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	Summary description: 
These reports present the findings of a research project which was carried out during the academic years 2005/06 and 2006/07. The aim was to identify key aspects of the experience of international students at Northumbria University, with particular reference to their classroom experience, attitudes to life in the UK, use of university facilities and ability to use English to support their studies and social life. Questionnaires were completed by students, either during lectures and seminars or while they were using social spaces on campus. The reports were presented to the Student Affairs Committee of Northumbria University and also made available to academic staff. 



	Description of how activity/initiative is/was conducted:

The research was carried out in three phases between September 2005 and February 2007. In the first phase, two questionnaires were developed by the Student Services researcher in collaboration with members of the International Student Advisory Service. The first, very short, questionnaire was completed by international students during their first week at Northumbria University, while the second was completed during the first semester. These questionnaires explored students’ initial impressions of the university and of the UK, and also explored their reasons for choosing to study at this institution and in Britain. Findings from this phase were presented to the Student Affairs Committee in a preliminary report (not attached here).

The second phase of research was carried out in Spring 2006. It examined students’ satisfaction with both academic and non-academic issues, their experience of life in the UK, and also their self-reported levels of confidence in their ability to use the English language in a range of different situations. The academic issues included were both those of general interest, and those which have been identified in previous studies as being of particular concern to international students (e.g. required participation in class discussions). Similarly, the social factors included both those which are of importance to all students (e.g. cost of living) and matters which affect mainly international students (e.g. visa and immigration procedures). The relationship between experience and competence/confidence in using English was examined, as was students’ feeling about how they might feed their opinions of their time at Northumbria University back to prospective applicants in their home country. 

The final phase, undertaken in Spring 2007, revisited some of these areas in order to establish the situation ‘one year on’. Some of the findings of the ISB research were also explored in more detail than would have been possible in a national survey. 

During the development and analysis of the questionnaire survey data, the Researcher consulted with the International Student Advisory Service advisers and also with academic staff whose courses included a large international cohort. Reports and findings were discussed with these groups and with other staff within the university and the Student Services Centre. 



	Strengths and weaknesses:

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

This initiative was successful in identifying key aspects of the international student experience and levels of satisfaction among international students. It was also useful in that it was possible to establish the link between these issues and factors such as confidence in using English and the management of student expectations. 

In addition, the second phase was successful in recruiting a large number of Chinese students, a group who are often hard to reach in projects of this type. This provided a valuable insight into the experience of the largest national group within the international student population at Northumbria University. 

Access to the expertise of the International Student Advisers was crucial in obtaining a useful and in-depth analysis of the data.
Weaknesses - how could this activity/initiative be improved?

In future research, the following activities would improve the quality and range of findings:

· the inclusion of qualitative data obtained through interviews, focus groups and/or ‘free text’ email questionnaires, possibly allowing students to use their first language alongside or rather than English
· observation of classes in which international students study alongside UK students. 
· use of the same questionnaire with international students and UK students to establish the extent to which their concerns are similar
· interviews with academic staff and UK students to investigate their attitudes towards international students 
However, all of these would involve the allocation of substantial additional resources of time and funding to the project. 



	Any other comments/information:

One challenge in working with an international students community such as that at Northumbria University is the diversity of this group. Not only are there substantial numbers of students from different geographical locations, but the social circumstances of international students are also very varied. One particular challenge was to contrast the experience of students who belonged to a large national cohort and/or a course where there are many international students with that of students who are one of a handful of international students from their country and/or on their programme. Recruiting students both through their programmes and by informal approaches allowed me to overcome this problem to some extent. 

The development of a questionnaire which would be ‘user-friendly’ to students with different levels of English language competence and confidence was another challenge. Consultation with staff in the International Student Advisory Service and with academics who teach large numbers of international students was vital in doing this successfully. 


	Resources required: 

1 FT Researcher - £40,168.  Please note the researcher is undertaking extensive research in relation to a number of student issues – not just international students.  Other topics include Retention, Debt, Employability.


	Additional information:

The following documents are available for download:
Experiences of International Students research proposal
Experiences of International Students 3-year research plan
Experiences of International Students report on phase 3
Experiences of International Students report on final phase



	Contact details:
Name:  Shelagh Groves

Department:  Director of Student Services

Institution: Northumbria University

Phone:  0191 227 4207

Email : shelagh.groves@unn.ac.uk



	Date uploaded: 

May 2007




UKCOSA has compiled these case studies in conjunction with institutions for the sharing and promotion of best practice within the sector.  The use of these case studies for commercial purposes is not permitted.
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