeted in our workshops.

By providing targeted support to international students it may be argued that these workshops do little to facilitate integration, but they are part of a more holistic process which does provide those opportunities. These include :-

· allocating tutor groups and project groups to create a better ethnic mix by sampling from across the alphabet 

· A two (mentors) to : four (mentees) peer mentoring scheme, ensuring mixed ethnicity 

The LUBS curriculum also addresses the need for skills development for all undergraduate students using an induction week writing and research exercise and a core Academic and Career Development module. This module uses contextual approaches to identify what is required for successful study in UK HE. The emphasis on the module is on making the transition to HE, working in groups, being an active participant in the teaching and learning process and understanding personal development planning..   

The programme of workshops described in the case study is a practical response – something that could be implemented quickly and effectively and which works in addition to other more inclusive curriculum interventions. Student evaluation on completion suggest they are a valuable and much appreciated form of additional support and in this next academic year we hope to gain more longitudinal data to identify the extent that such measures improve retention and the whole student learning experience.           
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