Improving the academic experience of international students
16 January 2008, 12-3pm, Universities UK, Woburn House
This consultation meeting, organised jointly by Universities UK and the UK Council for International Student Affairs aimed to give Subject Centre staff and other key stakeholders discuss the issues that affect the academic experience of international students and consider ways in which PMI2 funding could usefully be targeted to support this. 
Summary of current issues
Jude Carroll (Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development) mapped out some of the currently available resources on teaching and learning issues for international students which can help at different stages of the process.
Pre-arrival

· Information about students’ prior educational experiences e.g. the Lancaster/LSE Student Diversity and Academic Writing project’s research on Chinese, Indian & Greek teaching & learning

· Materials for students e.g. the UKCISA Information Sheet on UK study methods.  Glossaries of academic terms could also be useful.
· Guidance on entry qualifications such as IELTS - understanding what they do and don’t mean (see contribution to Agora report by Prof. Rebecca Hughes - http://www.agora-education.org/pubs/docs/Agora_China_Report.pdf ) 
· Opportunities for submitting disciplinary work pre-arrival and getting feedback

Post arrival

· Case studies e.g. from Leeds Met in Internationalising Higher Education, edited by Elspeth Jones and Sally Brown
· Transition information – UKCISA’s forthcoming “Bridging our Worlds” training DVD

· Early diagnosis & feedback (see examples in Carroll & Ryan (2007))
· Early re-testing of English levels, relating specifically to discipline, and leading to support
During course 
· inclusive teaching (see resource list)

· adaptive assessment, creating a level playing field in exams (See http://www.brookes.ac.uk/services/hr/eod/guides/exams/ - report by Diane Schmitt on ‘Sitting exams in a foreign language’), 
· Internationalisation of the curriculum (approaches as well as content)

· more instruments for academic skills development (RightNow and Learn Higher CETLs are doing good work)

Particular “hot spots” to focus on include:

· Resources for group work with international students

· Social integration and use of academic experiences to encourage it

· Resources around standards and equity

· Careers and placements information
· Resources around the “high hurdle” tasks eg assessments, exams, UG dissertations and PG writing
She put forward options for spending the PMI2 money:

1) Strategic positioning of key people in the sector

2) Staff development and training

3)
Research – there are still lots of things we don’t know (see handout)

4) 
Resources – creating a resource bank, which might help to disseminate existing materials and perhaps be a focus for the development of new ones.

In her view, the priority is to put internationalisation at the centre of the curriculum, ensure that it is valued and assessed (see work at RMIT University and Macquarie for example), but give each discipline the freedom to deal with this in their own way, taking account of differences in discipline, level, etc.  It was noted that the label “international” may not speak to all students – diversity needs to be recognised, and the process needs to be inclusive.  Marie Niven (DIUS) mentioned the International School Award (schools) – could there be something on these lines for higher (+further) education?

Current concerns from the perspective of English for Academic Purposes staff
(Ros Richards, British Association of Lecturers in English for Academic Purposes (BALEAP))
· English language standards on entry.  If required standards are lowered, how will we support international students who fall well below what is required to begin a course, and is the impact of lowering standards monitored?
· Most staff don’t understand what the different levels of IELTS actually mean in practice – more information is needed.  BALEAP’s CANDO project is currently piloting work on what IELTS levels mean a student can and can’t do.  It was noted that some scores are unreliable, and use of overall scores can mask huge differences in students’ abilities across the four skills sections.  This is particularly problematic when Master’s students don’t receive feedback until halfway through their courses.
· Students need to be encouraged build self-awareness of their weaknesses in English (which may vary widely), and staff need to monitor language levels on an ongoing basis.

· Students and staff need to be aware that in-sessional support cannot be used as a sticking plaster for inadequate entry levels.  Institutions should package offers to encourage attendance at pre-sessional English language support delivered in the UK, instead of IELTS cramming in the home country, as the former is more tailored to students future study needs.

· With in-sessional support, the problem is attendance.  The students who most need the support are the ones who drop out due to the demands of their course.  Ideally this should be built in, and if possible credit given for in-sessional courses.
· Quality assurance – how do we measure the quality of English language support , which generally falls outside the framework of QAA?  British Council and BALEAP accreditation schemes can be beneficial.  

· With the increasing involvement of universities in public-private partnerships, there is a need to ensure institutions are fully involved in quality assurance of their partners.
Higher Education Academy
Glynis Cousin outlined that HEA’s main task was working with academic staff, on both the formal and informal curriculum.  A small team had a focus on internationalisation issues, and work mainly on a multi-agency basis.  Activities include:
· a joint HEA/Oxford Brookes/UKCISA conference is planned for 20 June 2008 which will focus on ways of designing a curriculum to bring international and home students together (www.brookes.ac.uk/services/ocsld/iod/events/conf08 )
· Work on internationalisation of the curriculum through Subject Centres
· Promoting debate and linking to other agendas e.g. cross-cultural capability, global citizenship (which is not yet well articulated with employability agendas), increasing the mobility of UK students and links to the diversity/equality agenda (access issues for home and international students)

· Engaging with educational developers to embed material for new academics on internationalisation in PG Cert programmes (with SEDA and other agencies)
· Encouraging student-led research on the international campus is affordable and idevelopmental for the students

· Helping develop institutional intelligence through funding multiple small projects
· Case studies (although some discussion on usefulness of these: established that more useful if used as part of training/development exercises for staff)

· Emerging agenda with the Leadership Foundation for HE on the parts of international strategies that support teaching and learning

· Pump-priming to help institutions model the translation of internationalisation into practice can be effective as a learning exercise even if similar projects have already taken place elsewhere

It was suggested that a balance needed to be struck between work at institutional and national level, and between disciplinary and generic resources.  Also that thought should be given to ICT resources and issues.
Summary of Subject Centre contributions

Business, Management, Accountancy & Finance

Have many international students.  Have set up an Internationalisation SIG which has already held two meetings and has another planned for June 2008.  Focus is on curriculum, teaching & learning and language issues.
Sociology, Anthropology & Politics

Relatively small numbers of international students.  Have set up a SIG on internationalisation and done a literature review on learning and teaching issues, including transnational education (TNE), although found relatively little on the latter.  Have interviewed staff and gained reflective comment on their experiences overseas. This will be leading to a web resource for staff.  The SIG are also looking at work experience opportunities and the student experience of internationalisation.

History, Classics & Archaeology
They noted concern on the two-year Masters & the implications of Bologna – a risk that students might decide against coming to the UK to study if one-year Masters were seen as less valued.  They also commented on the difficulty of getting UK students to understand & be enriched by their experience of having international students around, and also on UK students’ lack of ability in foreign languages.  Most international students are PG, in which a disproportionate number continue in academic life, whereas with UG students, outside employment is more important, so note differences between needs of UGs and PGs and between subjects.

Engineering

Have similar numbers of international students to BMAF, especially from East Asia, and have therefore been looking at teaching and learning issues.  They have received HEA funding and have conducted a survey and literature review, although this has had limited response.  They have commissioned a briefing guide for academic staff which is at first draft stage and they hope to launch this later in 2008.

Information & Computer Sciences

They have increasing numbers of international students as well as greater numbers of international staff.  They ran an event on internationalisation in May 2007.  Bologna was noted as being an issue, and work has been taking place comparing curricula across Europe.  They also raised the issue of the needs of new academic staff.  In ICS, there is a focus towards ‘active learning’ and away from lecture-based learning.  This leads to issues around group and team working.

Economics
Have done surveys of students, staff and employers.  Staff and students both report difficulties with English language, especially in discussions/seminars.  A need was also identified to help international lecturers understand the UK HE system.  They produce handbooks for lecturers on subjects such as plagiarism and VLE and are commissioning one for staff working with international students.  Also potentially interested in looking at group dynamics and student motivations.

Languages, Linguistics & Area Studies

Have taken an online approach, based on an awareness-raising workshop for staff which they ran four times.  They are now developing a training manual and learning objects which can be adapted for use in different institutions, especially for use with new staff, using as a basis the UK Professional Standards Framework, so this will be applicable to all disciplines.  This will be launched at an event in April 2008.

Philosophy & Religious Studies

There are disciplinary differences within the subject centre – religious studies is inherently international, theology is generally not, and most Anglo-Saxon philosophers are resistant to recognising philosophical traditions from other parts of the world.  There are few international students (most are from USA & Europe), and a belief that they choose UK philosophy courses in order to study UK-style philosophy, thus providing an argument against internationalising the curriculum.

Common issues raised by a number of Subject Centres included 

· teaching and learning issues such as 

· training and handbooks/resources for new staff (UK and international); 

· facilitating group work; 

· the impact of large numbers of international students, and particularly of large national/language groups within the classroom; 

· plagiarism and assessment issues

· Language issues (for staff and students)

· Internationalisation of modules – content and approaches

General discussion points
· Should international student support be done by academic staff, support staff or both?

· Should we aim to support staff via their institutions or via disciplines?

· Can we offer an overarching toolkit for disciplines to adapt to their own needs?

· Disciplines have a particular role in developing glossaries and discipline-related materials.

· Language issues are strongly disciplinary hence it is important to have good communication between academic staff and EAP professionals.
· The problems faced by international students in adapting to UK academic culture highlight similar problems faced by many UK students

· Many home students have an international heritage

· Don’t assume that bringing in international staff will solve problems – it can create new ones!

Summary 

The Chair suggested that further work might be brought together under a theme of “teaching and learning issues for international students (as a diverse body): those who study with them and those who teach them”.  Future projects could include some/all of the following topics:
· Developing staff capability in this area (e.g. via toolkits adapted by the Subject Centres)

· Global citizenship (though discussion on use of word ‘citizenship’)

· Toolkits for those seeking to develop an international curriculum (looking at approaches as well as content)
· Evidence-based projects eg building on reviews of internationalisation literature

· Bringing together all the subject centre work

· Feedback – e.g. new ways of seeking this
· Different models of on-course support

· Transition – incorporates many different areas and covers a long period of time – includes work on buddying/mentoring schemes, pre-arrival, arrival support

· Group work, including its use as a vehicle to encourage social integration

· Standards and equity 

