The Christmas Vacation Project Report

The University of Sheffield and Sheffield Hallam University

Section 1:  Introduction

Project Background

The Christmas Vacation Project emerged from discussions between colleagues at Sheffield Hallam University and The University of Sheffield. In 2009, the former attempted to provide some social activities for their international students to enhance their experience of Sheffield during the vacation periods.  Following a successful ‘Conversation Club’ attended by students from both universities during the Easter vacation in 2010, the two proposed to work together in a bid to the PMI Pilot Project scheme to develop these initial efforts into an integrated programme of vacation support for international students staying in Sheffield over the 5 weeks of the Christmas vacation 2010-11. 

The project had identified both the high numbers of international students in the city of Sheffield, 9,000 students from over 120 different countries, and their close proximity in student accommodation in and around the city centre.
  Furthermore, accommodation contracts, the cost of travel and visa issues meant that a significant number of students would choose to stay in Sheffield during the Christmas vacation.  However, with the closure of both University buildings and Students’ Unions for extended periods, in addition to the general disruption to normal activities in the city over Christmas, it was identified that a number of international students would be particularly isolated during this period. 

Project Aims

To respond to the needs identified, the Christmas Vacation Project established four aims:  

· to support international students in the transition from the academic session to first vacation
· to develop a sense of community by encouraging relationship building activities and empowering students
· to ‘internationalise’ the Universities by broadening awareness of the international student experience among University staff and students
· to lay the foundations for a student-led model of vacation provision
Project outcomes

Over 130 students took part in the Christmas Vacation Project activities from 4 December 2010 to 13 January 2011. The project successfully delivered the following outcomes: 

· a varied programme of 20 organised events including activities suitable for students with families
· a free brochure containing essential information about living in Sheffield over the Christmas period, how to engage with British culture, and advice on how to look after yourself. 
 

· a website containing information on hosting opportunities, a map of event locations, and a copy of the brochure for students to download
· an online Facebook group through which participants can communicate and organise their own activities.

In addition to these, The University of Sheffield established a hosting scheme for its students which ran alongside the Christmas Vacation Project activities.  The scheme – in which international students were ‘partnered’ with a British student or staff member to share cultural experiences – greatly enhanced the experience of those already taking part in the Project.
 

Section 2: Delivering the project 

The project was structured into three phases of work: researching and planning which took place July-August; resource writing and event organising over October-November; and recruitment of temporary staff, event management and evaluation in December-January.
  

The bulk of this work was undertaken by a staff member from the University of Sheffield Chaplaincy Service, who took a general co-ordinating role under the supervision of the Head of International Student Support.  In addition to this, a staff member from Sheffield Hallam University’s International Student Support team was responsible for overseeing the involvement of Sheffield Hallam University and publicising the activities to students.  A project working group comprised of staff from both Universities and International Student representatives from both Sheffield Union and Hallam Union.  The group met twice during planning stages to contribute ideas and oversee the development of the project. 

The project was evaluated through feedback forms circulated to participants and staff at the end of project Celebration Event.  Informal interviews were also conducted with attendees to give a further opportunity for people to offer feedback.  The University of Sheffield will be producing an additional internal report to assess the impact of the project and lay out recommendations for the future development of vacation support for students. 

Despite a slow response from students in the early stages, the project was largely successful, with over 130 participants, 424 members on the Facebook group and a steady flow of correspondence from individuals through the project email account.  The Christmas Vacation Project also proved popular with media, featured on BBC Radio Sheffield and the Yorkshire Post (see Links section).   
The most popular events were:

· a Christmas Day lunch organised by a local faith community and attended by students and local residents (70 people)

· the ‘Folk Train’: a monthly event in Sheffield where local musicians perform on the train journey to and from a pub in the Peak District (24 people)
· walks around the city and into the countryside led by British students (16 people)
· tour of Sheffield Cathedral and other historic buildings (16 people)
· a festive drop-in held at the Chaplaincy House. (12 people)
Section 3: Challenges and Opportunities

Bad weather conditions 

The cancellation of a launch event intended to generate interest in the project due to heavy snow in December was a clear setback in the development of the project.  The event was designed to provide international students with an opportunity to network before the end of term, and build a sense of momentum which would feed into the first round of vacation activities.  A scaled back version was arranged at the last minute at Sheffield Union to allow students to collect a copy of the brochure and to meet one another, and was attended by 20 people.  

The cancelled launch was re-organised as an end of project celebration which eventually worked far better.  Attended by over 100 people including students, staff and other stakeholders, the quality of the event was greatly enhanced by six participants sharing the impact of the project on their lives.  Colleagues at Sheffield Hallam University however, believe that the cancelled launch event had a considerable negative impact on the engagement of their students in the project, who comprised a surprising minority of the overall number of participants. 

Student wellbeing and Intercultural awareness 

Feedback gathered by students who took part suggests that the impact of the project was significant in enhancing student wellbeing over a lonely time and in providing opportunities for cross-cultural interaction.  The two ‘International Student Wellbeing’ sessions run by a staff member from the University Counselling Service, for instance, allowed a small number of students to discuss cultural perspectives on counselling in depth.

Personal accounts given by students at the Celebration Event further illustrated the impact of the Christmas Vacation Project.  PhD student Xibo, for example, shared his experiences of living in Sheffield with his wife for just 2 months before the winter vacation. He spoke about how, for international students, the days leading up to Christmas, are ‘quite different’: ‘you cannot find many people outside, the traffic is down and shops are closed [...] this causes us to feel quite lonely’.  Attending the Christmas Day lunch hosted by local volunteers from a faith community, he praised the warm welcome, the opportunity to learn about British and regional customs, and the chance to meet students from across the world.  Thanking the organisers on behalf of the 50 students which attended, he said ‘we wouldn’t have felt so warm in Sheffield without your work.  We have received a wonderful gift in our hearts.’  
Meanwhile, Syed, an international student from Pakistan and Carly-Ann, a local student from Doncaster both participated in the new hosting scheme at the University of Sheffield which ran for the first time over the vacation period.  Syed said ‘taking part in the Christmas Vacation Project was definitely a worthwhile experience, my partner Yang and I exchanged ideas and spent quality time with each other during the vacation’. Carly-Ann added ‘It was a great experience, and really interesting as I got to meet lots of international students and share views on culture’. 

Remarking on the testimonies given by students, one University of Sheffield staff member reflected that ‘All of them spoke of the genuine intercultural encounters and exchanges they had experienced, and also of the immense reward gained from being part of the project... [It] has managed to encourage and grow new and genuine relationships and in so doing also foster mutual respect within our multicultural student and staff cohort.’ 

Event locations 

Finding appropriate venues for activities during the vacation period was a challenge, especially as University and Students’ Union buildings were closed or operating on restricted opening hours.  Many activities were therefore held in city centre locations, outdoors, or had a specific venue according to the nature of the activity (eg tours of Bramall Lane Football Stadium or Sheffield Cathedral).
  Many students enjoyed being able to gather off-campus and explore other parts of the city, and this led on some occasions to a greater sense of autonomy among students in their interactions with one another.  

Of the three ‘Conversation Clubs’ held over the period, it was one held in a popular city-centre coffee shop which was most student-led, it also had the highest attendance from Sheffield Hallam University students, perhaps due to its neutral location.  Working with stakeholders from the local community such as faith communities and voluntary organisations to host events was also very popular.  A festive drop-in at the University Chaplain’s home, a meal and games on Christmas Day at a local church and volunteering opportunities at a local community centre for vulnerable people over Christmas allowed students access to different locations and environments in the city. 
The project also experimented with using less orthodox venues for activities such as hosting a Conversation Club and a film screening at the University of Sheffield’s Information Commons (a 24-hour library, open 365 days a year).  Attendance at these events was lower than we had hoped, given that the IC is the primary place on campus where students staying over the vacation would gather.  We had worked with management staff at Library Services to devise activities which would promote a healthy use of the space, as many students (particularly international students) frequently stay for long hours or through the night.  With better advertising, and organised less close to the exam period, non-academic activities held in these spaces could work incredibly well, although it may take some time for students to grow confident in using the space in this way.  It is worth being aware whether students from other institutions can be granted access to these buildings, as there was a strict accessibility policy which prevented Sheffield Hallam students from attending. 

Project Assistants

The recruitment and employment of a number of temporary project assistants both supported and challenged the delivery of the project.  It was decided that six student assistants would be recruited to galvanise community building among international students attending the project events, three from each University and with a representative mix of cultural backgrounds (including British).  In reality, only four of the six actively contributed to staffing the programme due to illness and poor commitment, which contributed to a significant under-representation of Sheffield Hallam University in the project activities, as both were part of the SHU team.  While this led to an under-spend in the budget, and threatened the quality of staffing at events (the extra availability had to be negotiated last minute between the project worker and four remaining assistants), the overall impact of the project was not affected.  Thankfully the remaining student assistant from SHU was a local British student who took a very active role and worked hard to draw in students from the University.
Section 4: Learning points

Working collaboratively 

Reflections on how the project might be improved in the future have been generally indicated across the report.  The most significant learning point, and perhaps most useful for other HE institutions, relates to collaborative working.  Collaboration between the two universities undoubtedly enhanced the appeal of the project to students as it attempted to develop a sense of community among the international students in the city of Sheffield.  Students were glad to build relationships across institutional divides (even if reluctant at times to visit one another’s campuses).  It also allowed resources, skills and networks to be pooled, although is something which could be extended further in the future.
However, a key learning point for the future is to ensure there is clear, frequent communication throughout and for individuals to avoid taking unilateral decisions.  The cancellation of the launch event by one of the Universities in conjunction with the Town Hall, was met with surprise by partners and consequently, confusion among students.  Therefore, it is also recommended that partners agree on procedures for potential cancellations in advance, including how this ought to be communicated to students and who will do this. 

Agreeing in advance the specific roles and responsibilities for partners through a partnership agreement is also highly recommended.  While this can seem excessive, it is a useful framework to establish joint expectations, aims, and procedures for what to do if something changes or is not completed.  In the future the Project Board might also play a more active role in overseeing the collaboration to completion (rather than just the initial stages of setting up the project); the representation of line-managers of key project workers is also crucial as part of this. 

As the bulk of the work sat with the project co-ordinator based at the lead institution, an additional challenge was ensuring that the project appropriately represented the second institution.  This is particularly true of including stakeholders and organising venues as this requires inside knowledge in order to be effective.  Fully understanding the mutual responsibility for this at both institutions (and the implications of this for additional workload), is therefore of importance.
Section 5: Sustainability and future development 
The sustainability of vacation work among international students was considered early on in the design of the project.  The Christmas Vacation Project was extremely cost-effective.  The majority of the PMI2 grant was spent on printing costs for publicity and resources, the payment of student assistants, and staff hours to oversee the establishment and the evaluation of the project.  In addition to this, the co-ordination of the project ran from hours donated by the University of Sheffield Chaplaincy Service.  Future work could develop more online resources which would undoubtedly save large amounts on printing.  The support of local community organisations or faith communities in hosting future activities would also absorb costs. 

The project ensured its own sustainability by devoting time to the development of key relationships within institutions, including the Students’ Union, Nursery, Volunteering, Chaplaincy, Counselling and Library services.  It also outsourced specific pieces of project work to these bodies, including the development of web pages.  The strengthening of internal links alongside the development of links in the local community is, however, crucial to the future effectiveness of such work.  Sheffield Hallam University would like to work more closely with Hallam Union, particularly to develop links with student societies and thereby engage more British students.  The University is also investigating developing activities for international students with Sheffield International College, which would draw together all three of the city’s international education institutions.  
The sustainability of vacation support also depends on international students themselves being willing to take responsibility in leading the work.  The selection of assistants from international student societies at the respective Universities ensured that representatives from the target community were given the opportunity to take ownership of the project.  Their presence at events did encourage a sense of empowerment and autonomy in building (cross-cultural) community among students, and we believe, also contributed to their own understanding of the value of this as representatives of the broader student community.
Resources
The Christmas Vacation Guide, which can be used as a template by other institutions, (see pdf) 

Christmas Vacation Project web pages can be accessed at www.ssd.dept.shef.ac.uk/Christmas 
Christmas Vacation Project Facebook group ‘Staying in Sheffield over Christmas’ can be found at www.facebook.com/#!/group.php?gid=160246847322817.  A full selection of photographs taken during the project can also be accessed here. 
Media Links
The Christmas Vacation Project was featured in the following places:

The University of Sheffield, 9 December 2010, www.shef.ac.uk/mediacentre/2010/1812.html 
The Yorkshire Post, 9 December 2010, www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/localnews/City-considers-limit-on-number.6656058.jp
Interview with participant at BBC Radio Sheffield, 12 December 2010

The British Council, www.britishcouncil.org/new/features-folder/The-festive-season-in-the-UK--the-international-students-view
International.ac.uk,www.international.ac.uk/resources/International%20Focus%2065.15.12.10.pdf
� There are approximately 5,000 international students at The University of Sheffield and 4,000 at Sheffield Hallam University.  The Sheffield International College is also based at The University of Sheffield campus. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.shef.ac.uk/sic" �www.shef.ac.uk/sic�. 


� The Christmas Vacation Guide, which can be used as a template by other institutions, is attached to this report as a PDF. 


� See Links page for information on accessing the project web pages and Facebook group.  


� For more information please visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.ssd.dept.shef.ac.uk/christmas/hosting.html" �www.ssd.dept.shef.ac.uk/christmas/hosting.html� 





� This was complimented by a custom-made events venue Googlemap made available on the website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ssd.dept.shef.ac.uk/christmas/map/map.html" �http://www.ssd.dept.shef.ac.uk/christmas/map/map.html� 





