	
	
	



Supervision and Support: A Guide for Working with International Postgraduate Researchers

Purpose and scope
Supervisors play a central role in helping international postgraduate researchers (PGRs) feel welcome, understood and supported throughout their degree. This guidance offers practical advice to help supervisors work confidently and effectively with their students. It should be used alongside the Postgraduate Research Supervisor Handbook, which outlines wider supervisory processes and expectations. There are also workshops available for supervisors who are already or will be supervising international PGR students. These cover content that is complementary to this guidance and can be booked via the Bristol Doctoral College (BDC) website.  
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[bookmark: _Toc229140084]Understanding the international PGR experience
International postgraduate researchers (PGRs) make up a significant proportion of the PGR community at Bristol and make a vital contribution to our research environment; these students bring diversity of perspectives, research approaches and lived experiences. Undertaking a research degree involves a period of transition for all students, as expectations and practices differ from taught programmes. International PGRs undertake this transition alongside becoming familiar with a new academic, cultural and social environment, and may encounter differences in areas such as:
· Academic conventions and expectations
· Navigating systems such as healthcare, finances, accommodation and visas
· Communication styles, language use and social conventions
· Approaches to feedback and supervision
While some international students move to the UK with families and dependents, many international students also arrive in the UK without established local support networks. Developing a sense of connection and belonging can be an important part of settling into doctoral study, and this can influence wellbeing and progress over time.
The Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 2024 (PRES)[footnoteRef:1] showed that sense of belonging and access to wellbeing support strongly shape PGR satisfaction. These are areas where supervisors can make a meaningful and positive difference to student experience, particularly for international students. This guidance has been developed to assist supervisors in effectively supporting their international PGRs, in these areas and more broadly across the research journey. [1:  Neves (2024), 25-28.] 
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We all have our preferred ways of working, and many factors can influence the expectations we place on ourselves and others. Aligning yours and your student’s expectations early can help contribute to a supportive and productive supervisory relationship. 

Academic expectations
Your first supervisory meeting is an ideal opportunity to set clear expectations about what you, your co-supervisors and the student expect in terms of roles, responsibilities and ways of working throughout the PhD. The PGR Student-Supervisor Agreement is a useful tool that helps you work through these expectations together. 
For international students, discussing ways of working early on can be especially valuable, as there can be significant differences between their previous academic experiences and the UK higher education environment. These discussions help to familiarise students with the academic requirements of their programme, the nature and/or regularity of supervisory meetings and cultural norms.
In an academic context, international students may be less familiar with:
· Engaging in open discussions or critical debate: some international students might be less accustomed to asking questions or contradicting the ideas of their supervisors and other academic staff.
· Approaches to deadlines: in some cultures, deadlines are interpreted more flexibly, which may differ from UK academic expectations.
· Sharing work in progress: students may be accustomed to sharing only completed pieces of work.
· Directing their own research: some students may come from academic cultures where supervisors provide strong direction and may therefore look to you for detailed guidance at the outset.
· Academic integrity and referencing conventions at the University of Bristol.
Acknowledging these differences early can help to build mutual understanding between you and your student and can help you to find methods of supervision that work best for all. 

Top tip: In some of the first pieces of work you do with your student, ask them to do a low-risk task, such as an article review or short reflective piece to help build confidence and trust. This should be seen as a development/learning opportunity and can help students become more accustomed to sharing informal writing, practising academic English and engaging in supervisory dialogue.
In a future meeting, you might discuss counter arguments to the article to encourage your student to engage in academic debate and to demonstrate what scholarly discourse might look like in the UK.

Communication and cultural norms
English may not be your or your student’s first language, and even fluent speakers may use or interpret language differently from UK norms.
There are also cultural conventions that may affect interactions between you and your student. For example, research has shown that the country someone is from can shape how they approach disagreement, feedback and emotional expression. Some cultures favour a more reserved communication style and avoid confrontation, while others may be more expressive, and may or may not engage in direct confrontation.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Meyer (2015).] 

Supervisors aren’t expected to know the nuances of every cultural communication style and every individual also communicates in their own way. When differences in communication arise, these can be a valuable opportunity to build shared understanding.
Things to consider:
· Preferred communication style: some students may use more formal language or titles as a sign of respect. Let students know how you prefer to be addressed and ask how they would like to be referred to in return.
· Names: check you are pronouncing your student’s name correctly and ask what form of their name they prefer. In some cultures shortening a name is considered informal or disrespectful.
· Language differences: even fluent English speakers may interpret tone or vocabulary differently. If a phrase or behaviour feels unexpected, pause and consider whether a cultural difference may be the cause.
· Non-verbal communication and boundaries: norms around personal space, physical contact and emotional expression vary globally. If something feels uncomfortable, explain UK expectations clearly but sensitively. This will benefit not only your own relationship with the student but will also help them to navigate other interactions they have while in the UK.
· Clarity: it is best to be as explicit or direct as possible to avoid any misunderstandings.
It can also be helpful to be aware of global events and political developments, as these can impact the wellbeing and engagement of international students, including how they might act and communicate. 
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Support for language and communication
Being able to communicate confidently helps students to fully express themselves, be an active part of research communities, and reduces anxiety around speaking and writing. 
To support students in language development, you can:
· Agree with your student in advance when commenting on their work whether they would like to receive feedback on the content of their work or the language. Including comments on both language and content can be overwhelming for the student. If language is a barrier to understanding the content, you could discuss the content with them in person and refer them to the support services below to support their language development.
· Signpost to the Centre for Academic Language and Development (CALD). CALD run many sessions, including workshops for PGRs and Academic Language and Literacy sessions.
· Suggest they book a tutorial with the Study Skills and the English Language Support Coordinator. These tutorials are for students trying to further develop their English language skills from any faculty and subject, including academic writing, vocabulary development, reading strategies, note taking and general English.
· Suggest they get in touch with one of Bristol’s Royal Literary Fellows. Sessions with Writing Fellows are available to all postgraduates and staff. All sessions include help in planning and structuring work, writing clear and compelling prose, or editing and presenting the final version.
· Suggest the Global Lounge’s Language Café for informal practice. The Language Café allows students and staff to practice languages from around the world, including English.

Top tip: It can be helpful for you and/or the student to keep a shared log of what you have discussed in a meeting. This could be done via a short summary email after the meeting.
Top tip: Allow extra time for students to process spoken English and respond to questions, even if this means leaving a few moments of silence in the conversation. If you don’t think they have understood you, you can try asking them to summarise what you just said, or you can phrase the question in a different way. 

Support for academic skills development
Students from international backgrounds might have had different higher education experiences to those who have studied in the UK. At Bristol, there are many opportunities for students to improve their research skills and learn about academic practice in the UK with the Bristol Doctoral College’s Personal and Professional Development Programme. 
Library Services also have online resources to support students’ study skills, including advice on academic writing, grammar and punctuation, and referencing.
For help including 1-1 tutorials, drop-ins and online resources, students can visit the study skills team in Senate House or book a session via the study skills website. 

Supporting student outcomes
Career pathways vary across the world. Throughout your student’s studies at Bristol, your guidance as a supervisor can help them to thrive in their next steps. 
In order to best to advise and support your student, it may be helpful to ask what they intend to do after the degree. For example, if they intend to return to their home country (or move to another country) and continue in academia, would they be expected to have gained professional experience of some kind, such as publishing or teaching. Equally, if they intend to apply for non-academic roles, what activities or experiences could they do during their PhD to help strengthen future applications. These conversations can help students and supervisors to work together to shape the PhD, and if needed, you can find prompts and tips in the Student-Supervisor Agreement guidance (section 7).
For further support, students can also access the Careers Service, who offer one to one meetings and training.
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Highlighting social opportunities across the University can help international students to feel connected and find a community when they are not in their home country. 

Global lounge
The Global Lounge is a hub in the heart of campus that celebrates all cultures and creates a sense of community between international and home students through events and social gatherings. Their advice for international students and the Global Bristol guide can help students to find some home comforts while they are in the UK, and include recommendations for finding international foods and restaurants, community and religious groups, and hair and beauty throughout Bristol.
 
Bristol Doctoral College
Bristol Doctoral College’s events, community activities and networks provide opportunities for students to connect and collaborate with other postgraduate researchers. 

Bristol Students’ Union
Bristol SU have many social and sporting opportunities for students outside of their studies. They also host specific events for postgraduates and have representatives for PGRs.

Activities in your faculty
Your faculty or school will have events, seminars and research groups that can help your students feel part of the academic community through meeting other academics and peers. Faculty or discipline-specific events can enhance the professional development of international students by helping them to adjust to the UK’s academic norms, such as language and research methods. 
As a supervisor, you might also facilitate informal meetings with your PhD students, or plan for informal catch ups to see how a student is settling in. 

Find a PGR buddy
If you or a colleague have another more experienced PhD student you might ask them to be a ‘buddy’ for a new student. This will usually involve the two students meeting informally a couple of times when the new student starts to help answer questions and navigate the University. 

Multifaith Chaplaincy
The Multifaith Chaplaincy is a space for people of any faith, culture or upbringing that hosts events and provides pastoral and spiritual support.

Support during the holidays
Many international students stay in the UK during traditional holiday breaks, which can feel isolating when others are away. It can be helpful to talk with your student about their holiday plans to ensure that they will continue to feel connected during these periods. You might like to remind them of the University support services website and point them in the direction of University events, such as those run by the Global Lounge and Bristol Doctoral college. 
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Support services are available to all students, but international students may be unfamiliar with UK support systems or uncertain about what they can access. Being able to signpost your students to the support they need will help to ensure they have the best experience during their time at Bristol. Some of the services that will be of particular interest to international students are highlighted below and you can find further services and information in the Postgraduate Research Supervisor Handbook.

Top tip: When directing a student to a service, explain briefly how it works and send the link by email, so they have the information in writing.

Health Services (non-emergency)
All international students are informed about healthcare systems in the UK when they register at the University; however, International Student Barometer data from 2024 shows that 25% of PGRs [footnoteRef:3] how to access health services or thought they were not relevant to them.￼ Factors shaping student’s understanding of healthcare in the UK may include unfamiliarity with the processes of the UK healthcare system, awareness of entitlements to free healthcare and the specialist language often used in healthcare settings. [3:  Etio, International Student Barometer data (2024).] 

· Enrolling with a GP surgery: in some countries it is more usual to see a specialist or go to the hospital to seek medical advice, and historically international students have been less likely to register with a GP surgery than domestic students.[footnoteRef:4] It can be helpful to encourage students to enrol with a GP and direct them to the University webpages on health services in the UK. [4:  Turner (2017); O'Neill (2012).] 

· Cost: most International students on a Student visa will pay the Immigration Surcharge or have a Global Health Insurance Card, which entitles them to free GP appointments, hospital services, emergency treatment and many other medical services. It can be helpful to make sure students are aware of this entitlement. 
Further information is available at: https://www.bristol.ac.uk/students-health/ 


Medical or mental health emergencies
If your student is experiencing a medical or mental health emergency, it is important to act immediately. Advise them to call 999 right away or go to the nearest hospital. If they are on campus, call Security Services on 0117 331 1223 after contacting 999.

Student wellbeing services
Moving to a new country involves personal, social and academic adjustment, and this transition may impact a student’s wellbeing and mental health. International students are one of several groups of students identified as being at greater risk of mental health concerns,[footnoteRef:5] and may be less likely to seek help than other demographics.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2025).]  [6:  Cogan et al (2025).] 

Students can book an appointment with a wellbeing adviser for a wide range of issues. The adviser may refer them onto other services, such as the Mental Health Advisory Service and the Student counselling service.
If you are concerned about a student’s wellbeing, you can explore resources on supporting students in distress or can submit a referral to the Student wellbeing service for someone you are worried about to help them get the right support.
Further information is available at: https://www.bristol.ac.uk/students/support/ 

Financial support
International students may experience additional financial considerations, such as visa, health insurance and travel costs, and may find that the cost of living in the UK differs from that of their home country. The Money Advice team offers guidance, drop-in sessions and tips to support students with budgeting and financial planning. 
Some international students look for additional part-time work to support their living costs. Where appropriate, supervisors are encouraged to share information about suitable paid teaching or academic opportunities within their school or faculty, which can offer both financial support and valuable professional experience. You might also suggest they take a look at the opportunities and support available through the Careers Service.
Further information is available at: https://www.bristol.ac.uk/students/support/finances/ 
Support in cases of prejudice and discrimination
Creating a diverse and welcoming community is a core value of the University, and discrimination is not tolerated in any form; however, approximately 1 in 3 international students in the UK report experiencing racism or xenophobia[footnoteRef:7]￼  [7:  Russell Group Students’ Unions (2025), 45. ] 

The Student Resolution Service offers confidential advice and support for students or staff members who experience any unacceptable behaviour, including incidents relating to their nationality, race, religion and sexuality.

Accommodation
Finding accommodation can be a challenge for all students and having safe and stable accommodation in Bristol can greatly impact student wellbeing. Navigating rental practices in the UK will be a new experience for many international students and they may be unfamiliar with what they can expect and their entitlements.
As a supervisor, you might direct students looking for accommodation to the Accommodation Office and Bristol SU Lettings who can offer support in finding private and University accommodation. 
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The Student Visas team can support and advise your students on matters related to their immigration status including the right to work and the impact of extensions or suspensions.
International PGRs on a Student visa must meet specific attendance and engagement requirements. Below is a brief summary of your responsibilities as a supervisor to ensure compliance and this topic is covered in more detail in the PGR Supervisor Handbook. You should:
· meet your student in person at least once per month as this is a condition of their visa
· record in‑person meetings promptly through the correct Faculty/School systems
· support students with Change of Study Location requests for work placements and any fieldwork or research away from Bristol
· encourage students to consult the Student Visa team before any significant changes (for example, mode of study, interruptions, work placements)
If you are unsure how a change might affect a student’s visa, always seek advice early.

Academic Technology Approval Scheme (ATAS)
ATAS is a requirement for students from specific countries who study or conduct research in specific technology-related fields in the UK at postgraduate level. Students will be informed whether they need ATAS clearance prior to, or at the point of making an offer. 
As a supervisor you should be aware that changes to the content of the research, primary supervisor, financial sponsor and programme duration can all affect the ATAS status of the student. Further information can be found at https://www.bristol.ac.uk/directory/visas/atas/.
If you are recruiting a new student to a programme and are unsure if they will require ATAS, you can consult the ATAS page and check the ATAS requirements of the programme on eVision by using the CAH3 / JACS / ATAS look-up on the ‘International’ tab. If you have any questions, please contact the Student Visas team.
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For broader guidance on supervision, training and good practice, refer to the Postgraduate Research Supervisor Handbook and other resources on the Bristol Doctoral College website. 
The Bristol Doctoral College also coordinate training on supervising international PGRs, with upcoming sessions listed on their website.
There is also a suite of e-learning courses and resources available on Develop to help with supporting international students. This includes guidance on international communication and working with particular cultures.

Asking for help 
If you’re concerned about your student and don’t know what to do, ask for help. 
As a supervisor, you are not expected to sort everything out on your own. You will have colleagues in your school, faculty and in the University who will know how to help you with unfamiliar topics; for example, accommodation, funding, physical and mental health, training and careers advice outside of your discipline. 
If problems arise, you should approach your School PGR or Graduate Director. Others who might be helpful are experienced colleagues, postgraduate administrative teams, Heads of School, Faculty Heads of Student Administration and Faculty Academic Directors for PGR.
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· Set expectations early: outlining expectations creates a shared understanding between you and your student and will help them to adapt to studying in the UK. It will also help you to be able to anticipate their needs.
· Get to know your student: their background and prior experience can shape their needs and working style.
· Respect cultural differences: small adjustments (for example, using preferred names, acknowledging cultural events) can build trust between you and your student.
· Communicate: always be clear in your use of language, check understanding and follow up in writing when helpful. 
· Ensure you are providing the feedback the student needs: commenting on content and structure first and then language at a later stage can often be more productive.
· Know where to signpost: you are not expected to know the details of all the services the University has to offer, but being aware that particular services exist can help you and your student to identify possible solutions to any challenges that arise.
· Check in: if you are concerned about your student, check up on them and ask them how they are.
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