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	Summary description, e.g. aims, target audience, and nature of activity/initiative: (up to 100 words)

The more information international students have before starting a course, the better their experience, which impacts on retention and achievement. The college is continually exploring new and innovative ways of providing pre-course information to this student group.

The project is a pilot project to give pre-entry and pre-arrival information to international students and to answer questions through the medium of blogs by existing international students. The international students will be paired with two home students to carry out this task. This buddying will support them in the development of the blogs and will also benefit them by encouraging interaction between home and international students. 


	Description of how activity/initiative is/was conducted, e.g. who is/was involved, timescales, communication, evaluation, sustainability:
The start of the project was delayed as the project co-ordinator was absent on long term sick leave. As a result activities started in March instead of January. Despite the shorter timescale activities have been achieved according to plan.

March 2008 Set up phase

- the steering group, the International Manager, Julia Weedon, the Marketing Manager, Alex Field,  and 2 Heads of Department with international cross school responsibility, Mary Gordon and Carole Redpath, agreed the revised plan of activities and what areas should be covered by the students in the blog.
- the Curriculum Manager of the Design and Media team was asked to assist in overseeing the practical aspects of the project

- the blog designer/blog administrator was appointed

- the students were chosen, 2 home and 2 international, Lindani Akamkamba, Stacey Armit, Michael Harding and John SSebenkitta
- the students met with the curriculum manager and the blog designer/administrator regularly to discuss blog design and content

 - it was decided to have one blog with all the students’ input on it

- the blog designer researched possibilities and decided with the curriculum manager which platform to use

The choice of Blog, Platform and Host

Firstly, we had to decide whether we go for a stand-alone blogging platform or a blog that is hosted with a company. 
Advantages of the former were:

· fully customisable according to our needs, allowed  us to choose a domain name, rather than imposing one 


Advantages of the latter were:

· simple set up 

· no installation process needed 

· no additional domain name purchase necessary 

Because we wanted the address of the blog to be in the following format: www.ourblog.com, rather than www.ourblog.freeblog.com to increase its credibility we decided to go for a stand-alone platform. 
The ones tested were WordPress, MovableType and TextPattern. The out of these three only TextPattern could be fully installed without setting all the permissions on a server. It also provided more scope for future development.
Although there were opinions that the aforementioned server permissions could pose a security issue, the hosting company that we chose (http://www.nublue.co.uk) declared that this is not the case, which seemed to be confirmed by the TextPattern manual.

This particular platform combines XHTML with CSS and also adds its own styling language, Textile, and its own XHTML tags. Due to a short deadline, the learning curve was quite steep; luckily TextPattern has already got a huge following with numerous tutorials and plug-ins.

What’s more important, the content contributors find it easy to use and add content within the scope of their own privileges.

- the blog was designed with input from all of the project team
April 2008
- regular meetings were held of the project team

- fortnightly meetings were held between the Curriculum Manager and the Head of Department
- the college marketing department was consulted and approved the blog design.

- methods of payment were arranged for staff and students

- the students were shown how to use the blog

- the 4 students started adding content to the blog

- video footage was arranged

- the steering group was asked for feedback on layout and content and comments were passed to the group working on the blog

- students asked for feedback from friends in the UK and abroad

- the students were involved in the college Student Festival of Learning on 24 April 2008, giving a presentation about blogs. As a result several participants started their own blogs.
- a method was decided on for seeing how many people looked at the site
May 2008
- regular meetings were held of the project team

- fortnightly meetings were held between the Curriculum Manager and the Head of Department

- the blog was linked to the international pages on the college website

- international students and the international secondees from each department in the college were informed about the blog

- links were set up to useful general sites and course specific sites

- video clips and photos were added to the blog

- as part of evaluation, feedback was sought from the students writing the blog on how they found it

- the number of visitors to the site was looked at and where they were located.

-the steering group were asked for more feedback.

- the students continued to add more content.

- the report was written and the budget report prepared.
Students were asked to continue adding to the blog till the end of their course.
It is hoped that new students next session will add to the blog. As yet there is no funding to support this, but the model is now there for this and any new similar blogs.


	Strengths and weaknesses:

Strengths - in what ways was this activity/initiative successful?

The blog designer/administrator found it a steep learning curve, but managed, working with the Curriculum Manager to find a platform which met their needs. They considered wordpress, but it was not flexible enough. Finally after research they decided to use Textpattern, a free, stand-alone blogging platform which allowed the addition of video footage and customisation of the blog for the needs of the group. Textpattern allowed more perspective and more control on the user interface. There were also no security problems. The use of Textpattern has worked well for the group.
The students on the project worked well as a team and this will add to their own employability skills. Two students were home students and two were international students and their courses were at different levels. They decided to work on one blog all together, with separate input from each of them. They found it helpful to work together, exchanging ideas and teaching each other what they had learned. This interaction on a live project has benefited the students from abroad as they have learned more about life in the UK and has benefited the home students as they have learned more about other cultures. They all said they had made new friends through the project.
The students also learned how to produce a blog, how to upload pictures etc. They were supported in this by the blog administrator and also supported each other as they went along, teaching each other new techniques and all now feel confident. Although they felt anxious at first, they quickly found it was easy to use the blog.
The students also gave a presentation to a group of students at the Student Festival of Learning in the college. This gave them the chance to develop their presentation skills too and they will be asked again in the future to tell others about it.

Weaknesses - how could this activity/initiative be improved?

It would have been good to have a longer timescale to work in; however the shorter timescale was a result of an internal college issue - staff illness of the co-ordinator. There is a feedback/comment sheet on the blog, however as the blog has been so recently publicised there is not much feedback yet to assess.
One student has been ill which has limited his input.


	Any other comments/information, e.g. any particular challenges you faced and ways you overcame these:

It was a challenge to find the right platform to suit our needs, but this was overcome by undertaking research of usergroups to find what suited us best.

The students’ grammar and punctuation could be improved. It was a dilemma as to whether to allow them free rein here.  If we are able to continue with a blog next session, over a longer period of time, we would arrange support with communication skills.

It was also a dilemma how much to influence the exact content and style as we would like the blog to appeal to students who use a different style of communication.  What they produced was not what had been expected, but was clearly what they were used to. Again if we are doing this again over a longer period we would discuss this more with the students at the start of the blog.

Whether to censor content was another issue. In general the blog was not censored; however on one occasion we felt that a couple of entries were not suitable at all and so they were removed by the administrator. This shows a need for an administrator to keep an eye on such a blog.
There were over 200 visitors to the site from April 26 to May 26. These have come from 8 countries: UK, India, USA, South Korea, Spain, Pakistan, Japan and Iran, and there has been a mixture of new and returning visitors. Some came directly through the college site, some from referring sites and some from search engines including Facebook. This shows that there is interest in such blogs.

All in all the project has been very positive and one which we would like to sustain and extend.


	Resources required: (e.g. budget, staff resources)

The main resource was staffing – a blog designer/administrator and payment for the 4 students involved in the project. The steering group’s time and the Curriculum Manager’s time was provided by the college


	Are there any attachable documents that you could share with other institutions or a website they can visit for more information? 

Yes    The blog address is www.etclife.com
There is a link on the front page of the blog to the Textpattern manual so anyone who is interested in doing something similar can see how to go about it.
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