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Introduction
This innovative Research Skills Training Framework was introduced within the University of Huddersfield’s School of Human & Health Sciences.  Seven international postgraduate researchers participated in the pilot phase of the programme. The underpinning rationale behind the programme was to facilitate integration into the UK and also to inhibit the potential for social and academic isolation, so frequently experienced by postgraduate researchers which could be heightened in an international, split-site registration context (please see Appendix A for a full overview of the programme content). The programme is based on a model whereby participants spend the first three weeks of the programme (from 1-22 October 2008) based on-campus at the University of Huddersfield. At the end of this initial period, they return to their home countries to continue their research work where they are supported by a planned system of e-supervision backed up by the involvement of a previously identified local supervisor. 

In fact, only three participants returned to their home countries in accordance with the prescribed schedule; the remaining four participants will, for logistical reasons, spend longer periods of time in the UK, returning to their home countries when necessary to collect their data. Six of the participants were able to attend both the School and University induction programmes although one participant missed these events due to a slight, unexpected delay in visa procedures. The seven participants represent five countries in that two are from Uganda, two from Trinidad, one from South Africa, one from Nigeria and one from Nepal.

A clear and comprehensive programme of research skills training has been constructed by members of staff within the School and this was complemented by a one-day institutional Induction Programme with both home and international postgraduate researchers from across all Schools of the University.  Therefore, on their second day in the UK, participants were able to engage with other postgraduate researchers from a range of disciplinary backgrounds. Details of the induction and training process were communicated to all participants prior to registration. 

An evaluation process has been implemented in order to capture the experience of all participants so as to inform further development of the programme and also to gain a formal understanding of the impact on improved outcomes of regular skills training/support, particularly in the context of timely completion rates. This evaluation will take place in two phases: (a) a formative phase with the aim of assessing experience of the programme during its initial three-week stage in the UK and (b) a reflective phase which will occur in February 2009 with the aim of understanding the efficacy of the e-supervision and split-site registration aspects of the programme. There is also an intention to place the experience and development of the programme in a comparative setting by seeking feedback on any similar programmes that may have been undertaken across the UK. Five (out of seven) questionnaires were returned by the specified date (19 October 2008). 

This document reflects feedback received during the formative phase of the evaluation process which was gathered via a structured questionnaire and complemented by face-to-face discussion. The headings listed below (which reflect the various components of the Skills Training Programme) provided the structure of the Evaluation form (please see Appendix B).

1
Pre-Arrival Planning & Communication

 This crucial aspect of the programme organisation was universally acknowledged to be of the highest order. Information was perceived to be comprehensive and entirely appropriate. No delays were noted, planning and communication were clear and efficient and it was greatly valued by all postgraduate researchers involved in the programme. The clarity and efficiency experienced at this early stage of the programme allowed participants to plan effectively and mentally prepare in advance of commencement. The speedy and effective administrative support was particularly appreciated.

2
General Welcome & Orientation Arrangements

The first three days were geared towards orientation into the University of Huddersfield and were, again, widely acknowledged as an excellent, well conceived and effectively implemented introduction which assisted appropriate adjustment to being in a new environment and the requirements of the programme. All participants on the programme commented on the warmth of the welcome and they greatly appreciated the patience and support underpinning all processes. Participants particularly valued the social opportunities factored into the programme which permitted mixing with other students and University staff; this was welcomed by all who responded. The combination of informative literature and verbal instruction was also noted as being very helpful.

	3     Research Training 


3.1  Critical Thinking Skills
Feedback reflected a well structured and well communicated session that was of great benefit to all, especially in the context of the impending literature search. The use of role- play was experienced as helpful to the learning/thinking process. It was noted that this 

session served as an introduction to critical thinking skills and that students themselves would need to develop this further in their own time and they would also need to think of how to apply it effectively to the research process. It was suggested that a follow-on lecture on this topic in June would help to consolidate this initial learning.

3.2  Research Theory Paradigms & Debates
Exposure to these paradigms and debates in the classroom setting was considered invaluable and an effective learning tool in the context of sharing new knowledge and critical thinking skills. The fact that some of the presenters used their own research projects as illustrative exemplification was very instructive and well received. The sharing of experience in this session was much appreciated and seen to be an extremely effective lesson in time management (the view was expressed that to independently find the range of information gained from this session would have taken double the time).

3.3 Child-Centred Methodologies
The interactive participation/adult learning approach was considered very effective; it was noted that the presenter had a wealth of knowledge and experience on this topic. The session was well presented, relevant and practical. Again, it was perceived to be an introduction to the topic and it was therefore recognised that students themselves will need to be responsible for further developing this initial knowledge base. It was noted with appreciation that the Powerpoint presentation was posted onto Blackboard.

3.4 Action Research for Development
The use of real-life examples provided an effective reference point and helped to place the learning into a comprehensible context. The presenter was well versed in the topic and the entire session was well balanced incorporating theory, examples of actual practice and information on references. Comments suggest that this was a well presented session.

3.5  Evaluation Research
Some participants were already familiar with this approach but found it a helpful refresher session. Participants found it to be a well presented, thorough and comprehensive session. 

3.6 Quantitative Methods

Although it was clear that this would be an essential skill to master, it was not an easy session to absorb for almost all participants. The feedback indicates that this was a comprehensive account of the topic but it was suggested that more time might be allocated to this area to allow more depth of investigation and to facilitate questions.  More support at a later date, it would seem, would be beneficial to everyone.

3.7 Sampling, Sample Size & Statistical Analysis and for Specific Types of Study, Limitations & Issues
With one exception it appears that it might have been better to tackle this session initially from a more basic starting point. Some participants had difficulty in understanding the arithmetical aspects of the session. The quiz exercise proved popular though.

3.8 Scholarly Writing
This was seen to be a very useful session and many noted their commitment to developing this area further.

3.9 Proposal Writing

It was suggested that this session be incorporated into the session on Scholarly Writing. Even where participants had previous experience of this activity the session helped to re-shape existing knowledge and was therefore seen to be of value.

3.10 Ethical Issues
This session was noted as ‘excellent’, ‘useful’ and ‘well presented’. Participants recognised that ethical issues will form a major consideration throughout their research work.

	4     Key University Services


4.1 English Language Support (if relevant)
This was not relevant to all participants but for those who needed this type of support it was perceived to be a good and useful session. 

4.2  Sports Centre

Most participants were happy to know that such facilities existed but did not have time to get involved. It was noted that the availability of the Centre provided the opportunity for a healthy work/life balance.

4.3 Student Union

This was seen to be a useful facility with a range of interesting and informative programmes. Most noted the good-value meals provided through the Student Union and in particular, the safety taxi for night-time journeys was greatly appreciated.

6
Potential issues for further consideration

6.1   A follow-on session on Critical Learning Skills in June would be very welcome and 

        useful.

6.2   A more in-depth focus on Quantitative Methods instruction will almost certainly be 

        necessary to ensure effective learning.

6.3   The possibility of merging the sessions on Scholarly Writing and Proposal Writing 

        might be considered for the future.

6.4   Over the next few weeks, it will be important to carefully monitor the practicalities of 

        e-supervision and access to University Library and IT facilities from remote sites to 

        ensure that the systems that have been so carefully prepared and put in place are 

        fully effective. Participants on this programme will be dependant on the reliability of 

        these systems and the full potential of the programme for all involved will rest on 

        them operating at optimum levels.

	7  General Comments


7.1
There was strong evidence in the feedback that the group had successfully bonded 

        and it was acknowledgement that this would be reflected in consequent mutual 

        support amongst the group as they pursue their research studies.

7.2   The professionalism and care of all involved in the programme was frequently noted.

7.3   The words ‘perfect’ and ‘excellent’ featured regularly throughout the feed-back 

        documentation.

7.4
Participants found the opportunity to raise questions during sessions very helpful. They found the points raised to be relevant and as such they enhanced understanding of the topic for all.

7.5
The three week training period was considered to be stimulating, enriching; it 

        provided a very good bedrock for the PhD journey that lay ahead.

7.6
All in all, the programme, to date, appears to have been launched with resounding success. All participants appear to have enjoyed the initial UK phase of their work enormously, from both academic and social perspectives and from this sound base they have expressed their enthusiasm for pursuing their research journey to successful completion.

