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

This PMI project aims to measure and offer international postgraduate students on taught and research degree courses at Oxford Brookes University, information to support them in planning for life after their course, in a format which is timely and appropriate for their needs.

The International Student Advisory Service (ISAS) conducted focus group research with students and staff at the University in March 2007.  Their responses guided the development of a signposting website for postgraduate students to use over the second half of their course, and after leaving.  The pilot site will be monitored until March 2008, and student feedback will direct the site development before the end of May 2008.




	Description of how activity/initiative is/was conducted, e.g. who is/was involved, timescales, communication, evaluation, sustainability :
ISAS ran two focus groups in March 2007 with postgraduate research and taught Masters students.  Because we were researching how the students wanted to prepare to leave their course, we recognised that current student cohorts may not yet have anticipated their need for certain types of support, for example aspects of culture shock and how to deal with it or sending their luggage home.  
We therefore ran an additional group for staff who were and had been working with postgraduate students in academic Schools and central service departments.  We wanted to hear from them about the kind of requests for support and any areas of concern former students had experienced.
The student focus groups were made up of volunteers who responded to an email invitation. They were allocated to groups to represent a mixture of nationalities, subjects and type of course. 

The focus groups were conducted in early evening slots for the student groups and at lunch time for staff.  All the groups were asked the same questions (with some adaptations for the staff group).  The two ISAS facilitators had a prepared script which aimed to find out what, when and how postgraduate students wanted information to prepare them for moving on from their course. 
The focus group methodology included a range of group activities to elicit responses, and the student participants were required to complete a focus group evaluation sheet before receiving their book token payment.  ISAS will use this generic feedback to design future focus groups on a range of topics related to the international student experience and the International Student Advisory Service provision.
The answers were recorded and collated, and the feedback was used to design a website which was available on a pilot basis from mid June 2007, to be completed by 30 June 2007.  The ‘After Brookes’ site will be a part of the ISAS suite of web pages and aims to be a signpost for the students to appropriate other sites, where they can find the different kinds of information they want.  For example, a strong conclusion was that the students wanted to know more about working in the UK after their course.  It was clear that in March 2007, when the focus groups were held, they were not interested in guidance on reverse culture shock.  However, we anticipated that once they had returned home they may in fact find it helpful and search for this information.
In addition to the staff who took part in the focus group, the new site was developed in conjunction with the University’s Careers Centre and Alumni Office, and guides international students to their existing resources and also to outside agencies, such as the Home Office Working in the UK site.
The pilot website will be publicised to the MSc students as they submit their final projects/dissertations at the end of September 2007.  ISAS will ask all academic School staff to distribute the publicity for the site and to encourage their students to use the materials.  The publicity card was designed and printed using the PMI funding.  It is intended that in future years, the site will be highlighted earlier in their academic cycle at the start of Semester 2 (early February), so that students can start to plan for their future at an earlier stage.
ISAS will include an online questionnaire to find out from the student users whether they have found the content useful, when they have used the different sections and how accessible the information has been for them.  There will be prizes of University memorabilia to give students an incentive for returning the questionnaire, as it is essential for ISAS to be able to measure the success of the initiative and to develop the materials in the light of their feedback.  We are particularly interested to see if the topics they need vary throughout their study cycle and the level of use in the period after the most intensive academic periods have been completed.  We aim to have collated these responses and have finalised the site by 30 May 2008.
The site and publicity materials have been developed using a commercial website designer, who already has a good working relationship with ISAS and the University.  ISAS will continue this work with the designer until the end of May 2008.  We have also liaised with the University’s design and web teams. 
It is hoped that following the initial investment of PMI funding, which was used to run the research project and to provide the website and secure its development during its first year of use, the ‘After Brookes’ website and resources can and will be maintained with little additional resources of funding and time.  
The website was designed as a signposting tool, which ensures that the specialist subject areas will be maintained and kept current by the providers.  The University is also in the process of updating its Alumni website which will incorporate many of the features which the students involved in the project requested, such as a social and professional network which they could use to enhance their career and business prospects prior to, during and after their course. The new ‘After Brookes’ site itself will be easy for ISAS staff to maintain as part of the on-going task of checking links.  As ISAS is responsible for its own web pages, it can immediately amend the ‘After Brookes’ site.  The content which is generated by ISAS rather than other websites/providers will be reviewed along with on-going advice within the service.  
The signposting policy also reflects ISAS’s wider strategic role within the University.  As a service for international students, it is not always appropriate for ISAS to provide their resources when in fact other services are already providing a professional service to all students e.g. the Careers Centre.  ISAS’s ongoing role is to encourage such services to develop in order to be more accessible and responsive to the needs of postgraduate students.  The focus groups also highlighted where some of the University’s systems do not currently meet the demands of postgraduate students.  Feedback alerted us to the fact that the timing of the graduation ceremony for postgraduate students, in the year after their completion, meant that many did not attend and hence did not obtain as much information about the Alumni services as those students who did.  While ISAS alone can not address such issues as timing of graduation ceremonies, the PMI project gave a welcome opportunity for these issues to be highlighted and recognised throughout the institution in order to improve the postgraduate experience.  It was able to encourage other departments, Schools and senior management to recognise the impact of such systems on the postgraduate student body. 



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

Running the focus groups and developing the web based ‘After Brookes’ resources, enabled:

· the postgraduate students to see that ISAS was aware of them as a distinct student group, with particular needs around planning for after their course. 

· ISAS was able to provide support materials in direct response to their feedback. It illustrated, for example, that finding work, particularly in the UK was a very high priority and they had very high expectations of how the University could help them 

· the staff focus group to initiate wider discussions which were very pertinent to implementing the University’s internationalisation policy.  The lunchtime focus group brought together an invited cross section of staff from the Schools and central services, who would not normally have had the opportunity to share ideas about these students.  This session particularly highlighted some of the systems which have prevented this student group from accessing what they needed.  It highlighted that there was for example no common ‘end date’ to their contact with the University, for even the one-year taught masters courses, and that there was no official recognition of their leaving.  Staff began to identify some of the gaps which would not have been evident if we had only used the student focus groups.  In the longer term, such discussions need to be fed back into the strategic and operational planning of the University as a whole, for which ISAS now has a body of evidence which it can share with colleagues and other departments and Schools. 
· ISAS to better understand this student group’s priorities, showing for example that the resources that ISAS had previously provided for practicalities such as luggage storage and freight, although valuable, were not something that students expected their University to provide.  ISAS was then able to reflect these priorities in the design of a website, which they would be more likely to use and benefit from.
· ISAS to better understand this student group’s expectations about how they wanted information.  ISAS had expected that students would ask for materials in a portable CD Rom format. However the groups clearly said that they really wanted a much more interactive and current mechanism which can now best be provided by a web-based discussion forum.  They also wanted access to the materials much earlier in the academic year, and offering them a CD Rom as they finished their studies would have been too late.  They were keen to make use of every opportunity available whilst they were still at the University, particularly to start job seeking at a very early stage.  However as the focus group were volunteers, ISAS is aware that the participants were self selecting, and by wanting to engage in the research were already thinking well ahead.  
· The inclusion of an online questionnaire with prizes provided by the PMI fund will enable ISAS to monitor the use of the site for a year, and then to develop the materials in response to that feedback.  In addition, the standard web usage data will allow ISAS to further monitor which sections/topics are being used and when.  
Weaknesses - how could this activity/initiative be improved?

Publicity

ISAS had planned to hold four student focus groups, however only sufficient students responded to the emailed advertisement to hold two focus groups each of 10 students.  ISAS allocated them to a group with the aim of making each group as wide a representation of the student body as possible.  However, as we had to use every volunteer, there was some duplication and students actually came with friends from their course and national group.
To get a wider cross section of more students, we needed better publicity.  If we had asked the academic Schools to publicise and encourage their students to join the research programme, they would have seen it as a higher priority.  Students, who are already juggling an intensive course, need an academic endorsement of the value of the research, before they would be willing to commit the time.

Focus group timing

It was difficult to find a time when the postgraduate students would have been more likely to want to get involved.  However, it was not possible to get a good cross section of students, early in their second semester when they were already working on course assignments.  Again, in future ISAS would need to liaise more closely with their academic tutors and administrators to find a more appropriate time, possibly towards the end of the Christmas/New Year vacation.

Research students

The ‘After Brookes’ project aims to provide suitable materials for all postgraduate students at Oxford Brookes, and is intended to support research students as well as those on taught Masters courses.  However only one PhD student volunteered, and it became clear during the course of the research that this group of students, usually working independently within their School, sometimes in a quasi teaching role, did not see themselves as having things in common with the one year Masters students. Because they were not represented in the research, the final website may not be as relevant to them as hoped.  It is important to recognise this perceived and real difference and talk to the academic Schools and the Graduate Office to find more appropriate ways of reaching them, and perhaps to have held a focus group specifically for them.
Students’ expectations

The focus groups were clearly saying that they wanted to have on-going access to support for planning for their futures even before they started their course.  Because they are the pilot cohort, they will not see the new materials until nearing the end of their course.  Asking for their views has raised their expectations of what the University can provide them with.  It is therefore very important to manage expectations of the actual timescale for any increased provision, and for the participants to appreciate that it will be future cohorts who will most benefit from the project.  This is particularly so for changes which impact more widely on the University and are not within ISAS’s control, for example any changes to the timing of their graduation ceremonies.

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

Suitable venues

ISAS had hoped to run the focus groups in a flexible environment which would prove attractive to postgraduate students and enable a participative approach to the activities. However, it proved very difficult to find an available room when students were still likely to still be on campus which did not clash with the teaching even for the selected early evening slot.  Colleagues in the Careers Centre then offered the use of their resources room.  The Centre was not closed in the evenings until March, so we had to hold the groups later than we had hoped.  It required the ISAS facilitators to rearrange the room both at the start and the end, and to operate in a confined space.  Because of the venue, it was very important to stress to the focus groups that the research was about all aspects of planning for their future, not solely work related issues.
Outcomes

ISAS has always worked in partnership the Careers Centre and Alumni staff in planning re-orientation activities.  However, the research outcomes suggested that students were less interested in the more practical issues such as shipping baggage, which ISAS itself could offer support or even the generic advice which the Careers Centre offer.  Their main requests were for access to professional and academic networking opportunities within their subject field and for immediate access to academic staff and to university alumni already working in their disciplines.  ISAS alone is not able to provide these resources, but can feed back these insights to the University as a whole and to the international recruitment team.  Initiating this debate and using the research outcomes will be a valuable contribution to the internationalisation strategy planning process, particularly the postgraduate student experience strand. It also highlights the importance of ISAS’s continuing engagement with other colleagues in academic Schools and central departments to address these issues. 

Staffing

ISAS had intended to start work on planning the PMI project in early January 2007. However, this coincided with a period of long term staff sickness and the adviser who managed the project had to take on more advice responsibility within the team.  This was addressed when the adviser met with the Head of ISAS to recognise the actual time frame for the project.  The outcome was for the adviser to allocate one day a week to devote to the project, and to draw up a detailed schedule to include the project deadlines.  It is also important to recognise that a project of this kind needs someone to take on the role of project manager, in addition to carrying out the research and applying the results to an appropriate outcome, in this case the new website.  Sufficient staff time needs to be carefully planned for and included in the project budget.
Technical support 

ISAS’s original proposal had assumed that the project outcome would be a CD-Rom which would include the materials which the students needed.  However, it became clear from the research that students wanted web-based resources which would support links to more interactive discussion sites and with opportunities for networking while they were at the university as well as after they had left.  The university is developing a new corporate website, which has meant that the new project site has had to be designed to fit in with the house style.  The central university IT support team did not have the capacity to support the project.  Whereas a CD-Rom could have been designed and produced externally, the website had to comply with the new guidelines and be based on existing sites.  This was addressed by ISAS being able to recruit at short notice a commercial web designer who had an on-going relationship with other university sites and had worked with ISAS in the past.  This ensured that the site was completed by the deadline and complied with the new University website.




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

· facilities for contacting students
· good working relationships with academic Schools

· good working relationships with colleagues in other central services

· staff time not only to carry out the research and provide the project outcomes, but also to act as project manger

· sufficient funding to cover running the focus groups, IT provision, with an allocation for reviewing the site after the first year’s monitoring with users.




	Are there any attachable documents that you could share with other institutions or a website they can visit for more information? 
Yes/No
If Yes, please attach/provide web address. 
The ‘After Brookes’ site is at :  
http://www.brookes.ac.uk/student/services/isas/predept.html
Hard copies of the card designed to publicise the website which will be distributed to all postgraduate students before they leave the University.  



	Contact details: 
( Tick here if you do not wish these to be made available online 
Name: Freda Cammack
Department: International Student Advisory Service
Institution: Oxford Brookes University
Phone: 01865 484681
Email : isas@brookes.ac.uk
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