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In November 2014, I began a part time postgraduate course at the University 

of Nottingham: The Postgraduate Certificate in International Student Advice 

and Support. This four module course gave me the opportunity to gain a 

professional qualification in the field of international higher education, with a 

focus on the knowledge and skills that are used by effective student support 

staff. The course was offered in collaboration with UKCISA with some parts of 

the modules delivered by UKCISA representatives.  

The first module, Cross-cultural Aspects of Student Advice and Support, 

explored the ways that staff navigate their interactions with students with 

cultural awareness and sensitivity. Much of the weekend focused on culture 

shock and the disarming nature of this both for students and staff when they 

are communicating cross culturally. We also discussed how students can 

struggle to make friends outside of their cultural background, especially when 

they are surrounded by compatriots from their own country, state or institution.  

This is particularly pertinent to our work at FIE as we are always working on ways 

to encourage intercultural interaction for our students, through opportunities 

such as ISH, Imperial College and Host UK.  

The module Advice Giving and Client Care used principles from counselling 

and psychology to look at how we can best guide our students through any 

scenario when they come to us for help. Emphasis was put on how we are not 

counsellors and that appropriate referral and signposting was crucial. Instead, 

examples such as those from Gestalt psychology were used to help us to help 

students make meaning from their issues and to illustrate how there is often a 

complex background to a foreground issue. Sessions over this weekend saw us 

acting as both advisers and clients and we had the opportunity to discuss real 

issues we were facing to test the Gestalt model. Personally, this was a very 

cathartic experience, but professionally this allowed us the practise, explore 



and reflect on our advice giving skills. The skills learnt are certainly transferable 

and applicable in a number of circumstances in my interaction with students. 

Next up came the Legal Frameworks and International Student Advice Giving 

module, which was the section of the PGCert course that I was dreading the 

most! The module had us consider the legal and ethical decisions behind 

student advice and I was introduced to a number of concepts that were new 

to me. There was a specific focus on immigration pertaining to Tier 4 Student 

visas, as many members of the cohort work in this area of student advice, but 

a number of us (including me) did struggle to understand some of the specific 

legal terminology. However, rather than needing to be experts in immigration 

law, the assignment saw us explore the process of decision making. We worked 

through how we would come to a conclusion on how to advise a student (from 

a case study example) using resources available to us internally (our 

organisations) and externally (e.g. OISC, UKCISA guidance). I finished this 

module with a developed understanding of the relationship between legal 

frameworks and ethical requirements and with a new found respect of the 

work that goes into immigration advice. 

The final module, Managing Complexity: Enhancing Student Advisors’ 

Influence and Impact allowed us to reflect on what we had learnt so far and 

look forward to how these skills and knowledge can be implemented in our 

own professional work. We looked at how the structures of our institutions could 

support us in effectively making an impact on the students that we work with 

and how we in turn could help facilitate our students to go on and have their 

own impact as global citizens. For the assignment, we explored how the work 

we do and the initiatives that our institutions are working on fit into the wider 

discourse of internationalisation in UK Higher Education and beyond. 

On the final weekend, the entire group and our tutors got together for a 

farewell meal at a Turkish restaurant in town. It happened to be one of our 

classmate’s birthdays, so he was treated to a rendition of Happy Birthday in 



languages and dialects from the 8 or 9 different nationalities represented – a 

nice send off for our truly international group!  

I highly recommend the course to anyone who is interested in developing their 

skills, whatever their remit! The cohort is diverse in age, background, time spent 

out of education and line of work and I learnt a great deal just from studying 

alongside them. In my cohort, there were student life managers, tutors, 

compliance officers, marketing professionals, student union advisors, work 

placement supervisors, administrators and more. Our roles varied greatly but 

the course helped all of us in our approach to interacting with the students that 

we work with. It also fit well around working hours as we spent just 4 weekends 

throughout the year up on campus and the rest can be completed distance-

learning style. 

I am extremely grateful that I was able to undertake this opportunity; thanks to 

funding from the FIE Professional Development Fund I have been able to learn 

more about the profession, have had the opportunity to critically reflect upon 

my work so far and have developed skills that I can take forward into my work 

with our students. Looking forward to my graduation in December! 

The PGCert International Student Advice and Support Class of 2015! 


