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Preparing international students for the British higher education experience: the role of Regional Alumni Hubs (RAHs)


The London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine

1. Aims
We identified a need from some students, mainly from low and middle-income countries, for more explicit support before they arrive in London.  Although we make available extensive pre-arrival information to those who have been offered places, and also offer several days of pre-orientation for international students prior to the start of Term 1, there is evidence that such students take longer to settle into London and adapt to the British higher education system than other students.  

Additional support for these students may therefore be helpful. To be effective this support needs to be available before they arrive in London.  One way of delivering this is to facilitate direct face to face contact with someone who has experienced study in London, and particularly at the School.  
This project aims to improve the student experience of students in Nigeria, Kenya and India by arranging facilitated discussions with alumni in their own country before heading to London.

2. Summary of outcomes
Initial findings are that both applicants and alumni greatly valued the exchange.  Alumni are keen to help the School and successful applicants by acting as alumni ambassadors and in other ways.  Students particularly valued those meetings where a senior member of the School’s Registry staff was able to attend.  These provided opportunities to review documentation and advice on visas etc.

However the real value of the meetings was in providing both information and reassurance to new students and their families about the details of life in London.  We found that students in different countries have different concerns.  Those in Nigeria were most concerned about financial matters, particularly the availability of scholarships.  Those in India were more concerned with practical issues such as coping with the weather and the suitability of British food.

It is still too early to judge whether the project has had a measurable impact on student satisfaction amongst this group of students and on the overall student experience.  This will be re-assessed after the examinations in June.  We will also establish whether the students have maintained links with alumni in their country while they have been in London.
3. Background information
The London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine is a postgraduate medical school which receives around 650 students in London each year from around the world to register for one of 18 different masters programmes.  A further 400 research degree students and over 2,700 distance learning students study with the School.  Around 120 countries are represented in the student body, over half of which are from low or middle income countries.  Overall satisfaction with MSc courses at the School is very high, although there is scope for further improvement amongst international students, particularly those from Africa and Southern Asia.
The School has a large alumni network of some 15,000 former students who are located in over 190 countries.  A grant of $100,000 was awarded in early 2010 by the Rockefeller Foundation, which enabled us to identify alumni who are current and emerging leaders in the health systems of low and middle income countries, and to build an influential alumni network of global health practitioners.  The School’s Alumni Office reports high levels of enthusiasm and commitment by alumni in many countries to help the School in many different ways.  The School’s international alumni events attract excellent levels of attendance wherever they are held around the world. 

4. How the project was set up, run and evaluated

Alumni ambassadors were identified at all three venues. The Nigeria event was attended by five alumni ambassadors, the Indian one by six, and the Kenyan one by two.  All applicants with current offers of places at the School were invited to the event.  In Nigeria 65 applicants had offers of places, and all were invited.  Of these 16 indicated that they would attend the event, and on the day 11 registered.  In India 25 applicants had current offers, all of whom were invited; 11 registered on the day.  In Kenya six applicants indicated their intention to attend, with three attending on the day.
The format of the event was the same in all three countries.  The alumni ambassadors were first briefed by the Alumni Relations Manager, who then chaired a meeting between the panel of alumni ambassadors and the applicants.  Each member of the panel was invited to address questions such as what their greatest concern was when they arrived in London and what did they wish they had known before they got to the UK. The chair then invited questions from the floor.
These meetings lasted about an hour and a half, and were followed by general alumni meetings.  In both Nigeria and India the alumni event was attended by over 80 alumni and their guests; in Kenya 60 alumni and their guests attended.  The Alumni Relations Manager spoke to the meeting and introduced the applicants with offers to the alumni.  For the next two hours the applicants, alumni ambassadors, staff and alumni and their guests mixed freely together.  At the end of the evening the applicants were asked to complete an evaluation form, indicating the three things they found most useful from the event, what they would have liked to have seen included which wasn’t, and what their biggest concern about coming to London was.

An initial review of the project with the students was undertaken by the Associate Dean of Studies and the Alumni Relations Manager shortly after their arrival in London.  A meeting was held of all staff involved in the project in October 2010, and an email evaluation was carried out of the views of all those alumni who were involved as alumni ambassadors.  An interim review of the views of those students who came to London was carried out in January 2011.  A final evaluation is planned for June 2011 to enable students to reflect on how well they had been able to adjust to the British higher education experience, and what difference attendance at the alumni event made. 
5. The timescale of the project
We were notified that our application had been successful on 28 May 2010.  We set about making arrangements to hold events in Nigeria, Kenya and India.  This inevitably took some time to confirm dates, times and venues.  We then had to identify all students from all three countries who were in possession of firm offers from the School for admission at the end of September 2010.
We then had to contact all known alumni in all three countries to invite them to an alumni event and to ask whether any would be willing to ask as alumni ambassadors, initially to participate in a panel discussion with the new students. 

The first applicant, ambassador and alumni event was held at the Hilton Transcorp Abuja Hotel in Abuja, Nigeria on 31 July 2010; the second was held at Magnolia Hall, Habitat World Conference Centre in New Delhi, India, on 21 August 2010; and the third at the Fairview Hotel in Nairobi, Kenya, on 18 September 2010.  The first day of the academic session 2010-11 was 27 September.

A review of the project by School staff took place on 21 October.  Students from Nigeria, Kenya and India were seen by the Associate Dean of Studies and the Alumni Relations Manager on 26 and 27 October, and an email review of alumni ambassador views was undertaken during November 2010.  An interim evaluation of the student experience was conducted during January 2011.
6. Challenges to the delivery of the project on time and on budget

The very short time available between notification of the award and the start of the academic year presented the greatest challenge.  Arranging significant events overseas at very short notice presented a number of difficulties.  Not the least of these was that only very short notice of the events could be given to both applicants and alumni.  Although attendance at all three events by alumni was encouraging the proportion of students with current offers of places who were able to make the event was in some cases disappointing.  Subsequent evaluation identified work and family commitments as the main reasons for this, rather than the costs involved.
Although the original plan was to establish Regional Alumni Hubs in each of the three countries and to invite students with offers from neighbouring countries to the events, the timetable did not allow for this. The proposed hub student support officer role was replaced by that of alumni ambassador, a title that was readily accepted by the individuals concerned.
	7. The sustainability of the project
	


The benefits of arranging for new students to meet with alumni in their own country before departure have been clearly demonstrated in this pilot project, and every effort will be made to continue the scheme.  The main costs of the pilot scheme have been in getting School staff to the venues to manage the event and to facilitate discussions.  Now that it has been tried and shown to be successful the alumni ambassadors have indicated their interest and commitment in continuing in this role, and we propose to sustain the project by supporting alumni ambassadors in arranging and delivering it locally.  We will also consider extending the scheme to other countries.
8. Reflections on implementing learning points at the institution

By strengthening the quality of the student experience, with them making full use of the educational opportunities available, we expect to see a rise in satisfaction ratings amongst the students concerned.  Providing more effective support at an earlier stage will also benefit the institution by enhancing the careers advice available to students in specific areas in particular countries. 

The project has also demonstrated ways in which full use can be made of the enthusiasm and commitment of members of the Alumni Association, and how this can be made to contribute to an enhanced student experience for the students involved.  We also hope that the students who have benefited from the scheme will want to go on to become involved as alumni ambassadors themselves.

9. Reflections on learning points for other UK institution

Many other higher education institutions are currently developing extensive links with their alumni, including their international alumni, and the model that has been piloted here has the potential for wide application throughout the sector.  The costs and benefits of the scheme to the individual student, the institution and the sector are being carefully assessed and will be fully reported in due course.  The sector will therefore be in a good position to initiate similar schemes. 

10. Links for further information

We will give a short presentation on the project at the annual conference of the UK Council for International Student Affairs at the University of Bath at the end of June 2011.  We also hope to publish a short summary of the project in an appropriate publication.  Consideration is also being given to the submission of a paper to a peer reviewed journal in higher education.  
Dr Stuart Anderson







    28 February 2011

Associate Dean of Studies

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
2

