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PMI Pilot Project Report 

University of Abertay Dundee
1. Introduction:

Title and aims of the project
The title of the project is: “Understanding the factors which cause non-European students to under-utilise free English language classes”.
The University of Abertay runs optional English classes at three different levels for students, open to all students who are non-native speakers.  Students take a placement test at the beginning of each semester and they are then allocated to a class unless their level is too high for them to benefit from classes.  The classes are free and are held during the day, and run throughout each semester on a weekly basis, with separate classes for speaking, reading and writing, grammar, and dissertation preparation.
The classes are designed to appeal to all international students, however there are notable differences in participation levels between European and non-European students.  Retention rates are much higher for European students than for non-European students.  It is not uncommon for nearly all non-European students to stop attending classes in the course of a semester.
The need identified for this project was to understand better why this happens, and to therefore be able to consider ways to address it, as informally non-European students often report a desire to improve their English.
The project was designed as an information gathering process, rather than an on-going project.  The results will inform future strategies and projects.
Background 

Abertay is a post-1992 university with just over 5000 students, 4476 of which are based at the Dundee campus.  Just over one-quarter of the students are classed as international students, which includes both European and non-European students. The student body is primarily undergraduate, with 613 postgraduate students.  There were 234 non-European on-campus international students registered for academic year 2008-9 (compared to 544 European on-campus students).  Of the non-Europeans, the majority come from two countries: India (36%) and China (22%). The remaining students are from 36 other nationalities in smaller numbers.
Abertay has four academic schools within it: 
· Computing and Creative Technology
· Business 

· Contemporary Sciences
· Social and Health Sciences 
Information is sent to students about the English classes through different means, including printed material and online information.  University staff and agents also pass on information to prospective students.
Nearly all of the Chinese students come in groups organised by their home institution, and therefore have formal contact with Abertay’s EFL teaching staff on arrival.  Many of these students enter into a pre-sessional English class also run by the EFL staff which is held for a month prior to semester.  This may partly account for the higher numbers of Chinese students in the English classes during semester.

2. Project set-up and methodology
We conducted semi-structured individual interviews with 19 international students, primarily Indian and Chinese.  We had previously hypothesised that the declining participation of non-European students was primarily due to work and classroom commitments, especially given their greater fee load.  Our interview questions were designed with this hypothesis in mind.  

We invited all non-European international students to take part in the research interviews if English was their second language.  The invitation was sent by email.  The email contained information about the study and also attached the consent form, and students responded by returning the completed consent form, either by email or in person.  Interview times and dates were then arranged by email.  The consent form and ethical approval are annexed.

We hoped to interview approximately 20 students.  In view of Abertay’s student demographics, we were particularly concerned that our study should include significant numbers of Chinese and Indian students, to ensure that the experiences from these relatively large groups were reflected in our findings.  We also wished to interview students from each of the three groups we had identified: (a) those who had never attended the free English classes (b) those who attended but then dropped out, and (c) those who were still attending.  The questions for each group differed slightly and are annexed.
Initially we received responses from 16 students, almost none of whom had attended the English classes.  We followed up with another email to students who were recorded as no longer attending English classes inviting them to take part, and received responses from a further 3 students.  In total we interviewed 19 students, three of whom were studying Bachelors degrees and the remainder of whom were doing Masters degrees.  Eight of the interviewees were Chinese and eight were Indian, with the remainder coming from Bangladesh, Iran and Nigeria.  Six of the eight Chinese were computing students, and seven of the eight Indian students were science students.  This largely reflects the overall course choices of Chinese and Indian students at Abertay, where 77% of Chinese students are studying computing courses and 64% of Indian students are studying science courses.  The table below gives more comprehensive figures:
	Percentage of students from each country in particular schools in Abertay
	India
	China

	Computing
	23%

	77%

	Business
	12%
	10%

	Contemporary Science
	64%
	11%

	Social and Health
	1%
	2%

	Total
	100%
	100%

	Total student numbers
	84
	52


The majority of interviewees (14) had never attended the English classes.  Those who had attended were all Chinese, three of whom had stopped attending, leaving two who were still attending.  We had hoped that a reasonable proportion of our interviewees would be students who had dropped out of English classes, to help us identify particular factors that had led them to leave.  Unfortunately few of these students responded to the invitation to take part in the interviews.
The interviews produced a large amount of material, including raising a number of issues we had not considered before.  We both independently categorized the content of all of the transcripts to identify the distinct themes that we felt had emerged from the whole of the transcripts.  The identified themes were agreed (after some debate) as: 

· Country background and pre-IELTS circumstances

· IELTS score

· Course and level

· English use in daily life after arrival

· Scottish accent

· Knowledge of classes and their timing 

· Content of classes

· Advice to others

· Culture and barriers to learning

The methodology we used was a condensed meaning approach, where we wrote a summary of the key points students made throughout their interview under each of the themes we had identified.  We then compared all of these key points for each theme, collectively and by nationality group, to see the messages that emerged about each theme and how these differed, if at all, by nationality.

Timeframe and budget
Over a three month period we dedicated approximately one day a week to planning and research, drafting the relevant documents and obtaining ethics approval.  Interviews then took place over a three month period, from November 2008 to January 2009, and most of the transcribing was finished by early March.  We did the analysis over a three month period following this, approximately one to two days per week.  The financial report is attached.
Outcomes

While a minority of students did discuss barriers raised by coursework and employment commitments, many more issues were raised by students as significant factors.  Expectations and knowledge of the classes was very important for the Indian students in particular.  A number of them had formed a mistaken view that the classes were not open to them, but rather only for students with very low IELTS scores.  Several others had not been aware of the classes.  

Three students had wished to enter classes but were assessed as having too high a level, and three students had known of the classes but not tried to enrol because they felt their English was sufficient.  

Several interesting differences emerged between Indian and Chinese students.  In assessing their motivation to learn English, the Indian students typically referred to its use in a future career.  The Chinese students, on the other hand, universally referred to more immediate aims of improving their daily communication and their current studies.  

The three students from other nationalities reported motivations as a passion for English, and to improve work options.  These students all reported high amounts of English use in daily life out of necessity, whereas the Indian and Chinese students varied considerably in their use.  One of the most important factors seemed to be their accommodation arrangements, which in turn was linked to the extent to which they mixed with other language groups.

While all students reported similar difficulties on arrival with the Scottish accent, which dissipated after several weeks, the Chinese students reported an ongoing inability to understand the Indian accent, and felt that this was a barrier to class discussion.  The Indian students did not raise any similar difficulty regarding Chinese students.

All students considered that their advice to other students from their own country preparing to come to Scotland to study would be to do as much listening and grammar preparation as possible before arriving, and on arrival to mix as much as possible with English speakers.  However the Chinese students often emphasised the importance of having a positive attitude to non-Chinese ways of learning and interacting, and the need for Chinese students to actively seize opportunities to mix and talk with other cultures.  They stressed this as a crucial ingredient for successful English learning.  

The Indian students were more likely to suggest ways that the university could promote mixing of groups, whether in class or outside class, and put more emphasis on institutional solutions rather than individual effort.  Several Indian students felt that mixing with others was very important, but that they hadn’t done it themselves, and two described themselves as feeling that at this stage they had no option but to mix with their own language group.

Two of the three students who had stopped attending gave timetable clashes as the reason, and the other said she had too much coursework to be able to go to English class.

3. Reflections on learning points at the institution and for other UK institutions

Several learning points for the University emerged from the interviews which would assist in the English language learning process and remove some of the barriers.  These came directly from comments and suggestions by students:
· Providing students with resources to practice listening to relevant accents.  In addition to the Scottish accent, students in particular could benefit from having the opportunity to attune their ear to accents of students from the most common demographics at the university, which could also encouraging mixing between students on campus
· Academic staff emphasising the importance of mixing between language groups within class, and perhaps structuring classes to encourage this.  This could assist in overcoming students’ shyness or reluctance of students to take individual action.  

· Providing more opportunities for international students to mix with local residents in order to get speaking practice and gain confidence in communicating.  This could be incorporated into some classes
· Ensuring that the purpose and availability of English classes is extremely clear to the University’s staff and agents, so that students are given relevant information prior to arrival 
· Reviewing timetabling to see whether some of the clashes with subject classes can be avoided
· Considering making English classes for credit, or providing a certificate of attendance for students who attend 90% of classes

· Ideally being able to offer more classes catering to a range of different levels and providing more activities

· Considering how to facilitate more extra-curricular mixing between language groups, including home students.  At present most of the structured opportunities for such mixing are provided during orientation week – perhaps additional measures such as conversation groups or team sports or competitions could be arranged, which could particularly help students who find it difficult to mix in an unstructured way

· Students make a series of important decisions and form behavioural patterns in the first two weeks of university or before.  This includes arranging their accommodation, setting up social groups, organising work, and forming interaction habits.  Prior to and on arrival it would be useful to give prospective the advice of other internationals about the importance of building mixing into their lives.  This could assist them to structure their lives to maximise their English learning, such as by choosing to take accommodation with other language groups
· Providing these prospective students with the advice of previous students (using the words of these previous i students) stressing the importance of taking a positive attitude and seizing opportunities to learn in daily life  
Much of the above will be relevant for other institutions.  However our suggestion to other institutions is to conduct similar interviews with their own students, because of the value of hearing students’ own reflections in depth about the institution and the detail of their individual experiences within it.  Demographic and institutional differences may reveal factors that will be particularly relevant to particular institutions.

We intend to use the transcripts to develop a more detailed report about the particular themes.  We also intend developing a specific project incorporating culturally-embedded communication exercises, involving recording international students interviewing local residents.  The interviews will be a resource for students to work on particular communication issues, and also a way of showing student achievements.
Bibliography
Berg, B. (1998) Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences, 3rd Edition. Boston, Allyn and Bacon

Kish, L (1965) Survey Sampling in Berg, B. (1998) Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences, 3rd Edition. Boston, Allyn and Bacon

Kvale, S (2007) Doing Interviews, SAGE Publications, London
Warwick, P. 2006 ‘Well Meaning but Misguided: An Initiative to Provide Targeted Language Support to Management Studies Students’ HEA Case Study

Appendix 1 – Question prompts
These questions are largely the same for each of the three groups.

Questions – for students who did not enrol in the English classes 

Can you tell me about your experiences of learning English before arriving at Abertay?

· What level of language have you learnt to

· Type of English classes in the past (eg. Focus on particular skills such as reading, speaking, writing, listening; size of class)

· Do you have a formal English qualification, if so what is it

· How would you rate your present level of English? + 4 skills

· Parental/sibling attitudes to language learning (esp. Eng)

· Did you use English in your home

· Did you use English outside your classroom (internet / films / Engspkg friends / English corner / books

What would you say is your main purpose in learning English now?

· How important is it for you to improve your English proficiency (eg for a job in Eng sp country/to make friends/ further study  in Engsp country)

· Now you are in the UK, when and where do you speak English? 

Approx what percentage of your spoken communication is in English? Why? [if less than 100%] – extract difficulties if any, whether lang or social.  Where do you use English?
Did you know there were free English classes available to international students at Abertay when you arrived or before you arrived?

If no:

Would you have enrolled in the free classes if you had known about them?

· What factors would be involved in this decision?

· Timing, level, motivation, other commitments, other?

If yes:

Why did you decide not to do the free English language classes?

· What factors were involved in the decision 

· Timing, level, motivation, other commitments, other?

What did you expect the classes would be like?

As a language learner, what do you feel you need now to help you improve?

· classes

· more opportunities to use English 

· self-study – online

· other

Which of these strategies are most important?
What advice would you give to someone from your country preparing to come here to study?

What could the university do better / differently to help international students with English?

What cultural issues are important / significant for international students and language use / learning?
Questions – for students who have enrolled and continued attending classes

Can you tell me about your experiences of learning English before arriving at Abertay?

· What level of language have you learnt to

· Type of English classes in the past (eg. Focus on particular skills such as reading, speaking, writing, listening; size of class)

· Do you have a formal English qualification, if so what is it

· How would you rate your present level of English? + 4 skills

· Parental/sibling attitudes to language learning (esp. Eng)

· Did you use English in your home

· Did you use English outside your classroom (internet / films / Engspkg friends / English corner / books

What would you say is your main purpose in learning English now?

· How important is it for you to improve your English proficiency (eg for a job in Eng sp country/to make friends/ further study  in Engsp country)

· Now you are in the UK, when and where do you speak English? 

Approx what percentage of your spoken communication is in English? 
Why? [if less than 100%] – extract difficulties if any, whether lang or social

Why did you decide to do the free English language classes?

· What factors were involved in the decision 

Before you started what did you expect from the classes?

Has your experience of the classes met your expectations?

Does learning in a class make a difference to your use of English?

· confidence,

· meeting other students

· finding out about correct forms

Have you encountered any difficulties in doing the classes?

· About the course

· External factors

· Could you attend more classes or are there any practical or other obstacles?

Have the English language classes been helpful / useful? If yes how – if not why?

· For your course

· For life in general

What is the best thing about the classes?

What do you like least about the classes?

As a language learner, what do you feel you need now to help you improve?

· more classes

·  more opportunities to use English outside classroom

· self-study – online

What advice would you give to someone from your country preparing to come here to study?

What could the university do better / differently to help international students with English?

What cultural issues are important / significant for international students and language use / learning?
Questions – for students who have enrolled and have stopped attending classes

Can you tell me about your experiences of learning English before arriving at Abertay?

· What level of language have you learnt to

· Type of English classes in the past (eg. Focus on particular skills such as reading, speaking, writing, listening; size of class)

· Do you have a formal English qualification, if so what is it

· How would you rate your present level of English? + 4 skills

· Parental/sibling attitudes to language learning (esp. Eng)

· Did you use English in your home

· Did you use English outside your classroom (internet / films / Engspkg friends / English corner / books

What would you say is your main purpose in learning English now?

· How important is it for you to improve your English proficiency (eg for a job in Eng sp country/to make friends/ further study  in Engsp country)

· Now you are in the UK, when and where do you speak English? 

Approx what percentage of your spoken communication is in English? 

· Why? [if less than 100%] – extract difficulties if any, whether lang or social

Why did you decide to do the free English language classes?

· What factors were involved in the decision 

Before you started what did you expect from the classes?

Did your experience of the classes meet your expectations?

Did learning in a class make a difference to your use of English?

· confidence,

· meeting other students

· finding out about correct forms

Did you encounter any difficulties in doing the classes?

· About the course

· External factors

· Could you attend classes or were there practical or other obstacles?

Were the English language classes helpful / useful? If yes how – if not why?

· For your course

· For life in general

What was the best thing about the classes?

What did you like least about the classes?

What factors led to you not attending?

· Timing of classes

· Other commitments (work / study / other)

· Lack of motivation

· Other factors

As a language learner, what do you feel you need now to help you improve?

· classes

· more opportunities to use English 

· self-study – online

· other

What advice would you give to someone from your country preparing to come here to study?

What could the university do better / differently to help international students with English?

What cultural issues are important / significant for international students and language use / learning?
Appendix 2 – Consent form

University of Abertay

English language research project

INFORMED CONSENT FORM

You are invited to participate in a study about learning English that is being conducted by staff at the University of Abertay.  We have been funded by the UK government to research some of the issues around learning English that are important to international students.  In this particular study we are focusing on non-European international students. We are trying to get information from students from a range of different countries, and the research will help develop programmes that best respond to students’ needs.  We may not interview everyone who volunteers, because we are trying to get a fair representation of participants from different countries.

If you decide to participate, we will interview you for approximately 30 minutes, and we will record the interview on an audio recorder so that we have an accurate record. YOUR ANSWERS TO THIS INTERVIEW WILL BE CONFIDENTIAL and your data will be anonymised so that you are not identifiable.  There will be no consequences for your English classes or any other class you are studying as a result of your participation, or if you don’t participate.
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your future relations with the University in any way. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time.  We will only keep your contact details to arrange an interview time with you, and to send you the results of our study at the end of the research.

You will be able to complete the interview in approximately 30 minutes and you will receive £5 to compensate you for your time and participation.

If you have any questions about this research you can contact:

James Nicholson
j.nicholson@abertay.ac.uk
Louise Southalan
l.southalan@abertay.ac.uk
This project has been approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Social and Health Sciences.  If you have any concerns about ethical issues in regards to this research project contact Dr Lloyd Carson at L.Carson@abertay.ac.uk. You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep at the interview. 

If you wish to participate please fill in this form and return it by email to Louise Southalan

______________________________________________
___________________

Name and nationality of participant



Student number

______________________________________________           ____________________

Signature of participant





Date

______________________________________________           ____________________

Signature of investigator




Date

