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Introduction

This project is funded by the South East Forum with considerable ‘in kind’ contribution from the Open University in Scotland, Multicultural Family Base (MCFB), South and East Scotland Learning Partnership/Edinburgh University and Stevenson College.

Method

A focus group was arranged for the 6th June 2007 and was attended by the project manager, project worker, the language support worker and two mentors. The purpose of the meeting was outlined by the researcher and the attendees were asked their views on 3 questions:

· What has worked?

· What hasn’t?

· What would you change?

Their responses gave an excellent record of the views and provided topics for the researcher to structure a group discussion.

Results

1. What has worked?

There were some general comments on the project as a whole:

· “Having a Steering Group”

· “Being able to pay mentors a decent hourly rate.”

· “We were able to use MCFB’s client base as a starting point to engage potential learners”    
Then more specific points on the student’s experience:

· “Students feeling empowered by the whole experience”

· “Reduced isolation, Sense of achievement, confidence building”

· “Students – building confidence, achieving course, passing assignments, overcoming personal difficulties (huge)”     
· “Having a cultural friend – ‘translating’; a bridge between educational systems of different countries”

· “Contact with other women from BME background who have achieved educational success and have a commitment to learning”     
Comments on the difficulties faced by students as they phone the OU tutor:

· “Phone tutorials very difficult at first but really beneficial as communication skills rapidly improved.”

· “Being able to talk on the telephone for the first time in English. Achieving despite overwhelming anxiety.”

One mentor helped alleviate the anxiety of their students by:

· “My personal contact with the (OU) Course Tutor by phone and e-mail.”

Comments on the mentoring aspect of the course:

· “Mentoring simplified the whole experience – making things more clear”

· “Having mentors with a diverse skills base”

· “Having access to mentors from diverse backgrounds who have a clear and personal understanding of all issues for BME learners.”

· “Having regular meetings with mentors and highlighting issues as they arise and a positive communication aid.”

· “Facilitating students to follow the course guide/tips for writing essays.”

· “Getting to know the students, finding out ‘where they are at’ re: reading, writing and oral communication.”

· “Reading/Discussion with students about particular questions.”

· “As a member of the Pilot Project Team – very interesting and rewarding”

The language support has been particularly appreciated:

· “Language support seen as very useful.”

· “What’s worked for the students; face to face language/study skills workshops.”

· “Language support and mentor support – study buddy support.”

Comments on the benefits of the partnership nature of the work:

· “Good partnership working- mentor network. Steering group- Edinburgh /Stevenson”

· “Being able to shape the project.”

· “Input re course content more relevant to BME communities. – workshop on project to launch Race Equality strategy.”

· “An understanding (albeit at a rudimentary level)of the educational processes involved.”

· “Our preparation workshops for Pilot 2”

The group are planning to disseminate the findings of this project at: 

· “JSWEC (Joint Social Work Education Conference), Human Dilemmas conference in Sweden, Scottish Social Services Learning Network (South and East Scotland).”

2. What hasn’t?

There were several comments surrounding student support:

· “Assessing student’s needs requires resources and time.”

· “Some students need more mentoring time.”

· “Not enough time to prepare students with little experience of distance learning.”

· “Not enough awareness of what distance learning means.”

Specifically the role of the OU tutor

· “Tutor role has been inflexible.”

· “Having boundaries – have had to break the boundaries, take on the tutor role. This is leading to the redefining of the ‘mentor’ role in this pilot.”

And the OU telephone support:

· “Telephone support very difficult at the beginning for some students.”

· “Awareness of the extent to which language is key to study.”

Selection process:

· “Selection process was too loose at   first – not enough awareness of what access means.”

Money: 

· “Not enough money for project development time.”

Final comment

· “Lack of time, lack of admin support, lack of energy.”

3. What would you change?

Comments on advice given before start of course:

· “More extensive open days with workshops on all ACCESS issues and requirements for study.”

· “Pre-admission readmission session.”

· “Allow more time to assess students.”

Role definitions:

· “Tutor role”

· “integration of roles of ‘mentor’ ‘language support’ & ‘tutor’

Assessment of progress:

· “Methods of assessment.”

Facilities issues:

· “Childcare support built in + computer access.

· “Crèche, computer facilities.”

4. Discussion

The researcher then led discussions taken from the points raised under the three headings as previously described.

The mentors who had participated in the first course had found this a really useful exercise to have done. On the whole they were busy working people with family commitments and they found it difficult balancing all these roles. The OU learning materials pack was experienced as overwhelming when it arrived and previous educational experiences of undergraduate or tutor level study were called upon to cope. This all gave the mentors an empathy with the next cohort of students whom they would support.

One of the key points of the discussion was the support required to enable the students to phone the OU tutor. Many students were not confident speaking on the phone in English and this was a major barrier to them accessing the support they needed from the OU tutor. Another phone related issue was that many students did not have a land line and would welcome a move to use of mobiles or the preferred option of Skype which is a relatively cost free method of communication already used by students to contact family members around the world.

Another key issue covered was the mentoring process. This was initially supported by a colleague from RGU but did not include the language support tutor. It is now thought with hindsight that she should have been involved from the start.

The role of the mentor has led to much discussion as some have felt that they have had to over-support demanding students and this has led to a difficulty in finding the right balance.

The steering group have resolved many of these issues by their regular meetings and close knit support for each other and have redefined the mentor role as a ‘study buddy’ with clearly defined limits which will be carefully discussed with the next cohort of students.

5. Conclusion

This project has undergone a significant journey to date; from the original concept of encouraging BME students to consider an access course which would lead to a social work course/employment. This has expanded to include other OU openings courses as outlined in the introduction and continues to attract students from under-represented groups into education.

It has also had to find and support the mentors who will in turn support the students on their educational journeys. The steering group provide reflective self evaluation which have resulted in the above changes and given them a reasoned logic.

The last group of students are about to start their course and the lessons learnt from the previous groups are already being put in place to support them; at the start a clear introduction of the course is given with realistic expectations of workload and commitment. The ‘study buddy’ system will be clearly defined and logistics of childcare and computers are being addressed.

More lessons will be learnt by the end of this process and plans are underway for dissemination of these to an international audience.
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