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Exchange Students as Language Tutors

Final Report
Relevant Background

Newman University College is a small institution with a student population of around 2,700.  Newman started life as a teaching training college but as a University College now has degree awarding powers and a wide variety of courses at both undergraduate and postgraduate level. Its international involvement is also growing, including participation in the Erasmus and other EU-funded programmes. In 2008-9 44 exchange students have studied at Newman for a term or the full year. Italy, Spain, Germany, Poland, Russia, Belgium, The Netherlands and France are among those countries represented.  As Newman has a reputation for teacher training, many of our incoming international students are training to be teachers themselves.  The International office at Newman consists of the International Co-ordinator and Director of External Partnerships.
Aims of the Project

The integration of international students into campus life is a challenge faced by Newman University College in common with other institutions.   At the same time, languages are also not part of Newman’s mainstream curriculum which makes it difficult to enthuse home students about work and study placements abroad and to prepare those who have elected for this option.  It was apparent that something was needed to plug this gap and paying exchange students who were native speakers of other languages had already been tried on a very small and ad hoc basis.  Informal languages sessions, where content was restricted to conversational level, were given to Newman students and staff, especially those who were planning mobility visits overseas.  Following the success of this small scale initiative, the “exchange students as language tutors” project was proposed to expand this activity.  The main aims of the project were to facilitate international student integration and home student motivation to learn languages and study or take a work placement abroad.
Summary of Outcomes

The project ran over two terms during the academic year, Autumn and Spring up until the Easter break.  During the autumn term Spanish and Italian language sessions were successfully given while during the Spring term language sessions were offered in Spanish, Italian, Polish and German.  Initial enthusiasm from both international and home students for the project was very high.  It was clear that incoming international students were keen to act as language tutors and Newman students were eager to learn new languages.  However, after the initial excitement and overwhelming interest shown at the beginning it became difficult to sustain regular attendance to language sessions.  
Project set up, monitoring and evaluation
The International Co-ordinator was responsible for setting up the project and promoting the language sessions both to international and home students.  Using the 
planned expenditure, exchange students were offered £7 per hour to give informal language sessions.  Their involvement in the project would also be recognised at the 
end of term with a certificate of participation.  Once international student volunteers had been established, the International Co-ordinator promoted the language sessions by means of a poster campaign throughout college and all-staff and all-student emails.  After a successful promotional campaign the International Co-ordinator created lists of interested participants and the language they wanted to learn.  Languages offered ranged from Italian, Polish, Spanish, French, German and Russian.

It was felt that the project should very much be led by the exchange students themselves with the International Co-ordinator monitoring activities.  The International Co-ordinator met with all international student volunteers at the beginning of term to distribute lists and registers.   All exchange student volunteers were advised to organise a timetable of classes and then contact potential participants to formulate class lists.  The majority of participants were at beginners level so it was simply a case of organising times for sessions as it was not necessary to differentiate by language level.  It was also agreed that Newman staff and students should participate in the same language sessions without the need for separate classes.  To make sessions viable it was agreed, where possible, to have at least six participants per class.  Once international students had established a timetable of sessions for their language, the International Co-ordinator booked rooms for the term to provide adequate teaching spaces for the classes to take place in.  Each classroom had all sufficient equipment, i.e. interactive whiteboards etc and space for international students to lead constructive sessions.
As the majority of exchange students don’t have UK bank accounts it was decided for Spring term that after five one hour sessions, students would go to the see the International Co-ordinator with their signed registers showing attendance and class content for payment.  It was agreed with finance that students could receive payments in cash to a maximum of £35 via petty cash forms given and signed by the International Co-ordinator with details of the dates and hours of sessions.   
Exchange students were given freedom to organise lesson content as they wished and were advised that Newman could purchase relevant language materials to support their sessions.  For their own professional development, exchange students preferred to create their own materials using sources like the internet.  Their own development of materials didn’t incur costs which meant expenditure was much less than previously planned.  The project was evaluated at the end of each term through the use of two questionnaires given to exchange students and participants and one- to-one interviews with a sample of those involved.  

Challenges to the delivery of the project on time and on budget
One of the biggest challenges to the project was the change over in staff as the previous International Co-ordinator left at the end of the Autumn term to be succeeded by a new Co-ordinator.  This made it more difficult to monitor the sessions during the Autumn term and there were delays in payments to exchange students.  It was only in January that students received cheque requisitions made to cash for all of their sessions.  From this, it was decided by the new International Co-ordinator that payments be made regularly and on a smaller scale.   This way it also meant the International Co-ordinator had more contact with international students to monitor activities.  
The project generated much enthusiasm from both exchange students eager to put into practice their teaching skills and home students motivated to learn a new language.  It was especially popular with students who were due to take part on a 
study or work placement abroad.  The informal language sessions gave them the confidence and basic level of language competency required to get by.  However, 
after initial excitement for the project, exchange students commented on how they found it difficult to 1) organise a timetable and 2) sustain regular attendance to their sessions.   Initial interest in the project meant that exchange students organised for there to be more than six participants in each class but found that in reality generally only 3-4 actively attended.  The Italian language sessions ran successfully with 3 participants in regular attendance (even though in total 23 people showed interest at the beginning).  The Spanish sessions proved difficult to organise as initially over 50 people showed an interest in learning the language but less than a third actually attended any sessions.   Exchange students organised four sessions a week at the beginning with 10 students in each class.  However, in our feedback sessions they reported that only four students came to some sessions and in some instances only one person attended.  Even though 16 people showed an interest in learning Polish, after a class list was put together with 8 participants, no one attended the sessions and so they were quickly suspended.  There were only two German sessions in Spring term and again with a maximum of three participants even though 14 people initially showed an interest.  9 people initially showed an interest in learning Russian and again no one actually attended a session so they were also quickly suspended.
It is clear that persuading Newman students and staff to attend sessions proved difficult after initial interest shown but also communication with exchange students at times was frustrating for the International Co-ordinator.  Even though exchange students were given registers to complete, these were often not done properly and international students were slow to respond to emails or attend meetings for feedback to how the sessions were going.   Some of this could obviously have been due to other commitments such as courses they were following at Newman etc. 
Sustainability and Reflections 

By overcoming the challenges presented by the Pilot project, language sessions can be sustainable.  It is clear that Newman students are interested in learning foreign languages as at the beginning of both terms such a massive interest was shown.  This kind of project benefits staff and students by improving language skills and confidence to go overseas.  Exchange students are eager to participate to interact more with Newman students and enhance their skills to effectively plan and teach lessons.  The project was successful in facilitating integration from International students as it raised their profile throughout college and put them in direct contact with home students. 
Upon reflection, the budget proposed was not used to its full potential and certain areas were not developed.  Again, this could be due to the change over of permanent members of staff.   If surplus funding was available, it could be used to maintain and develop the project.  The project needs to be monitored more closely and a project-specific co-ordinator should be appointed.  This person could be an exchange student interested in co-ordinating and monitoring activities rather than teaching sessions, or it could be a home student.  It would be more appropriate for an agreed 
timetable with various language sessions to be put together beforehand and then advertised out to staff and students.  Trying to gauge availability from lists of those 
interested was confused and slightly complicated, essentially you can’t accommodate everyone.  Even though exchange students were advised to suggest a day and time 
for sessions, it became difficult for them to offer it as an option as those interested would suggest other days and times better for them.   It would be clearer and more effective for the project co-ordinator, in discussion with exchange students, to organise a timetable before sessions are promoted.  Promotion of a specific timetable will mean only those able to attend will respond.  This should hopefully mean regular attendance is feasible for the participants.  The project co-ordinator should schedule meetings with exchange students on a regular basis to check the progress and attendance levels of sessions. 
If a budget is not available to fund language sessions then it is suggested that a tandem partner scheme be implemented at Newman.  It will be student led and the International Co-ordinator will set up the scheme.  By putting exchange students and home students in contact they are able to exchange languages on an informal basis.  The exchange is reciprocal as exchange students can improve their level of English while home students can pick up some basics of a language they are interested in learning.  As the exchange is reciprocal it would hopefully be more sustainable and up to individual students to organise days and times to meet.
Further Information
Please find attached to the email links to:

1. evaluation forms used 

2. one of the posters used to publicise the scheme throughout college 

3. an example of the language session register 
4. a power point presentation of an Italian lesson

5. certificate of participation for exchange students

