PMI Pilot Project 2008/09 Report

University of Nottingham
Culture Vulture

Title and Aims

The project we have worked on is called ‘Culture Vulture’.  The project was designed to match UK and international students for friendship and, after friendships had developed we hoped this would lead to opportunities for students to visit each other’s home town/city wherever this may be.
The aim of the project was to increase integration, develop cultural understanding and to foster student’s interest in overseas travel, culture and friendship.   It was also hoped that the scheme would add value to existing exchange and study abroad opportunities which could be preceded by or followed up with overseas experience and international friendships.
A further aim of the project was to develop a links between the Student Union and University as we had hoped to work in partnership on the Culture Vulture project.
Outcomes
An established and sustainable project with an established brand (logo, literature, website and online form) which can be built upon during the next academic year and in future.
Successful social events, most recently with a cultural twist (Scottish Country Dancers), which is a theme we will continue and add to, next year.
Matching of students dependant on their interests and information given in application process – this was only carried out for the first introductory event
Informal buddying arrangements, this has been an unexpected outcome of successful social events
Friendships – evident between those students who attend regularly and confirmed in student feedback…students are in touch on Facebook. 

Cultural exchange.  As a result of the social events, mixing, and integration of students from many different countries there has been a positive exchange of cultures.
Student engagement.  We have almost 200 students signed up to Culture Vulture.  Some of those who have attended social events have offered feedback and a small number are so enthusiastic they want to create a kind of ‘committee’ with a president role to manage future development of the group.  This is something we would support and is a point for future development.
Community involvement.  At our most recent social event, the Nottinghamshire Scottish Country Dancing Association came along to demonstrate and encourage participants to join in dancing!   We believe we can make inroads to other community groups who can come and share social activities with the students.   This is also a point for future development. 
Background Information
Nottingham has a very large international student population (6500+) and has students from over 140 different nationalities.   For this reason, we felt that all students had a fantastic opportunity for meeting people from all over the world and our project focused on integration and interaction between students of different cultures.  The wider community in Nottingham is also very multicultural.  This is useful when exploring ideas for social events.  As with the Scottish Country Dancers that came along to our Culture Vulture Social, there are many other avenues which can be explored and link in with wider community integration.
How was the project set up, run and evaluated?

Practical set up

Initial meetings centred around meeting the SU Exec.  Their response was limited, but we then employed a Student Assistant for 3 hours per week and her links with the SU were already established.  This helped a great deal, more of this later.

Employing the Student Assistant meant that we interviewed 4 students for the post.  We chose our Student Assistant because she had been involved in Week One orientation as ‘Week One Rep’ and had attended a couple of international events during the International Welcome Programme. She had good links with the SU and has subsequently been elected to the Executive Committee this year.

Other meetings with the IT team were also frequent and rather complex in the early stages of setting up the online application form.  My colleague in the Study Abroad team conducted small scale student focus groups to gain an insight into their reaction to this kind of scheme.  We used their responses to formulate questions for the online application form.
Promotion
First of all we had to generate student interest in this scheme through marketing materials.  We used an external designer for design of the Culture Vulture logo and graphics for a flyer, poster and a banner which was used at Freshers’ Fayre.  We wanted to use an external designer to make the image less corporate, and more appealing to students.
We coordinated a Freshers’ Fayre stand which ran for 3 days.  This allowed us to promote the scheme to all new students.
Our Student Assistant, although only given 3 hours per week to do her promotional campaign for Culture Vulture managed to find a permanent place for the banner in the SU after Freshers’ Fayre, get an article in the SU Newsletter, flyer in halls and in the SU building, book an information stand in the SU, advertise Culture Vulture on plasma screen throughout the SU building and arrange distribution of posters. 

We also used email to contact as many students as possible and let them know about the scheme.  We sent an Email to all language courses / language societies and all course reps as well as all International Students (the International Office holds the contact information for the latter). 
Delivery
We held our first International Coffee event in December which over 40 students attended.  We did match students up for this event (based on similar interests or the desire to meet someone from a certain part of the world) but the feedback was that general, relaxed mingling was preferred.
We provided students who attended with a small ‘match card’ which gave the name of students also present, with whom they may have a ‘match’/  It was evident that students were mixing more widely than their ‘match cards’ by the end of the evening, and whilst it proved a useful icebreaker, it was not integral to the event’s success.

I was very pleased with the students’ ability to mix and be self sufficient.  I was in attendance but was not required to introduce people or bridge awkward conversation. 
The final event involved the Nottinghamshire Scottish Country Dancing Association and proved to be great fun for students involved.  We will certainly repeat this and other similar events in the future.
Evaluation

We evaluated the scheme in two different ways.  From our own International Office data (collected through the online application form) and from Student Feedback.

Our online application form allowed us to establish that 137 students applied, 13 were British.  At first, this may seem disappointing, but it is actually the 2nd largest group of applicants – the first being Chinese.  In addition to this, we had Culture Vulture members from Japan, South Korea, Germany, Austria, Turkey, Sudan, Eritrea, Slovenia, Slovakia, Poland, Pakistan, Canada, Spain, Vietnam, Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda, Brazil, Italy, France (3rd largest group to apply) American, Azerbaijan, India, Estonia, Russia, Australia, Malaysia, Oman and Chile.
We have data on their interests, motivations for applying, whether they are undergraduate or postgraduate etc.  
Student feedback was informal, gained at social events where students would tell me what they wanted and how the scheme could be better.  This included having a committee of students, setting dates for socials in advance and having a more informal approach to the social events (not matching each time) and using Facebook to communicate about up coming events.
Timescale

	Meeting with Student Union. Arrange stand at Freshers’ Fayre
	18th July 2008

	Set up student focus group 
	21st July 2008

	Develop online questionnaire / application form
	4th August 2008

	Online system / automated responses and data storage / retrieval methods in place  
	11th August 2008

	Develop Promotional Literature - Online adverts / Posters / Flyers
	August – September 2008

	Launch
	15th September 2008

	Freshers’ Fayre
	22nd September 2008

	Social Event
	10th December 2008

	Re-freshers’ Fayre (for incoming 2nd semester exchange)
	January 2009

	Social Event
	5th March 2009

	Social Event
	14th May 2009


What challenged the delivery of the project on time and on budget?
Our relationship with the previous Students’ Union Executive Committee was good and based on this, we hoped to engage the Students’ Union in this project.  A new Committee was elected however and they had fixed ideas about what they wanted to achieve this year, unfortunately, this project was not one of their priorities.  We were unsuccessful in convincing a member of the Executive Committee to take join this project and promote it from the SU side.  This was a shame because we felt that our main link with Home Students was potentially through this channel.  To be very successful, we do feel that this kind of project needs the support of the SU.  

There was an element of pressure to engage Home Students after this throughout the rest of the project and this was a challenge.  An important event was having a stand at Freshers’ Fayre, which was key promotional activity.
We did manage to overcome some of these challenges by employing a Student Assistant for 3 hours per week who had good links with the Student Union, having been a Week One Rep and involved in other projects with the Student Union.  Eventually we got promotion for Culture Vulture on plasma screens in the Union, we got representatives to flyer in the Halls of residence and we got a feature in the Union newsletter which went out to all students.  There was an unforeseen delay in this however.
We also faced teething problems with the online application form for Culture Vulture.  We had quite a few students struggling to access the online application form and unfortunately, it’s quite possible that we lost some initial interest as a result of this.  The online application form also took longer to ‘go live’ than we anticipated, pushing our first social event back to December, a few months into the academic year.  

We will have to review the online application form with our IT team at the University of Nottingham.  There are advantages to the online application form which includes the ability to verify each applicant is a student of the university.  It is also useful, if they have a specific request (i.e. to practice Spanish) that we can identify this and assist.   It may also be the case that we use Facebook (as well as the online form or instead of it).  This will allow us to promote Culture Vulture and once students become group members we can let them know about events, to which they can RSVP online.   We should also be able to verify their student status before accepting them into the group, for safety and security reasons.  This needs more work.  
One advantage that Facebook may have over the online application form is that a lengthy application process may prove to be a barrier for students.  We hope to encourage more students to come along to social events and gain benefit from this by having fewer obstacles in the application / membership stages.
Another challenge to the project, linked to the above problems with IT, was the timing of the project.  The project was launched at the busiest time of year for the International Office and this was so that we could engage as many students as possible (at Freshers’ Fayre and other orientation events) whilst tapping into their desire to meet new people at the start of term.  In the initial stages of the project there was a great deal to do in practical terms and this was sometimes overwhelming.  We did not get a chance to trial the online form as we would have wished and this added to teething troubles there.
Will the project be sustainable?

We will continue the project and it will be sustainable if we take on board the things which worked and which did not.  We will pursue the two strands that should work in the new academic year and promote social events (International Café, Scottish Dancing etc) alongside buddying opportunities for those who are interested.   
There is a still a gap in the market at Universities for this kind of provision.  Culture Vulture potentially allows both home and international students to integrate in a social setting purely for cultural exchange and friendship. There is not another group / society like this at the University of Nottingham.
We want to continue to fund the project in the new academic year largely because the nature of the project complements our existing support services so well.   

Among other extra curricular activities, the International Support Services Team coordinate coach trips and excursions within the UK and the chance to take part in Family Link which links students with local people in the community for hospitality.  As Culture Vulture allows students to integrate with fellow students, it is really fulfilling a gap in the current provision.
We also feel that once Culture Vulture is an established project (possibly allowing 1-3 years) that it will become imbedded in other university activities.  If we promote the benefits of this scheme to fellow support staff across the university (in academic departments and counselling for example) then word of mouth and reference points will allow the scheme to become know more widely in the university community as well as the local community. 
Reflections on implementing learning points at the institution
From this project and evaluation, we are now aware that out initial plan to match students one-to-one is too restrictive.  It seems that students prefer to meet groups of people rather than being matched with one individual.  The social events proved more successful when this relaxed approach was taken.

It was also difficult to fulfil exact matches.  If a Chinese female wanted to meet an American female but we didn’t have any American members at that time, the match was at risk before it had begun. 

We learnt from feedback that students prefer to opt in and out of social events, they don’t want to commit to a long, daunting application process; they found this off putting.  Because the process was initially designed to allow exact matches (as a dating agency might do behind the scenes) it was indeed long and detailed.  Given that students largely wanted a more relaxed social setting, we will avoid the application process and use a relaxed Facebook approach in the new academic year. 

Students also offered suggestions throughout the initial stages of the scheme.  Some students were very enthusiastic and offered to take on a ‘President’ style role taking on the responsibility of coordinating events, promoting Culture Vulture and communicating with members.   One suggestion is that we needed a timetable of events set in place at the start of the academic year, so students knew what was up and coming.  We are looking at this as an improvement for next year. 

We also learnt that “Buddying” is still desirable, but perhaps a by-product of a social scheme.  We question whether there is not enough interest to warrant a full scheme.
Using the Exchange and Study Abroad mailing list is the most successful method of engaging Home Students in this kind of scheme.  We had far more interest from this group of students than through the Students Union promotion alone.  This is naturally because overseas travel, culture and integration will already be of interest and a priority of students considering Exchange and Study Abroad opportunities. 
Reflections on learning points for other institutions
Other institutions wanting to carry out something similar need to consider:
The involvement of the University’s IT Team.  Does IT have the resource and capability to design and set up an online application form which allows student verification and easy data collection?  It is important to identify what is required and to make sure that the system ensures less administration for the International Office.

The sign up procedure – formal v informal.  If you are thinking of setting up a project like this, it is best to consider whether students will be matched up with other individuals or not.  If matching takes place, in our experience the matching should not be too specific.  In my earlier example, if a Chinese student is allowed to request an American student, but no Americans have signed up for the scheme, the rigidity is a problem. 
Structure and frequency of social events.  Setting this in place in advance would have been an advantage to us but as with these things, when first set up it is hard to gauge interest or involvement. 
Promotion and involvement of SU.  Getting promotional materials in place is a key element of this kind of scheme.  Institutions need to think about a ‘brand’ a logo and posters / flyers etc, to allow the project to become known.   Any involvement from the SU really adds weight to the scheme because the SU holds kudos with so many Home Students.
Timing and launch.  Institutions need to weigh up the best time to launch such a scheme.  In September or October, students are keen to meet on another, home students can be captured at Freshers’ Fayre and the scheme has a whole academic year to run.  Starting this scheme in January of after Easter is also a possibility perhaps, to allow a trial period to take place.
Wider considerations could include thoughts around how to engage Home Students and how to engage more distant international students who would benefit from this scheme.  There is a danger that naturally outgoing individuals will always sign up, attend and benefit from this kind of scheme, yet more distant groups who don’t naturally gravitate towards these kind of events are left behind.
Further information

The Culture Vulture website and online application process is available through this link: www.nottingham.ac.uk/international/culturevulture 
The recently developed Facebook group is likely to be the main method of communication with students who are interested in getting involved from September 2009 however, this can be viewed here: www.facebook.com/groups.php#/group.php?gid=88790132418 
We have also developed promotional materials such as flyers, posters and a banner (for use at Freshers’ Fayre and to stand in Student Union afterwards).  Illustrations are attached with the report. 
