The postgraduate international student social & cultural induction buddy scheme

University of Stirling Students’ Union
Background information 

At the University of Stirling postgraduate (PG) student survey we found that there currently was little non-academic support offered to PG students.  While the institution is only responsible for creating a suitable environment for students to study, this pilot project was conceived with the firm belief that a student who is properly supported and well integrated into the local culture and environment will produce better academic results and hopefully, as a product of their overall positive student experience, will ultimately become an advocate for the University of Stirling.

There are mentoring and peer support schemes in place at the University of Stirling at present; however, these are currently not available to PG students nor do they in any way address cultural integration issues.  The University of Stirling yearly recruits approximately 2,300 PG students (based on numbers from the University’s academic year 2008/2009).  A large portion of the PG population is enrolled on courses within the University of Stirling’s Management School, with 80% of their intake being international students. For these reasons, the Management School was considered suitable and ultimately chosen for piloting this project.

The need for such a scheme was identified through a survey carried out among current international students at the University of Stirling.  Results showed that 62.9% of international students surveyed would have made use of the buddy scheme if the option had been available to them.  This percentage can be further broken down into 88.5% of international students stating the Buddy Scheme would be useful before arrival, 94.3% on arrival and 82.9% after arrival.
Aims of the project

The project aims to improve the induction for incoming postgraduate international students by implementing a social and cultural induction in addition to the educational orientation that they receive.  The project will develop a buddy system that provides social and cultural support for incoming PGs in three stages: Pre-arrival, Arrival and Post-arrival.
Resources

The procedure for acquiring the appropriate resources for our project was as follows:

Buddies

For this project, we wanted the ratio of buddies to PGs to be 1:4-7.  When the initial request for students to volunteer as buddies was sent out, we had 67 students respond.  This was an encouraging number due to the limited information that was sent to the student body.  When the details were finalised, we had a total of 30 buddies. 

Recruitment

Recruitment of the buddies was initiated by emailing various Union contacts such as Club and Society Presidents, Course Representatives and existing networks.  We depended on email and social networks, as the recruitment was mainly carried out over the summer months when students are off campus. 

Project set up, execution and evaluation

Planning
At the very early planning stages in June 2010 initial conversations took place between relevant Union staff/officers and staff from the International and Admissions Office.  Such conversations proved invaluable, as they provided considerable insight with regards to relevant current issues and procedures in place.  Furthermore they provided a chance to discuss potential elements and structure of the scheme as well as identify which audience it would benefit the most.  At this meeting postgraduate students were identified as the most appropriate audience and the School of Management as a potential department for the pilot, given the high percentage of international students on their postgraduate courses.  More specifically, four courses were chosen, according to the predominant country of origin of enrolled students, in order to get a mix of students that would be representative of the international student population at the University of Stirling.

Subsequently several meetings with the University of Stirling’s School of Management took place, firstly to test interest and secondly to discuss the structure and details of the project.  Representatives of the School of Management were Course Coordinators from the four chosen courses (Msc Management, Msc International Business, the MBA and Msc International Accounting and Finance).  The main outcomes of our meeting were to identify the main aims of the project, timing and structure as well as scope for cooperation. 

Having buy-in from all of the above mentioned staff members was crucial as it provided essential information as well as access to students’ contact details which would otherwise remain inaccessible.  Cooperation proved essential in informing incoming students of the scheme and prompting them to sign up.  A webpage was set up on the University and Students’ Union websites and email communications sent to the relevant students throughout the summer (July/August 2010).

Buddy Recruitment & Training

As mentioned above the summer months were used for the recruitment and training of buddies.  The latter was developed with the advice and assistance of staff members from International Office who were able to share their experience in conducting training sessions on Cultural Awareness.  Most buddies were able to attend the training day in early September; however, a training online pack was sent to those who could not attend.
What we did
A Buddy Training Day took place in early September before the arrival of the participants.  The aims were to prepare buddies for their role.  The one-day course covered the following – Cultural Awareness Session, Discussion Groups, Scenario discussions, Exercises and Games.  Issues discussed included cultural acclimatisation cycle, stereotyping, role boundaries, etc.  After the training all buddies posed for a group photo and received their t-shirt.  Later the same evening a very informal social event was organised to give buddies a chance to get to know each other and socialise.
What it cost
	Item
	Budgeted Cost
	Actual Cost

	Buddy Training

· Catering Expenses

· Accommodation Expenses

	£420.00

£900.00
	£254.00

£360.00

	Buddy t-shirts 

(Budgeted at 30x t-shirts @ £8.00 each)


	£240.00
	£155.45

	Buddy Incentives

Fresher’s Pass  (30x passes @ £30.00 each)


	£900.00
	£893.62

	Total
	£2,460.00
	£1,663.07


What could be done differently
If the recruitment took place earlier in the spring semester, it could be beneficial for buddies to receive information prior the summer months and have a chance to get to know each other and ask questions before leaving.
Stage One: Pre-Arrival
What we did
Stage one involved pre-arrival email support for incoming PGs.  The main aim was to enable incoming PGs to email their Buddy and ask questions about arriving in the UK.  Questions could range from the type of clothing to bring, to transport available. It was the intention that this stage would address some of the concerns PGs had with moving to Stirling and help reduce their levels of anxiety and set their mind at ease with moving to a new country.

What it cost
There were no costs incurred, as all information was sent to potential participants through email.  However if in the future, information on the scheme is to be sent out through Welcome Packs from the Institution, there could possibly be a small cost incurred. 

What could be done differently?

The one improvement for this stage would be to communicate information to PGs as soon as possible.  The best time would probably be at the end of May.  This would require Buddy Recruitment to happen earlier.
Stage Two: Arrival and Cultural Induction

Cultural Induction Week
This coincided with Freshers Week 2010 and was the main focus of the scheme. This was the first week participants spent in Stirling and therefore the time where they required most support.  Taking into account classes, seminars and personal commitments of all involved a few key activities were organised throughout the week, but freedom was given to buddies and students to meet as and when required/possible.
Induction Meeting
Our first activity was an Introduction Meeting - this was an informal night with refreshments and food, to enable PGs to meet their Buddy in person.  Our International Students’ booklet was also distributed.  The Introduction meeting was aimed to be a relaxed social event and based on feedback received, this was achieved. 

Stirling City Centre Tour and Treasure Hunt
PGs were given a checklist of places in Stirling to visit with their respective buddy.  The list included places like the train station, Banks, Food stores, money exchange, post office, etc.  Their task was to visit all the places on the list during the week.  This activity provided PGs with orientation and knowledge of key places in Stirling and at the same time created an opportunity for PGs and Buddies to spend time together and bond.
Campus Tour and Treasure Hunt
Buddy and PG groups were given a list of relevant places to visit on campus.  This included computer labs, Student Support Services, the Library, catering, the Students’ Union, etc.  As with the Stirling City Centre Treasure Hunt, it proved a useful orientation activity.
University and Union Welcome
This was a joint welcome and involved some ice-breaker games and welcome speeches from the Stirling Mayor, the Vice Chancellor and the Union President.  Following formal welcome speeches, students were allowed to move to the Union bar to mingle and socialise.  As this was an event for all students enrolled on the relevant courses, any non-participating students were invited to register on the scheme and subsequently paired up with a buddy.
Clubs, Sports Clubs and Societies Fayre
This is put on by the Students’ Union every year during Freshers Week and runs over two days.  It is an opportunity for clubs, sports clubs and societies to recruit new members and showcase their club or society.  Buddies were instructed to schedule a time with their PGs to visit the fayre, as joining clubs and societies can be an excellent channel for international students to integrate with other students and form a social network outside their academic studies. 
End of Week Pub Quiz
The main aim was to summarise the week and get an indication of whether the PGs were getting acclimatised and whether the activities were proving useful.  Quiz questions were based on Campus, Stirling and general knowledge.  On top of testing the progress of the scheme and participant satisfaction, this event provided participants with the chance to ask questions or request additional support. 

Additional Items

In addition to the planned events throughout Freshers’ Week, Buddies and PGs were strongly encouraged to meet on their own time. 

As part of their induction, the PGs received some induction materials to assist their adjustment to life in a different country.  One of these items was a handbook entitled “Surviving Stirling: A guide for Postgraduate International Students.” The handbook outlined various aspects of student life and some tips for living in Scotland.  The handbook also included a map that was specially designed for the Buddy Scheme which included sites relevant to participants.  In addition to the handbook, PGs were given a memory stick in the Union’s colours.  This memory stick contained information on insurance for international students, a digital copy of the handbook and bank information.  The bank information folder included scanned pamphlets and information on the different bank accounts offered to international students. 

What it cost
Details of the expenses related to this are in the table below:

	Item
	Budget Cost
	Actual Cost

	Publicity & Printing 

· Handbooks 


	£200.00
	£99.88

	Induction Materials 

· USB sticks (200x students @ £4 each)

	£800.00
	£881.25

	Miscellaneous Expenses
· Quiz Prizes (4x Ceilidh tickets @ £ 8.00)

	£800.00

	£28.94


	Total
	£1,800.00
	£1,010.07


What could be done differently?

Organised group transport and more group activities would have helped with the orientation process, but this would require additional funding.  The USB Materials could be made available online and this could save money.
Stage Three: Post Arrival 

What we did
All Buddy and PGs’ contact details were confirmed and we then handed the responsibility over to the Buddies and students to interact with their PGs on an as-needed basis.  All PGs were given the buddies’ contact details and Union officers and staff remained available to discuss any issues.
What it cost

No costs were incurred.
What could be done differently?

A monthly social would be a great forum at which to get feedback from the PGs, but this proved difficult due to the timetable differences of all involved.

Final Event

What we did
We had originally planned for the Final Event to take place in December before the students went away for the Winter Holidays.  However this had to be postponed due to the adverse weather conditions that swept the country.  A decision was made to postpone the event to the following semester of 2010/2011, as we felt it would have been unsafe for students and staff to be travelling in such conditions.

The event took place on 25 February 2011 in the Union’s facilities, where snacks and refreshments were provided.  This final event gave us the opportunity to talk to the participating PGs and find out how useful they found the experience.  It also gave the Buddies the chance to have a last meeting with their PGs before the programme came to its official end.  After the event, all participants were invited to attend a free entry theatre production by the Stirling University Drama Society (SUDS) to further socialise. 

What it cost
A cost of £27.50 was incurred for snacks and refreshments.
What could be done differently?
A more formal function would have been preferred, as this would be a lasting impression of the entire programme, but this would require additional funding.

Feedback and Conclusions

How it was gathered
The feedback was gathered using online surveys and informal feedback at the various functions held.  An online survey was circulated in November 2010 and informal verbal feedback was gathered at the final event.
What it showed
Response rates were lower than originally hoped with 18% of PG international students responding to the survey.
61% of PGs who responded found Stage 2 helpful.  Of the events that were put on during Stage 2 (Fresher’s Week) 50% of PGs preferred the Introduction Meeting to any other event.

83.33% of PGs said they would recommend the scheme to a friend.

In general all the feedback we received was very positive, with the exception of a few Buddies who did not respond timeously to their PGs needs.  None of these were critical and overall the project was a success.

What it cost
There were no costs involved in this as it was all done in house.

What could be done differently?

A paper version of the questionnaire distributed at events at every stage would help to gather more meaningful feedback and increase response rates.  We would like to see a higher degree of interaction with the various clubs and associations on campus and will strive to achieve this with the next intake. 

Project Timescale

This project ran from May 2010 until the end of February 2011. 
The recruitment of Buddies took place in May and June 2010, whereas communication to incoming postgraduate international students was sent in July 2010. 
In August 2010, Buddies were matched with PGs and email contact for Stage 1 began.  Stage 1 of the project ran from August 2010 until Fresher’s Week in September 2010. 
Stage 2 ran during Fresher’s Week (13th - 19th September 2010). 
Stage 3 began in late September 2010 and ran until the end of January 2011. 
The collecting of data happened over the various stages of the project, but the final collating and analysis of data occurred during February 2011.  

Summary of outcomes

The outcomes of this project include an increase in cross-culture awareness and an increase in the socio-cultural support to incoming PGs. 
The results of the evaluation of this project showed that the majority of PGs who made use of the Buddy Scheme found it to be very helpful and enjoyed it.  61% of PGs who responded found Stage 2 helpful.  Of the events that were put on during Fresher’s Week (Stage 2), 50% preferred the Introduction Meeting to any other event put on during that week.  83.33% of PG’s said they would recommend the scheme to a friend. 
These results show that the PGs who took part in the Buddy Scheme found it helpful and worthwhile.  Therefore, it can be said this project was a success and has assisted numerous PGs to adapt to life in Stirling.

What challenged the delivery of the project on time and on budget?
The project was delivered significantly under budget, with the predicted expenditure being £4,480.00 and the actual expenditure amounting to £2,734.24. This has been possible due to cautious spending and is partly a result of student uptake being lower than expected. As the project was being run, we soon realised some expenditure could be minimised or even cut.
Some time restraints were experienced due to unforeseeable circumstances such as poor weather conditions or clashing events.  The main planning difficulty was to find suitable times during stage 2 to schedule activities for the group, which consisted of individuals from different courses and therefore with substantially different timetables.

Finally the last time constraint has been the absence of students from campus, which has limited our ability to collect feedback and analyse data until very late in February 2011.  This is partly due to the semester break dates at the University of Stirling and partly to the adverse weather which inhibited collection of data prior to the break as originally planned.

Project sustainability

The project has achieved the initially set outcomes and objectives and has been delivered significantly under budget.  It is hoped for the project to be continued and in the future widened to other Schools at the University of Stirling; however this is subject to funding. 
The funding we received enabled us to organise various social activities and to physically produce a lot of induction materials. In the event of funding being restricted, all materials could be provided online only and socials run with very limited cost, as long as staff support and cooperation with the institution at large are in place.  Currently, conversations are taking place with the institution to secure sustainable funding for future years.
Reflections on implementing learning points at the institution
· students on English Access courses who move to Stirling at earlier dates might not benefit as largely from the scheme, as they are usually already acclimatised by September.  This challenge could be tackled by distributing handbooks with relevant information on arrival or pre-arrival.  To make this possible cooperation with Recruitment & Admissions department is key.
· late acceptances on some of the courses presented challenges, as the students would only arrive once stage 2 had already terminated.  It has been possible for their buddy to go over the Stirling and campus tour, however they unfortunately missed on Freshers events such as Clubs Fayre, gathering with other PGs and buddies, etc.
· due to this being a brand new project, the timeframe for training and the different stages of induction was not known until August 2010.  This resulted in some of the buddies being unavailable for parts of the project due to travel commitments or prior engagements.  This could be avoided by communicating expectations and timeframe for the roles at an earlier date.
· evaluation response rates were not as high as originally hoped. Only online forms were used in this case, however using a mix of online and hard copy feedback sheets could help maximise response rates.
Reflections on learning points for other UK institutions

This is a relatively easy program to run at most institutions, and its benefits are significant. The Project involves significant amount of planning during the summer months; however it can be run easily once the planning stage is over. 
A further improvement would be to develop an induction pack for students who move in at earlier dates to take part in English Access courses prior enrolling on postgraduate courses.
It would be also greatly beneficial to send information to prospective students during the spring semester for the following academic year. 
Buddy recruitment could also happen earlier in the spring semester which would enable a group meeting with the buddies prior the summer break.  This would be highly beneficial, as it would provide an opportunity for all buddies to meet, ask questions about the various aspects and expectations of the project.
We firmly believe that implementation of this programme in other UK institutions would enhance PG international students’ university experience and improve their institution ratings by postgraduate international students.
Further information
A toolkit will be distributed in April 2011 with further improvements based on the feedback received from those involved.
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