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ABSTRACT 
Aims/ Purpose This study explores the development of  academic identity among a group of  

Asian international doctoral students at a U.S. research university in various 
settings, including interacting with students and faculty members and reflect-
ing on their personal journeys.  

Background In 2020-2021, 132, 000 international doctoral students enrolled in U.S. uni-
versities – an increase of  71% since 2000. Despite this, relatively little is 
known about their academic identity development and how acculturative 
stress affects their academic growth. 

Methodology A conceptual framework was constructed to integrate the concepts of  accul-
turative stress and academic identity development. With the premise that academic 
identity development comprises three strands of  intellectual, network, and 
institutional, the current framework conceptualizes the intersection of  accul-
turative stress in all three strands to explore the tensions of  balancing home-
host culture values while international doctoral students grow into a new 
identity. Reflexive thematic analysis was applied to study the narratives of  
eight Asian international doctoral students and identified four main themes 
characterizing the participants’ academic identity development under accul-
turative stress.  

Contribution This study contributes to an understudied area of  higher education litera-
ture, directing the attention of  the academic community to a small but grow-
ing group of  junior academics. When examined in the confluence with ac-
culturative stress, the conceptualization of  academic identity is extended to 
include academics from cultural minorities.  

Findings Acculturative stress intersects with all three strands of  academic identity de-
velopment, inhibiting participants’ progress in their doctoral programs. 
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Acculturative stress also makes participants more hesitant to adopt an aca-
demic identity.  

Recommendation 
for Practitioners 

This paper informs leaders and managers at departmental and university lev-
els about cultural inclusiveness in doctoral training programs. Cultural mi-
nority students face the challenge of  acculturative stress, an issue that distin-
guishes them from racial or gender minority groups; therefore, simply repli-
cating race or gender inclusion initiatives is unlikely to be an ideal model for 
a culturally inclusive program.  

Recommendation 
for Researchers 

The findings of  this study indicate that Asian doctoral international students 
deviate from the commonly accepted view of  academic identity in that they 
do not define intellectual growth strictly in terms of  paper-trailed achieve-
ments (e.g., number of  publications or grants), and they view jobs within 
and outside academia as equally attractive.  

Impact on Society Doctoral training programs at universities are the suppliers of  doctoral-level 
workers for industry. However, some programs, especially in the social sci-
ences and humanities, focus on academic job placements. To broaden the 
impact on society, educational leaders need to expand the professional devel-
opment training elements in such programs to prepare doctoral candidates 
for opportunities outside of  academia.  

Future Research Other aspects of  doctoral training programs could be explored, such as the 
development of  instructor identity and the changes in student identity. 

Keywords academic identity, acculturative stress, cultural inclusion, international doc-
toral students 

 

INTRODUCTION 
In the academic year 2020-2021, over 132,000 international graduate students enrolled in doctoral 
programs in U.S. universities, representing an increase of  71% since 2000 (Open Doors, 2022a). 
These students, together with international professionals and undergraduate students, contribute sig-
nificantly to the U.S. economy. In 2017-2018, 1.09 million international students contributed $42.2 
billion to the U.S. economy through their tuition, board, and other educational expenses (Morris, 
2018). Moreover, 14.5% of  employed doctoral scientists and engineers are non-residents, and this 
portion is increasing annually (National Science Foundation, 2019). Although in 2019-2020, COVID-
19 severely affected U.S. higher education with significant decreases in the number of  international 
student intakes, by 2022, the international student population still brings economic returns and hu-
man resources to the U.S. economy. 

Despite increasing numbers, relatively little is known about the group of  international students who 
are pursuing their terminal degrees in the United States. Descriptive demographic reports show that 
international students enrolled in doctoral programs differ from domestic students. For example, in-
ternational doctoral graduates are slightly younger than American doctoral graduates on average. Ac-
cording to the Survey of  Earned Doctorates, in 2020, a doctoral student’s median age at graduation is 
31.5 years, and that of  an average international doctoral student is 31.1. By fields, however, interna-
tional doctoral graduates in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math) are slightly younger, 
whereas those in social sciences and humanities are older than their domestic peers (National Science 
Foundation, 2020). It takes 5.3 to 6.8 years for a student to complete a doctoral program at a U.S. 
university (National Science Foundation, 2020), which typically comprises about two years of  course 
work, a series of  assistantships or practicums, and independent research that students have to accom-
plish before they complete the degree (Nyquist et al., 1999). An average international doctoral 



Pham 

325 

student takes less time than a domestic student to satisfy the degree requirements; however, they typi-
cally spend more time in graduate school (National Science Foundation, 2020). It has been proposed 
that discrepancies can be explained by cultural, economic, social, psychological, and academic factors 
(Gao, 2021). This paper argues that the international-domestic differences in doctoral study progress 
also result from the intersectionality of  identity development and acculturative stress.  

All students are expected to develop a new academic identity during a doctoral program. Identity, per 
Schwartz et al. (2006), is the “organization of  self-understandings that define one’s place in the 
world.” Academic identity, therefore, is a self-understanding that defines one’s place in the academic 
world. This identity is expected to be shaped during one’s doctoral program and to thrive thereafter, 
but research has highlighted the struggles of  doctoral students to find their place in academe. Aca-
demic identity development, or the process by which an individual develops their sense of  belonging to 
the academic community and academia itself  (Kogan, 2000), is conceptualized as a way to under-
stand how doctoral students adopt academic identity. According to McAlpine and Lucas (2011), aca-
demic identity development comprises three strands of  development: intellectual, network, and insti-
tutional. The three strands are connected, with growth in one strand supporting the others. Con-
versely, challenges in one strand may also compromise the overall trajectory; for example, the institu-
tional strand represents support from the department and university where individuals are physically 
located (McAlpine & Lucas, 2011). Without a supportive environment in the department, it is hard 
for a doctoral student to be productive and develop intellectually or to engage in network building 
inside the institution boundary. Yet, each doctoral student experiences the academic trajectory differ-
ently. Studies have shown they make adjustments to accommodate different identities (e.g., re-
searcher, instructor, apprentice) and balance the pressures to develop professionally and personally 
(Colbeck, 2008; Soong et al., 2015). 

A gap that persists in the literature is how academic identity develops among students from cultural 
minority backgrounds. International students, in general, have to make “major adjustments” to the 
differences in the learning environment, language barriers, and combating stereotypes as they relocate 
to the U.S. for their education (Hunter-Johnson, 2022). Although studies have shown evidence that 
international students express different behaviors from their domestic colleagues (Curtin et al., 2013; 
Jenkins, 2000), no work has yet theorized the experience of  being/becoming a non-native scholar on 
a predominantly White campus through an acculturative lens (Quinton, 2019). International doctoral 
students traverse a similar academic identity trajectory to domestic students with the additional factor 
of  acculturation, usually accompanied by acculturative stress. Intersecting all three strands of  aca-
demic identity trajectory, acculturative stress poses a challenge to international doctoral students as 
they construct their academic identity. Intellectually, the remnant of  academic colonialism has dic-
tated what constitutes “important” research, with works by minority authors typically being underval-
ued (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012). Similarly, international scholars’ works or views about works may not be 
considered significant. Networking is complex for non-native English speakers who may lack a thor-
ough understanding of  academic hierarchies (Soong et al., 2015). Institutionally, an international doc-
toral student is restricted by different requirements, including work restrictions, language proficiency, 
and credit requirements, to maintain legal immigrant status (Gorsuch, 2003; Quinton, 2019). These 
restrictions may limit their opportunities to strengthen the intellectual and network strands of  their 
academic identity development. 

Asian students are the largest international group in U.S. higher education (Open Doors, 2022b). 
They are also the group with the highest acculturative stress level (Nilsson et al., 2008). Given the 
established individualistic-collectivist cultural gaps between America and most Asian countries (Frey 
& Roysircar, 2006; Triandis, 1988; Ward et al., 2008), Asian students’ narratives can inform studies on 
cultural differences in a U.S. context. To address a part of  the gap in the literature, this paper 
examines the role of  acculturative stress to study Asian doctoral students, asking: How do Asian inter-
national doctoral students (hereafter, Asian doctoral students) develop their academic identity while coping with accultu-
rative stress? I combine the three strands of  academic identity development (McAlpine & Lucas, 2011) 



Academic Identity Development of  Asian International Doctoral Students 

326 

with acculturative stress (Berry, 2006) to explore how acculturative stress influences academic identity 
formation for Asian international students.  

The four main themes identified in this study were drawn from eight semi-structured interviews with 
Asian doctoral students at a public university. Each theme was consolidated from their personal sto-
ries surrounding their interactions with students and faculty members, and their reflections on their 
research and teaching experiences. The research findings inform the integration of  cultural awareness 
into doctoral training programs at the department level and propose a different view of  the relation-
ship between doctoral training and the current job market. 

RELATED LITERATURE 
Researchers have noted that U.S. academia is a cultural community with norms and rules of  the game 
to which foreign-born students can be oblivious (Jung et al., 2007; Martinez & Colaner, 2017; North, 
1990). Sarkodie-Mensah (1998) listed that, besides limited command of  the English language as the 
major problem (original emphasis) for international students, they must also adapt to new U.S. class-
room cultural norms that are not commonplace in their country. This includes addressing professors 
by their first names, contributing to class without being called upon, and group work dynamics. Stu-
dents are also pressured to achieve academic success without much support and appreciation of  their 
cultures (Sato & Hodge, 2009). Jung et al. (2007) found that the gap between how an individual iden-
tifies themselves and the identity ascribed by peers and instructors significantly predicted the level of  
depression among international students. 

Furthermore, as the target population of  this paper is Asian international students, it is worth noting 
that many stereotypes of  Asian-American students do not hold for Asian international students 
(Martinez & Colaner, 2017). Whereas Asian-American students are stereotyped as excelling in school 
(Chang & Demyan, 2007; Kiang et al., 2017; McGowan & Lindgren, 2006), Asian international stu-
dents need to find a way to adjust to the new environment before starting to engage academically 
(Sato & Hodge, 2009). Asian international students also bring into America the values of  their own 
culture’s philosophy, such as Confucianism, which teaches them to remain in harmony and respect 
authority (Martinez & Colander, 2017). These values are usually ignored on Western campuses, and 
many people have the impression that Asian students are quiet and can be silenced.  

International doctoral students from Asia may embody different and stronger cultural values than the 
typical “model-minority stereotype” imposed on Asian students (Lee, 1994). They may come from 
countries where the education system was originally designed by imperialists for the noble or the 
able, not universally for everyone (Tompkins, 1959). Hierarchy, not freedom, is at the center of  aca-
demic relations, where students are kept from interacting or debating with professors (Altbach, 
2010). However, universities and colleges in some Asian countries are beginning to integrate the 
Western concepts of  post-secondary education (Yang, 2017), which may expose Asian students to 
certain elements of  Western teaching and learning. Incubated in those education systems, Asian doc-
toral students are pressured to acculturate while working toward their graduate degrees in the United 
States. A nuanced understanding of  their experiences can inform the design of  doctoral programs to 
be more culturally aware and inclusive.  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
The conceptual framework in this paper builds on two concepts. The first is the conceptualization of  
academic identity development by McAlpine and Lucas (2011), who theorized that academic identity com-
prises three strands: intellectual, network, and institutional. The second is acculturative stress, defined as 
the stress one encounters when one’s differences with the dominant culture cannot be resolved easily 
(Berry, 2006). To Asian doctoral students in a U.S. university, acculturative stress interacts with all 
three strands of  academic identity development.  
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IDENTITY AND ACADEMIC IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 
Identity has been widely studied in various disciplines of  the social sciences. From the angle of  immi-
gration studies, identity in this paper is defined as the “organization of  self-understandings that define 
one’s place in the world” (Schwartz et al., 2006). This definition allows the analysis to center on the 
individual and views academic identity as a relevant set of  self-understandings. It is also worth noting 
that individuals can subscribe to multiple identities, which help them to label themselves, identify 
themselves in relation to others, and develop a sense of  belonging with other in-group members in a 
community (Buckingham, 2008). In certain situations, one can choose to emphasize one identity over 
others because identity is dynamic, which means that it transforms in response to politics, mobility, 
or changes in the social fabric (Yuval-Davis, 2010). In this paper, a person adopting an academic 
identity can simultaneously don other identities, such as a foreign-born and a minority, or a student 
and an instructor.  

Academic identity is a specialized professional identity – a set of  self-understandings that is embedded 
when an individual goes through a doctoral program. Academic identity helps to define one’s place in 
the academic world or, to put it simply, to see oneself  as an academic and develop one’s career to re-
flect that. Doctoral training is the preparation period for students to transition into a professional ac-
ademic identity, so developing this identity is essential for doctoral students (Colbeck, 2008). The 
three strands of  academic identity development – intellectual, networking, and institutional – are intimately 
connected, yet they form asynchronously and should be understood through a personal and emo-
tional lens (McAlpine & Lucas, 2011). The intellectual strand represents past and continuing contri-
butions to one’s specialism. Conventionally, the development of  the intellectual strand is demon-
strated by publishing papers, being awarded grants, and keeping up-to-date with the discipline 
(McAlpine, 2012). The networking strand represents the range of  local, national, and international 
networks with which an academic is connected. Some studies have found that students intentionally 
seek to maintain networks beyond their departments to achieve personal goals (McAlpine & Lucas, 
2011; Sweitzer, 2008). Finally, the institutional strand represents responsibilities and resources wher-
ever an individual is physically located. This strand can support or constrain students’ networking and 
intellectual strands, especially during transition periods (Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2013). 

ACCULTURATIVE STRESS 
International doctoral students traverse similar pathways to domestic doctoral students but undergo a 
cross-cultural acculturation transition in addition. Acculturation is defined as how immigrant individu-
als and communities make changes to their in-group culture while in contact with culturally dominant 
groups (Schwartz et al., 2010). During acculturation, individuals experience acculturative stress when 
encountering intercultural contacts that cannot be dealt with easily by giving in to the dominant 
groups (Berry, 2006). In other words, acculturative stress occurs when individuals experience conflict 
events that challenge their cultural understanding of  how to live (Berry, 2006). Examples of  accultu-
rative stress behaviors are lowered mental health status, feelings of  marginalization or alienation, and 
identity confusion (Berry, 2005). All doctoral students are at the mid-point of  several concurrent 
identity developments (Colbeck, 2008), which requires them to transition between being a student, an 
instructor, and a researcher. With the issues brought about by having multiple identities (Chen Brazill, 
2022), international doctoral students have to cope with acculturative stress during identity transi-
tions. 

Recent studies among college and graduate students find strong links between acculturative stress 
and educational outcomes. For example, educational stressors, such as unfamiliar course content or 
an unexpected amount of  coursework within a restricted time, increase international students’ accul-
turative stress and consequently negatively impact their scores (Mukminin, 2019). Acculturative stress 
mediates the effect of  language proficiency on international students’ academic adjustments, which 
means that despite being fluent in the host country’s language, international students still do not per-
form as well as they expect (Lashari et al., 2022). However, acculturative stress does diminish over 



Academic Identity Development of  Asian International Doctoral Students 

328 

time as international students continuously improve their language proficiency and strengthen their 
social connections in the new environment (Koo et al., 2021). 

ACCULTURATIVE STRESS INTERSECTS WITH ACADEMIC IDENTITY 
DEVELOPMENT 
It has been postulated that the academic institution places whiteness at the top of  its hierarchical 
structures and normalizes stratification (Cabrera, 2014; Patton, 2016). A non-White person on cam-
pus faces more significant challenges from formal and informal systems to reach the same position as 
a White counterpart (Arnold et al., 2016; W. A. Smith et al., 2007). International communities, who 
are cultural minorities, are also affected by the invisible segregation created by institutional stratifica-
tion (Hasan et al., 2008). Historically, the lowest strata were occupied by new immigrants to America. 
In the early 1900s, the Italians were not welcome at U.S. universities due to various misperceptions 
(Pretelli, 2017), and the Irish due to their religion (McCaffrey, 1997). Despite the changing racial land-
scape, Hispanic youths currently have the lowest rate of  enrollment in higher education across the 
country (Pham & Tsai, 2022), and Black undergraduate students still have the lowest graduation rate 
(Espinosa et al., 2019). In such educational contexts, acculturative stress exacerbates the struggles of  
international students (the newcomers in a way) in all strands of  academic identity development.  

Intellectually, residual academic colonialism has dictated the kinds of  research considered important, 
and works by ethnic and minority authors are typically undervalued (Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012). Similarly, 
U.S. academia may not consider works of  international scholars on non-U.S.-centric topics as signifi-
cant contributions. Statistics show that foreign-born faculty are less likely to get promoted and work 
in administrative positions (Kim et al., 2020). They also have lower intent to remain in an academic 
institution than their domestic counterparts (Kim et al., 2013). International doctoral students take 
more time to develop their scholarly works and, thus, are more hesitant to embark on the trajectory 
and adopt the academic identity (Curtin et al., 2013). 

Networking is complex for those whose native language is not English. American students may per-
ceive that the instructors’ non-native accents adversely impact their performance (Chiang, 2016; 
Subtirelu, 2015). This is compounded by a lack of  understanding of  the formal and informal hierar-
chies within academic institutions, which can impede the professional progress of  instructors and 
faculty of  color (Settles et al., 2021; Soong et al., 2015). Female instructors and students of  color are 
susceptible to the challenges of  negotiating an institution embedded with white patriarchy (Arnold et 
al., 2016) and, more recently, incorporated with white feminism (Lin et al., 2006). For international 
students, networking is even more challenging as they must continually strive to improve their lan-
guage skills by taking extra English courses. They must also adjust to the vastly diverse environment 
of  peers of  different races and cultural backgrounds (Hunter-Johnson, 2022) and cope with mi-
croaggressions and stereotyping (R. A. Smith & Khawaja, 2011).  

At the institutional level, an international doctoral student is subjected to various requirements, in-
cluding work restrictions, language proficiency, and credit requirements, to maintain legal immigrant 
status (Gorsuch, 2003; Quinton, 2019). While working in U.S. academia, foreign-born instructors face 
challenges with language, discrimination, stereotyping, visa and work permit issues, and so forth 
(Cruz et al., 2018; Major, 2005; Pande & Bettis, 2016). These requirements may be known to adminis-
trators and colleagues but are rarely considered as a need for more support for international students. 
Institutional neglect, loosely defined here as individuals receiving no support or insufficient support 
from their institution, is common among immigrant academics. Research has shown that foreignness 
affects immigrants’ meaning-making process about work (Kuchinke, 2016) and increases the amount 
of  effort they have to expend (Gabor, 2016). Relatedly, it is unreasonable to expect international stu-
dents to adopt the academic identity smoothly when coping with such issues at work. This creates a 
vicious circle, as when international doctoral students do not receive enough support at their institu-
tion, that may lead to disengagement in forming networks and a lack of  motivation to develop intel-
lectually.  
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Moreover, a doctoral student functions with different identities simultaneously, such as student, in-
structor, and research apprentice. In each situation, they activate one identity over the others. There-
fore, with their academic identity development, international doctoral students, including Asian doc-
toral students, must maneuver several other identity gaps. They may behave differently from their do-
mestic peers and feel difficult to interpret and meet the institution’s expectations in teaching, learn-
ing, and research settings. As prior research concurs that doctoral students usually report poor mental 
health (Jackman et al., 2022), these identity gaps, together with acculturative stress, put more pressure 
on cultural minority students to develop professionally and personally (Colbeck, 2008; Soong et al., 
2015). 

Teaching and learning environments can differ significantly between departments within academic 
institutions. Per Sweitzer (2009), socialization within the department can generate different goal ori-
entations among doctoral students. If  the department focuses on achieving its mission, students will 
likely adopt performance-orientated learning goals, meaning that they will attempt to outperform 
their peers. Where there is less emphasis on the departmental mission, students will tend to adopt 
mastery-orientated learning goals and will seek self-improvement through more individualized social-
ization. To create the latter environment, there needs a proactive effort from the faculty and depart-
ment (Hradsky et al., 2022). This complex institutional dynamic can confuse new students, especially 
those who are acculturating. Therefore, the doctoral students’ home departments are the critical gate-
keepers for international doctoral students in becoming an academic.  

METHODS 

DATA COLLECTION 
To answer the research question, this study used in-depth, semi-structured interviews as the main 
mode of  data collection. Interview protocols were piloted in 2019 with a group of  six interviewees 
(three doctoral students and three faculty members) to refine the research design and questions. The 
eight interviews that informed the current paper were conducted between February and December 
2020. Each ranged from 1.5 to 2.5 hours and was recorded with participants’ verbal consent. All but 
one interview was conducted in English because I did not speak the participants’ native languages. 
The remaining interview was conducted in Vietnamese, as this was the native language of  both the 
researcher and the participant. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the research design 
and interview protocols. All participants volunteered their time for the study without compensation.  

To be eligible for this research, participants had to self-identify as Asian, foreign-born, and have re-
ceived undergraduate degrees in their countries of  birth. Recruitments were solicited in three ways. 
First, flyers were distributed around public spaces on campus. Second, referrals were sought through 
members of  national organizations for international students on campus. Third, to invite participants 
from different departments, I searched through departments’ websites to find their Asian interna-
tional doctoral students and sent them invitations through university email addresses listed online. 
Moreover, I actively made exclusion decisions during the process. First, I did not recruit participants 
whom I knew (Seidman, 2013). Second, I aimed for a diverse sample of  countries of  origin, home 
departments, and gender to obtain different informative stories (Lamont & Swidler, 2014). There-
fore, I avoided snowball sampling because snowball referrals were usually within one country of  
origin or one department.  

Eight interviews of  Asian doctoral students from three campuses of  a public university can be con-
sidered an adequate sample size for a reflexive thematic analysis study (Braun et al., 2019). Due to the 
strict exclusion criteria and lack of  compensation, it was challenging for me to recruit more partici-
pants. Nevertheless, those who joined me were very enthusiastic about sharing their stories. The par-
ticipants volunteered hours of  their time to talk to me and share numerous personal lived experi-
ences and in-depth reflections. Their narratives captured the depths of  emotions that are not easy to 
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come across elsewhere, making the data unique and robust. Details about the participants are pre-
sented in Table 1.  

Table 1. List of  participants 

Participants 
(pseudonyms)  

Year in the program; 
Fields 

Teaching before 
graduate school Gender Nationality 

Neil 3rd year; Applied  
Economics  

5 years in the 
Philippines 

Male Filipino 

Guang 5th year; Economics No Male Chinese 
Mei-ling 1st year; Human 

Development 
3 years in Taiwan Female Taiwanese 

Hui 3rd year; Educational 
Psychology  

No Female Chinese 

Minjee 3rd year; Communication No Female Korean 
Neeraj 5th year; Math No Male Indian 
Hong 4th year; English teaching 

(ESL) 
22 years in Vietnam Female Vietnamese 

Vanya 4th year; Computer Science No Female Indian 

The interview protocol was structured such that participants reflected first on how they viewed 
themselves in relation to their definition of  academic identity. Not having expertise in their fields, I 
avoided asking about their research in detail. Instead, my questions aimed at eliciting their general 
view of  academia and research. Next, participants were asked about their formal and informal sup-
port networks. During this step, they shared how they navigated the departmental environment and 
coped with institutional neglect, if  applicable. The findings in the next section are presented in re-
verse order for clarity. I started by presenting the participants in their home departments and their 
struggles with the environment. Then, I narrowed it to their difficulties in building networks, and fi-
nally, I zoomed in on their reflections on their work and academia.  

Questions may arise about the timeframe and the interview setup. All interviews were conducted vir-
tually during the time of  COVID-19; however, questions about the pandemic were not included in 
the protocol. This was because the interview protocol was finalized before the pandemic, and it was 
unfeasible for me to alter the research design and update IRB approval. There were incidents when 
participants mentioned the transition to virtual interactions with faculty and students which were re-
flected, when relevant, in the theme building. 

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY 
This study uses reflexive thematic analysis for data analysis, leveraging the data I collected for my 
doctoral dissertation to focus on the construction of  three distinct identities (i.e., student, instructor, 
and academic identity) among Asian doctoral students. During the data collection period, I was an 
Asian doctoral student who studied people with similar experiences to mine at my alma mater. When 
meeting the participants, I established the impression that the interviews were conversational and 
friendly. Belonging to the same cultural minority group on campus, we experienced similar yet differ-
ent stories in our research and teaching. Minjee and I both knew how irritation growled inside us as 
students giggled while we were lecturing. Neil and I both had the gut-wrenching feeling when stu-
dents walked out of  our classroom, banging the door behind them. We shared the first-hand experi-
ence of  students discounting us because of  our accent (Chiang, 2016) or describing us as “cute” or 
“little” (Fitch & Morgan, 2003). I could resonate with what they did or felt from their cultural back-
grounds, which saved them from explaining and freed up more time for storytelling and reflection. 
Studying other Asian doctoral students as an Asian doctoral student helped me develop a close con-
nection with my participants (Kelley, 2020).  
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The data analysis was conducted after I completed my doctoral program in Public Policy. The themes 
were constructed with an emphasis on the essential matters to policy agents, such as department 
leaders or institutions. For example, the institutional strand stood out from the policy perspective as 
it captured the interactions between individuals and the academic departments, which are informative 
to educational policymakers. Second, when performing the analysis for this paper, I had recently ex-
perienced a challenging pandemic job market, which led me to question my preparedness as a job 
candidate. Only then did I realize that during the interviews, my participants had described how the 
doctoral training disproportionally emphasized the achievements that mattered in an academic job 
but left students unprepared for the non-academic market. In times of  uncertainty, like during a pan-
demic when the academic job market was frozen, being equipped for the non-academic market can 
open new opportunities for fresh graduates. Coming in with an insider-outsider perspective, I re-ana-
lyzed the interviews with a new perspective. Whilst the integrated framework of  academic identity 
development and acculturative stress guides the theme building, macro issues of  the mismatches be-
tween the doctoral training and the market situations are also recognized and discussed.  

Primary data include eight transcribed interview texts and a series of  analytical memos prepared by 
me and a research assistant. I conducted all interviews and transcribed four; the research assistant 
transcribed the other four. Analytical memos were taken during/after interviewing and during/after 
transcribing (Hatch, 2002). Reflexive thematic analysis was conducted following the six steps concep-
tualized in Braun et al. (2019), Braun and Clarke (2006), and Byrne (2022).  

In the first step (Familiarization), I was already familiar with the interview protocol, the participants, 
and their stories because the study was built upon my doctoral dissertation. However, striving to take 
a new perspective on the data, I prepared a new set of  transcripts and memos without previous notes 
and codes and re-read them. In the second step (Generating initial codes), I constructed codes in two 
ways: first, from the words that participants used; and second, with the often-used terms in the rele-
vant literature. For example, in the first iteration of  the initial coding, I used Minjee’s words, “When I 
become a professor, I want to become a professor like him,” as an initial code. In the second itera-
tion, this code and similar phrases, such as “I learned from him [my advisor] more of  work ethics” 
(Guang), were grouped under “Implicit mentoring.”  

In step three (Generating themes), I initiated more explicit connections between the codes and the 
conceptual framework, particularly the specific strand of  academic identity development. For exam-
ple, “Implicit mentoring” could potentially be associated with the institutional strand as in how the 
home department facilitates instructor-student relationships. However, I chose to locate it under the 
network strand as it provided materials for comparison with other types of  relationships that may de-
fine the students’ identity development. The fourth step is reviewing potential themes, in which I 
made critical decisions in separating or merging themes. Specifically, I decided to dedicate two differ-
ent distinct themes to the institutional strand. Another decision made at this step was to pair the in-
formal support outside the home department with the implicit mentorship students received from 
their instructors within one theme under the network strand. I also identified patterns that went be-
yond the scope of  the conceptual framework during this step.  

In the fifth step, I defined and named the themes using full-sentence statements with the aim that 
each theme statement should stand as part of  the answer to the research question. Taken together, 
they addressed the research question within the boundary of  the conceptual framework. As men-
tioned, important patterns that expand the conceptual framework are presented in the discussion sec-
tion. This paper is the product of  the final step where the themes and patterns are presented. 
Quirkos analytical software program was used for data analysis. 

FINDINGS 
Four themes are constructed from the eight interviews in close connection with the three strands of  
academic identity. Regarding the institutional strand, the home department plays the gatekeeping role 
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in shaping participants’ views about academia; however, it was apparent that institutional neglect does 
exist. Regarding networking, participants shared a gap in understanding between themselves, the fac-
ulty, and students, but they enjoyed a mentoring relationship with professors they assisted in teaching. 
The intellectual strand reveals a definition of  intellectual development that deviates from common 
understanding. 

INSTITUTIONAL STRAND: PARTICIPANTS’ FIRST CONTACT WITH  THE U.S. 
ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENT IS THEIR HOME DEPARTMENTS 
Similar to a recent study among doctoral students, the participants in this study did not pursue a doc-
torate for the title of  doctor (Pretorius & Macaulay, 2021). Instead, what drove them to embark on 
the doctoral program was career advancement, personal intellectual development, or both. Partici-
pants with work experience before the program, like Hong, Neil, or Mei-ling, decided to work for a 
doctoral degree because they believed that more in-depth training would help them become better at 
their jobs as university instructors or coaches. Hong, with her extensive experience and a permanent 
job in a Vietnamese university, shared that a doctoral degree from the U.S. would advance her career 
once she returned. Participants with little or no work experience before graduate school tended to 
exhibit a passion for personal development. Vanya was intrigued by papers she read and projects she 
participated in during her master’s degree. With her supervisors’ support, she went on to become a 
doctoral student. Hui was born and raised in a family of  college teachers in China and was encour-
aged to follow the educational journey to the highest level. However, those who prioritized career ad-
vancement also cited intellectual development as intrinsic motivation and vice versa. Mei-ling – a ca-
reer-focused individual – wanted the training to become a “good scholar, a good person” in her job when 
interacting with people. Vanya was confident that her doctorate would lead her to a corporate job 
where she could earn “practical experience.” With such varied goals, participants in this study weighed 
their decisions carefully when choosing where to go for their terminal degrees, which is in contrast 
with what was reported in previous research about the serendipity in program choices of  doctoral 
students (e.g., McAlpine & Lucas, 2011). 

Unsurprisingly, the home department is the first point of  contact for students to learn about the uni-
versity and academia. However, there is a vast difference in how participants arrived at their current 
academic home and how they felt about that close-knit environment. Most participants applied from 
their home countries and learned about the department remotely. Five of  the eight students chose 
the university due to their department ranking. As for the others, Vanya had family connections in 
the area and went first as an exchange student during her master’s degree before embarking on a doc-
toral program. Neeraj relied on his mentor in India to find a professor with shared interests in the 
mathematics department. For Hong, it was the simple application process that attracted her. It is rea-
sonable to conclude that departmental ranks played a crucial role in participants’ program choices. 
Besides that, they also considered other factors such as living conditions and informal networks.  

Through such decision-making processes, participants learned about the departments, their faculty 
members, and training programs; however, what happened when they started working was not easy 
to foresee. Despite their various training models, no home departments of  participants in this study 
provide cultural support. As mentioned above, Sweitzer (2009) theorizes that how departments em-
phasize their goal orientation will affect students’ socialization and identity formation. When interna-
tional students do not have a clear idea of  the departments’ emphasis, it is difficult for them to de-
velop a strategy to integrate into the environment. When departments focus on their own measurable 
goals, e.g., enrolment, graduation rate, and job placement, they expect doctoral students to progress 
in alignment with such goals, thus ignoring any cultural gaps that may need time to resolve. In such 
situations, identity confusion is a common by-product of  acculturative stress (Berry, 2006). Accultu-
rative stress is revealed as confusion and self-doubt when students find themselves misaligned with 
the department’s expectations of  doctoral students. 
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“Everything was so new at the beginning. I needed to use the web course; every-
thing is completely new. To me, it was already hard to apply for the program, but the 
navigation when I started was puzzling. It was so scary for me even to enroll in a 
class. Everything was worrisome; I had lots of  insecure worries. Also, I really 
doubted myself  in academic writing; I didn’t know if  I write OK. I wrote a lot, but I 
didn’t have my MA from abroad; I just had a domestic MA [A master’s degree from 
a Vietnamese institution], so I didn’t know their expectations, whether I met their 
expectation. There was so much anxiety at the beginning.” – Hong, Teaching Eng-
lish as a Secondary Language (ESL) 

The lack of  cultural preparation influences international doctoral students, most significantly on their 
teaching performance and when they take classes as students. Participants shared that they were often 
struck with self-doubt and self-blame when their teaching did not go as planned. Concerning his first 
teaching assignment, Neil shared that he felt students were “gauging you. They are measuring you.” Hui 
had a similar experience when she “didn’t know what’s going on, and I thought I did something wrong and had a 
lot of  self-blame. So … the class atmosphere and dynamics were a little weird.” Participants also mentioned 
other situations where they felt excluded in the classroom. For example, Hui felt “invisible in class” 
when two American students dominated the class discussion. Or Minjee felt her idea was “ignored” or 
“not taken seriously” in group work.  

Sometimes, it was difficult for the participant to describe what they were going through on a more 
personal level. They had a vague feeling that something was not right, but they did not know what it 
was. When the goal orientation at the department was performance-focused, students were aware 
that they were not achieving the expected level of  performance, despite working hard:  

“So, now I am more comfortable with being in the U.S. and the U.S. culture and all, 
but initially I think the first two years it was slightly difficult. I mean, I am not ex-
actly sure how to put that into words. Somehow everything was slightly difficult, it 
just took some time to acclimate and just to get comfortable with everything. It took 
some time actually; the first two years were a little bit difficult. I mean, I didn’t know 
anybody, and it was slightly difficult. Yeah. Then, after that, things got much better. 
[…] I don’t exactly know what the reason was, but I was not very productive in the 
first two years. Sometimes I used to be a little bit concerned about the language, like 
just getting used to the American way of  speaking. Overall, it was just a not very 
productive time for me, I was a little bit anxious also during the first year, but I think 
it is just because of  the new surrounding and getting used to everything.” – Neeraj, 
Math. 

Home departments are the first contact point for doctoral students to build their understanding of  
academia. For international students, the need for support from this gatekeeper is higher than for do-
mestic students. However, academic departments have their own goals and missions. International 
doctoral students – a minority group – do not always receive a proportionate share of  the depart-
ments’ attention. This triggers the potential for institutional neglect when departments do not tailor 
their support or do not provide any support at all to their minority students in need.  

INSTITUTIONAL STRAND: PARTICIPANTS TEND TO NORMALIZE 
INSTITUTIONAL NEGLECT 
Overall, searching for institutional support is emotionally challenging for all doctoral students (McAl-
pine et al., 2012). Asking for help does not guarantee support from the department, while voicing 
problems may result in being judged as incompetent or unprofessional (McAlpine et al., 2012). In en-
vironments where students received adequate support, there was a sense of  appreciation and self-re-
flection on how they would go on to treat other peers or juniors. Hong was the only participant who 
was satisfied in her department and received mentorship from faculty toward becoming an academic: 
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“I learned [from my professors] not only knowledge but also attitudes. I think for an 
academic, attitudes are more important than knowledge. The attitudes when we re-
ceive knowledge and critiques. For me, when I go back [to Vietnam], I think I have 
developed a view that is less critical toward my junior colleagues. They are younger, 
less experienced, and do not know as much about our scholarship, or our field. I 
think that is the critical thing that I should learn if  I want to become an academic, a 
scholar.” – Hong, ESL.  

In contrast, other participants were not as fortunate to be in such an inclusive environment. Not only 
did they rarely receive the support they needed from the departments, but they also constantly felt 
responsible for working out solutions independently.  

Take Neil, the Filipino doctoral student of  Applied Economics, as an example. Neil’s first teaching 
assignment was to work as a substitute in a class that the department could not cover. Knowing that 
Neil used to teach similar courses in the Philippines, the department asked him to teach without 
providing preparation or teaching assistants. Neil compared the differences between his current 
courses and those in the Philippines to explain the intimidation experienced when standing in front 
of  a large class:  

“At first, it was quite shocking because I was not really used to handling big class. 
Before when I was still teaching in the Philippines, my regular class size was just 20 
to 30. Twenty to 30 undergrad students, before coming here. But considering they 
were all Filipinos, of  course, so I can easily relate. But now, I have to handle a big 
class in a different culture, it was quite shocking. So, when I did it the first time, I’m 
quite intimidated (laugh), it’s kind of  scary…at first. And then when I was already 
there, and then you know, when you get to know a little bit of  the students, it seems 
fine, and you know, you just have to start to work your way with that.” – Neil, Ap-
plied Economics 

Neil employed several different adjectives to describe his feelings in a short answer. They were: “quite 
shocking” (x2), “intimidated,” and “scary” before “it seems fine.” He recalled his experience in the Philip-
pines, where he had smaller classes and students who shared his culture. He never really asked for 
help from any faculty members, except for logistical arrangements. Without proper cultural prepara-
tion and on-site mentoring, Neil naturally relied on his experience to navigate this unfamiliar environ-
ment. He did not think he had found the best teaching approach yet because he was still left with 
questions about how to exert his authority and build an engaging classroom environment.  

Encountering institutional neglect with acculturative stress, participants in this study tended to self-
penalize, thinking that their international backgrounds were the reasons for any unexpected incidents. 
Therefore, they were likely to seek solutions themselves without asking for help. On the one hand, 
considering their international backgrounds as a weakness worsened acculturative stress. They did not 
think other people (faculty advisors, and American colleagues) were able to understand their situa-
tions. This repeatedly reminded them about the cultural gaps that they were facing. On the other 
hand, once they found leverage to transform their cultural differences into strengths (e.g., Hui devel-
oped her technique to befriend her students, Mei-ling pushed her boundaries to explain to her pro-
fessor about the Taiwanese grading protocol), they gained more confidence, allowing them to grow 
academically. Ultimately, it takes time and effort for participants to break away from the vicious circle 
of  acculturative stress, silent students, and institutional neglect to start engaging in developing their 
academic identity. 
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NETWORK STRAND: PARTICIPANTS DEVELOP INFORMAL SUPPORT 
OUTSIDE HOME DEPARTMENTS AND CULTIVATE POTENTIAL 
MENTORSHIP INSIDE  

“Professors don’t know us. We don’t know our students” – A disconnection between 
Asian doctoral students and their surroundings.  
As departments are the first contact with academia for doctoral students, participants in this study 
relied on their professors and students within their home departments as the first nodes in their net-
works. However, there were understanding gaps between themselves and both faculty members and 
students. Existing in the academic environment with multiple identities (Colbeck, 2008), participants 
felt that their professors did not understand their cultural backgrounds and did not share their inter-
ests; meanwhile, they struggled to understand their students.  

“The department is small, and no faculty really know anything about other coun-
tries. They study domestic issues, and some never really travel abroad. Of  course, 
some professors are more open-minded, but my general feeling is that they don’t re-
ally know much about other countries.” – Neil, Applied Economics. 

This lack of  cultural understanding was described in prior research. For example, Jenkins (2000) 
found in a Math department that the faculty did not see the need to understand students’ behaviors 
from a cultural view. Moreover, Asian students do not always speak out. In this study, except for Mei-
ling, who pushed herself  to explain the grading protocol in Taiwan to her instructor, most interview-
ees stayed silent or blamed themselves for not communicating their ideas clearly to faculty members. 
Hui was disconnected from most network nodes at the department. Her primary advisor left after 
they had established a good relationship. She felt isolated and alienated from the academic conversa-
tions because of  her cultural minority background. At times, she felt she was “invisible” and acted as 
such: “if  people don’t reach out to me, I don’t reach out to other people. I felt I bother others.” Hui pointed out the 
lack of  “Asian faces” among faculty and colleagues and having no research mentors who understood 
her from a cultural perspective. This supports Jenkin’s (2000) recommendations for more awareness 
about the cultural chasm between faculty and international students.  

Also, participants worked with American students as graduate instructors. When discussing the inter-
actions with their students, participants shared a sense of  disconnection that required constant self-
reflection to recognize and address. Guang mentioned that not knowing how high schools in Amer-
ica functioned made him pause each time he needed to explain something to his students. Despite 
her work experience as a university instructor in Vietnam for two decades, Hong admitted that she 
struggled with insecurity when she taught in American classrooms. Neeraj shared that he started 
teaching with unrealistic expectations for college students; however, he had to adjust after gaining 
more teaching experience.  

“We had mostly Engineering students taking these math courses, but Pre-calculus 
was more like a compulsory course for them. So, we have lots of  students. Some-
times they don’t even know how to add fractions, and those were the kind of  things 
I never thought they would not know. But with practice, after one or two years, I’ve 
become better at understanding what the students might not know, so that certainly 
helps when teaching. If  you can anticipate what error they might make, it really 
helps in the teaching.” – Neeraj, Math. 

The disconnect between participants and their students was expressed differently during their early 
interactions with students. Minjee got “paranoid” when students giggled and laughed in her class and 
“responded to them really aggressively.” Mei-ling wished “every day that no student would come to my office hour.” 
Hui felt a sense of  “microaggression” against her from students as they avoided talking to her. Such 
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feelings are examples of  intercultural contact when the cultural minority cannot give in easily to the 
majority, in other words: acculturative stress (Berry, 2006).  

To cope with that stress, participants resourcefully solicited advice from elsewhere. They relied on 
informal networks rather than professional connections in their home departments. This finding sup-
ports current studies which conclude that students actively forge meaningful connections with peers 
and professors outside the department (Baines et al., 2022; Matthews, 2021; McAlpine & Lucas, 
2011). Particularly, Neil talked to a senior Filipino friend to get help when students walked out on 
him during his lecture. Hui, together with a Chinese friend, imagined they would have felt confident 
with their knowledge if  they had been teaching Chinese students instead of  American students. 
Guang and Minjee had supportive roommates who shared ideas with them or sat in on their classes 
to review their teaching.  

In brief, although students and professors at the home departments were the first points of  contact, 
participants in this study felt more comfortable seeking informal support elsewhere. They formulated 
strategies to adapt to the new teaching environment and cope with acculturative stress through that 
informal support system. Participants made do and had more fulfilling experiences with their stu-
dents. Minjee recalled a student doodled “Thank you, Minjee” on the blackboard in the last class meet-
ing. A student asked Hui to write a reference letter for her Honor College application. Neeraj found a 
way to teach a student to add and subtract fractions by relating to the student’s tailoring background. 
Yet, most support for teaching that participants recalled came from their connections outside the 
home departments.  

Implicit mentoring relationships helped students cope with acculturative stress.  
Although doctoral students might not establish a strong network with faculty members in their home 
department through their teaching assistantships, they learned from the class instructors they assisted 
and changed their actions to connect with the class environment. Per Vanya, teaching assistants 
played the role of  the “medium” between class instructors and undergraduate students. As such, doc-
toral students observed class instructors and learned how they interacted with students. In five inter-
views, participants mentioned that email communication was an important lesson they had learned 
from their teaching professors. The “kind but firm” language that the professor used in their emails 
stopped students from badgering Minjee for higher grades. Hong wanted to save emails to reference 
for her future classes. Mei-ling saved her instructor’s comments for use in her grading. These exam-
ples showcase the small actions international doctoral students take, which might go unnoticed.  

It is helpful to consider the interactions between course instructors and doctoral students as a form 
of  mentoring. While this mentoring relationship might benefit domestic students, it is crucial to in-
ternational students. Course instructors work with their doctoral teaching assistants and share their 
teaching methodologies in different classroom contexts, grading, and virtual communication. This is 
essentially mentorship. If  this mentoring relationship is merely implicit, both professors and doctoral 
students tend to perceive teaching as a task, something that secures students’ financial assistance (Jen-
kins, 2000). By contrast, when this mentoring relationship is made explicit, departments can actively 
encourage these interactions to develop a support system for both teaching professors and doctoral 
students. 

INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT: PARTICIPANTS DEFINED INTELLECTUAL 
DEVELOPMENT MORE BROADLY THAN PAPER-TRAILED ACHIEVEMENTS. 
Participants did not strictly associate an academic identity with employment at higher education insti-
tutions; thus, “grants” and “publications” were rarely mentioned during the interviews. As “academic 
identity” has been heavily connected with higher education contexts, participants from Economics, 
Computer Sciences, or Counseling – fields with opportunities for industry jobs – were hesitant to 
adopt an academic identity. Not seeing themselves with a career in higher education, participants’ 
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views contrast with the assumption that the primary purpose of  doctoral training is to prepare stu-
dents for future faculty work (Austin, 2002; Colbeck, 2008). The intellectual strand of  academic iden-
tity development, grounded on accomplishments such as publications and grants, was largely irrele-
vant to how participants viewed their intellectual growth. Guang, an economist, thought of  himself  
as a “junior scholar” (with emphasis on junior). Still, in terms of  a future career, his preference was an 
industry job where “we don’t have to write so many papers, we just answer real-life questions, more applicable and 
real-life questions.”  

Rather than thinking of  academic identity as professional identity, participants defined academic 
identity in the connections between theory and practice, with personal rather than occupational at-
tributes. Their definitions were formulated under the heavy influence of  their respective fields. 
Neeraj believed that: 

“If  we want the [field] to go ahead, we don’t really wanna wait for a question to arise 
in an applied field that requires the math to build the math. […] If  the abstract 
questions are interesting enough, we want to solve them. At that point, you forget 
about the application.” – Neeraj, Math. 

Meanwhile, Vanya had a different perspective:  

“So being an academic means having knowledge of  something, so if  you are having 
knowledge of  something, try to apply it in a way that is helpful to the community. 
So that is why I think being an academic is a very big responsibility toward the com-
munity.” – Vanya, Computer Sciences. 

Students from the humanities described academic identity with a series of  attributes, such as humility, 
knowledge, caring for others, and speaking up without imposing one’s opinions. Mei-ling summa-
rized: 

“I think there is no one type of  academic; there are many types of  academics. But I 
think a good academic is people who not only care about professional, but they also 
care about how to be a good person. I think especially for the research about peo-
ple. You need to be a good person to do research that has a positive influence on 
people.” – Mei-ling, Human Development.  

These reflections on academic identity had been formulated long before participants were invited 
into my research. They observed and learned from their advisors and mentors in their program and 
contemplated their daily experiences. They learned lessons and developed their views to construct 
their image of  an academic or a scholar. Participants recognized the differences between the situa-
tions in America and their home countries, compared and contrasted the different perspectives, and 
produced their own definitions of  academic identity.  

How participants defined their academic identity reflects how they viewed the standards of  the field. 
When asked if  they lived up to this ideal, most participants shared a certain level of  hesitancy. Taking 
one’s definition of  academic identity as the standard for intellectual growth, the extent to which par-
ticipants associated with that identity reveals their perceived distance from that standard. Prior re-
search found that international doctoral students were more hesitant to adopt an academic identity 
than American doctoral students (Curtin et al., 2013). In this study, participants’ responses ranged 
from complete denial of  possessing an academic identity (Hui) to full acceptance (Minjee). Vanya 
preferred to define herself  as a learner rather than a scholar. Neeraj liked to think he was doing 
scholarly work but was unsure if  teaching math or solving math problems made him an academic. 
Neil looked at scholarly contributions with a long-term view when he said, “one day, knowledge will save 
lives,” and associated the academic identity with a burden of  responsibility. In brief, there are struc-
tural mismatches between participants’ views in this study versus the conventional view of  academic 
identity development. This is aligned with Sato and Hodge (2009), who reported discrepancies in the 
philosophies of  Asian students and the program faculty.  
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CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
This paper presents how international doctoral students develop their academic identity while coping 
with acculturative stress, utilizing a conceptual framework that combines academic identity develop-
ment and acculturative stress. The study is a reflexive thematic analysis focusing on Asian doctoral 
students because they are the largest international group in U.S. public universities. However, the con-
ceptual framework offers the first step toward theorizing the non-native experiences of  international 
students on higher education campuses. Future research is encouraged to apply this framework to 
study other groups and contribute to a larger-scale theory of  non-native students’ experiences.  

This study found among a small group of  Asian doctoral students at a public university that they en-
countered acculturative stress in each of  the three strands of  academic identity trajectory – intellec-
tual, network, and institutional. Specifically, they have their own definitions of  “academic identity,” 
which go beyond being employed in higher education. Despite being the first point of  contact for 
doctoral students to academia, academic departments provide almost no cultural preparation for in-
ternational doctoral students. Participants appeared to tolerate institutional neglect and utilize infor-
mal networks outside their home departments to devise their solutions before asking for help from 
their professors. These findings contradict the existing knowledge about doctoral students regarding 
intellectual growth (McAlpine & Lucas, 2011) while aligning with the current understanding of  net-
work building and institutional support (McAlpine et al., 2012; Sweitzer, 2009).  

A DOCTORAL TRAINING PROGRAM WITH CULTURAL AWARENESS AND 
INCLUSION  
This paper calls for enhanced attention to cultural awareness and inclusion in doctoral training pro-
grams at public universities because the issues may be more complicated than previously known. Alt-
hough acculturation is assumed to start when an individual arrives in the host culture (i.e., direct con-
tact), participants in this study began to acculturate to certain aspects of  American culture before 
their arrival. Globalization has brought American influence into other countries and provides an op-
portunity for international students to advance their education in the United States. Those who opt 
to relocate to America for doctoral training programs will likely have learned about and developed a 
favorable attitude toward U.S. culture. Each participant in this study had a different exposure to U.S. 
academia and society. Minjee and Mei-ling had visited America for business. Hui and Vanya were ex-
change students for one semester at a U.S. university. Guang received his graduate education from 
two U.S. universities, while Neeraj had never been abroad before he arrived. Hong taught English for 
two decades, and she considered herself  quite “Westernized” when in Vietnam. However, none of  
these contacts triggered acculturative stress until they began their doctoral programs. 

This dynamic complicates the perceived cultural gaps that international students have when they ar-
rive in America. They might have some understanding of  U.S. culture through media and have thor-
oughly learned about the academic departments during their doctoral application. However, the ex-
perience of  living in a college town and immersing themselves in a foreign academic culture only be-
gan once they arrived. The contrast between what was described through media or communication 
materials and the authentic experience might exacerbate acculturative stress. The resources that inter-
national doctoral students draw upon to cope with acculturative stress also vary from relying on in-
formal networks (e.g., per Neil, Hui, or Jenkins (2000)) to religion (Sato & Hodge, 2009). Without an 
institutional effort to increase cultural awareness, international students might not be able to perform 
to the best of  their ability. This calls for more cultural awareness among institutions when they pre-
pare international students for their doctoral study because replication of  gender or race inclusion 
policy is unlikely to be sufficient. 
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THE CULTURAL SHIFT IN ACADEMIC/NON-ACADEMIC JOB MARKETS 
This study also proposes a contemporary approach to the research agenda on academic identity. So 
far, research on academic identity has been conducted mainly by researchers who worked at higher 
education institutions. Their views toward this identity were intrinsically linked to holding an aca-
demic position, thus missing a more comprehensive view of  the identity progression from being a 
student to an academic (Choi et al., 2021). One study on academic identity and doctoral training rea-
soned that “the academic profession is among a limited number of  occupations that have attained 
the professional status associated with comparatively high levels of  prestige, monetary rewards, secu-
rity, and autonomy” (Colbeck, 2008, p.9). The three strands of  academic trajectories (McAlpine & 
Lucas, 2011) were constructed with the view of  the academic world revolving around publications, 
teaching, and networks inside and outside one’s home departments. In current times, academia is ex-
periencing structural changes that may challenge such views. The drop in college student enrolment 
makes budget cuts a constant problem (Sedmak, 2021), with monetary rewards no longer certain. 
The reliance on non-tenure instructors to carry the teaching load makes job security questionable 
(Miller & Struve, 2020). The intervention of  politics into what professors can teach challenges aca-
demics’ autonomy (Flaherty, 2022). Perhaps it is not surprising that new doctorates show less interest 
in jobs at a university (Griffin, 2019).  

Meanwhile, the non-academic job market is becoming an appealing alternative. Though varied by 
field, junior scholars start to develop more practical approaches to research and knowledge produc-
tion. Academics with terminal degrees in STEM and applied sciences (e.g., Economics, Counselling) 
have more opportunities in the non-academic job market than those trained in the humanities (e.g., 
language teaching). Therefore, the former group shows higher preferences for non-academic jobs. 
Coincidentally, STEM and applied sciences also receive higher enrollment of  international doctoral 
students (National Science Foundation, 2020). On the one hand, the differences in their training and 
the cultural gaps they experience as a doctoral student may make international scholars hesitant to 
identify as academics, leading them to find jobs in the industries. On the other hand, when academic 
and nonacademic workplaces intertwine, researchers with solid academic identities in the industries 
will reinforce the engagement of  research and practice. 

Colbeck (2008, p. 15) calls for a doctoral training program that encourages students to integrate their 
identities of  researcher, teacher, and engaged public scholar because “an academic would have to 
spend far more time teaching and engaging with the public (in industry, policy, and community) than 
they will be at the frontier of  science.” The current trend toward industry and applied research jobs 
allows more academics to transition into industry, policymaking, and community engagement. They 
are becoming practitioners and public scholars. To accommodate this transition, doctoral training 
programs must adapt their views on their role in preparing future academics for a broader range of  
works beyond the Ivory Tower while maintaining their core academic identity. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 
I would like to thank all participants who have engaged in this research, both during the pilot stage 
and the main data collection. My gratitude goes to Dr. Emily Crawford-Rossi, Dr. Claire Altman, Sa-
vanah McCauley, Sophie Burke, and Matt Stewart-White for their input and assistance. I am thankful 
to the Informing Science Institute Editor, anonymous reviewers, and the publishing team for their 
tireless support.  

  



Academic Identity Development of  Asian International Doctoral Students 

340 

REFERENCES 
Altbach, P. G. (2010). The Asian higher education century? International Higher Education, 59, 3. 

Arnold, N. W., Crawford, E. R., & Khalifa, M. (2016). Psychological heuristics and faculty of  color: Racial bat-
tle fatigue and tenure/promotion. Journal of  Higher Education, 87(6), 31. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2016.0033 

Austin, A. E. (2002). Preparing the next generation of  faculty: Graduate school as socialization to the academic 
career. The Journal of  Higher Education, 73(1), 94-122. https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2002.0001 

Baines, A., Ittefaq, M., & Abwao, M. (2022). Social media for social support: A study of  international graduate 
students in the United States. Journal of  International Students, 12(2). https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v12i2.3158  

Berry, J. W. (2005). Acculturation: Living successfully in two cultures. International Journal of  Intercultural Relations, 
29(2005). https://doi:10.1016/j.ijintrel.2005.07.013  

Berry, J. W. (2006). Acculturative stress. In P. T. P. Wong, L. C. J. Wong (Eds.), Handbook of  multicultural perspec-
tives on stress and coping (pp. 287-298). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/0-387-26238-5_12 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-
101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa  

Braun, V., Clarke, V., Hayfield, N., & Terry, G. (2019). Thematic analysis. In P. Liamputtong (Ed.), Handbook of  
research methods in health social sciences (pp. 843-860). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5251-
4_103  

Buckingham, D. (2008). Introducing identity. In D. Buckingham (Ed.), Youth, identity and digital media (p. 22). MIT 
Press. 

Byrne, D. (2022). A worked example of  Braun and Clarke’s approach to reflexive thematic analysis. Quality & 
Quantity, 56(3), 1391-1412. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-021-01182-y  

Cabrera, N. L. (2014). Exposing whiteness in higher education: White male college students minimizing racism, 
claiming victimization, and recreating white supremacy. Race Ethnicity and Education, 17(1), 30-55. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2012.725040  

Chang, D. F., & Demyan, A. L. (2007). Teachers’ stereotypes of  Asian, Black, and White students. School Psychol-
ogy Quarterly, 22(2), 91-114. https://doi.org/10.1037/1045-3830.22.2.91  

Chen Brazill, S. (2022). Chinese international doctoral students’ cross-cultural socialization: Leveraging 
strengths and multiple identities. International Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 17, 087-114. 
https://doi.org/10.28945/4925  

Chiang, S.-Y. (2016). “Is this what you’re talking about?”: Identity negotiation in international teaching assis-
tants’ instructional interactions with U.S. college students. Journal of  Language, Identity & Education, 15(2), 
114-128. https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2016.1137726  

Choi, Y. H., Bouwma-Gearhart, J., & Ermis, G. (2021). Doctoral students’ identity development as scholars in 
the education sciences: Literature review and implications. International Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 16, 089-
125. https://doi.org/10.28945/4687  

Colbeck, C. L. (2008). Professional identity development theory and doctoral education. New Directions for Teach-
ing and Learning, 2008(113), 9-16. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.304 

Cruz, J., McDonald, J., Broadfoot, K., Chuang, A. K., & Ganesh, S. (2018). “Aliens” in the United States: A col-
laborative autoethnography of  foreign-born faculty. Journal of  Management Inquiry, 29(3), 272-285. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492618796561 

Curtin, N., Stewart, A. J., & Ostrove, J. M. (2013). Fostering academic self-concept: Advisor support and sense 
of  belonging among international and domestic graduate students. American Educational Research Journal, 
50(1), 108-137. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212446662 

https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2016.0033
https://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2002.0001
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v12i2.3158
https://doi:10.1016/j.ijintrel.2005.07.013
https://doi.org/10.1007/0-387-26238-5_12
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5251-4_103
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5251-4_103
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-021-01182-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2012.725040
https://doi.org/10.1037/1045-3830.22.2.91
https://doi.org/10.28945/4925
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2016.1137726
https://doi.org/10.28945/4687
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.304
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492618796561
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212446662


Pham 

341 

Espinosa, L., Turk, J., Taylor, M., & Chessman, H. (2019). Race and ethnicity in higher education (p. 336). American 
Council on Education. https://1xfsu31b52d33idlp13twtos-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2019/02/Race-and-Ethnicity-in-Higher-Education.pdf  

Fitch, F., & Morgan, S. E. (2003). “Not a lick of  English”: Constructing the ITA identity through student nar-
ratives. Communication Education, 52(3-4), 297-310. https://doi.org/10.1080/0363452032000156262  

Flaherty, C. (2022, March 23). Shaping the narrative. Inside Higher Ed. https://www.insidehigh-
ered.com/news/2022/03/23/south-dakota-passes-anti-crt-law-other-states-weigh-bills  

Frey, L. L., & Roysircar, G. (2006). South Asian and East Asian international students’ perceived prejudice, ac-
culturation, and frequency of  help resource utilization. Journal of  Multicultural Counseling and Development, 
34(4), 208-222. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1912.2006.tb00040.x  

Gabor, E. (2016). Meanings of  work and emotions of  immigrant women engineers in the United States. In S. 
Shenoy-Packer & E. Gabor (Eds.), Immigrant workers and meanings of  work: Communicating life and career transi-
tions (pp. 113-129). Peter Lang. 

Gao, Y. (2021). Towards a more comprehensive understanding of  international doctoral students’ experiences. 
Journal of  International Students, 11(2). https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i2.2065  

Gorsuch, G. J. (2003). The educational cultures of  international teaching assistants and U.S. universities. The 
Electronic Journal for English as a Second Language, 7(3). http://www.tesl-ej.org/wordpress/issues/vol-
ume7/ej27/ej27a1/?wscr=  

Griffin, K. A. (2019). Redoubling our efforts: How institutions can affect faculty diversity. In L. Espinosa, J. 
Turk, M. Taylor, & H. Chessman (Eds.), Race and ethnicity in higher education – A status report (pp. 273-279). 
American Council on Education. 

Hasan, N. T., Fouad, N. A., & Williams-Nickelson, C. (Eds.). (2008). Studying psychology in the United States: Expert 
guidance for international students. American Psychological Association. 

Hatch, J. A. (2002). Doing qualitative research in education setting. State University of  New York, Albany. 

Hradsky, D., Soyoof, A., Zeng, S., M., Foomani, E., Cong-Lem, N., Maestre, J.-L., & Pretorius, L. (2022). Pasto-
ral care in doctoral education: A collaborative autoethnography of  belonging and academic identity. Interna-
tional Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 17, 1-23. https://doi.org/10.28945/4900  

Hunter-Johnson, Y. (2022). A leap of  academic faith and resilience: Nontraditional international students pur-
suing higher education in the United States of  America. Journal of  International Students, 12(2), Article 2. 
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v12i2.1986  

Jackman, P. C., Slater, M. J., Carter, E. E., Sisson, K., & Bird, M. D. (2022). Social support, social identification, 
mental wellbeing, and psychological distress in doctoral students: A person-centred analysis. Journal of  Fur-
ther and Higher Education. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2022.2088272  

Jenkins, S. (2000). Cultural and linguistic miscues: A case study of  international teaching assistant and academic 
faculty miscommunication. International Journal of  Intercultural Relations, 24(4), 477-501. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0147-1767(00)00011-0  

Jung, E., Hecht, M. L., & Wadsworth, B. C. (2007). The role of  identity in international students’ psychological 
well-being in the United States: A model of  depression level, identity gaps, discrimination, and accultura-
tion. International Journal of  Intercultural Relations, 31(5), 605-624. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2007.04.001  

Kelley, R. D. G. (2020). “Western civilization is neither”: Black Studies’ epistemic revolution. The Black Scholar, 
50(3), 4-10. https://doi.org/10.1080/00064246.2020.1780862  

Kiang, L., Huynh, V., Cheah, C., Wang, Y., & Yoshikawa, H. Y. (2017). Moving beyond the model minority. 
Asian American Journal of  Psychology, 8(1), 1-6. https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000070  

Kim, D., Twombly, S. B., Wolf-Wendel, L., & Belin, A. A. (2020). Understanding career mobility of  professors: 
Does foreign-born status matter? Innovative Higher Education, 45(6), 471-488. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-020-09513-x  

https://1xfsu31b52d33idlp13twtos-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Race-and-Ethnicity-in-Higher-Education.pdf
https://1xfsu31b52d33idlp13twtos-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Race-and-Ethnicity-in-Higher-Education.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/0363452032000156262
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/03/23/south-dakota-passes-anti-crt-law-other-states-weigh-bills
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/03/23/south-dakota-passes-anti-crt-law-other-states-weigh-bills
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1912.2006.tb00040.x
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i2.2065
http://www.tesl-ej.org/wordpress/issues/volume7/ej27/ej27a1/?wscr=
http://www.tesl-ej.org/wordpress/issues/volume7/ej27/ej27a1/?wscr=
https://doi.org/10.28945/4900
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v12i2.1986
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2022.2088272
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0147-1767(00)00011-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2007.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/00064246.2020.1780862
https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000070
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-020-09513-x


Academic Identity Development of  Asian International Doctoral Students 

342 

Kim, D., Wolf-Wendel, L., & Twombly, S. B. (2013). The role of  citizenship status in intent to leave for pre-ten-
ure faculty. Journal of  Diversity in Higher Education, 6(4), 245-260. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034719 

Kogan, M. (2000). Higher education communities and academic identity. Higher Education Quarterly, 54(3), 207-
216. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2273.00156  

Koo, K., Baker, I., & Yoon, J. (2021). The first year of  acculturation: A longitudinal study on acculturative 
stress and adjustment among first-year international college students. Journal of  International Students, 11(2), 
278-298. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i2.1726  

Kuchinke, K. P. (2016). International migration and the meanings of  work: A cross-cultural perspective. In S. 
Shenoy-Packer & E. Gabor (Eds.), Immigrant workers and meanings of  work: Communicating life and career transi-
tions (pp. 10-20). Peter Lang. 

Lamont, M., & Swidler, A. (2014). Methodological pluralism and the possibilities and limits of  interviewing. 
Qualitative Sociology, 37(2), 153-171. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-014-9274-z  

Lashari, S. A., Awang-Hashim, R., Lashari, T. A., & Kaur, A. (2022). Acculturation stress and social support for 
international students’ adjustment in Malaysia: Does language proficiency matter? Journal of  Applied Research 
in Higher Education. https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-07-2021-0285  

Lee, S. J. (1994). Behind the model-minority stereotype: Voices of  high- and low-achieving Asian American stu-
dents. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 25(4), 413-429. https://doi.org/10.1525/aeq.1994.25.4.04x0530j  

Lin, A., Kubota, R., Motha, S., Wang, W., & Wong, S. (2006). Theorizing experiences of  Asian women faculty in 
second- and foreign-language teacher education. In G. Li & G. H. Beckett (Eds.), “Strangers” of  the academy: 
Asian women scholars in higher education (pp. 56-82). Stylus Publishing. 

Major, E. M. (2005). Co-national support, cultural therapy, and the adjustment of  Asian students to an English-
speaking university culture. International Education Journal, 6(1), 12. 

Martinez, M. L., & Colaner, K. T. (2017). Experience of  international education of  East Asian students in Eng-
lish-speaking countries: A four-dimensional approach. Journal of  Student Affairs in Africa, 5(1). 
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v5i1.2479  

Matthews, A. (2021). Adapting to the transitional stage of  the doctoral environment: An autoethnography of  
socialization. International Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 16, 71-87. https://doi.org/10.28945/4685  

McAlpine, L. (2012). Identity-trajectories: Doctoral journeys from past to present to future. Australian Universi-
ties’ Review, 54(1), 38-46. 

McAlpine, L., & Lucas, L. (2011). Different places, different specialisms: Similar questions of  doctoral identities 
under construction. Teaching in Higher Education, 16(6), 695-706. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.570432  

McAlpine, L., Paulson, J., Gonsalves, A., & Jazvac-Martek, M. (2012). “Untold” doctoral stories: Can we move 
beyond cultural narratives of  neglect? Higher Education Research & Development, 31(4), 511-523. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2011.559199  

McCaffrey, L. J. (1997). The Irish Catholic diaspora in America. CUA Press. 

McGowan, M. O., & Lindgren, J. (2006). Testing the “model minority myth”. Northwestern University Law Review, 
100(1), 331-377. 

Miller, R. A., & Struve, L. E. (2020). “Heavy lifters of  the university”: Non-tenure track faculty teaching re-
quired diversity courses. Innovative Higher Education, 45(6), 437-455. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-020-
09517-7  

Morris, C. (2018, November 13). Number of  international students in the United States reaches new high of  1.09 million. 
Institute of  International Education. https://www.iie.org:443/Why-IIE/Announcements/2018/11/2018-
11-13-Number-of-International-Students-Reaches-New-High  

Mukminin, A. (2019). Acculturative experiences among Indonesian graduate students in Dutch higher educa-
tion. Journal of  International Students, 9(2), 488-510. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v0i0.265  

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034719
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2273.00156
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v11i2.1726
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-014-9274-z
https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-07-2021-0285
https://doi.org/10.1525/aeq.1994.25.4.04x0530j
https://doi.org/10.24085/jsaa.v5i1.2479
https://doi.org/10.28945/4685
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2011.570432
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2011.559199
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-020-09517-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-020-09517-7
https://www.iie.org/Why-IIE/Announcements/2018/11/2018-11-13-Number-of-International-Students-Reaches-New-High
https://www.iie.org/Why-IIE/Announcements/2018/11/2018-11-13-Number-of-International-Students-Reaches-New-High
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v0i0.265


Pham 

343 

Murakami-Ramalho, E., Militello, M., & Piert, J. (2013). A view from within: How doctoral students in educa-
tional administration develop research knowledge and identity. Studies in Higher Education, 38(2), 256-271. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.578738  

National Science Foundation. (2019). Survey of  doctorate recipients, 2019. https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf21320  

National Science Foundation. (2020). Doctorate recipients from U.S. colleges and universities: 2020. 
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf22300/data-tables  

Nilsson, J. E., Butler, J., Shouse, S., & Joshi, C. (2008). The relationships among perfectionism, acculturation, 
and stress in Asian international students. Journal of  College Counseling, 11(2), 147-158. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1882.2008.tb00031.x  

North, D. C. (1990). Institutions, institutional change and economic performance. Cambridge University Press. 

Nyquist, J. D., Manning, L., Wulff, D. H., Austin, A. E., Sprague, J., Fraser, P. K., Calcagno, C., & Woodford, B. 
(1999). On the road to becoming a professor: The Graduate Student Experience. Change: The Magazine of  Higher 
Learning, 31(3), 18-27. https://doi.org/10.1080/00091389909602686  

Open Doors. (2022a). Academic level: International student data. https://opendoorsdata.org/data/international-stu-
dents/academic-level/  

Open Doors. (2022b). International scholars. https://opendoorsdata.org/data/international-scholars/  

Pande, S., & Bettis, P. J. (2016). In search of  my niche: International teaching assistants’ negotiation with mean-
ings of  works. In S. Shenoy-Packer & E. Gabor (Eds.), Immigrant workers and meanings of  work: Communicating 
life and career transitions (pp. 131-142). Peter Lang. 

Patton, L. D. (2016). Disrupting postsecondary prose: Toward a critical race theory of  higher education. Urban 
Education, 51(3), 315-342. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085915602542  

Pham, T., & Tsai, Y.-Y. (2022). The racial dynamics of  faculty populations in the U.S. higher education institutions – The 
current status-quo and outlook. 2022 Korean Association for Public Administration International Conference. 

Pretelli, M. (2017). Italian Americans, education, and Italian language: 1880-1921. Quaderni d’italianistica, 38(1), 
61-83. https://doi.org/10.33137/q.i..v38i1.31143  

Pretorius, L., & Macaulay, L. (2021). Notions of  human capital and academic identity in the PhD: Narratives of  
the disempowered. Journal of  Higher Education, 92(4), 623-647. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2020.1854605  

Quinton, W. J. (2019). Unwelcome on campus? Predictors of  prejudice against international students. Journal of  
Diversity in Higher Education, 12(2), 156-169. https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000091  

Sarkodie-Mensah, K. (1998). International students in the U.S.: Trends, cultural adjustments, and solutions for a 
better experience. Journal of  Education for Library and Information Science, 39(3), 214. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/40324159  

Sato, T., & Hodge, S. R. (2009). Asian international doctoral students’ experiences at two American universities: 
Assimilation, accommodation, and resistance. Journal of  Diversity in Higher Education, 2(3), 136-148. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015912  

Schwartz, S. J., Montgomery, M. J., & Briones, E. (2006). The role of  identity in acculturation among immigrant 
people: Theoretical propositions, empirical questions, and applied recommendations. Human Development, 
49(1), 1-30. https://doi.org/10.1159/000090300  

Schwartz, S. J., Unger, J. B., Zamboanga, B. L., & Szapocznik, J. (2010). Rethinking the concept of  accultura-
tion. The American Psychologist, 65(4), 237-251. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019330  

Sedmak, T. (2021, June 10). Spring 2021 college enrollment declines 603,000 to 16.9 million students. National Student 
Clearinghouse. https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/blog/spring-2021-college-enrollment-declines-
603000-to-16-9-million-students/  

Seidman, I. (2013). Interviewing as qualitative research – A guide for researchers in education and the social sciences (4th ed.). 
Teachers College Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.578738
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf21320
https://ncses.nsf.gov/pubs/nsf22300/data-tables
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1882.2008.tb00031.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00091389909602686
https://opendoorsdata.org/data/international-students/academic-level/
https://opendoorsdata.org/data/international-students/academic-level/
https://opendoorsdata.org/data/international-scholars/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085915602542
https://doi.org/10.33137/q.i..v38i1.31143
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2020.1854605
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000091
https://doi.org/10.2307/40324159
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015912
https://doi.org/10.1159/000090300
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019330
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/blog/spring-2021-college-enrollment-declines-603000-to-16-9-million-students/
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/blog/spring-2021-college-enrollment-declines-603000-to-16-9-million-students/


Academic Identity Development of  Asian International Doctoral Students 

344 

Settles, I. H., Jones, M. K., Buchanan, N. T., & Dotson, K. (2021). Epistemic exclusion: Scholar(ly) devaluation 
that marginalizes faculty of  color. Journal of  Diversity in Higher Education, 14(4), 493-507. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000174  

Smith, R. A., & Khawaja, N. G. (2011). A review of  the acculturation experiences of  international students. In-
ternational Journal of  Intercultural Relations, 35(6), 699-713. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.08.004  

Smith, W. A., Allen, W. R., & Danley, L. L. (2007). Psychosocial experiences and racial battle fatigue among Af-
rican American male college students. American Behavioral Scientist, 51(4), 551-578. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764207307742 

Soong, H., Thi Tran, L., & Hoa Hiep, P. (2015). Being and becoming an intercultural doctoral student: Reflec-
tive autobiographical narratives. Reflective Practice, 16(4), 435-448. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2015.1023276  

Subtirelu, N. C. (2015). “She does have an accent but...”: Race and language ideology in students’ evaluations of  
mathematics instructors on RateMyProfessors.com. Language in Society, 44(1), 35-62. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404514000736 

Sweitzer, V. (2008). Networking to develop a professional identity: A look at the first-semester experience of  
doctoral students. New Directions for Teaching & Learning, 2008(113), 43-56. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.304  

Sweitzer, V. (2009). Towards a theory of  doctoral student professional identity development: A developmental 
networks approach. The Journal of  Higher Education, 80(1), 1-33. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2009.11772128 

Tompkins, P. (1959). Revolutions in Asian education: Postwar trends in the Far East. The Journal of  Higher Educa-
tion, 30(7), 365. https://doi.org/10.2307/1977791  

Triandis, H. (1988). Collectivism v. Individualism: A reconceptualisation of  a basic concept in cross-cultural 
social psychology. In G. K. Verma & C. Bagley (Eds.), Cross-cultural studies of  personality, attitudes and cognition 
(pp. 60-95). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-08120-2_3  

Tuhiwai-Smith, L. (2012). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples (2nd ed.). Zed Books. 

Ward, C. A., Bochner, S., Furnham, A., & Ward, C. (2008). The psychology of  culture shock (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

Yang, R. (2017). The cultural mission of  premier universities in East Asia. International Higher Education, 91, 29-
30. https://doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2017.91.10138 

Yuval-Davis, N. (2010). Theorizing identity: Beyond the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy. Patterns of  Prejudice, 44(3), 
261-280. https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322X.2010.489736  

 

AUTHOR 
Trang Pham, Ph.D. (she/her) is a post-doctoral fellow at the University 
of  Missouri-Columbia, USA. She studies issues of  diversity and the lived 
experiences of  minority populations in educational contexts. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000174
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764207307742
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2015.1023276
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404514000736
https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.304
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2009.11772128
https://doi.org/10.2307/1977791
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-08120-2_3
https://doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2017.91.10138
https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322X.2010.489736

	Academic Identity Development of  Asian International Doctoral Students  at a Public University –  A Reflexive Thematic Analysis
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	Related Literature
	Conceptual Framework
	Identity and Academic Identity Development
	Acculturative Stress
	Acculturative Stress Intersects with Academic Identity Development

	Methods
	Data Collection
	Data Analysis and Researcher Positionality

	Findings
	Institutional Strand: Participants’ First Contact with the U.S. Academic Environment is Their Home Departments
	Institutional Strand: Participants Tend to Normalize Institutional Neglect
	Network Strand: Participants Develop Informal Support Outside Home Departments and Cultivate Potential Mentorship Inside
	“Professors don’t know us. We don’t know our students” – A disconnection between Asian doctoral students and their surroundings.
	Implicit mentoring relationships helped students cope with acculturative stress.

	Intellectual Development: Participants Defined Intellectual Development More Broadly Than Paper-Trailed Achievements.

	Conclusion and Discussion
	A doctoral Training Program With Cultural Awareness and Inclusion
	The Cultural Shift in Academic/Non-Academic Job Markets

	Acknowledgment
	References
	Author

