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Outcome summary
Working with international students at Loughborough and Southampton Universities, we have:

· researched UK culture from their perspective, using multiple focus groups

· produced a series of short films featuring the students describing their reflections and advice to other students

· produced a website featuring the films and other useful links and information, along with the facility for students to comment, interact and link to their blogs

· the films are also available for use by other institutions, to embed in their own international student sites

Concept and drivers

The main driver for the project was some initial research that had been done at Loughborough to get a better understanding of international student experience.  Students talked about their initial trepidation not knowing what to expect and also about their excitement and occasionally amused confusion about UK culture.

The project aims were therefore to go deeper and wider into this issue in an engaging way that would both inform and enthuse international students thinking of coming to the UK.  We decided that videos of the students themselves describing and reflecting their experience would be the most engaging way of tackling the issue.  We believed that although a website would be needed to bring the project together, putting the films on You Tube and similar sites would maximise their exposure over time especially if we promoted them through viral social networking like FaceBook and Twitter etc.
We were very conscious of a need not to be too parochial and felt that collaboration with another Union would give us a broader scope and some different ideas.  We approached Southampton University Students’ Union since we already had good links and had collaborated on a couple of media projects previously.  We also consulted the International Offices in both institutions so we could benefit from their immense experience of international students and their reactions to the UK.
The final part of the mix was to ensure that we had a good mix of students from around the world.  This was of course a daunting task but we aimed to reflect some of the diversity of the UK international student population, including EU students.

The resources are aimed at prospective or very recently arrived international students; institutions represent a secondary audience.
Organisation and timescale

The project started in June 2010 with initial research focus groups and was projected to be complete by March 2011.

Following the initial focus groups we decided focus on a limited number of students who could present in the first person covering the main themes that came out of the research.

In order to illustrate the points made in the research we also took substantial footage of everyday student life in the UK to be used as “cut-aways”.  These films have been organised on the website together with some text and links to supply further information.

It is intended that the website and video assets continue to develop into the future.  Both of the participating unions are committed to maintaining it as part of their ongoing work supporting international students.  We also intend that other institutions from around the UK will use the site and video assets and that some will be inspired to add their own resources to it, as links.  We will continue to strongly promote this idea thorough Students’ Unions and UKCISA, as well as institutional networks.
Furthermore, we aim to encourage existing students to share experiences and stories by commenting on the website and YouTube etc. This will, we hope, make it lively and current.
Finally we have shown the films and website to a number of international students and others and we are continuing to make adjustments in response to their comments.  One significant comment is that the logo emphasises “shock” too strongly and we are redesigning it to use UK Culture as the main heading.  This has also been reflected in the web address.
The challenges

The task of illustrating a cross section of students’ reactions to UK culture is a daunting one and we know that we can only scratch the surface of the complex issue of culture shock in this format.
The methodology we adopted had its pros and cons.  The initial focus groups suggested the main areas where students have been confused or apprehensive about UK culture.  We are grateful to the almost 100 students who have contributed to the project. 
It is of course one thing to come to a focus group and another to appear on camera in a video to be distributed worldwide.  This presented a series of problems around the issue that although some interesting comments were made in the focus groups it was impossible for us to find anyone to repeat it to camera in the first person.
One issue that illustrates this was that a number of students talked about the differences between UK police (generally well regarded amongst those who had dealings with them) and attitudes to home police where some students were less complementary.  Understandably these people were reluctant to say as explicitly on camera what they said in a focus group.  Our solution was to break with our original plan and feature a UK police officer in videos where his friendliness and professionalism speak for themselves, beyond the topics he is covering.  We chose a campus beat officer over a more senior officer in this role to emphasise the point.

We found from the focus groups cultural differences are sometimes quite subtle and using volunteer presenters speaking in their own words doesn’t always get exactly the point you want across. The alternative of scripting or professional voice-over would have spoilt the student-to-student feel that is the essence of what we have aimed for and achieved.

Efforts to resolve this issue and looking at options have proved very time consuming.  In the end we have used more extensive cut-aways than we had originally planned with the idea that pictures can make a point better than words sometimes.  The weather segment is particularly successful in this regard.

We were also challenged by the pattern of the academic year.  This was particularly so in the September/October period as new students were being admitted.  Union, University and student time and resources are stretched to the limit during this period and it was impossible to get the project the priority it needed with any of these key groups.
Reflections

Cultural change is very significant for many of our students, but their adaptability and resilience to it is high not least because that is a part of the challenge that they look forward to in coming to study in the UK.
In our initial research we found that some students talked about the fear of the unknown being greater than the challenge of actually being here.  We have not yet quite managed to capture that point but we still aim to try to find someone who will be comfortable with articulating it.
We found many of the pictures of everyday life in the UK are actually the most interesting to international students who have not travelled here.

We have conducted some feedback sessions and are continuing to adjust and supplement the footage and style we have in order to respond to the comments we have received.

Amongst the comments were:
· people vastly preferred video to written material, though the written text was useful and the links were a very good idea. They wanted more.

· people liked getting to know relatively few presenters but that we should have a couple more
· almost no-one has been through the website item by item.  That was not how it was designed and not how it will be used
· the students quickly “got it” that some of the same information was presented by country other by topic some preferred one over the other
· the site and videos were interesting even when they were not from a student they identified with
· they felt that they might be more likely to add a comment if they thought something had been missed or not presented in the right way.  They had a few comments like this.

We believe that the site and materials will make a very useful contribution to preparing students thinking of coming to the UK and we are optimistic that it will prove to be an inspiring base on which international students, we and other institutions can build. 

www.ukculture.info 
