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A. Introduction

In the academic year 1998-99, the second year of the Interculture project, the MLTC first set up a mailing list for students on their period of residence abroad. This initiative was taken in response to student feedback on their year abroad: several individuals reported a feeling of isolation or difficulties encountered in trying to contact their home university or fellow students who were abroad. In our opinion, a voluntary forum for email exchanges offered a way of alleviating this feeling of isolation by offering an informal point of contact with the home university and also allowing for some contact between students.

At the same time, an established mailing list or discussion forum of students already on placements abroad could provide an invaluable source of information for students preparing their period of residence abroad.

In the light of these considerations we invited students to join the mailing list by sending their international email addresses to a co-ordinator in Sheffield.

B. Uses and Benefits

Mailing lists are basically a collection of email addresses which are entered on a central system. Through a common address, every addressee receives any message sent to the list at the same time and every member can send messages to the central address. Access to an email account is the only technological pre-condition for joining a mailing list.

We decided to use Email contact rather than other means of internet based communication (e.g. internet phone, video conferencing) because it is a relatively low-tech, easy access and low maintenance. Most of our students in Sheffield are regular Email users. It is a familiar medium for them.

For a short introduction on the technical aspects of an email mailing list and easy guide to setting one up, see below, (Technical Set-up).

In contrast to other forms of support during the period of residence abroad, for example, institutional visits, letters or phone calls, an email forum can allow a number of users access to the same information and stimulate exchanges of views and experiences more readily than one-to-one contact between tutor and student.

As mentioned above, our mailing list serves a dual purpose: for the first half of the academic year, students in various places of residence abroad throughout Europe and in Canada and Latin America can exchange their experiences with their fellows, find information or contact others or their home university. In the second half of the academic year, we also enrol students who are preparing for their period of residence abroad, to offer them the opportunity to ask for information, advice or opinions about their future place of residence from those who are already there.

C. Analysis of Participation and Contents

In the first year, 40 students abroad, 12 tutors and 36 second year students in Sheffield were enrolled on the list. About 50% of all members were active, i.e. they sent messages to the list and participated in discussions and email exchanges.
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In the first year, the mailing list received 82 email messages: 36 were sent by students from abroad; 22 messages were from second year students in Sheffield sent in the second half of the year. 17 messages were sent by the list co-ordinator (who also forwarded 3 messages which were sent to her private address) and the remaining 7 messages were sent by other tutors in Sheffield.

Figure 2: Messages sent to the Mailing List in 1998-99

Looking at the sequence of messages, a clear pattern emerges for the first half of the year: a majority of students’ contributions are responses to the list co-ordinator’s messages. In the Spring semester, owing to the changing membership of the list, the messages took on a slightly different quality. Instead of reports from various places and events in the host countries in response to the list co-ordinator’s questions, students abroad and other tutors in Sheffield started responding to enquiries sent by second year students to the list. Overall, students in Sheffield sent 14 specific queries to the mailing list; 10 received answers on the mailing list, at least one more received answers to her personal email address. For more details on year 1 of our mailing list, see our article “Preparation and support of students on a period of residence abroad, using an electronic mailing list” (Ursula Stickler and Tim Lewis) online on:   <http://www.lancs.ac.uk/users/interculture/conf.htm.>

In the second year of its existence, the mailing list had even more members: 49 students abroad, 10 tutors and 84 students in Sheffield were – at least for part of the time – enrolled on the list. 25 of the year abroad students were language specialists, 24 were specialists of other disciplines such as Mechanical and Electrical Engineering, Chemistry and Mathematics.
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Figure 3: Participants 1999-2000

Whereas tutors and the co-ordinator did not participate as frequently as in the year before, students abroad took a much more active role.
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Figure 4: Participation in the mailing list in 1999-2000

The list received an overall number of 157 messages (to date), 113 of which were from students abroad, 32 from students in Sheffield, 8 from the co-ordinator and only 3 from one other tutor.
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Figure 5: Messages sent to the Mailing List in 1999-2000

The sequence of messages was also different to the year before: Although the initial welcome message from the co-ordinator did start off a round of introductions from students containing descriptions of the various places of residence abroad, later on the students abroad were much more actively involved in initiating discussions.

Altogether, 21 of the 155 messages were introductions, one by the co-ordinator, the rest by students abroad. 8 messages from students abroad were specifically asking about the whereabouts of fellow students, or attempts to get in contact with them and six more were asking for help, information or advice.

Here is one example:

“Does anyone know how to get your e-mails from your account in Sheffield transfered to a hotmail account?”

This request received numerous helpful replies and sparked off a discussion on the best way to access mail received in the home university while abroad.

Overall, the mailing list was much more interactive in the second year of its existence. Of the 157 mails received, 74 were responses to other mails. And in contrast to the first year, only 17 were responses to “prodding” messages from the co-ordinator, 21 were answering emails from students in Sheffield – a majority of which were requests for information or help – and 35 responses were exchanges between students abroad.

4 distinctive strands of discussion could be identified: apart from the fairly technical discussion mentioned above (how to get Pop-mail), students discussed club culture and gender issues in different places (see below, Examples, for details of this debate), their encounters with the police and the attitudes of police forces. A long discussion mainly between students in Germany but also involving one student in France took place about the pitfalls of German administration. In response to a message from the co-ordinator, enquiring what the main problems for English students abroad are and how we could help to improve matters, 8 students from Germany, Austria and France replied, not only answering the questions but also giving each other and the future year abroad students useful advice.

Of the 84 Sheffield students enrolled from the beginning of March 2000, only 24 actually sent one or more messages to the list. 25 of these were specific requests for help or information. Here is one example:

“HI 

I will be studying business studies at Carlos III de Madrid next year and I wondered if there was anyone in Madrid at the moment or anyone who has studied there in the past?

My email is 

xxx97yyy@sheffield.ac.uk

Thanks

A.”

17 of these emails received responses via the mailing list, at least two more received responses to their private email address. Some of the responses were quite detailed descriptions of the place the Sheffield students had enquired about others were brief offers of help or links to more specific information.

D. Examples:

To give a flavour of the type of discussion produced by the mailing list, here is one exchange of emails in its entirety, minus headers and proper names. The tone of the exchange is anecdotal but it deals with – and hopefully raises awareness of – serious issues that our students will have to confront, wherever they are in the world. It does so. moreover, in a way that is probably vastly more effective than a tutor, dealing with the same issue could ever hope to be.

From:           
Dresden 

Subject:        
German Culture
“OK, here's the first serious 'exchange of culural experiences' thing on the YA mailing list:

XY and XYZ (sheffield xxxxxx students, for those that don't know) went clubbing over here (eastern Germany) and thought it would be funny if they could pinch the arse of every man in the club. I wouldn't advise this as they were threatened by several angry girlfriends. One of the 'victims' took it so seriously that he sought XY out to give her his room key and state that she was more than welcome to 'come up a bit later on' as he was 'all alone in his room'.

You have been warned: tarting about in Europe can be dangerous!”

From:           
La Reunion

Subject:        
Dresden email
“If tarting about in Europe can be dangerous, then being demurely not interested is lethal in La Réunion.  One blonde female, walking to a car. Expect at least 3 people to approach you and ask to get to know you, 4 cars to hoot at you, with another 2 who follow you.  Avoid being anywhere near male beach parties, as you get dragged in and unashamedly molested by 8 drunk and horny Créoles.

And its not because of the blondeness of the hair or the whiteness of the skin, and certainly not for the supermodel looks - its a WOMAN (said in the low and letcherous drool of a primitive).  Slavery was abolished

 last century, but women, especially europeans, are today the slaves of their sex.”

From:           
Buenos Aires 

Subject:        
Re: German Culture
“If you think clubbing in Europe is dangerous, the other night I got touched up by a transvestite. Not a pleasent experience at the best of time but when he/she is about 6 foot 4 (tall I mean) it's down right scary.

Best wishes,

M. (Buenos Aires, Argentina)”

A number of other similar exchanges could have been chosen, we hope that suffices to demonstrate how a Year Abroad Mailing List can provide the basis for a mutually supportove selp-help system.

E. Technical Set-up

What follows is basic practical information for setting up a list. If you want to know more about Internet contact with and between students on their period of residence abroad, please see the more detailed report on:

<http://www.lancs.ac.uk/users/interculture/conf.htm>

1. Choose the kind of list you want:

a) open list (everyone can write to the list)

b) closed list (only members can post emails)

Both, open and closed lists can be:

a) monitored (a co-ordinator will check every message before sending it on to the list) or

b) unmonitored (emails from members are sent directly to everyone on the list)

Advantages and disadvantages of different types of lists:

type of list
administrative effort / time
security *
central control over membership
central control over messages

open
low
low
no
no

closed
medium
medium
yes
no

monitored
high
high
yes / no
yes

* i.e. avoiding nuisance mail or commercial mailshots

2. Get your Computing Services to set up a special Email address for your list

For Sheffield University, e.g., this is available on “pplists” - for more information see webpage
<http://www.shef.ac.uk/~cics/lists/pplists.htm>

There are also commercial services like Majordomo - for more information see webpage
<http://www.sparklist.com/services/discussion/>

or Mailbase - for more information see webpage
 <http://www.mailbase.ac.uk/>

3. Once you have chosen a list:

a) if you have chosen an open list, give your students the Email address together with instructions for joining.

b) if you have chosen a closed list, get your students to send you their Email addresses and enrol them on the list yourself.

4. Start the list off with an introductory message.

Alternative to Email mailing lists:

A similar function can be performed by Webpages with special bulletin boards for posting and exchanging messages on a particular topic. 

e.g., 
WebCT - for details see webpage
 <http://about.webCT.com/>

or MSN - for details see webpage
<http://communities.msn.com/>

Advantages:

· they can be subdivided into different strands of discussion (e.g for every country of residence, language studied)

· it is not always necessary for students to have a personal Email account (Internet access is sufficient)

F. Summary

Mailing Lists, Web CT, chat rooms and other forms of multi-way communication have been used frequently for language learning purposes and to exchange information and opinions about the target language culture. A range of dual-language discussion fora is, for example, offered by the International Tandem Network in 34 language combinations (see http://www.slf.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/email/idxeng00.html). For details of the German-English Forum, Ribo-L, see Hedderich 1995. For an account of how an Italian English discussion forum was used for language learning, see Mozzon-McPherson 1998. 

Using these media during the period of residence abroad has undoubtedly great potential for the stimulation of intercultural awareness amongst students. The opportunity to compare experiences of different cultures can put the difficulties encountered by individuals into a wider set of perspectives and engender reflections on one’s own position of “strangeness” in the foreign culture.

But even on a merely practical level, reassurance and the offer of a point of contact in an informal way can help students abroad as well as those preparing for a period of residence abroad and it is a qualitatively different approach to handing out information from the expert position of tutor or year abroad co-ordinator. As one respondent to our questions about integration of the year abroad (for details see the Subproject report on: http://www.lancs.ac.uk/users/interculture/subproj5.htm) phrased it:

“As part of an ELEN project I have now set up ITALRETE which eventually will link three cohorts of students, those preparing to go abroad, those abroad and those who have returned.  Using discussion groups and a chat room they will be able to answer each other's questions, probably far better than I can (at least they will believe each other - even if I tell them something they tend not to believe me, until it is confirmed by one of their peers).”

(Clive Griffith, University of Manchester)
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