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Best practice case studies
Improved internal communications in order to better promote the International Students’ Orientation Programme (ISOP)
	Institution name: Bournemouth University



	Summary description: 
We wanted to try to increase attendance at our orientation programme, particularly by Chinese students who are our largest group of international students, but one of the most poorly represented during orientation.

We realised that there were many staff in academic schools who knew very little about the nature of orientation and who were therefore not able to promote it to students effectively.

The project therefore had several strands, some aimed at promoting orientation in different ways to students and some aimed at increasing staff awareness of orientation so that they could help us by encouraging students to attend.




	Description of how activity/initiative is/was conducted:

One of the first things we did was to send a brief questionnaire to all course administrators and other staff involved with international students to establish how much they knew about the orientation programme and if and how they promoted it to applicants. The results showed that approx 65% of administrative staff knew “little” or “very little” about the orientation programme and that there was a lack of consistency in the way it was advertised to students in different academic schools.

Based on this feedback, the first thing we did was to arrange staff information sessions, which were advertised as follows:

“All you need to know about the International Students' Orientation Programme (ISOP)!
 - What does it include?

- How does it fit in with school inductions?

- Why is it so important

- How does the International Office promote it?

- What can you do to help encourage international students to attend?
All this in just half an hour!”
We organised 4 sessions, two on each campus, on different days to try to ensure that as many staff as possible could attend. The sessions were timed around lunchtime and only lasted for half an hour. We encouraged staff to bring their sandwiches with them if they wanted to make sure that even those who were extremely busy were still able to find time to attend. This strategy really seemed to work and in total about 30 staff attended. Not only did the sessions raise their awareness of the orientation programme, but it also helped to convince them of its value, therefore encouraging them to promote it more actively.

In addition to this we produced an ISOP flier which outlined the programme and which schools could send out to international students with offer letters and/or joining instructions. This flier was in addition to the usual mailing which the International Office sends during the summer to advertise ISOP to all international students who hold an offer. We hoped that by receiving the ISOP flier along with course information it would make the orientation programme appear to be a more integral part of their studies at the University, rather than an optional extra.

We also made some changes to the summer ISOP mailing by creating an additional covering letter for Chinese students. This letter was written in Chinese and printed on red paper. It explained why we felt that ISOP was so important for Chinese students and gave details about how much of the programme is free of charge, including accommodation, some travel expenses and food all paid for etc… (this was a factor we felt may have deterred Chinese students from attending in previous years). The letter also invited Chinese students to attend an important meeting on the first day of ISOP with a Chinese professor, a Chinese member of International Office staff and representatives from the Chinese Society. We hoped that this would be an added incentive to attend and would help Chinese students to feel that orientation is something “for them”.

We employ a student helper to work part-time with us in the International Office during July, August and September and last year we were lucky that it was a Chinese student. She helped by creating a mail base of Chinese applicants who she e-mailed over the summer encouraging them to attend the orientation programme and giving them advice from a Chinese student’s perspective. This was in addition to our regular e-mails to all international students registered for the orientation programme.

As a result of all of the above efforts, a total of 271 students attended ISOP, including 31 Chinese students. This was an improvement on the previous year’s total of 229, of whom 26 were Chinese. In addition, of the 26 Chinese who registered on ISOP in 2005 very few actually regularly attended events, whereas in 2006, their presence was more noticeable which hopefully means that as a result of the extra publicity they understood the importance and relevance of the programme to them.

We hope to continue to build on these numbers in coming years.



	Strengths and weaknesses:

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

The staff information sessions were a big success and have really helped to raise awareness of the orientation programme and convince staff of its value. The short and concise half hour sessions were a good format which encouraged staff to attend.

Having a consistent approach to advertising ISOP across schools has meant that we can be confident that all students are receiving the same information from their academic school, in addition to the International Office mailing. Whilst we cannot make attendance at orientation compulsory, this joined-up approach has helped to reinforce the message that the University considers orientation to be an important and integral part of the international student experience, rather than just an optional add-on. Importantly, we have seen increased attendance at ISOP as a result.

Weaknesses - how could this activity/initiative be improved?

Ideally, we would like to send out the ISOP fliers with all offer letters for the coming year from October onwards. However this has not yet been possible, because of planned changes to the programme which needed finalising before the flier could be printed. We will aim to circulate it as early as possible in future years.

We continue to find it difficult to engage Chinese students in orientation activities. This issue is compounded by the difficulty we have in obtaining useful feedback from those who do attend. Whilst those Chinese students who did attend orientation seemed to take a more active part in events, we still need to find ways of getting much larger numbers of Chinese students involved. This year we have shortened the programme from a whole week to a more intensive 3 day programme in the hope that this will be more appealing.

Feedback from focus groups has indicated that the attraction of ISOP is quite different for EU and non-EU students. In general, EU students see it as an opportunity to make friends and socialise. They will happily attend academic sessions, but their primary aim in doing so is to meet new people. For non-EU students, adapting to UK culture and the UK academic system is a higher priority and sometimes the social activities provided during the week can seem trivial in comparison. As a result, we are planning to further tailor our mailings this summer with a separate covering letter to EU and Non-EU students, highlighting the parts of the programme that are likely to be of most interest to them. This is in addition to the Chinese mailing which is different again.




	Resources required: 

The staff information sessions were very quick to plan and probably saved us time in the long run, because staff in other departments were able to field more of the basic questions about ISOP on our behalf.

The only financial cost was the production of ISOP fliers.

Tailoring the mailing with different letters for specific groups of students does make the envelope stuffing process slightly more complex and time consuming, but we hope that the small amount of extra time involved will be worth it.




	Additional information available
ISOP flier downloadable here.



	Contact details: 

Name: Caroline Howlett

Department: International Office

Institution: Bournemouth University

Phone 01202 965546

Email : chowlett@bournemouth.ac.uk



	Date uploaded: 

May 2007
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