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	Abstract

	The initiatives described in this study form a series of support mechanisms that have attempted to enhance the experience of the international students studying in the university’s School of Computing and Technology. Some, but not all, were able to be implemented due to the author having a part time secondment over two years to study the international student experience, in the form of a University Teaching Fellowship. The initiatives described are: the International Student Forum; the Sunderland Language and News Group (SLANG); and International Students into Schools.  Submitted: July 2006.


	Background – contextual issues giving rise to the initiative

	The University of Sunderland is a post 1992 university with an established reputation for widening participation and a rapidly increasing international student body. The School of Computing and Technology has seen a tripling of international student numbers since the Prime Minister’s Initiative of 1999. The author began teaching and personal tutoring in 2000 and quickly became aware of disparity in the experiences of home and international students and so began a two-year Teaching Fellowship study into the provision for and experience of international students studying here. This allowed a secondment of two days per week to work on the study, which sought to investigate Teaching and Learning differences, issues around ‘active participation’, and feedback. This led to the establishment of the International Student Forum as a mechanism for supporting the students academically and enabling them to air their views on life in Sunderland – both the university and the city. Working closely with the students, the author became aware that wholly academic interventions would not address the issues they faced. Personal well-being and social integration into both the academic and the outside community were necessary. This led to further initiatives on integration namely, International Students into Schools (ISIS) and the Sunderland Language and News Group (SLANG). 


	Description of activity or initiative

	The International Student Forum is a weekly 2 hour meeting which is timetabled for all international students in the school. It is facilitated by the author and also has guest sessions by various personnel from the university, for example academic advisers, health workers, student union representatives.  It aims to help students understand what is expected of them in a western HE context, and to aid their transition to what is often a strikingly different educational culture. Importantly, it empowers the students to ‘have their say’, without the fear that their grades will suffer as a result of their honesty. It has a planned format of: Invited Speaker, Study Skills, then Surgery, but this is flexible and in reality what happens depends on what the students want to do at any given time. 
International Students into Schools (ISIS) is a voluntary opportunity that gives students and local children the opportunity to work together to gain an understanding of each other’s culture and promote racial tolerance in the region. Small groups or individuals negotiate with the teachers what they will do in class – either teach the children about their culture, and in turn learn about the childrens’ culture, or simply play a part in the normal classroom activity. As the students are engaging in personal and professional development, they also have the opportunity to take part in the university’s Degree Xcel award scheme to certificate their achievement. There are plans this year, in conjunction with the Local Education Authority and with British Council support, to extend the activity further across the region and into secondary schools, as previous activity has been in the context of primary and middle schools. The project has been so successful that it has twice reached the finals of the Higher Education Active Community Fund National Awards (http://www.heacf-awards.org.uk/). Last year the university received £5000 from the Local Strategic Partnership’s Community Cohesion Fund in order to pay for a poster campaign in the city which features the school childrens’ own posters of what working with the students has meant to them.
The Sunderland Language and News Group (SLANG) is a social forum, meeting at weekends, which is also a means for international and UK students to improve their language and communication skills and cultural awareness. Based around the idea of a book group, people come to the meetings with news stories that have caught their eye during the week, and these are used as jumping off points for conversations. The stories may be from the local, national or international press and through them we explore politics, humour, food, music, language, education, in fact all kinds of different phenomena around the world. The group has a website (http://osiris.sunderland.ac.uk/~slang) which, among other purposes, acts as a repository for some of the many interesting stories we talk about. Through the meeting – which is open to all students, staff, friends and family – we learn more about the community we have within the school/university as well as the one outside, and the international students have an important opportunity to practice their English in a relaxed setting, and gain confidence in their communication skills. Refreshments are provided at the meetings, and we have also started taking trips in the local region in order to explore some of the interesting places we sometimes talk about. SLANG addresses many of Ward & Kennedy’s (1999) pointers on Sociocultural Adaptation: from understanding of the host country’s value system, political systems, and world view etc; to more intimate or pressing tasks of making friends, finding food that you enjoy, understanding humour, communicating with different ethnic or cultural groups, talking about oneself, being able to see more than one side of an inter-cultural issue. But it is not a one-way street. SLANG is not solely about adaptation to a single culture. Discussions equally expound the points of view, customs, beliefs, culinary tastes and humour of all the cultures present at any one meeting, making the meetings fascinating for attendees of all backgrounds. Recent publicity has packaged it variously as a vehicle for social support, making friends, cultural exchange, development of language skills, and professional development for students interested in pursuing teaching posts both at home and, as TEFL teachers, abroad. 


	Evaluative comments

	The fact that these initiatives have now become part of the school’s retention policy and that the student forum receives recognition in terms of timetabling on both the facilitator’s and students’ part serves to show that the university acknowledges their worth. The forum is well known around the university, attracts students from other schools (as do SLANG and ISIS), and is now being replicated in other schools. It is an acknowledged means of student support in programme documentation, and indeed is a support for the students that was not there before – even allowing for the personal tutoring system. It is an invaluable fact finding tool for the school through which we can rectify problems in real time. The students seem to feel comfortable feeding back using this mechanism as opposed to filling in module/programme feedback forms. ISIS was initially implemented with the aid of two Community Fellowships (at £3000 each) which allowed staff time to be bought out. The success of the project however has meant that the university’s international office are keen to take over the administration of it which will clearly add to its sustainability. Moreover, further outside funding opportunities do arise which can help to further such initiatives, and indeed the author is working on such a bid at present. With regard to SLANG, as it is held on a Saturday morning, the author has given up her personal time to establish this. However, another Community Fellowship grant allowed us, among other things, to begin training student participants in facilitating the meetings. These in turn will train further trainers, thus making this a sustainable initiative also.
But it is the students themselves who are best placed to offer evaluative comments on these initiatives and therefore some of their feedback is presented here.

International Student Forum:

·  “I am really very glad that you are really doing very much for international students....” 

·  “It’s useful because this subject [university regulations] was what I worrying.”

·  “The student will know more things... better and faster than they found themselves.”

ISIS:

· “The project has given us a lot of benefits. All of the skills are now really useful in our study, in life and in the future job market. We are not afraid anymore to do presentations in front of people, and we know how to manage our time. As an overseas student who has been in England for 2 years already I travelled to a lot of cities to find out what is the real England and English people. However, until now I think I had just touched the surface of realising the culture and people here.” 
“Isis helped me to gain a lot of public speaking and presentation experience, which is very valuable for me in anyway." 
· “The benefits have been immense. We welcome the positive effects on the curriculum, the chance to explore issues of multiculturalism and citizenship…
We believe that working with young people from other cultures helps break down barriers of prejudice in the community.”(Head Teacher)
· “A very well presented entry, showing how a simple idea which was well executed, has brought huge benefits to all parties. The evidence of the students’ commitment, achievement and personal benefit was very strong”. (2004 Judges’ Comments)
SLANG:

· “As an overseas student you don’t dare speak up in class in case your English might not be right. You need confidence – SLANG does this”. 

· “The discussion often reveals different cultural backgrounds, and helps students understand more about things outside their own countries”.

· “This meeting is often in a chatting atmosphere without any pressure, which is a joyful way of learning”.

· “English for Academic Purposes classes are more focus on reading and writing and they are about academic [matters/language] not social – they don’t care about how well you can speak to somebody”.

·  “It helps me to know more about the British culture. I can understand the newspaper deeply. For example, I can realise the Royal Family in England, something about Dr. Who, etc… It is a good place for the international student to grasp the life in England”.  




	Advice to others

	It has been the experience of this author that you have to take extra steps – perhaps what may be considered above and beyond the call of duty - when you see they are needed in order to better support your students. By then disseminating your good practice throughout your institution and beyond, and feeding back what your students say to you, the benefits of the initiatives you put in place are made apparent to your institution’s management. Hopefully, they will then provide the necessary resourcing for it to continue. Initiatives like these require recognition of the time involved to both prepare and deliver them. In addition, there may need to be recognition across university and city/region that these students are important. In this author’s experience you have to really push for some of this, but sometimes external people such as LEAs will contact you when they start to hear about the initiatives. For example, schools have remits for internationalisation – they are extremely keen to form relationships with international students. So in fact, such schemes benefit everyone involved.
Some initiatives may need to be focused at one group of students, but you must be careful not to take a deficit approach. Aim to make initiatives integrative of all students – and indeed of the whole academic or outside community - as much as possible. Internationalisation – of your curriculum/teaching methods/strategies/institution/city/etc – benefits everyone, not just one group of people.

Finally, efforts such as these will ultimately fail if they are not accompanied by a change in the attitudes of all staff.  There must be a willingness to commit to staff development, rather than to simply ignore the changes in our student body or to leave things – i.e. internationalisation - for ‘someone else’ to deal with. 



	Reflection/any other comments

	Initiatives like these engender more empathic and rewarding relationships between staff and students. Students comment that they see staff as ‘friends’ for the first time. University staff working with students on the ISIS project, in turn have commented: “For both of us, the knowledge we have gained about many aspects of intercultural communication, and the strong bond we have formed with the students are now an important part of all our teaching and pastoral commitments: so the project has positively influenced other parts of our lives and those of our students.” It has been stated above that ISIS was funded by a Community Fellowship grant. As we did not spend all of the money on buying out our time, we decided instead to use it to initiate an annual award: The International Student Excellence Award. We now award this each year to the student who has best demonstrated academic excellence and/or commitment to promoting the integration of international students in the local community.
Another case study of these initiatives (plus one other) was written for the FDTL4 funded STAR  (Student Transition and Retention) Project. This can be found alongside many other STAR case studies at: http://www.ulster.ac.uk/star/  




	Further details [urls; relevant references/publications; alternative contact names]

	SLANG website
http://osiris.sunderland.ac.uk/~slang
STAR website

http://www.ulster.ac.uk/star/
HEACF Awards website

http://www.heacf-awards.org.uk/
The Prime Minister’s Initiative (British Council Website)
http://www.britishcouncil.org/eumd-strategies-pmi-1.htm
Ward, C. and Kennedy, A. (1999) The measurement of sociocultural adaptation. Int. J. Intercultural Relations. Vol 24 (4) 659-677
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