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An alliance of universities 

• Partnership since 2011

• Both universities are Midlands-based and collaborate across large research projects

• A focus on novel research, enhancing the educational experience for our 
students, greater impact of our work for the benefit of society, and developing the 
institutions’ global reputations.

Together we will:

• Use our collective and distinctive strengths to deliver more, and more impactful, 
research

• Attract the best international minds to the UK in general, and the Midlands in 
particular

• Enhance undergraduate and graduate opportunities and experiences at both 
institutions

• Deliver economic growth through our national and international links with business, 
commerce and industry

• Enhance our mutual capacity and provide the best opportunities for our staff



Common Purpose Global Leader Experience Abroad

• 2018 & 2019

• 25 students from each partner university

• The University of Birmingham

• The University of Hong Kong (host)

• University of Nottingham

• Programme delivered by Common Purpose

• Duration: one week in June/July

• Travel arrangements and programme costs organised and funded 
through UoN (philanthropic funding) and UoB

• UoB and UoN students travelled as a group

• Staff from UoB and UoN accompanied the students

• Alumni activities outside the programme



Recruitment

• Priority towards students from widening participation 
backgrounds

• Students from low-income households as confirmed by home 
university financial support teams

• Students with limited or no previous international travel 
experience during their degree

University of Nottingham

• Students recruited through the annual summer schools 
application in February.

• Students required to submit a personal statement and meet a 
minimum academic average of 40% (Pass) in their marks 
achieved at the time of application.



Recruitment

University of Nottingham

• Priority given to students not in their final year, who had not previously, 
or were not due to study abroad during their degree

• Students selected by the Global Engagement selection committee and 
informed by email

Personal statement question:

• motivations (academic and/or personal);

• what you want/hope to achieve from the experience;

• reasons for choosing your proposed summer school/s;

• examples of how you think you are equipped to deal with the challenges 
that studying abroad may present.



Recruitment

University of Birmingham

• Students recruited through an application process supported by 
interviews of all shortlisted students

• Additional points for WP backgrounds, with 4 selection criteria (scored 0-
3):

Application questions:

• How have you demonstrated leadership in a big or small way in your 
school, university, workplace or community?

• What do you hope to gain through your participation in the programme?

• One-paragraph biography that includes anything you feel is relevant to 
your application.

• How do you think you would contribute to the breadth of perspective and 
dynamic of the group?



Travel arrangements and student preparation

• Universities arranged same flights through their own institution-
approved travel agents.

• Accommodation and local in-country airport transfers arranged 
through HKU

• Joint pre-departure meeting for students

Programme

• Common Purpose programme over four days:

• Group activities

• Immersion visits

• Guest speakers

• Final group presentation to panel of local leaders and experts

• Alumni contacted through universities’ alumni teams to arrange 
networking activities for students outside programme time



• Walk up to Temple 
Street Night Market, 
Kowloon

• Mount Parker Road 
Green Trail

• Alumni dinners

Alumni activities



Student feedback

More confident

Appreciative of home

Learned to work with different backgrounds/cultures

More open-minded

Learned to lead AND work in a team

More friends

More active listener

Changed perspective

Learned to provide constructive criticism

More inquisitive/curious

Listen and observe more

Common issues

Face-up to limitations



Impact of the programme (2019, Common Purpose)



Pros and cons of in-country short-term programmes

Pros

• Immersive cultural experience

• Travel experience

• Social opportunities with new friends

• Networking opportunities with alumni

• Opportunity to visit the organisations 

involved in the programme

• Study experience at a partner 

university

• Staff member in-country for pastoral 

and travel support - staff 

development

• Short commitment



Pros and cons of in-country short-term mobility

Cons

• Away from home

• A short commitment but still a 

commitment

• Time-difference

• Travel preparation: applying for 

passport, vaccinations, 

packing, medical conditions, 

health etc.

• Costs

• Long-haul flight: jet lag

• Adjusting to climate



And then… 2020 & 2021



• 19, 20 and 22, 23 July 2021

• Students from:

• The University of Birmingham

• University of Nottingham

• U21 - 22 universities

• Duration: 4 days

• 168 accepted, 138 started & 107 graduating students 

(expected in the online programme space)

• Programme costs funded through UoN (philanthropic funding), 

UoB and CP



Recruitment

• Priority towards students from widening participation 
backgrounds

• Students from low-income households as confirmed by home 
university financial support teams

• Students with limited or no previous international travel 
experience during their degree

University of Nottingham

• Applications opened from Friday 4 June to Friday 18 June 2021

• Students required to submit a personal statement and meet a 
minimum academic average of 45% (3rd) in their marks achieved 
at the time of application.



Recruitment

University of Nottingham

• Priority given to students not in their final year, who had not previously, or 
were not due to study abroad during their degree

• Students selected by the Global Engagement selection committee and 
informed by email

Personal statement question:

Question amended to reflect virtual placement:

• motivations (academic/personal/career);

• what you want/hope to achieve from the experience;

• a maximum of two examples of how you've demonstrated good time 
management and commitment, examples may include: extra-curricular 
activities, work experience, volunteering experience and/or travel experience.



Recruitment

University of Birmingham

• Priority given to students from the University's new WP programme –
Birmingham Scholar

• Application form, supported by video submissions by shortlisted students 
(3 minute video on being a global leader); no academic requirements

Application questions

• How have you demonstrated leadership in a big or small way in your 
school, university, workplace or community?

• What do you hope to gain through your participation in the programme?

Timing of the recruitment process

• May/June 2021 (weather getting better and lockdown restrictions lifted) -
less appetite for a virtual programme, with two rounds of promotion and 
applications



WP criteria changes since 2019

Since 2019, both universities have expanded their WP criteria to reach a 
wider range of students from underrepresented groups

University of Nottingham

• Minimum household income threshold raised based on household 
financial contribution data from Student Finance

• Non-financial WP indicators: mature students; home address is in an area 
of disadvantage or low progression to higher education

University of Birmingham

• New Birmingham Scholar programme - the University’s new initiative 
for improving student access, success and progression, and 
launched successfully in September 2020:
- from low HE progression areas; first generation in their family to attend 
HE; disabled; estranged or care-experienced; young carers; eligible for Free 
School Meals; from a household whose income is below the national average



Common Purpose programme over 4 days:

• Group activities in online breakout 
rooms

• Guest speakers

• Final group presentation to panel of 
local leaders and experts

• Students had the chance to engage with 
27 senior leaders who joined virtually 
from 15 countries across the world 
(e.g. KPMG, ProjectEducate, Amazon and 
INCO)

• Focus on a complex global challenge: 
“How can we ensure cities are resilient 
and inclusive?”

Programme



Student feedback

Better team player

Feel inspired

Better prepared to solve 
complex problems

More confident about 
interacting with a diverse 
group of people, who may 
or may not share a similar 
opinion

Able to appreciate the 
mutual sense of 
respect for each 
other's culture

Improved active listening skills

Really fun 
and exciting 
time

Working with lots of different people, 
whether ethnicity, age, location, has 
taught me the profound impact of 
diversity on creativity

Learnt to express my 
opinions in a professional 
and respectful manner

Developed networking 
and building 
leadership skills

Improved presentation skills

Better prepared to live 
with ambiguity



Impact of the programme (Common Purpose)



Pros and cons of online short-term mobility

Pros

• Easily accessible

• Teaching by academics / expert based globally

• Can work around other commitments: e.g. part-time work, 

caring responsibilities

• Low cost

• Air travel not required: sustainable

• No jet lag or climate adjustment



Pros and cons of online short-term mobility

Cons

• One time zone with participants accessing from multiple time 

zones

• Excessive screen time and stationary working

• Limited cultural experience

• Difficultly engaging with other students online

• Technical difficulties

• Withdrawals during programme



What next?
2022 and beyond?

• Can we develop more 
widening participation projects working together?

• How do we adapt to the changing landscape post-pandemic (and 
post-Brexit for UK members)?

• How do we benefit from opportunities created by the changing 
landscape where you are?

• Case study: new Turing funding scheme in the UK (approved for 
the next 3 years)



• Global mobility scheme, providing opportunities for UK students to 
study and work abroad globally

• Minimum duration of mobility is four weeks, maximum duration 12 
months, allowing greater flexibility to student mobilities

• Student participants can be in any study cycle (i.e. BA, MA, PhD), or 
recent graduates

• It does not provide funding to facilitate inbound student mobility, or 
support teaching or staff visits.

• The scheme offers additional funding for disadvantaged 
students (widening participation)

• University of Birmingham: £2.1M with 30% to be used towards WP

• University of Nottingham: £1.2M with up to 50% to be used towards 
WP

Turing in 2021/2022



• Students with low household 
income or low socio-economic 
status (annual household income 
of £25,000 or less)

• Students receiving Universal 
Credit or income-related benefits

• Students who are care-experienced

• Students who have caring responsibilities

• Estranged students

• Refugees and asylum seekers

Turing – WP definitions



Any questions?



What is your approach?

• What does your institution understand WP to mean/be?

• Do you have existing widening participation schemes to support 
mobility at your university?

Creative ideas for U21 collaborative projects for WP students?

• Any suggestions or ideas on how WP students can be supported 
across the U21 network using Turing funding?

* Challenges: four week minimum and only for UK students

• Are there any other schemes that the U21 network could use to 
develop WP collaborative projects?

Discussion


