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ABSTRACT

There has been a significant shift in the demographics of the students who join PhD programs
over the last decades and, alongside this, a shift in the goals of these students. This qualitative
case study aimed at a deeper understanding of students’ engagement in a doctoral program in
an Australian research-intensive university. Informed by the Graduate and Professional Student
Socialisation framework (Weidman et al., 2001), experiences of international students were
analysed before, during and towards the end of the program across four interactive socialisation
stages: pre-entry, formal, informal and personal. The study specifically focused on the
transformation of the students’ primary values, aspirations and expectations towards the end of
the program. It also identified the Knowledge, Skills and Dispositions (KSDs) that students
acquired throughout the program due to their engagement in supervision, professional

development (PD) activities and peer interaction.

The study sample comprised six full-time international doctoral students who were non-
traditional based on their demographics and presented they were the only representative of their
ethnicity at the Faculty. A combination of individual interviews, focus groups, observations,
and policy document analysis was used to collect rich data over an extended period,
approximately one and a half years. To better understand the supervision experiences, a dyadic
analysis of students and supervisors was conducted and analysed by drawing on Lee’s (2020)

conceptualisation of approaches to supervision.

Findings indicated that students’ transformation was mainly related to their pre-entry
socialisation influences, such as their professional experiences and the global forces that
resulted in adopting safer and more flexible options. Moreover, students’ engagement with
supervision practices was key to their transformation, unlike peer interaction and PD activities.
Students supervised by more senior academics who promoted interdependence and were
directly engaged in enhancing their persistence and theoretical knowledge had more
satisfactory experiences. The study concluded that it was very useful to view socialisation as a
situated interaction between the underrepresented students, with their attendant background
and aspirations, and what was offered by the university. The approach gave insight into the

kinds of tensions and misinterpretations arising in these interactions.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Internationalisation of higher education in Australia

An increasing number of international students opt for graduate programs overseas to enhance
their academic and life experiences. This has contributed to the internationalisation and
globalisation of higher education institutions as these individuals bring a multitude of
languages, cultures, and experiences. Such students have become the norm in Higher Education

(HE) courses in many countries, including Australia (Harman, 2006).

The number of international students attending Australian universities has risen over 1000%
since 1994. The Australian government, particularly the Commonwealth Government,
contributed a lot to the internationalisation of HE through shifts in policies to include a broader

vision of international education. As stated by Education Minister:

The Government recognises that international education is an increasingly important part of
Australia’s international relations. It uniquely spans the cultural, economic and interpersonal
dimensions of international relations, and enhances the cultural understanding of all parties
involved. It enriches Australia’s education and training systems and the wider Australian society

with a more international outlook (Beazley, 1992)

In Australia, international students' enrolments increased from below 100,000 in 1994 to over
700,000 in 2016 (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2021). This has made
Australia the world’s third-largest education provider for international students after the US
and the UK since 2016 (International Higher Education Students Flows, 2019). This figure
comprises the international students enrolled in Higher Education, Australian Vocational
Education and Training (VET), school, English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas
Students (ELICOS), and non-award degrees. The highest percentage of international students
are enrolled in HE. The enrolments indicate a steady increase over the years — for instance,
349,102, in 2017, 398,091 in 2018 and 440,667 in 2019 (Ferguson & Spinks, 2021). A growing
number of these students stay in Australia and seek post-study pathways in the host country.
There were approximately 71,000 temporary graduate visa holders in Australia in June 2018;
the figure jumped to about 92,000 in 2019, with a 29% increase. Also, 16% of overall 1.6

million overseas students in all education sectors who were granted a visa between 2000-2001

1



and 2013-2014 transitioned to a permanent residency visa at some stage after arriving in
Australia. Between 2019 and 2020, 16,588 permanent residency visas were granted to

international students (Ferguson & Spinks, 2021, April 22).

In the context of globalisation, education is now an international affair, and the emergence of
the knowledge-based economy has affected the character and functions of the HE. Undertaking
HE in another country has contributions beyond academia or research; it also contributes to
students’ understanding of global cultures and improves their career prospects in the current
globalised labour market (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD),
2013). The substantial economic benefit from the international education sector and increased
demand for study in Australia by international students have derived the Australian government
and universities from focusing on this market. This can improve the country’s revenues and
recruit highly skilled immigrants as part of the strategic plan (Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development, 2013). Universities contributed 35.8 billion dollars to
Australia’s economy and supported almost 260,000 full-time jobs in 2018 (Australian Bureau
of Statistics (ABS), 2022, January), a 16% rise from the previous year. The contribution was
37.6 billion dollars in the following year and supported 240,000 jobs (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2022, January).

Despite the great benefit of international students to the Australian economy, as indicated in
the above figures, the dependence of the country’s economy on the export of education also
made it vulnerable. This concern eventually occurred with the arrival of the COVID-19
pandemic that substantially hit Australian universities and, subsequently, the economy. The
number of commencing international students fell by 22% in 2020 from 165,041 in 2019 to
129,248 in 2020 and 98,719 in 2021 as many international students could not enter the country
due to travel bans, closed borders, and extensive lockdowns (Department of Education, Skills
and Employment, 2021). Following this great hit, the Student Experience Survey (SES) showed
that off-campus studies decreased students’ satisfaction significantly from 78% in 2019 to 69%
in 2020 (SES, 2020). Therefore, the Council for International Education released a set of
prioritised strategies to improve the sustainability of the universities for the next decade. These
strategies were a) diversification by not focusing on a few markets such as China and recruiting
students from more markets; b) meeting Australia’s skill needs to be aligned with Australia’s

workforce; c) putting students at the center by promoting students’ sense of belonging and


https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/international-trade/international-trade-goods-and-services-australia/latest-release
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/international-trade/international-trade-goods-and-services-australia/latest-release

engagement; and d) growth and global competitiveness: by sustaining quality education

(Department of Education, Skills and Employment, n.d.)*.

In addition to these strategies, educational institutions need to continue to improve their
understanding of the international student experience to recruit them back to the universities
and increase their satisfaction. Although postgraduate students comprise a small portion of
international students overall, there has been a steady growth in their enrolment as an essential

source of revenue. They included 52% of the total number of postgraduate students in 2019.
1.2. Doctoral training in Australia versus other countries

International differences between doctoral degrees can be related to entry requirements,
completion time, coursework, the structural organisation of PhD training (from single
supervisor to doctoral training centres), the assessment of the dissertation process, and
consideration of the broader competencies of the candidate. Having a (two-year) master’s
qualification is an entry requirement to the doctoral program in many countries. In Australia,
local students are admitted upon completing a first-class Honour’s degree (usually a one-year
program). PhD education across the world has traditionally been of two broad forms. First is
the German apprenticeship model, whereby a student conducted extensive research supervised
by an academic. This model is popular in the UK, Australia and New Zealand because HE in
these countries, especially at the PhD level, is highly research-oriented. Second, the North
American model of PhD whereby a student is obliged to complete some requirements,
including 1-2 years of coursework where the content is delivered to the students in several core
units, (qualifying) examinations, and a supervised research project. The coursework serves as

preparation to help students cross over into a discipline in which they are not yet embedded.

By contrast, students in Australian research-intensive doctoral programs are not required to
take coursework, take exams, and defend their thesis since engagement in comprehensive
research is the main requirement. In the absence of this preparation, the transition from an
undergraduate or a graduate degree by coursework to a PhD degree by research may be
challenging, particularly for students without prior research experience. Unlike in other
countries, in an Australian PhD, students’ performance in workshops or course work is not
assessed (there is no qualifying exam). Students’ sole assessment is related to presenting their

thesis in a completion seminar (Group of Eight (Go8), 2013). The reliance on dissertation

1 The number of HE international students is not disaggregated in national statistics.
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assessment and lack of student assessment created some concerns. Moreover, professional
editing services may enable students to complete their thesis. Examination of the thesis lacks
any student assessment to indicate if they had developed the piece of writing (as well as other)
skills to a level expected of a PhD student (Group of Eight, 2013). This model of doctoral
training has also been found to be too limited to equip graduates with competencies of the
twenty-first century that independent researchers are expected to have (e.g., Flores & Nerad,
2012; Park, 2005).

In addition, PhD programs across different countries should be similar “because PhD graduates
are often highly mobile and willing to move to different countries to take up relevant
opportunities to work with the best people in their field, wherever they might be” (Group of
Eight, 2013, p. 13). Organisations offering doctoral programs are required to maintain
international standards by establishing and following a set of quality criteria. According to the
Australian Qualification Framework (AQF), the award of a Doctoral Degree (Research)
“requires the candidate to have made a significant and original contribution to knowledge and
to have a systematic and critical understanding of a complex field of learning and critical
research skills for the advancement of learning” (Group of Eight, 2013, p. 11). The arguments
related to the necessity of the PhD for responding to the demands of the modern world, such
as multidisciplinary research approaches, commercial links between business and education,
and the potential diverse career paths, eventually led to proposals on reframing the doctoral
programs in Australia (Group of Eight, 2013).

The ongoing conversation regarding the Australian PhD has maintained that research should
be at the heart of the PhD, and the entire learning experience should be an exercise in
curriculum design (Barrie, 2018). Moreover, the notion of ‘stewardship’ (Golde, 2006)
introduced by the Carnegie Foundation was suggested to be used to sustain the current doctoral
framework. Stewardship proposes a set of learning experiences that modify the objectives,
structure, pedagogy and outcomes of doctoral education. To this end, “the core learning
activities and experiences that constitute the PhD curriculum — (1) the research project, (2) its
supervision, (3) teaching and research skills development and (4) the disciplinary community
the doctorate occurs in — must also become reframed by the integrated nature of disciplinary
stewardship” (cited in Barrie, 2018, p. v).



1.3. The modern PhD

Since HE institutions need to keep pace with global economic, social and political changes, the
nature of doctoral programs is changing fast. In addition, the diversity of doctoral candidates
in terms of their demographics, values, expectations and motivation has led HEIs in some
countries to offer different types of doctoral degrees. Halse and Levy (2014) provided an
account of PhD degrees in countries across the world. The US and UK currently offer over 24
and 30 types of doctoral awards, respectively. These degrees include PhD by publication,
Taught doctorates and Professional doctorates. The goal of these PhDs is to ensure the return
of investments in research as represented in policy frameworks implemented in countries such
as Australia, the Netherlands and Canada. Notably, a PhD is still the only type of award in
Japan, China, the Netherlands, Mexico, Denmark, Germany, India and South Africa (Halse &
Levy, 2014).

Supervision is one of the core activities in doctoral education, which involves “supporting the
PhD student to develop as a researcher, using the research project as a vehicle for that learning
and development” (Barrie, 2018, p. 9). In reframed doctoral programs, referred to as the
‘Professional Development mode of PhD’, known as the modern PhD, throughout this thesis,
graduate candidates in some Australian universities undertake independent research under the
supervision of a supervisory team, usually two supervisors. Development of interdisciplinary
projects that may require a broader range of expertise than a single supervisor is one of the
main reasons for the recent popularity of team supervision (Akerlind & McAlpine, 2017;
Johansen, Olsen, Overby, Garred & Enoksen, 2019; Manathunga, 2012b; Watts, 2010).

Another feature of the modern PhD program is the program’s normative context that is
understood in terms of a Milestone or Review structure. The milestone structure has different
variations across universities in Australia. For example, some universities have three
milestones, whereas some other programs incorporate four milestones. In the three-milestone
structure, the reviews take place after the first, second and third year of students’ candidature,
respectively, but in the four-milestone structure, the reviews are staggered differently over the
three years to allow for the extra milestone. Each review takes place before a panel of
academics and includes specific requirements defined according to the student’s research stage
and specified by the requirements of their discipline. The milestones are designed to guide and
support students’ progress toward submitting their thesis and allow them to receive structured

feedback from academics outside their supervisory team. To be more precise, the first



milestone centres on planning and preparing the student for their doctoral trajectory. The focus
of the second milestone may be engagement with the disciplinary and intellectual community.
The third and the last milestone can center on the PhD outcomes (Barrie, 2018). Milestones
also function as a means of quality assurance for universities and a way of providing more
support and reducing the risk of non-completion (Barrie, 2018, p. 2). For Barrie (2018),

milestones constitute a “de facto ‘curriculum’ because:

(1) they focus universities’ resources and efforts on what is important for the student to engage
with to be successful or to progress to the next stage of their candidature; (2) they ‘can’ signal
to students what is important for the development of the research and researcher, or in our case,
the development of a disciplinary steward; and (3) like assessment, they provide a means of

monitoring and assuring students’ progress. (p. 19)

Milestones are currently re-visited to check how they respond to the primary intention of the
PhD — the employability of PhD holders and to avoid students and supervisors viewing
milestones only as bureaucratic exercises that are not entirely relevant to meaningful learning.
In this sense, students and supervisors are currently encouraged to re-design milestones so that
the doctoral learning experience becomes a blueprint of employability and leads to “knowledge
networking in Australia” (Barrie, 2018, p. vii).

The most distinguishing feature of the modern PhD is the addition of Professional Development
(PD) activities to make students more competent. PD activities that instruct generic skills can
“promote flexibility and an ability to respond to new situations (Group of Eight, 2013, p. 43).
Moreover, “competency implies more than just the acquisition of knowledge and skills; it
involves the mobilisation of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values to meet complex demands”
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2018, p. 5). It is hoped
that improving the competencies of the research students can enable them to join industry or
other non-academic sectors. This can solve the employment issues encountered by doctoral
graduates and benefit businesses by providing the knowledge and expertise they need
(Department of Education, 2014). There have been many PD initiatives in Australian
universities over the last decade across a variety of disciplines mainly through engagement
with industry, interaction within disciplines and training courses. For instance, the Research
Oriented School Engaged Teacher-researcher Education (ROSETE) partnership between
University of Western Sydney and the Ningbo Municipal Education Bureau in China, provided
PhD and Masters by Research students from China with the opportunity to combine academic
work with practical teaching experience whilst undertaking their research projects at the
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University of Western Sydney and teaching Chinese to primary and secondary school students
at schools (See Department of Education, 2014). However, some universities in Australia have

adopted PD in a series of workshops on research and career-related topics.
1.4. International, non-traditional, and underrepresented students

Along with the internationalisation of HE and considerable growth in the number of doctoral
degree-granting institutions, a dramatic shift has been observed in the demographics of students
attending doctoral programs over the last few decades. Looking back fifty to one hundred years
ago, traditional students were typically young (20-30 years old) white, single males who were
prepared to become scholars and often worked in assistant roles during their studies (Gardner,
2009a). Today, students attending doctoral programs are diverse, increasingly female, over
thirty years old, self-funded, married, (might) have children, and have careers outside of the
study (Offerman, 2011). For instance, the higher education enrolment summary indicates that
in 2014, 46% of domestic and 56% of the overseas’ students enrolled in graduate research
degrees were females. It also showed that a majority of domestic postgraduate research students

were between 30-39 years old (Department of Education, Skills, and Employment, 2021).

Similarly, the Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations (CAPA, 2017) asserts that
postgraduate students in Australia do not have a uniform composition. Indeed, “postgraduate
students are spread across a wide variety of age groups, socioeconomic backgrounds,
nationalities, and family living situations. This diversifying postgraduate student body makes
it difficult to identify a ‘typical’ postgraduate student and makes it particularly challenging to
model the impact of legislative or policy changes on such students” (p. 6). Students with quite
diverse demographics who are referred to as ‘non-traditional’ students henceforth, also have a
variety of purposes for undertaking a doctoral degree, which are not still fully known to
researchers (e.g., Twale, Weidman, & Bethea, 2016).

Change in students’ demographics has been consistent with shifts occurring to the goals of
doctoral studies, from the preparation of graduates to become scholars or academics to work
across different sectors and engagement in a variety of professional activities (Offerman,
2011). Non-traditional students follow doctoral studies for various reasons. Offerman (2011)
argues that non-traditional students “are not likely to be preparing to serve as full-time
researchers, whether inside or outside of higher education. Instead, they are seeking the degree
most often to enhance an existing career or to transition to a different career” (p. 27). Better

job prospects and creative endeavours (Baik, Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015), developing
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knowledge and new learning experience (McCall, Western, & Petrakis, 2020) were the top
motives for non-traditional students’ decisions to further their studies. Non-traditional students
and their goals and demands have essential implications for tertiary institutions that admit
them. This entails more flexibility in pursuing a doctorate (part-time courses) to balance the
demands of career, study and family, institutional services to support the needs of this student

group and designing doctoral programs suitable for them (e.g., fostering cohort learning).

Furthermore, the presence of a group of students called ‘international students’ has become the
norm in many universities worldwide. In Australia, students studying on a student visa are
called ‘international students’, although the Australian Government uses ‘overseas students’ to
refer to this group of people. On the other hand, Australian universities specify that students
are considered domestic if they are citizens of Australia and New Zealand or have permanent
residency in Australia. Still, they are regarded as international if they are temporary residents
of Australia, citizens of any country other than Australia, a permanent resident of New Zealand
(the University of Adelaide, n.d.).

There have been debates surrounding the label ‘international students’ because of a tendency
to associate students with academic and cultural bias; for instance, international students can
be described as less competent writers or speakers and less assertive (e.g., Fotovatian, 2012).
However, it is known that both international and domestic students experience similar
challenges during their studies, which affect their success and progress. These include, but are
not limited to, engagement in a healthy supervisor-supervisee relationship, investment and
effort to gain knowledge of the field, and develop research and advanced writing skills.
Therefore, using the term ‘international students’ with stereotyping and homogenising
implications while ignoring individual differences and experiences can be pretty misleading.
The term ‘international students’ is adopted in this study to represent how Australian
universities refer to non-domestic students, but no presumption is made related to their

individual characteristics and experiences.

Finally, it is important to clarify which students are considered ‘underrepresented’. The
makeup of international students at a university or a Faculty may represent some dominant
groups. The proximity of students’ countries to the host country, particular agreements or
exchange programs between the two countries are two factors attracting students to a certain
country. For example, in Australian universities, international students from particular

countries like China (37.3%) or India (20.5%) are considered dominant because they comprise


https://future.ask.adelaide.edu.au/app/answers/detail/a_id/1356/~/am-i-a-domestic-or-international-student%3F

the largest population of international students (Ferguson & Spinks, 2021). Conversely,
students whose ethnic makeup represents a very low proportion relative to all student
populations are considered underrepresented. These students may feel alienated and
marginalised, and this requires programs to pay more attention to the needs of these students.

1.5. Statement of the problem

A growing body of literature concerning doctoral education has emerged during the last two
decades, suggesting widespread acknowledgement of several challenges. Many researchers
have documented the international doctoral students’ academic experiences in an overseas
program during the first year of their candidature. The findings of these studies tend to be
negative as international students pursuing a higher degree program hold certain
predispositions, perceptions and expectations from an overseas experience, which may
contravene the new institution’s normative context and its pertinent sociocultural and academic
practices (Casanave, 2004; Inouye & McAlpine, 2017; Kim, 2018; Walsh, Seldon, Hargreaves,
Alpay, & Morley, 2010). As a result, they may struggle or even resist new values and

expectations in their effort to succeed in the unfamiliar academic context.

The epistemological and pedagogical differences inherent in different modes of doctoral
programs have also been evidenced in scholarship. The PhD research as we know it today
commenced at the University of Berlin in Germany during the first decade of the 1800s (WYyatt,
1998). It then extended to Britain and America during the 19" century and afterwards to Canada
and Australia (Simpson, 1983). In some countries, such as the UK, PhD by research remained
the most prominent form of doctoral training, which was also viewed as an apprenticeship to
research (Park, 2005). Following the UK tradition, in countries such as Australia and New
Zealand, where undertaking extensive supervised research is a major requirement of a PhD,
there has been a growing emphasis on quality of supervision (Park, 2005). Hence, the
experiences of doctoral students have been researched mainly by focusing on supervision
pedagogies (e.g., Grant, 2003; Manathunga, 2012b), post-structuralist and postmodern
theories, such as conceptualisation of transnational identity (e.g., Rizvi, 2010), institutional
identity (Fotovatian, 2012), and a post-colonial approach to understanding supervision
(Manathunga, 2012a). Also, much attention has been paid to the export of education, education
markets and characteristics of students, specifically from the Asian countries who are the main

consumers of the Australian HE (Harman, 2006).



The North American models of PhD training have conceptualised doctoral education and
developed doctoral programs differently. Challenging characteristics have been attributed to
these programs by researchers, including students’ lack of understanding about doctoral study
processes, the mismatch between the purpose of doctoral education and the aspirations of the
students, and provision of necessary academic knowledge before the start of the research
project (Barnett, Harris, & Mulvany, 2017; Golde & Dore, 2001). Therefore, instead of too
much focus on the PhD thesis or the product of the PhD, scholars stressed paying attention to
the learning process in the PhD (Kensington-Miller, Knewstubb, Longley, & Gilbert, 2018;
Park, 2005). Generally, the North American doctoral training model includes coursework
requirements in the program's first two years, followed by a qualification exam that evaluates’
students’ disciplinary knowledge. After that, students engage in doctoral research that takes
three years or more. The course work typically provides more opportunities for students to
adopt academic values and integrate into disciplinary communities (Acker & Haque, 2015).
Socialisation has been the most dominant perspective in examining doctoral students’
experiences in the North American context (e.g., Austin, 2002; Weidman et al., 2001).
Socialisation, in broad terms, refers to “the process by which persons acquire the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions that make them more or less effective members of their society” (Brim,
1966, p. 3).

Scholars have recently strived to clarify that socialisation is not merely the transformation of a
novice to a professional and give equal weight to the student’s agency in shaping their future
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018; Pyhaltd, Vekkaila &
Keskinen, 2015). Nevertheless, the common conception of socialisation represents a series of
institutional activities that lead to the internalisation of norms and values and research skills
that consequently bring about a change in students’ identity (Gardner & Mendoza, 2010). It
can be challenging for approaches with a narrow or top-down focus to provide a holistic
understanding of what students experience during their candidature because doctoral education
for international students involves engagement with processes related to personal, academic
and professional life (Anderson, 2017). Importantly, multilingual and multicultural students
engaging in intellectual discourse at the graduate level constitute a population with particular
needs as they have to “adapt smoothly to the linguistic and social milieu of their host
environment and the culture of their academic departments and institutions” (Braine, 2002, p.

60).
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The high attrition rate in doctoral studies worldwide, including in Australia, has long been a
reason to study doctoral student experiences. Attrition generates substantial economic and
emotional damage to individuals, institutions and governments (Golde, 2005; Gardner, 2008g;
Harman, 2006; Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), 2017). Numerous
studies have reported negative socialisation as a significant cause of high doctoral student
attrition (Gardner, 2007; Golde, 1998). The attrition rate is higher in Humanities and Social
Science programmes than in Natural Sciences (Golde, 2005). Although many institutions
provide many doctoral students with financial support, some students drop out of their
programs because they fail to socialise into the social and cultural practices of the university
and even the culture of the host country (Gardner, 2008a). Hence, understanding the
mechanisms through which institutional students socialise into new academic, disciplinary, and

social contexts and contribute to persistence and retention is very important.

Finally, students’ experiences and engagement in doctoral programs in the field of Education
have not been the subject of many inquiries by researchers. The focus of available studies has
been on the socialisation of doctoral students into the teaching role (e.g., Akerlind & McAlpine,
2010; Gardner, 2006; Grim, Kim, Morton, & DeMonbrun, 2021; McDaniels, 2010; Saddler,
2008), whereas most of these students do not end up in a teaching career (Austin, 2002). Several
studies have explored the socialisation of doctoral students into applied sciences such as
nursing, health, chemistry, physical education, engineering, and history (Beck-Jones &
Perryman, 2015; Deem & Brehony, 2000; Gardner, 2007; Gardner, 2008a, 2008b; Saddler,
2008). The findings of these studies highlight the differences that exist among disciplines.
Overall, these studies provide evidence that doing a PhD is a relatively “socially isolating” task
for social science research students as it engages them with “a one-to-one relationship with
their supervisors, whilst developing their own critical thinking” (Deem & Brehony, 2000, p.
150). The marginalisation of social science research students may also include “lack of office
space, limited access to facilities, actual or perceived exclusion from department seminars,
failure to establish social relations with staff and exclusion from academic networks” (Deem
& Brehony, 2000, p. 156). Therefore, in addition to personal, administrative and institutional
characteristics, variables such as students’ engagement with the HE experience and their social
integration should be considered. Many scholars suggest membership in the disciplinary
community is the outcome of socialisation (Golde, 2010). Moreover, the rigid disciplinary
cultures of the disciplines make them challenging to embrace new perspectives from other
fields (Golde, 2010).
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In sum, although Australian universities are often highly ranked for their international
education and research, little investigation has been undertaken to examine how international
graduate students in Education are socialised into the culture of their discipline. Only a few
dimensions of this process have been explored, such as the development of professional
identity by the graduate students, inadequate freedom to develop as an independent researcher,
supervisor-student relationship, and academic socialisation through writing practices (e.g.,
Cotterall, 2011a; Inouye & McAlpine, 2017; Kim, 2018; van Rooij, Fokkens-Bruinsma, &
Jansen, 2021). These studies help provide a picture of the complexity of doctoral student
experiences, but a deeper understanding of students’ engagement in doctoral programs in the
field of Education is required. Hence, some scholars call for studies to go beyond disciplinary
content knowledge, such as the attributes and skills of the graduate students (e.g., Barrie, 2006;
Kensington-Miller et al., 2018; Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spoulding, & Bade, 2014). In light of
these discussions, the experiences of international doctoral students who undertake a PhD

program in Education in Australia warrant investigation.
1.6. Objectives of the study and research questions

This study was designed to explore how international students engaged with the doctoral
culture in an Australian research-intensive university. It also aimed to present a longitudinal
(2-year) case study of international doctoral students’ socialisation throughout their
candidature. This study closely followed the participants’ development along different stages
of their doctoral journey. This study incorporated Weidman et al.’s (2001) Graduate and
Professional Student Socialisation Theory which conceives socialisation as a process formed
by personal, institutional and professional influences, to answer the following overarching

question:

How do international doctoral students socialise into the norms and values of a

research PhD program in Education in Australia throughout their candidature?

Weidman et al. (2001) incorporate four components of institution, students’ background,
students’ interaction with personal and professional communities, and outcomes of
socialisation represented as the gained knowledge, skills, and dispositions (KSD). These

components inform the four proposed sub-questions of the study:

(1) What values, expectations, and aspirations do doctoral students have as they begin
their study?
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(2) How do supervisors influence doctoral students’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions

throughout their candidature?

(3) How do professional development activities and peers influence doctoral students’

knowledge, skills, and dispositions throughout their candidature?

(4) What values, expectations and aspirations do doctoral students have towards the end

of their candidature?
1.7. Researcher positioning

Positionality “reflects the position that the researcher has chosen to adopt within a given
research study” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 71). The position of the researcher is reflected
in (1) the subject under investigation, (2) the participants, and (3) the research context and
process (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Motivated by what she had left behind during her
personal and academic life trajectories, the researcher of this study intended to investigate the
experiences (subject) of international students (participants) in a study abroad context (research
context), hoping that the insights from this research can provide more satisfactory experiences
for students who seek higher mobility by following a PhD degree in a developed country.

To further elaborate on the researcher’s role, she was a mature-age female of Iranian ethnicity
who spoke English as a foreign language. She had ten years of professional experience in TEFL
and ELT. For three years, she also attended a self-funded course-based doctoral program in an
international context. However, the high instability and decline of Iran’s economy, which made
paying for the fee a challenge, along with an absence of any support in the host country, such
as the unavailability of part-time jobs for graduate students and lack of any scholarship, obliged
the researcher to leave the program in the fourth year of her candidature. She then sought a
scholarship-funded position and moved to Australia upon receiving admission from a Go8
university. Transition to the new PhD was not easy since the new program was a research-
based PhD with a PD component that was entirely new to the researcher. As a PhD candidate,
the researcher shared a similar student role with the participants and was engaged in the entire
research process. Her personal histories were influential in selecting the research topic and her
positioning in the study. For instance, due to her background and exposure to North American
course-based models of doctoral education that are also practiced in most Asian and Middle-
eastern countries, the researcher adopted Graduate and Professional Student Socialisation
(Weidman et al., 2001) to inform her inquiry.
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The researcher’s history and her academic and professional background positioned her both as
an insider to the large international student community and an outsider in the Australian
society. The researche