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Introduction

We identified the need for an improved International Student House-Hunting Campaign in order to provide advice to more international students before they sign their accommodation contracts, helping them to make informed choices and better decisions.

We worked with LSTV (Leeds University Union’s TV society) to help international students produce two five-minute videos giving basic advice and information about the help available to them through the House-Hunting Campaign, aimed at incoming international students. The videos were emailed to international students before they came to Leeds and were on our website from August- October 2010.  We produced banners and publicity to promote the campaign and a prize draw incentive of £300 (equal to the average deposit in Leeds) for students who used the Contract Checking service.  We worked closely with the University, forging strong ties with individual Departments and reinforcing links with the International Student Office. 
In recent years we have developed a thorough and dedicated Contact Checking service for international students both within the Union’s Advice Centre and by training volunteers from the University’s International Student Office to provide additional support. We wanted more students to benefit from this valuable service, but recognising that there are barriers to this, we also wanted to promote the online advice and highlight the most common problems faced by international students. We have worked well with the International Student Office in the past but wanted to reinforce these links to benefit our students.
Details of the project
The project was relatively straight-forward to set up, as many of the key aspects, such as the Contract Checking service and website, were already established and just needed some expansion.  We provided a platform for current students to help new students by giving them the support to make the videos themselves.  We used contacts within the Union, such as LSTV, and we recruited students through LUU’s Faith and Cultural Societies.  We used our student marketing staff to design the branding and publicity, and arranged for the videos to be emailed directly to new international students through the University’s International Student Office, who kindly allowed us to send an email to their mailing list with a link to our website and videos.
The project took three months to plan and three months to implement, plus a further month to evaluate.  After we had received the go-ahead for the project we had to work quickly to recruit international students to make the videos before the summer vacation.  We encountered a couple of unexpected difficulties with the availability of the international students we had recruited (one was involved in an accident so was unable to participate - thankfully he's made a full recovery now! And another student had to relocate to London for work) we were able to overcome this by finding replacements quickly through LUU’s societies.  The videos were basic and quite amateurish in their execution; however this was to be expected when involving students with little experience and some temperamental equipment.  The ideas themselves were great though, and it was refreshing to see current students communicating visually and directly with future students.  An initial exciting idea to include Japanese manga animation in one of the videos had to be abandoned because it was taking too long, which was a shame as the result could have been really interesting and unique.  There was a two-week delay in sending out the video link directly to international students via the International Student Office due to staff annual leave over the summer (waiting for authorisation to send it out to the mailing list).  There were minor delays due to LSTV’s equipment problems, but this was overcome by the students’ flexibility and dedication, and the Executive Officer’s enthusiasm for the project.  There were no challenges or delays with the marketing and publicity materials, thanks to the experience and organisation of the team.  There were no challenges in delivering the project within the budget constraints because this had been thoroughly planned beforehand. 
The actual expenditure was in line with the planned expenditure.
Film productions costs


£350

Prize draw incentive



£300

Publicity design time



£210

Publicity materials



£150

Full cost recovery (40%)


£404

Total cost




£1414
The publicity materials have already been re-used as students start thinking about their accommodation for 2011/2012.  We are using the pop-up banners throughout the Union and they are moved around to maximise exposure - they have been on display at our weekly International Student event- the Global Café, on Monday nights - in the Union foyer, and there is one in the International Student Office.  These will be used indefinitely at appropriate times of the year.  The videos are no longer on the website as it is updated regularly but they will return again in the summer for next year’s international students, and the links to our website on the forums, for example the Chinese Student & Scholars Association forum, will remain, as will our strengthened relationship with the International Office and contacts in individual University Departments such as the Business School and Faculty of Engineering.

Evaluation and learning points

Our Contract Checks increased from 45 during International Welcome Week 2009/10 to 60 during International Welcome Week 2010/11.  While it is disappointing that we did not reach our target of 90 Contract Checks over the week, a 33% increase is tolerable. Views of the videos were also below our target of 500, achieving a total of 394 views.  Interestingly though, we have seen an increase on our overall Contract Checks so far this year, as continuing students, both home and international, start their search for accommodation for the next academic year, perhaps indicating that awareness of the service in general is up.  Total figures have not yet been collated but so far appear to be ahead of previous years.  Overwhelmingly, our feedback shows that 100% of students who used the Contract Checking service would recommend it to a friend, proving that the service is really valuable.
There have been some significant positive outcomes of the project which we had not anticipated, and we will use these to develop our House-Hunting Campaigns in the future.  The most useful of these has been our relationship with students from international societies and Academic Departments. Through our contact with international students on the project we have learned more about how many international students currently make their housing choices, how they communicate with one another before they arrive in Leeds and where they turn to for advice.  We recognise that we should try to adapt our approach to fit in with this, and intend to work with groups such as the Chinese Student & Scholars Association to help get our messages out through the already established channels.  We have made strong contacts with individual Departments and found that international students rely heavily on their academic Departments for information, so we intend to work with them closely to ensure our messages are heard.  Many international students do not understand the role of the Students’ Union before/when they first arrive in the UK, and they look to their Departments for guidance.  We will work with Departments more closely in the future to get our messages out.
From our experiences this year we have found that international students are commonly ‘signing’ contracts from abroad, before arriving in Leeds, with many of the large purpose-built complexes expecting this, so we will also put more focus on our website, creating a better online Contract Checking service so that international students have the tools to check terms of the contract, as well as their rights and responsibilities and common problems before they come to the UK.  Although this is not as thorough as the face-to-face Contract Check, it is a useful tool.  Long-term social policy work will focus on lobbying the larger landlords and agents to provide more flexibility to international students who are not able to view a property before committing to the contract. 
Since last summer we have been working much more closely with the University’s International Student Office and now host the Global Café, a jointly run weekly event for International Students on Monday evenings.  It has been a huge success, with up to 320 students attending each week, and we are excited about its development over coming months.  We are also helping the ISO with their Intercultural Ambassadors’ Project by mentoring student ambassadors, and have run events in the Union for international students from specific departments, such as the Business School.  As we engage with international students in a growing variety of ways we hope to continue to improve our services, helping them to love their time at Leeds.
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“Thank you very much for telling me I have won. I would like to tell you that it is a wonderful surprise for me!!!” 
International student, Vasiliki Skondra, from Greece, beside our Contract Checking banner. 
Won £300 Prize Draw to pay her deposit.
Links to videos (not currently on the LUU website, but viewable on our youtube channel- will be up on our website again in the summer)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjaCa9JpmhY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2h-HzSgZHjg
Link to the Housing advice pages on our website
http://www.leedsuniversityunion.org.uk/helpandadvice/housing/
Banner and TV screen designs attached as PDF files.
