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Project Title



A Framework for Research Skills Training

 Support and E-supervision for International PhD Students

A project aimed at reducing social isolation for international PhD students, increasing postgraduate research skills and, through cultural exchange, contributing to preparation for life and work in different global markets for UK students.
Background 
International postgraduate students are an important part of the profile of any successful university. Not only do they contribute to scholarly output, they extend the international reputation of the University, their presence indirectly encourages the recruitment of other international students and they bring diverse perspectives and cultural backgrounds that enrich the University’s environment. Set against these benefits are challenges and difficulties, both in respect of the institution and also for students, which need to be addressed. These include monitoring PhD progression (especially where the data collection takes place in the student’s home country), difficulties in long-distance supervision, student isolation, financial constraints for students from resource-poor countries, cross-cultural and language challenges and, in some instances, different levels of base-line research knowledge. These difficulties meant that there were very few postgraduate international students in the School of Human and Health Sciences, despite the fact that an important strategic objective for the University is to increase the number of international PhD students.

The project was initiated and managed jointly by two Research Centres within the School of Human and Health Sciences: the Centre for Applied Childhood Studies, and the Centre for Health and Social Care Research. It aimed to address the difficulties outlined above and also to impact directly the lives of children and adults at a more global level by increasing expertise in childhood studies and health and social care research, in economically-disadvantaged countries.

Aims

The overall aims of the project were to establish a Framework for Research Skills Training, Support and E-supervision for International PhD Students, and to facilitate inter-cultural exchange and knowledge-sharing with UK home students.

The project was considered innovative in several key ways:

1 It addressed the social isolation many international students experience and facilitated their integration into the UK. 
2 It recognised, celebrated and utilised the diverse skills and cultural backgrounds of international students through a system of peer coaching and learning.
3 Through cultural exchange, it sought to promote cultural awareness among home PhD students in preparation for life and work in global markets.
4 It established a flexible model for distance learning and e-supervision for international students enabling them to remain in their home countries for significant periods.
5 It provided a new approach to the recruitment, retention and support of international PhD students, enhancing the student experience and building research capacity in the social sciences in developing countries.
Outcomes
In addition to funding from the PMI Initiative, match funding was provided by the School of Human and Health Sciences to cover accommodation and travel costs. Additionally, fee-waiver scholarships were provided by the University. Without involvement in this project all except one of these students would have been unable to undertake PhD study in the UK, since not only were they provided with financial support and skills training, the electronic flexible learning and peer coaching system enabled many of the students to undertake a significant part of their studies in their home countries, a particularly valuable aspect of the project for students with family responsibilities. 
Eight international students were recruited to participate in the project from the following countries: Uganda, South Africa, Barbados, the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, Nepal, Nigeria, and Indonesia, studying a range of global issues such as:

1 HIV-AIDS and risk factors for street children in Nepal

2 Treatment adherence and HIV positive adolescents in South Africa

3 Polygamous marriage and HIV transmission in Nigeria

4 The psychosocial issues and implications of mother-to-child transmission of HIV in Trinidad

5 The reintegration of formerly abducted girl soldiers in Uganda

6 The socioeconomic outcomes of grandparent care of orphans in Uganda

7 Electronic systems for health care delivery

8 Organisational factors in child abuse service delivery in Barbados

In summary, the outcomes of the project were:

1 Improved support and skills training for international students

2 Development of a research-enabling environment

3 Decreased social isolation and increased integration into UK society

4 Increased cultural awareness for home students 
5 Improved progression in line with projected timescales

6 Increased skills and confidence among international students (for instance, several students presented papers at conferences during the project period; two of the students were awarded prizes for the quality of their presentations at the University's research festival; and two students have had abstracts accepted for international conferences)

7 Increase in student numbers (from two to nine within the School of Human and Health Sciences)

8 Provision of flexible learning opportunities (e-supervision, home-based research, and tele-conference vivas)

9 Support for developing countries in building expertise in childhood studies and/or health and social care

10 Partnerships with overseas institutions

Management and Organisation

The project was managed by Professor Adele Jones with administrative support being provided by the Research Office and the Coordinator of the Centre for Applied Childhood Studies. 
Student Support

A number of activities designed to develop a research-friendly environment for international students were organised. These included structured group-support sessions and peer coaching and learning methods in which postgraduate students were guided to facilitate shared learning within the group. 
Mentors

During the project, each student was paired with a mentor (a UK PhD student) to facilitate their integration into the University and the UK more widely. The mentorship aspect of the project involved cultural exchange, cultural visits and social activities to promote relationships between international and home students and to increase cultural knowledge and awareness among home students in preparation for life and work abroad.

Language Support

In addition to meeting entry criteria for standard of English, students were provided with a comprehensive language assessment by the University and language support was offered to students who needed it.

Skills Training

A three-week long training programme was provided which focused on practical guidance for defining research, critically evaluating research, research methodologies, proposal preparation, methodological challenges, strategies for data analysis, writing research reports, writing for publication, and viva defence. The training was provided by academic staff at the professorial and reader level. The training programme included:

1 Induction

2 Orientation: cross cultural perspectives and issues

3 Locating own study in relation to research paradigms

4 Skills for critically evaluating research methodologies

5 Research ethics in different cultural contexts

6 Knowledge of various research approaches and methodologies

7 Writing proposals

8 Advanced literature searching/retrieval, and software for bibliographic record keeping

9 Literature reviews

10 The concept of sampling, sampling terminology, principles of sampling

11 Types of sampling: random/probability sampling designs, non-random/probability sampling designs, ‘mixed’ sampling design, calculating sample size



12 Writing for publication

13 Presentation skills

14 Viva defence

Supervision and PhD Progression

Each student was supervised in line with University regulations and requirements; however, in addition to face-to-face supervision, flexible learning and supervision arrangements were set up through the use of Blackboard and Skype. This enabled students to return to their home countries and continue with their studies. Additionally Local Advisors were identified at partner institutions (University of Kwazulu Natal, University of The West Indies, University of Makarere) in several of the countries involved to support students in their home countries.

Timescale

The timescale for the project was October 2008-March 2009. During this period the following activities took place: 
1 Three-week skills training delivered

2 Cultural exchange programme organised

3 Blackboard Discussion Group established

4 Long-distance e-Supervision set up

5 Peer coaching and learning group established

The project was delivered on time and within budget (additional funds were provided by the School of Human and Health Sciences).
Evaluation

The project was evaluated using both process and outcome-oriented evaluation methods, as detailed in the table below. The outcome evaluation was based on a questionnaire designed and administered independently of the project manager (see appendix).

	Project Outcomes
	Evaluation

	Improved student satisfaction
	Continuously monitored throughout the programme through informal and formal support arrangements

End of programme questionnaire

	Development of a research-enabling environment
	Student feedback, questionnaire

	Acquisition of relevant research, writing and presentation skills


	Process and outcome evaluations of skills training 
Questionnaire

	Improved cross-cultural exchange and understanding
	Group discussions


Potential issues for further consideration

The following issues were identified as important for further training programmes:
· A follow-on session on Critical Learning Skills would be very useful.

· A more in-depth focus on Quantitative Methods instruction will almost certainly be necessary to ensure effective learning.

· The possibility of merging the sessions on Scholarly Writing and Proposal Writing might be considered for the future.

· The practicalities of e-supervision and access to University Library and IT facilities from remote sites will need to be carefully monitored to ensure that the systems that have been so carefully prepared and put in place are fully effective. Participants on this programme will be dependent on the reliability of these systems and the full potential of the programme for all involved will rest on them operating at optimum levels.

General Comments from Evaluation feedback

There was strong evidence in the feedback that the group had successfully bonded and it was acknowledged that this would be reflected in consequent mutual support amongst the group as they pursue their research studies.

The professionalism and care of all involved in the programme was frequently noted. The words ‘perfect’ and ‘excellent’ featured regularly throughout the feed-back documentation. 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. The three-week training period was considered to be stimulating, enriching; it provided a very good bedrock for the PhD journey that lay ahead. 
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.

Sustainability

There are several ways in which the project will be sustained:

1 The School of Human and Health Sciences has provided funding for the programme to be carried on for a further academic year.
2 The flexible e-Supervision method has been adopted as a standard practice in appropriate situations.
3 The University has developed a similar programme which will be offered to PhD students across all disciplines and Schools.

Reflections and Lessons Learned

The project has demonstrated that, with effective support and skills training, not only can the number of international PhD students be increased, but the students’ learning experience is enhanced. It is anticipated that this project will directly increase PhD progression and completion rates among international students in the School. However, it also clear that where institutions wish to increase research expertise in developing countries, attention needs to be paid to global financial disparities, since study in the UK is extremely expensive and may be beyond the means of many international students. A further lesson concerns the language skills of international students, since our experience suggests that despite rigorous assessment processes, clear entry criteria and access to language support, students without the requisite English language skills remain disadvantaged within the UK higher education system.

