University of Brighton

Report on PMI Pilot Project 2008/09 

Teaching and learning:  the international perspective and cultural awareness

1. Aims

The main aim of the project was to raise the cultural awareness of teaching staff, so that they are able to support international students more effectively during their transition to academic life in the United Kingdom.
In addition, the project hoped to generate a dialogue between staff and international students on meeting the expectations of each group.  It was considered that a better understanding would lead to more effective learning by international students.

The project aimed to highlight the cultural differences in teaching and learning when international students first arrive at the University of Brighton and to devise staff training material which will help to reduce those differences at an early stage, so that the expectations of both staff and international students can be met.
2. Summary of outcomes

The staff training resource will be available online at http://staffcentral.brighton.ac.uk/clt/resources/international.htm from the beginning of September 2009.
The leaflet entitled ‘Teaching international students’ will be distributed to teaching staff at the beginning of September 2009.

The leaflet entitled ‘Studying at the University of Brighton:  A Guide for International Students’ will be distributed to new students at orientation. 
A list of recommendations has been presented to the management of the University of Brighton in a more detailed version of this report.
3. Background
According to the annual report for 2007-08 there were over 21,000 students attending the University of Brighton.  Of these students 7% were from countries of the European Union and 5% were international students.  The project focussed on those students for whom English is not their first language.

In July 2008 the University of Brighton produced its Draft International Audit Executive Summary.  Here are two of the major points raised in that report:

The strongest single message emerging from the student voice is to provide high quality student support services for all students which are culturally sensitive to meet individual student needs.
Embedded within this stand is the question of scholastic traditions and the need to make UK academic conventions and traditions more explicit in teaching and learning activity, but particularly in assessment. …  all students noted some difficulties in initial orientation as they adjusted to learning in the UK higher education context.
The PMI project focussed on the development of cultural awareness among teaching staff. 
Meetings were held with various members of staff, who provided a range of information and viewpoints.  One of the most useful insights was that international students face two main problems arising from social loneliness and a lack of understanding of the social and academic culture of the university.  Staff also provided useful ideas about how the needs of international students might be met more effectively.

4. Set up, running and evaluation
There was anecdotal evidence that there is a mismatch between the expectations of international students and the expectations of academic staff.  In many instances there is also a lack of cultural awareness in the academic area (from both academic staff and international students).  The purpose of the project was to focus on cultural issues and values, to identify specific areas of mismatch and to communicate the identified cultural issues and values in both directions.  
The International Student Adviser (Projects) was appointed to carry out the project on a part-time basis (3 days a week).  
The main inputs into the staff training resource were as follows:

· Discussions with staff

· A literature search

· Qualitative research – students and staff

Since the staff training resource and leaflets will be made available to staff and students at the beginning of the new academic year in September, they will be fully evaluated once there has been feedback from staff and students.  In the meantime, a small group of academic staff is evaluating the staff training resource.

5. Timescale 
This pilot project was funded jointly by the PMI and the University of Brighton for the period November 2008 – March 2009.  An extension to the end of April 2009 was granted and funded by the University of Brighton.
6. Challenges
The major challenges were obtaining sufficient qualitative data through interviews with students and the writing of the staff training resource material.  The transcription of the staff and student interviews also proved to be a lengthy process.

Originally it was planned to produce a draft of the staff training resource and then pilot it through staff training sessions in a specific school.  However, following interviews with staff in the Business School, it became clear that this was not practicable:  staff had a heavy workload and would not be able to attend development sessions at that time of year, i.e.  January and February.  However, staff training workshops did take place in September, November and December and these were available to all members of staff.  Insights from these sessions fed into the production of the training resource.

Since the project was supported financially by the University of Brighton, it was possible to gain a short extension to the end of April.  Apart from this, there were no major time or budgetary challenges.
7. Sustainability

The staff training resource will be made available on the website of the Centre for Learning and Teaching:   http://staffcentral.brighton.ac.uk/clt/resources/international.htm.  

 It covers the following areas:
1. Valuing cultural difference

2. Metaphors in teaching and learning

3. Cross-cultural communication

4. Managing transition

5. Different approaches to learning

6. Teaching international students – an introduction

7. A practical guide to teaching international students

8. Getting to know your Chinese students
Each stage is broken down into sections.  It is estimated that each section should take around 15 minutes to complete.  There are tasks to carry out:  some of these are practical, while others require staff to reflect on and record their own thoughts.

Staff decide how to organise their own learning.  There are some topics which they may wish to skip but this training resource is organised sequentially, so that it is highly recommended that they do visit each stage before moving on.  For example, the more practical aspects of teaching international students will be understood better if there is some understanding of the cultural context.

The training resource is primarily designed for teaching staff.  However, it is undoubtedly the case that the raising of cultural awareness among all staff will not only benefit individual staff but also the university as a whole.  It is there for everybody and it is hoped that everyone will gain some benefit from using it.
8. 
Learning points for the University of Brighton

A wide range of viewpoints was put forward in the interviews conducted with staff and students.  Many examples of good practice were put forward.  Staff stated that many students were able to adapt to academic life at the University of Brighton following a period of transition.  They felt that many students enjoyed the challenges of studying in a different academic and social environment

During the interviews with staff in the Business School recurrent themes were 

· the complexity of cultural differences and the impossibility of knowing about every culture;  

· the pressure brought about by large class sizes
· the twin pressures of a high workload and a shortage of time
These themes are by no means unique to the University of Brighton.
The information coming out of the student interviews showed a very positive situation, in which students seemed to have little difficulty with their courses and were satisfied with their studies at the University of Brighton.  It would have been useful to interview students who were less successful in their studies and less satisfied with their studies; however, such students did not come forward. 

The main issues arising out of meetings with staff and students were:
· the integration of international and home students

· transition

· the absence of a social meeting place in the evening on the Moulsecoomb campus (and elsewhere)

· English language support 

These issues are discussed extensively in a more detailed report for the management of the University of Brighton. 
9.  
Learning points for other UK institutions
The aim of the qualitative research was to track new international students as they went through the transition phase at the University of Brighton.  Questionnaires were either given or sent by email to both undergraduate and postgraduate students.  There was a good response to the 1st questionnaire, which was handed to students, but there was a poor response to the 2nd and 3rd questionnaires.  This was not predicted when planning the research aspect of the project.  There was one student focus group and a number of interviews with students.  These provided valuable information but there were two major causes for concern:  it was difficult to find enough students to take part in focus groups and interviews and those who did come forward were generally more successful students.  The self-selection of students meant that those who were less successful or struggling with their studies were not interviewed.  Due to time constraints, it was not possible to arrange interviews with these students.
10. 
Links
The staff training resource is available at http://staffcentral.brighton.ac.uk/clt/resources/international.htm.  
The two leaflets addressed to staff and students are attached with this report.  Photos of Ainur in the TV studio are also attached.
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