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Most international students in the UK are undertaking postgraduate studies. They account for 33.4% of all 

postgraduate students; 43% of all research postgraduates and 50% of full-time research degree students 

(HESA). 

 

 

1. The main issues: getting started 

For students doing a thesis, their relationship with their supervisor (or supervisors, if they are being 

supervised by more than one supervisor) is paramount. They rely on their supervisor for not only their 

academic success but also their future career prospects. Many students, especially those from China, may be 

expecting a ‘parent-like’ relationship with their supervisor (in China, your supervisor is referred to as your 

‘boss’ or your academic 'mother' or 'father') or a continuing collegial relationship (African students often 

expect that they will be your working colleague through their academic career). They may expect you to 

advocate for them in times of difficulty and to find a position for them after they have finished their studies. 

 

The first 6 months of any international study will be the hardest. Their language, writing and knowledge of the 

area will develop over time. They will be learning new language and discourses, concepts and methods of 

analysis and expression. There is much that you can do to ‘scaffold’ their learning. For students being 

supervised by more than one supervisor, it is important that the messages that they receive are as consistent 

as possible, or that differences are openly discussed. 

 

International students may be afraid to admit to difficulties or may take criticisms of their writing personally. 
Group sessions for all postgraduate research students can provide an efficient and neutral means of providing 

information about issues such as rules, expectations, skills acquisition and other sources of information and 

support. 

 

They will need much support, especially in the beginning. Try to spend more time with them yourself in the 

beginning but then set up mentor or peer groups (even with different topics) so they can discuss their work 

and give and receive feedback. For you, they will be one student among many. For them, you are the person 

who will determine their future. A good relationship will stand you both in good stead.  

 

 

2. Possible solutions: suggestions for action 

2.1  Ground Rules 

 

You need to agree early on ‘ground rules’ about expectations on both sides. For example: 

 

 Forms of address for both (try to use and correctly spell and say their name) 

 

 Methods of contact (e.g. by appointment, email, office telephone) 

 

 Frequency of contact (e.g. every week, two weeks, only when written work has been done) 

  

 Forms of appreciation (e.g. no gifts except perhaps after the thesis is finished) 
 

 Any personal aspects that they feel comfortable to raise that may hinder their progress (e.g. religious or 

family obligations) 

 

 Reading and writing requirements for each meeting 
 

 

http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=1897&Itemid=239
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2.2  ‘Scaffolding’ learning 

 

There are many things that you can do to help them to build and progressively improve their skills: 

 

 Look at their previous writing and see if additional academic literacy training is required 

 

 Investigate their previous experience of using research databases, literature searching or critical analysis 
 

 At first, provide feedback on main ideas and structure (explain that this is what you are doing); receiving 

back their work covered in red marks may shatter their confidence 

 

 Gradually work on different aspects of their writing and explain you are doing this; suggest specific 
relevant readings and ask them to not only read the content but also systematically examine structure and 

language used 

 

 Don’t bombard them with large amounts of reading at the beginning; identify a few core works and 

relevant sections (so they don’t waste time) and then discuss the main ideas 

 

 Model and make your language explicit so that they learn the key concepts and language of the discipline 
and the topic 

 

 Summarise and record decisions and future tasks (including dates and length etc.) 

 

 Suggest help with proof-reading of the final thesis so that they don’t lose marks for English expression 

 

 

2.3  Providing feedback and support 

 

 Provide more support and feedback at the beginning of candidature, especially in the first 6 to 12 months 

 

 Encourage students to start writing early to assist in structure and organisation 
 

 Give feedback on these early writing pieces initially mainly about overall ideas and structure 

 

 Suggest other theses in the area for the student to read and get them to pay particular attention to 

format, language, style and methods of expression 

 

 Don’t attempt to correct all spelling and grammar mistakes but focus on smaller sections to provide 

progressive direction and ideas for improvement and explain that you are doing this 

 

 Refer students to academic skills or language support units if necessary 
 

 Alert students to Faculty or university information or support sessions 

 

 Notify students about seminars, lectures or conferences either in their own or a related area to learn 

about concepts, theories and discourses within the discipline 

 

 Establish small group or whole Faculty postgraduate student support networks or groups 
 

 Encourage students to present their work to peers, in the Faculty or at student or academic conferences, 

for feedback and networking opportunities 
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2.4  Outside information and support 

 

Provide information via group sessions to cover larger numbers of students and also to provide neutral 

ground for questions and discussions. These sessions can include information about: 

 

 General rules and procedures of candidature 

 

 What supervisors and students should expect of each other 
 

 How to make the most of supervision 

 

 Literature searching and literature review skills 
 

 Expectations for written work 

 

 Texts available about how to write a thesis 
 

 How to avoid plagiarism (see Addressing plagiarism section) 

 

 The examination process 
 

 Other sources of support 

 

 What to do if things go wrong 

 

 

3. Top resources 

Ryan, J. (2005). Postgraduate supervision. In J. Carroll & J. Ryan. (Eds.), Teaching international students: Improving 

learning for all (pp. 101-106). London: Routledge. 

 

Trahar, S. (Ed.) (2011) The Doctorate: international stories of the UK experience ESCalate 

 

 

4. What is the evidence? 

Further reading: 

 

Chung, M. & Ingleby, R. (2011). Overcoming the cultural challenges in supervising Chinese research students. 

In J. Ryan (Ed) China’s higher education reform and internationalisation. London: Routledge. 

 

Daniels, J. (2013). Developing capability: International students in doctoral writing groups. In J. Ryan (Ed.), 

Cross cultural teaching and learning for home and international students: Internationalisation of pedagogy and 

curriculum in higher education. London: Routledge. pp. 44-52. 

 

Magyar, A. & Robinson-Pant, A. (2011). Towards transformative change in higher education. Internationalising 

doctoral research: developing theoretical perspectives on practice. Teachers and Teaching: Theory and Practice, 

17(6), 663-676. 

 

Manathunga, C. (2007). Intercultural postgraduate supervision: Ethnographic journeys of identity and power. 

In D. Palfreyman and D. McBride (Eds.), Learning and teaching across cultures in higher education. Basingstoke: 

http://escalate.ac.uk/8137
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Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Mcclure, J. (2005) Preparing a laboratory-based thesis: Chinese international research students experiences of 

supervision. Teaching in Higher Education, 10(1), 3-16. [Examines the ‘points of tension’ in students’ 

experiences of supervision and the different levels of supervision required] 

 

Ryan, J. (2012).Internationalisation of doctoral education: Possibilities for the generation of new knowledge 

and understandings. Australian Universities Review, 54(1), 55-63. 

 

Sillitoe, J., Webb, J. & Zhang, C. (2005). Postgraduate research: The benefits for institutions, supervisors and 

students of working across and between cultures. In J. Carroll & J. Ryan. (Eds.), Teaching international students: 

Improving learning for all (pp. 130-135). London: Routledge. [Discusses the potential for cross-cultural learning 

for both supervisors and students during supervision] 
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