UKCOSA Pilot Project
	Title of activity/initiative: Learning and internationalism: learning technologies across cultures



	Institution name: Sheffield Hallam University



	Key words: (words that people may use to search for this example)
expectations of learning and teaching, cultural difference, game technology, skills support, pre arrival


	Summary description, e.g. aims, target audience, and nature of activity/initiative: (up to 100  words)
International students can experience difficulty in adjusting to different approaches to learning and teaching.  The popularity of computer games among many students suggested game technology as a support tool to raise awareness of academic cultural differences.  While providing an acceptable basic introduction to skills such as referencing, creative thinking, autonomous learning, etc., the game would provide opportunities to develop further understanding, link to additional resources and exercises and, if possible, to further sites with a specific subject or professional focus.  The aim is to enhance the quality of academic support available to international students, both before arrival and on course.



	Description of how activity/initiative is/was conducted, e.g. who is/was involved, timescales, communication, evaluation, sustainability :
The Learner Support Team had already worked on the development of on line learning materials to be piloted in the university VLE :( Blackboard) with the intention of launching these in September 2008 in a pre-arrival portal.  One Faculty had already started working on similar lines, writing more subject specialist material which also reflected on differences in professional practice.  The suggestion that the 'C generation' were likely to be more responsive to a games format led us to explore this approach for pre-arrival material which introduced some of the key differences likely to be experienced by a student studying in the UK from other cultures.
The team consisted of an Education developer, an associate lecturer teaching study skills and an international student on project placement.  They devised a brief and commissioned 2 project developers (students on placement with the Learning and Teaching Institute) to join and supply the technical skills needed to transform the project idea into a game.  A series of briefing meetings in the first month led to a project plan beginning with a storyboard based on the design specification and a paper prototype which resembled a typical board game.  Having conducted some brief research into what other games were being used in further and higher education we decided that this was an acceptable model which fitted our technical capacity and had some cultural universality.  The project developers wrote and tested the series of functions of the game.  It was created using Flash and Action Script and designed with functionality, accessibility and usability as key features.  The hardware used was two PCs and a SONY Cyber-shot DSC-P200 Digital Camera. 
Software :

- Windows XP Professional  - Operating system

- 3D Studio MAX - Creation of 3D game board and mini character

- Adobe Photoshop CS - Interface/ Graphic design
- Adobe (Macromedia) Flash MX - Animation/ Interaction of the game

- MS Notepad - XML (Settings Files) files
During the design stage the content diverged to a wider context than learning.  The developers had created a game representing a wide range of student activities - a virtual student life.  In the game, the player is encouraged to play and complete the game with a running score on five dimensions: Money, Fun, Health, Learning and Experience.  The game presented four choices for the player on each of 10 squares and the player's choices would increase or reduce their score.
We needed to refocus on the learning element for the game content and so we decided to see the game as modular; rather like a Ludo board perhaps, where managing Life, Learning, Money and Connection with Others could be played as  separate games or with potential for a second level; a mixture of all four dimensions together. In the time available it was possible only to explore two of these dimensions- 'University Life' and 'Learning'. 
Writing the text for 'Learning' we discovered that the complexity of some of the ideas had to be modified because of technical constraints.  Other demands on our work time made it difficult for the technical and non technical members of the project to meet as often as we should.  Further changes were suggested as student feedback was offered.  The characters were developed from a simple counter figure to a more personable character, in line with student wishes.  Squares were moved, movie footage was inserted, content developed and adjustments made.



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

We achieved our aims in devising a prototype game which provides a light-hearted, accessible route to discovering some basic differences likely to be found in the UK higher education system.  It does not take long; it can take as little as 10 minutes to play, does not require a lot of reading, and would be sufficiently engaging for people who use games for leisure.  We invited student feedback through interviews and focus groups at several stages and 75% said they would play it and might have played it if offered as part of a pre arrival package.

Anyone who wishes to spend further time can explore these issues and concerns in more depth by using the web links and connecting to the University's International Students' Study Guide or beyond into a subject portal.  This independent research could begin before they left home, anywhere in the world, fulfilling its preparatory goal.  Once students at the university, they could continue to access these resources if they wished.

The game is not too large to be loaded onto a DVD and could be distributed cheaply and easily during the recruitment process, not requiring internet connection from a distance.  This is important as the students who are most likely to experience considerable difficulties are less likely to find internet connections easily.
Weaknesses - how could this activity/initiative be improved?

During the process we learnt much about this developing area of interactive technology and how it can be used for educational purposes.  We learnt too, that a much greater level of resource would be needed to create the kind of virtual university environment which had the kind of animated characters, scenes and narrative that feature in the sort of games which are commercially manufactured.
We realised that we had not understood the enormous amount of time and resource involved in the creation of games software of this kind.  Neither were we sufficiently skilled in finding appropriate language and terms or to create our own artistic impression of what was required.  It became clear to us that an enterprise of this kind needs a team which is able to work together closely, from the outset, clarifying for each other what is required and what is possible and trying to integrate the artistic content or narrative with the technical capability available.

As we gained feedback from students we also realised that the pre-arrival culture and context for many students who study in the UK and elsewhere, away from home, may have a definite focus on leaving and managing departure and that very little attention may be paid to the future, preparing for what is coming next or forward planning except in terms of essential practicalities.  This is possibly another aspect of cultural difference.
In the time available we were not able to produce a well finished, neatly edited product with the text and content as carefully thought out as we would have liked. The timescale was very short and we thought the task would be simpler.  What is available is an indication of what a small project can achieve and what more would be needed to create something like this in a university setting, and what more would be needed for a bigger and more sophisticated outcome.


	Any other comments/information, e.g. any particular challenges you faced and ways you overcame these:

It is difficult for anyone who neither has the technical understanding or skills to appreciate the complexity of the programming work and the substantial technical input required to create a simple interactive game. Equally it can be difficult to communicate ideas - artistic or pedagogic, to programmers and for technical constraints to be understood by the non technical. The time and skill required to generate something which was relatively limited in interactive capability and fairly unsophisticated in appearance was something of a surprise. We became capable users of software packages but still were unsure of how to communicate our intentions adequately or to be clear about what we felt was an appropriate representation.

The discipline placed on us by the structural limitations, was, in the end, useful. It meant we had to choose key points or highlights - headlines only to engage putative students to begin to reflect on differences they might encounter as students in a culturally different learning process, hinting at what they should expect.  This is probably an advantage if we hope to engage quickly with browsing prospective students who we want to remain positive.



	Resources required: (e.g. budget, staff resources)

The team consisted of a Development Group, comprising :

· Project Leader (International Student Advisor) 

· Learning and IT Services Advisor -technical manager

· Teaching adviser

· 2 Project  Developers 

· Student adviser
The project developers worked intensively for 14 days on the project, with a further 6 days allocated for revisions following testing.  The student adviser worked with the teaching adviser to suggest and devise content, research and collect feedback, ensure the game linked with other study support both workshop based and online, in the form of the Study Guide and then to the specific subject-based portal material.  They also filmed and edited interviews with staff and students.  This work was taking place on one or two days a week over 8-9 weeks.  The project was supported within the Student and Academic Services administrative structure and through the resources of the Learning and Teaching Institute where the technical team was located and managed. 


	Are there any attachable documents that you could share with other institutions or a website they can visit for more information? 
Yes  - flyers stills and game attached 
If Yes, please attach/provide web address.


	Contact details: 
( Tick here if you do not wish these to be made available online
Name:   Viv Thom

Department: Student and Academic Services
Institution:  Sheffield Hallam University
Phone:  01142254013
Email : v.thom@shu.ac.uk


Appendix 1 - Flyer

	The Study Guide

An Academic Resource for International Students
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· Read about SHU's education system
· Learn about Critical Thinking and develop skills through our handouts and exercises

· Practice Referencing via interactive games

This online resource helps international students navigate the education system here at SHU.  Giving them the chance to improve their skills and ease their transition into the classroom culture.

You can find a link to The Study Guide under the Student Portal's International Student Support section.
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Appendix 2 – Game Board
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