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Royal Holloway Students’ Union
International Focus Group Notes


The Participants
Student 1 – 3rd Year, psychology student, From India. 
Student 2 – 2nd Year geography student. From Virginia, USA. 
Student 3 – PhD History student. From Malaysia.
Student 4 – 2nd Year PHD student. From Mongolia. 
Student 5 – PGT, Computer Science student. From India. 
Student 6 –PGT Computer science student, EPMS. From India. 
Student 7 – 1st Year law student. From Hong Kong.
Student 8 – 1st Year English Student. From Malta.
Student 9 – PGT, Computer Science student. From India . 

Arrival Experiences: Did you experience culture shock, homesickness or isolation? 
· Student 8 felt that Malta and the UK are very culturally similar. English is their first language and their accent blends in well so they have not experienced any discrimination in this way. They flew into Heathrow. 
· Student 6 used the airport service from Heathrow to Royal Holloway. They were dropped off at George Elliott but had no further help with their move in or how to access their accommodation. 
· Student 1 returned to Royal Holloway after a year in industry and the University gave them a new visa. They flew into Heathrow and wanted to use the airport service but after back and forth emails with the University, they were deterred from using the service because they were not a new student. 

Accessing Accommodation: Did you experience any issues? 
· Student 8 arrived a week earlier than domestic students on the 18th September. They spent two hours trying to work out where to collect their student card to access their accommodation in Founders. When they were able to access the accommodation, it was still being painted and the smell was overwhelming. The move in experience was described as dreadful. There was a limited menu in the dining hall so they could not eat well. A week later when the rest of the students were due to arrive, everything was organised and ready for them. 
· Student 2 moved in earlier and the only other person in the accommodation was a home student who wanted to move in early. 
· Student 6 had the wrong room assigned to them so when they finally realised they were in the wrong place, they had to repack their belongings and move again. 

Arrivals After Welcome Week: Did this impact your enrolment in your modules? 
· Student 4 was unable to move to university on time due to a visa delay from the Mongolian visa centre and getting their visa number from the university late. 
· Student 3 experienced similar delays in their transition from masters to PHD so were a resident in the UK ‘illegally’ for a short period. 
· Student 1 only received their unconditional confirmation of their place at Royal Holloway in August, meaning they got their CAS* number in September. They had to apply for a super priority visa which is double the price of a normal visa and missed a month of teaching due to all of these delays. They also then had to isolate for a week because of Covid-19 regulations. 
· Student 8 received their exam results a month before UK students but still had to beg the university for their unconditional offer confirmation to be able to arrange their move to the UK. Their CAS number took another three weeks to arrive. Organising a visa in Malta was relatively quick once they had got this. The university have not updated information on international students since Brexit. 
· Student 3 said that they did not know anything about how the UK education system worked, or anything about clearing prior to starting here. 
· Student 6 faced issues with their CAS number. They tried to reach out to the agent assigned to them, but no one picked up. They ran the central agency number who were helpful.

*CAS = Confirmation of Acceptance for Studies. Students need this to apply for a student vias. 

Arrival Process: Did your arrival feel exhausting and did this impact your ability to settle?
· Student 3 expressed a sense of othering from the immigration process. They said they do not feel valued here except for the money they provide. The fees are too expensive. Trying to navigate the immigration and university systems and source funding was confusing. Even though they have undertaken all their degrees at Royal Holloway, they still do not feel welcomed in this country. 
· Student 7 felt that enrolment at Royal Holloway was a “pain in the ass”. Their enrolment was significantly different from the UK Student experience. They had to be fully enrolled before they were able to get their student IDs.

PGT Experience: Do you feel your circumstances were negatively affected by studying your UG degree elsewhere in the world?  
· Student 9 felt they were expected to have a lot more knowledge on their curriculum than they did. It is only a one-year course and alongside their teaching, they had to catch up quickly on the knowledge previously taught to UK students. 
· Student 6’s department had uploaded recordings of basic knowledge on important topics to help students who had not studied their undergrad in the UK to catch up.
· Both students 9 and 6 found it hard to make friends that were not also Indian. Their course was made up of only international students, but they did not think they had much time to interact with these other students. 
· Student 9 has participated in campus activities more since January, but it took them up until that point to get their bearings. They did not know anyone on campus and were reliant on one email sent in Welcome Week to support them. 
· Student 6 agreed and said that up to the Christmas break, everything was going very fast. It was only during this break that they finally had time to rest. 

University Experience: Were there a lot of assumptions made about your familiarity with the British schooling system and university software? 
· Student 1 spent from September to December playing catching up with the knowledge UK students already had about the university system. They did not know what Moodle was and went to student services six times to try to gain an understanding of it and how to log in. 
· Student 9 did not know how to set up campus connect or how to download the software needed to connect to the University network. They were expected to know all of these things. 
· Student 6 said that they were expected to do all of this by themselves. 
· Student 8 studies English which felt unexpected for international students to study as they study British literature. It was taken for granted that they had done A-Levels in English and were told to write in British English. They did not do an IB. They did get support with this from their department, but they had to advocate for themselves and remind the teachers that they are an international student and may not understand some parts of their teaching.
· Student 3 had a similar experience. They were expected to get to grips with British historical events and felt lost most of the time. They had fought with their parents to study History and felt additional pressure to do well. 
· Student 2 highlighted niche British or English terminology that international students do not immediately understand. They think a person means one thing, but the term actually means something else. 

Student Groups and Academic Staff: Were you familiar with the term prior to starting at Royal Holloway?
· Collective no. 
· Student 3 said yes and no. In their previous school student groups meant political activist groups which they tended to avoid. The political activism on campus here is really different. They also suggested the SU does not represent international students well and have too much focus on home students. 
· Student 6 thought a student group was more similar to a student council position who held a lot of power. 
· Student 8 thought that their experience was unique because their mum is an academic so they grew up around a Cambridge University understanding of higher education. As EU culture is similar to UK, they felt their integration was seamless. Having English as their first language helped too. 
· Student 9 said that one thing which was really different were personal tutors. They had no idea how to communicate with them. The only time they spoke to their personal tutor was to ask for a job reference. The names of all the academic staff roles are too similar.
· Student 6 agreed and expressed confusion with all the different staff allocated to support them.  They have a personal tutor and then a personal advisor or supervisor for their project. They had had no interaction with their advisor. 
· Student 7 claimed that it is different for undergraduates. When they started, their personal tutor had outlined all the things they can help them with. Their personal tutor was also Italian and understood their university transition experience better. They often spoke about their moves to the UK and the cultural differences from home. They felt international personal tutors were more beneficial for international students. 
· Student 8’s course made a big effort to encourage them to meet with their personal tutors. They had compulsory tutorials and were expected to have met with their personal tutor four to five times by June. Their friends had a similar experience with good engagement. They later said they abused their poor personal tutor with regular emails and meetings. They liked that the personal tutor was also a lecturer and head of subject. They had meetings once a week
· Student 1 is a Student Rep and raised this issue with their department. Their degree organised two mandatory meetings per year with their personal tutors but the student felt these were too far apart. When their personal tutor contacted them in December of first year, they were not yet aware of their role and had to wait until term two to speak again. They asked if it was possible to add an extra meeting in term one. 
· Student 2 met with their personal tutor for guidance on an assignment and how to write it. They had one meeting at the start and end of each term. They lasted for about 15 minutes. 

Student Support: What services have you engaged with during your time here? Was information provided on student support services and how to access them during your application process?
· Students 8 and 3 have had an unsatisfactory experience with the international student service. Communication with them either ends with a signposting circle or forcing them to send email responses to questions. Student 8’s department has done a good job at contacting them for support but the international service has only sent them 2-3 emails. 

Many participants were keen to share their bad experiences using the campus GP and NHS service as an international student. Not all of these points were able to be recorded but the general consensus was negative. 
· Student 8 has struggled to register with the NHS so they go home to access healthcare. The campus clinic frequently sends students to the Windsor GP clinic for appointments but they cannot get there if they are unwell. The NHS cannot register people with non-UK phone numbers. They cannot afford to go to a private GP. 
· Student 1 said they do not see a point in having the clinic on campus
· Student 2 explained that in the process of registering for the GP they are asked why they left their previous GP. They cannot answer this because they were not previously registered in the UK. In order to make an appointment they need to call the clinic but they do not have a UK telephone number so they cannot easily make calls. They have to switch between their UK and US sim cards. 
· Student 3 suggested there is not enough service from the campus clinic. They want to be able to use it but cannot. 
· Student 1 said the whole experience of signing up for healthcare is different from India. In India they have an IHS number which is different from an NHS number. They have to link these numbers and pay for the NHS. They paid twice for their registration because the NHS registered them on the wrong number. They became unwell and were told to go to Windsor which they could not do. They went to a private GP and got their prescription in 15 minutes for £150. Another time they had an incest bite and needed to see a GP about it. The campus GP told them they had to wait a week to get an on-campus appointment. They went to the Windsor GP who gave them a referral to A&E who saw them in 30 minutes. 
· Student 8 explained that as an EU student they had to pay for the NHS as part of their visa application, but they had the option to refund this later. If they did choose to refund it, then they were no longer allowed to work in the UK. They are having to pay for the NHS except they cannot use it due to endless barriers. It is easier for them to fly home to Malta to get things like contact lenses than it is to get them here. Internationals need a UK bank account to be able to do anything here. 
· Student 3 joked that there is a meme about international students having to go back home to access any support or health service. They said that opening a UK bank account was confusing. HSBC was the only bank they were able to open an account with. 
· Student 7 explained that their NHS registration was a headache. They first had to find the form to register after googling it with no results. Once found, the form was directed to UK students only. It was confusing trying to put international information into a UK form. They had to call the GP who said they would send an email but later found they were registered the whole time. 
· Student 2 felt that international students frequently fall through bureaucratic gaps with all the forms they are expected to fill out. They also explained that as the university is cashless, the issues international students face with their bank accounts are further exacerbated and they have no alternative payment method. 

Students also experienced problems with housing and guarantors. 
· Student 9 said the university should provide international students with a guarantor. They had been told that without one they have to pay 6 months rent in advance.  Some estate agents do not accept guarantors from outside of the UK. They also have been told that at least one UK student needs to be living in the property to be accepted as an international. They were using Nevin and Wells estate agents. Others have had similar issues with this one too. 
· Student 7 faced a bot system in their housing application and was asked to provide their address from the previous three years. 
· Student 3 explained that guarantor schemes come with an additional charge. 
· Student 1 has had to threaten their estate agent with legal action. 
· Student 8 explained how their estate agent or landlord required them to have a UK forwarding address. They had to rely on their UK national housemate’s mother for this. The estate agents favour home students. As this student is not self-funded they needed the university to provide them with a billing address as proof of income but they refused. Their loan money is held in a bank rather than with the university. They have had to have a meeting in order to get an IBAN. 

Student Support: Have these issues impacted your ability to engage in academics? 
· Student 9 said they have no other choice than to get on with it. 
· Student 3 felt it has been 50:50. They have to breakdown in private and pretend to be okay doing the work when in public. They are financially dependent on their family so feel a sense of obligation to do well. Their parents are paying for them to achieve better things than they did.
· Student 8 explained that so many of the things that make them anxious have such easy solutions that it makes them angry. They should not have to beg to get things like bank details. UK universities are encouraging international students to study here and they do receive a better education, but at what cost.  
· Student 6 feels a sense of urgency to quickly find a job or source of income as their PGT is only one year. It is not possible to enjoy their PGT. 

Student Experience: Have your expectations of your student experience been met?
· Student 8 does expect better support services considering the amount they pay to be here. A lot of student surveys have asked about their financial situations but not about their student experience. They believed the university does not care about them, they only want their money. Banks and hospitals are worse than they expected. 
· Student 6 told us that their educational experience has exceeded their expectations but all other aspects of the student experience has not met their expectations 
· Student 3 expected to struggle with uprooting their life and starting a new one but did not expect it to be like ‘we want your money but we do not want you here’

Beyond Graduation: Do you plan to stay in the UK after completing your degree? 
· Student 3 has already been in the UK for eight years. 
· Student 4 said that although settling here was horrible at the start, they do plan to stay here for a few more years because the work opportunities at home are horrible. 
· Student 2 thought that staying is better than settling somewhere else. 
· Student 8 cannot afford to do their masters here but will come back to work. University in Malta and other European countries is free. In Malta it is not normal to have accumulated this amount of debt. They hope they will be able to get a funded PHD. It sucks having to sacrifice so much to be here and then the fees are raised. 
· Student 3 explained how the fees have increased every year. They end up arguing with their parents about if they can afford to spend more which leads to a lot of stress at home. 
· Student 8 said that their loan is capped so if they raised the fees too much they would have to beg their mum for money. They get a lot of comments from their friends asking why they study here when university is free in Malta. 

International Student Misconceptions: What are they? 
· Student 8 suggested it is not a misconception that all international students pay out of pocket.  They have not met another international who has taken out a loan. 
· Student 7 has taken out a loan. To get it a proof of their loan they needed a student ID but could not get that until they enrolled. 
· There were issues raised by several students about the information needed to get loan payments and issues getting swift codes. 
· Student 3 suggested there is a misconception that all internationals show up wearing Gucci and Prada but in reality, most internationals are just stressed about their work. 


Friendships and Belonging: Are your friends predominately international or domestic students? Do you feel welcomed here? 
· Lots of nods to feeling welcomed. 
· Student 8 has brought friends back home to Malta and feels very lucky. All of their friends are British except 2-3 who are EU nationals. Their parents did degrees in the UK so know how to support them. They suggested the university needs to compensate for students that do not have this background or experience. They later discussed feeling blissfully unaware of the struggles that other internationals experience. 
· Students 6 and 9 both spoke about how they do not mingle with undergraduates and the postgraduates are all international. People feel very established in their friend groups.  
· Student 3 ran Art Society which was a good opportunity to meet people but they were still reliant on people to attend each week. 
· Student 4 does not feel welcomed here and felt it was easier to make friends with other international students than home. They find it hard to understand the British accent. 
· Student 1 has tried to diversify their friendships to include UK and international people but felt UK students were superficial. 
· Student 6 suggested international students are more aware of who they can approach or not. 
· Student 7 found it easier to make friends within Asian cultures over European. They found it hard to blend with UK students and clicked better with Asian students when explaining family dynamics for example. 

Key Takeaways from the Focus Group
Every student who attended the focus group had a wealth of information and experiences to offer us. The overarching theme from their discussions was the lack of information given to students prior to enrolling at Royal Holloway in areas like how to access funding, open a bank account and how to register with the NHS. Confusing paperwork and administration from within the university was one of their biggest areas of struggle. Students found themselves in bureaucratic loops where they were unable to access one thing until they had received something else, that they could not get until another process had been completed. Accessing essential services were as complicated as it sounds. This experience did not subside once they have enrolled and continued throughout their time at Royal Holloway. 

Students were generally satisfied with their teaching, although the quality of their experience was hindered by having to spend time getting to terms with the British university systems and software. They gravitated towards other international students for friendships based on shared experiences. Home students held misconceptions about the types of people international students were and felt difficult to approach or engage with to some students. 
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