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ABSTRACT 
 

Over the past two decades, a large number of Vietnamese students have travelled abroad to 

undertake advanced research degrees under a variety of scholarship programs, many of 

which are offered by the Vietnamese Government and its international partners. It is 

expected that their research training would contribute to the realisation of the national 

objectives of human resource development, towards attempts to industrialise and 

modernise Vietnam by 2020. Despite the growing number of students involved and the 

important role they play in the national socio-political development and scientific research 

capacity enhancement in Vietnam, little research has been done on this cohort. 

This thesis is an exploratory study of the lived experiences of Vietnamese international 

students who undertake their PhD studies in Australia. It focuses on the reconstruction of 

their identity as a result of their transnational experiences through and beyond doctoral 

education. Informed by theories of space, transnationalism and imagination, this thesis 

examines how the transnational experiences help the Vietnamese students in Australia to 

consider their studies, as well as their life and career into the future. Based on the data 

collected through semi-structured interviews with 38 Vietnamese doctoral students and 

recent graduates from various disciplines in Australian universities, this thesis thus explores 

how these students make complex meanings out of their transnational experiences. The 

analysis of this data is structured around the questions of how the students imagine their 

doctoral studies before coming to Australia; how they negotiate their living and learning 

experiences as international students; and how they use these experiences to imagine their 

personal and professional futures. 

The thesis reveals that the students go through a dynamic and on-going process of identity 

re-formation, inspired by an expanding, transnationalised social imaginary, and the ability to 

imagine multiple possibilities for themselves and their families. This re-formation involves a 

shifting understanding of belonging, an emboldened sense of agency, and the development 

of a complex professional identity. The thesis also indicates that the transnational space 

that these international doctoral students occupy is highly gendered; and for many 

students, it is highly conflicted and uncomfortable in a variety of ways.
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Since the early 1990s, graduate education, especially doctoral education, has received a 

great deal of attention in national and international, higher education, policy agendas 

(Nerad, 2010a; Thomson & Walker, 2010). Governments worldwide have seen good quality 

research training as essential to their national economic development which they have 

recognized as operating within a rapidly developing, global, ‘knowledge economy’ (Nerad, 

2010a). The idea of a knowledge economy suggests that knowledge and innovations are 

crucial to national economic growth and increased prosperity. Specifically, it is argued that it 

is no longer natural resources but creative ideas that lead to scientific, technical, 

environmental, organisational or health innovations and help create wealth and sustain 

international competitiveness. Consequently, higher education has become the “new 

starship in the policy fleet” for governments around the world (Peters & Besley, 2006, p. 

83). In particular, national governments have extended their focus and expanded their 

investment in graduate education and research training in the hope of producing greater 

scientific and technical innovation (Nerad, 2011). This increased awareness, together with 

revolutionary developments in communication and transport technologies, has led to 

unprecedented growth in the provision of doctoral education worldwide.  

Not only has this growth occurred through attempts to increase PhD training at home but 

also from efforts to increase the number of students who are sent overseas for doctoral 

education. This latter is notably the case in countries with inadequate capacity to train their 

researchers themselves. At the same time, many economically advanced countries in need 

of highly skilled workers have developed policies and programmes to attract talented 

research students to their universities, often with the expectation that they will become 

immigrants. For more than two decades, the search for highly skilled researchers and 

workers has been intense, especially in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) countries (OECD, 2005). Japan, for example, has sought to attract 

more international students to their universities as part of its ‘100,000 students from 

overseas’ programme (Yamamoto, 2008 cited in Nerad, 2010b). Similarly, Australia, New 
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Zealand, the USA and Canada are recruiting an enormous number of overseas students, 

mostly from Asian or Caribbean countries. Many of these students stay on in the countries 

where they receive their higher education, greatly contributing to their economic 

development. A number of scholars have thus pointed to a growing nexus between 

international education and immigration (for example, Robertson, 2008).  

To systems of higher education that are net importers of students who might become 

immigrants, research students are clearly more appealing. Over the past twenty years, 

therefore, the number of international students undertaking higher degree research (HDR) 

has been growing in most Western countries, especially those where English is widely 

spoken.  While international research students have long been a feature of most of these 

countries, often supported by overseas aid programmes, their numbers were previously 

small. But these numbers began to grow rapidly in the mid-1990s as the discourse of 

internationalisation of higher education began to be widely embraced around the world 

(Brown & Jones, 2007). So, between 1998 and 2004, the rate of international student 

enrolment in Australia increased by 70% from 3,774 to 6,439 and in Canada by 55% from 

4,791 to 7,422 (Nerad, 2010b). In the UK, between 2003 and 2005, the proportion of PhDs 

awarded to international students went up from 39% to 42% of all awards (6,650 

international doctoral recipients). In Germany over the same period of time, the increase 

was 6%, from 10% to 16% (3,556 international doctoral recipients). Meanwhile, in the USA, 

the proportion increased from 30% to 33% for a total of 14,424 doctorates awarded (Nerad, 

2010b).  

Over the past decade, these numbers have continued to grow. The latest figure from UK 

Council for International Student Affairs (UKCISA, 2017) shows that there were 197,155 non-

UK postgraduate students in the UK in 2016-2017, comprising more than 40% of the UK’s 

postgraduate students. The number of international HDR students in Australia has been 

constantly increasing every year and now stands at more than 20,000, which constitutes 

around 32% of the total HDR cohort (DET, 2017), with many universities indicating they plan 

to increase this intake. At the same time, countries with transitional economies have 

established their own policies encouraging students to go abroad to acquire research 

training helpful to their economic development. They have awarded attractive scholarships, 

often tied to the areas of their strategic economic priorities. The usual expectation is that 
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the students will return home with knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to enable 

nations to participate in the rapidly globalising knowledge economy, in which global 

networks are essential not only for the creation of relevant and useful knowledge but also 

for encouraging trade and investment. 

In this way, contemporary doctoral education is essentially located within a particular 

neoliberal understanding of the requirements of globalisation. This understanding views 

higher education as tied to the requirements of human resource development. Doctoral 

education is thus driven by the demands of systems of national capital formation needed to 

compete effectively in the global economy. Not surprisingly, therefore, from a system 

perspective, the best kind of doctoral degree involves efforts and initiatives that strive for 

excellence, quality assurance, accountability and international and inter-sector networking 

building (Nerad, 2010a) in ways that contribute to the enhancement of student capabilities 

in participating more effectively in the globalising knowledge economy. 

Alongside this instrumental policy logic, however, there is an equally powerful drive that 

defines attempts to reform doctoral education. This relates to the need to improve the 

quality of the doctorate through learning more about the ways in which students 

themselves experience research degrees by letting their voices be heard. As Taylor (2006) 

points out, if we seek to improve the quality of doctoral programmes, we need to look into 

the experience of every male and female doctoral student because they are central to the 

doctoral undertaking. Increasingly, researchers believe that it is not only the national or 

local institutional policy but the doctoral students themselves who continually shape and 

reshape the products of doctoral experience (Hopwood, 2010a). The top-down approach to 

doctoral learning, which assumes that doctoral programmes are the principal mechanism 

for realising neo-liberal and economic ends, has thus been seriously challenged. Instead, the 

bottom-up approach, which views doctoral students as agentive individuals who are 

intentional in pursuing their desires (McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009; McAlpine & Lucas, 

2011), has gained growing interest.  

It is, furthermore, increasingly realised that, while the motivations of students to undertake 

doctoral degrees vary greatly, their experiences are located within a transnational space, 

just as the higher education systems in different countries are also woven together into a 

globally interconnected network. Mobile PhD students are considered the nodes within 
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such space (Shen, Wang, & Jin, 2016). In negotiating this space, the students’ ‘zone of 

action’ comprises both their home country and the country in which they are studying, and 

possibly other locales of personal and professional significance. How they understand the 

nature of this space and negotiate its various contours seems to appreciate the ways in 

which a doctoral journey involves a diversity of competing demands and pressures.  

In recent years, a considerable body of scholarship has emerged on doctoral education and 

doctoral students’ experience, enabling us to understand the challenging journey of a 

doctoral student during his or her doctorate. Research shows that international doctoral 

students often face more challenges than their domestic counterparts in many ways and 

need more support (Cotterall, 2011; Rizvi, 2010; Robinson-Pant, 2009; Winchester-Seeto et 

al., 2014). However, what is missing from these studies is a detailed account of the actual 

experiences of international doctoral students as they negotiate the pressures from their 

country of origin, on the one hand, and the demands of academic work in a foreign country, 

on the other. In particular, how do the international students who come from a developing 

country that is undergoing rapid economic, social and political changes seek to 

accommodate themselves to a different academic and cultural milieu? Of considerable 

importance is the question of how international students from such developing countries 

negotiate the transnational space in which they have to live, work and study. This thesis 

seeks to contribute to this research opportunity. 

Transnationalism and Imagination 

Much of the recent research on international doctoral students is carried out from a point of 

view of theories of acculturation and integration into the host countries’ society (Cree, 

2012; Due, Zambrano, Chur-Hansen, Turnbull, & Niess, 2015; Elliot, Baumfield, Reid, & 

Makara, 2016; Goode, 2007; Li, 2007; McClure, 2007; Najjar, 2015; Shafaei & Razak, 2016; 

Son & Park, 2014; Yeoh & Terry, 2013; Yu & Wright, 2016). However, such theories often 

overlook transnational processes. ‘Transnational processes’ refers to the sustained ties, 

events and activities that extend across the borders of the students’ home country, as well 

as the countries that become their host during their studies. These theories do not take into 

account the fact that, during their studies, students do not break their contact with their 
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country of origin but are able to utilise the new conditions and various new modes of 

communication to develop potentially new forms of relationships across borders.   

It was in the early 1990s that the notion of ‘transnational’ first began to be deployed 

specifically in relation to migration studies. It was based on a realisation that, under the 

conditions of globalisation, there was now something new about the nature of the migrant 

experience. It was noticed that migrants no longer abandoned connections to their home 

country but retained and enhanced their connections between their places of origin and 

destination; onward and return movements were now an integral component of migration. 

As Faist, Fauser, and Reisenauer (2013, p. 1) argue, transnationalism means “that migration 

is not an irrevocable process but may entail repeated movements and, above all, continued 

transactions – bounded communication between actors – between migrants and non-

migrants across the borders of the states”. In this sense, transnational connections are often 

organic and are driven by individuals from the ‘bottom-up’, not determined by the states 

and their agents.   

Against the theoretical backdrop of the recent literature on transnationalism, I believe 

transnationality is also a prominent feature for international doctoral students. Being adults, 

these students are highly likely to maintain close personal as well as, in many cases, 

professional ties, with their country of origin. Many leave their immediate families behind in 

the home country when coming to study in the host country, thus reinforcing the tendency 

to remain highly mobile and in close contact with home. On the other hand, they may have 

established strong social and academic networks, as well as certain intuitive ties, to the host 

country after a few years of residence as students. For these reasons, then, they are likely to 

become transnational and mobile subjects. These characteristics raise interesting questions 

about how international doctoral students negotiate their values and beliefs, relationships 

and desires across national borders. Accordingly, this thesis employs a transnational 

theoretical framework to explore the nature and scope of the experiences of international 

doctoral students, especially the ways in which they navigate the transnational space. 

In this exploration, the idea of imagination plays an important role, not least because it is an 

inevitable consequence of the encounters that students have to dynamic conditions 

associated with their transnational mobility, exchanges and connections. According to 

Appadurai (1996), in globalising times, imagination becomes a social practice, a property of 
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collectives, and a mental power that informs the daily lives of ordinary people in various 

ways, allowing people to search for better positions in society. Cross-border mobility for 

educational purpose is undoubtedly a way the students in this study seek to enhance their 

professional and social status. Within the imaginative realm, the concept of the social 

imaginary (Taylor, 2004) is used to describe the way people “imagine their social existence, 

how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the 

expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that 

underlie these expectations” (ibid., p. 23). These concepts are powerful in exploring 

students’ identity and how it is reconstructed as a result of a new and potentially 

transformative experience – international doctoral studies. 

Vietnamese doctoral students 

The empirical focus of the research reported in this thesis is on Vietnamese doctoral 

students studying at Australian universities. My interest in Vietnamese students is based on 

the fact that I am an international Vietnamese doctoral student in Australia who is 

interested in the questions not only of how students like me navigate the dynamic and 

shifting transnational space across Australia and Vietnam. I am also curious how they meet 

the expectations of their friends and family, as well as those of their scholarship sponsors, 

alongside the demands of their academic work and life in Australia. More broadly, I am 

interested in how Vietnamese research students experience their doctoral studies in a 

complex mix of the aspirations and professional experiences they bring to Australia, the 

historical structures within which they are embedded and how their personal and 

professional experiences in Australia help to shape their imagination of their futures. This 

thesis focuses on the latter question which pivots around these students’ professional 

identity development. It begins with the hypothesis that these research students already 

have a professional identity of some kind before commencing their doctoral studies in 

Australia. In fact, most, if not all, have entered the professional world before returning to 

universities for doctoral studies.  

Even though the Vietnamese government is run by a communist party, its higher education 

policies are nonetheless affected by global forces and its determination to succeed within 

the contours of the global economy. Rizvi and Lingard (2009) argue that national education 
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policies everywhere now seem to promote values that are no longer determined wholly by 

policy actors within the nation-state but are shaped by the complexities of global processes. 

In this way, policies are developed in transnational and networked spaces. Higher education 

policies in Vietnam are no exception. Over the past twenty years, Vietnam has invested 

heavily in research training with the hope of improving the quality of its labour force, 

leadership capacity and science and technology to serve the national cause of 

industrialisation and modernisation, so that Vietnam can compete more effectively within 

the global economy. Acknowledging the acute problems and drawbacks in national 

education quality and management, particularly, at the higher education level (Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 2013), the government of Vietnam has 

promoted international cooperation in education and training. It considers such a strategy a 

fundamental tool in enabling its own tertiary education system to enhance quality, keep 

pace with regional and international developments, and open up further opportunities for 

human capacity building for the nation (Nguyen, 2013; Nguyen, 2009; Welch, 2010; 

Wilmoth, 2004).  

As a result, Vietnam has consistently featured in the ten countries with the highest number 

of international students in Australia as demonstrated by the tables below. Table 1.1 

demonstrates the number of international students in Australia by citizenship country in 

2014 and 2015 and Table 1.2 the countries that contribute most export value to Australia 

through education-related services from 2015 to 2017.  

Table 1.1: International students number in Australia in 2014 and 2015  

Top 10 nationalities 2014 2015 National 
proportion 

China 120,094 136,097 27.3% 

India 46,299 53,568 10.8% 

Vietnam 21,987 21,807 4.4% 

Republic of Korea 20,140 20,790 4.2% 

Malaysia 19,136 20,641 4.1% 

Brazil 14,968 17,267 3.5% 

Thailand 16,100 17,245 3.5% 

Nepal 13,444 15,219 3.1% 
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Indonesia 13,710 14,189 2.8% 

Hong Kong 11,745 12,864 2.6% 

Other nationalities 155,331 168,468 33.8% 

Grand Total 452,950 498,155 100.0% 

Source: Department of Education and Training (2016). 

(https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/research-snapshots/pages/default.aspx) 

 

Table 1.2: List of countries with highest Australia’s export values through education-related 

services from 2015 to 2017 

 

Source: Department of Education and Training (2018) 

(https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/research-snapshots/pages/default.aspx) 

 

Regarding doctoral training, Vietnam has launched many national projects and bilateral 

cooperation agreements with foreign governments with a view to producing more PhD 

holders. In realising this goal, it has sought assistance from countries including Australia, 

Japan, the USA and some countries in Europe among others. Many early and mid-career 

academics, junior researchers and government bureaucrats have been sent abroad for 

doctoral studies under these projects and cooperative programmes. Additionally, capable 

individuals are encouraged to seek funded PhD studies overseas. As a result, over the past 

two decades, an increasing number of Vietnamese students have gone overseas for their 

research degrees. 
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At the beginning of their studies, most express a political mission to make a substantial 

difference to Vietnam’s higher education and research capacity, serving the cause of 

national development (Ministry of Education and Training, 2012). It is believed that, without 

research training abroad, Vietnam’s research capacity will remain decrepit and the nation 

will remain “stuck in a position of dependence” (Tran and Marginson, 2014, p. 17). With this 

diagnosis in mind, the Vietnamese government selects students very carefully for PhD 

training abroad. Not only must these students demonstrate professional and leadership 

capacity, they must display a commitment to return to work for their home institutions after 

completing their training.  

Despite the growing number of Vietnamese doctoral students studying abroad, they 

nonetheless represent a very small group of international doctoral students in higher 

education systems in countries such as Australia, the UK and the United States. Not 

surprisingly, therefore, except for some extremely small-scale surveys or interviews 

published in the mass media (Ha-Vinh & Ha-Ngoc, 2012; Hien-Thu & Trinh, 2012; Pham, 

2011) and a very few small-scale, scholarly studies (Dang & Tran, 2017; Soong, Thi Tran, & 

Hoa Hiep, 2015), little is known about Vietnamese doctoral students as a distinct cohort of 

international students. This thesis, therefore, aims to provide the first comprehensive 

exploration of a group of Vietnamese doctoral students abroad. The research site chosen for 

this exploration is Australia, not least because Australia is one of the largest foreign 

scholarship providers for research students from Vietnam (Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade, 2015). It is also one of the most popular English-speaking destinations for 

Vietnamese research students (Australian Embassy Vietnam website). At present, Vietnam 

ranks the fourth in the top ten sources of international students in Australia, including 

postgraduate research students (Department of Education, 2016).  

Given the growing significance for both Vietnam and Australia, this research is motivated by 

the need to know more about the learning and living experiences of Vietnamese doctoral 

students in Australia. To approach this object of research, the concept of identity suggests 

itself – how it is forged and develops during their doctoral studies and how their conditions 

of transnationality affect the processes of identity (re)formation. In the broadest terms, the 

idea of identity may be understood as the ways in which people define themselves and are 

defined by others; and how they understand themselves in relation to others. Identity also 
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involves consideration of how they imagine possibilities for their future: not only who they 

want to become but also who they are becoming (Norton, 2000; Cotteral, 2013). In this 

sense, identity is a multi-faceted, relational and fluid concept, reconstructed over time and 

space (Hall & Burns, 2009; Castells, 2011). If this is so, then, it is essential to look into the 

doctoral students’ professional history, personal aspirations and motivations, present 

experience and future imaginations in order to understand the ways in which their identity 

develops in relation to the shifting imaginaries of both Australia and Vietnam and the world 

at large.  

This research project thus aims to explore the lived experiences of Vietnamese doctoral 

students in Australia to understand how their professional identity is formed and reformed 

within the context of their transnational experiences and other transnational processes. As 

the study is interested in how the international students, as individuals, make sense of their 

PhD studies, a qualitative approach is most appropriate. Qualitative methodology helps in 

eliciting students’ various perspectives on doctoral studies, as well as the diversity of their 

experiences and future imaginations. The study also aims to interpret the meanings the 

participants have of a phenomenon, that is, transnational doctoral studies in Australia. It is, 

therefore, phenomenological to the extent that the fieldwork explores comprehensive 

experiences including the affective. Yet, it is set more broadly within the constructivist 

interpretivist paradigm of research and seeks to answer the following questions:   

1. How do Vietnamese doctoral students come to imagine and choose to study 

their PhDs in Australia and with what expectations and aspirations? 

2. How do they negotiate the transnational space that they occupy during their 

studies in Australia?  

3. During the processes of this negotiation, how do they imagine their future, with 

respect to their opportunities and challenges? 

The study is thus situated amidst three major domains of scholarship: doctoral education, 

international student identity and transnationalism. It places the international Vietnamese 

doctoral students at the centre of an analysis of identity (re)formation. Cosmopolitan and 

multi-cultural Australia is the setting for these activities. It is intended that the study, 

through the use of qualitative research methodology, will provide more in-depth 
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understandings of how global processes shape mobile individuals’ identity and imaginations, 

and the other way round, that is, how these individuals’ experience and agency influence 

the global processes they are placed within.  

It will potentially add to research into international doctoral students’ voices, contributing 

to the discourse of motivations, processes and outcomes of doctoral education in a 

globalising context. It also responds to the call by Vietnamese scholars of the need for 

research into Vietnamese students’ motivations for their overseas studies and how they 

manage their transnational mobilities to meet their life and work aspirations, as the flow of 

Vietnamese students has partly contributed to changes in international student mobility and 

potential professional migration (Nguyen, 2013; Tran & Pham, 2015).  

Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is structured around eight chapters. After this introductory Chapter One, Chapter 

Two constitutes the literature review and does two jobs. First, it lays out the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks underpinning the research which involve three turns in sociology: 

the spatial turn, the transnational turn and the imaginative turn. The chapter discusses the 

rethinking of the concept of space which is argued by the scholars of this theoretical 

tradition to be a social construction, not a physical or geometric one. Space is about socio-

spatial relations, a “lived, felt and experienced phenomenon” (Rizvi, 2010, p. 161). This 

chapter also advocates for the role of space in the construction and transformation of social 

life as equally important as time and social structure.  

Next, it explicates how the study will view the experiences of the international Vietnamese 

doctoral students in Australia through a transnational lens, which could potentially shed 

light on not only how and why individuals forge and sustain links across national borders but 

also how the transnational experience shifts their feelings of belonging, sense of agency and 

identity. Transnational approaches acknowledge that these international students bring 

with them large amounts of their home countries’ cultural and social values and they may 

maintain significant ties with both their countries of origin and of settlement. Together with 

the new understanding of space, I argue that the international Vietnamese doctoral 

students undertake their PhDs in a transnational space between and beyond Vietnam and 

Australia. As a result, they create a transnational social space that stretches the interactions 
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of their daily lives across multiple localities. Within this transnational space, the imagination 

expands and becomes a ‘collective, social fact’ (Appadurai, 1996).  

The chapter then points to the imaginative turn that emphasises the new role of the 

imagination in one’s social life. The concept of the social imaginary (Taylor, 2004) is, I 

believe, rightfully used to describe the ways individuals imagine their social existence, their 

relations to other people and the expectations they have for the social life. These concepts 

help to understand the participants’ choice of doctoral studies given their social and 

professional conditions, their imagination about what it might be like to study in Australia 

and the new ways of imagining themselves, as professionals, within their social context at 

present and in the future, that contributes to their professional identity development. From 

there, theories of identity and identity formation are reviewed and discussed to set the 

groundwork for the understanding of identity in this study. 

Second, Chapter Two moves on to review relevant empirical work that helps to inform this 

research. It argues that doctoral education is the space where identities are developed. The 

review of literature then points out that studies of international research students have 

mostly been done through theories of assimilation, with the exception of a very limited 

range of literature views these students’ experience and identity development through a 

transnational theoretical framework. Some studies that examine international doctoral 

students’ identity work have not done enough to address the complexity of the issues of 

professional identity development, as they relate to the transnational located-ness that this 

group of students experience during their sojourn. Finally, the chapter specifies the 

questions that the study aims to address concerning international doctoral students and, 

particularly, the cohort of Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia. 

In Chapter Three, the research design chosen for this study – qualitative case study with a 

phenomenological approach - is described and justified as the best approach for addressing 

the research questions. As a study based on the perspectives of doctoral students to 

understand their identity (re)formation, this research draws on a constructivist interpretivist 

philosophical paradigm, assuming that multiple realities exist and are partly dependent on 

individual perceptions. It assumes that people construct knowledge or meaning through 

their lived experiences and interactions with other members of society (Lincoln, Lynham, & 

Guba, 2011; O' Toole & Beckett, 2013). Also, a phenomenological approach informs the 
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fieldwork. This satisfies the study’s experientially comprehensive purpose and accords with 

my theoretical framework around the three major turns in the social sciences. The chapter 

also presents the case study of the cohort of Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia. It 

offers an introduction to these individuals, who they are before coming to Australia, why 

they come here for doctoral studies and who supports them. A brief account of Vietnam’s 

historical, political and social situations is also provided to help readers make sense of the 

study context and the data which will be examined in the following chapters. Methods of 

data collection and data analysis are detailed here. In this chapter, I also establish a reflexive 

research stance by acknowledging my inherent biases as a researcher and how they might 

have affected the research process. 

Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven present the findings of the study and discuss them 

against the relevant literature. These chapters track the Vietnamese students’ doctoral 

pathways by looking at three distinct temporal phases of their journey: pre, during and post-

PhD. Chapter Four tells the pre-departure stories of Vietnamese doctoral students in 

Australia. It looks at the socio-contextual and socio-affective factors that make doctoral 

study imaginable to the participants. It also explores why and how Australia is chosen as a 

site for doctoral education and what expectations they have of their life and study in 

Australia. In this chapter, we see how the new, national, political and social conditions, 

manifested in the national policy on human resource development for Vietnam, enhance 

the students’ ‘capacity to aspire’. We also see how their imagination of the possible is 

becoming more globalised through the flow of information, stories and images they can 

access nowadays. Importantly, their doctoral decision is often made out of a consideration 

in which a collective interest comes before individualistic benefits. 

Chapter Five explores the participants’ experiences as they navigate the transnational social 

and cultural spaces in Australia and how these experiences affect their identity 

development. Viewing international education as a ‘transnational social field’ (Schiller, 

Basch, & Blanc‐Szanton, 1992), I show that these students navigate their transnational lives 

by engaging with both home and host countries. However, the transnational doctoral 

experience transforms many participants’ meanings and perspectives, sense of locality and 

agency and, as a result, makes them ‘new subjectivities in the global arena’ (Nonini & Ong, 

1997).  
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Chapter Six looks at the significance of the Vietnamese doctoral students’ learning to 

become professional researchers and the way they negotiate the transnational learning 

spaces between the two countries. I show that, during this process, the students enact a 

large amount of agency to overcome the challenges, and to maximise learning and 

professional development opportunities. The chapter also discusses the reconstruction of 

the students’ professional identity, which can be complex and contingent on a number of 

factors. Among these factors, gender emerges as an influential aspect in the doctoral 

learning process and the development of professional identity. Furthermore, professional 

identity is, I claim, inseparable from personal identity. 

Chapter Seven discusses the various ways the international Vietnamese doctoral students 

construct and negotiate their futures through narratives of imagination, aspiration and 

anticipation. It presents the transformation of their future imaginaries and, from there, 

reveals the ways the participants reconstructed their identities through imagining 

themselves in their future social and professional context. The interview data reveal 

accounts of agency, at the heart of which is choice and decision-making against a number of 

constraining factors. This chapter also demonstrates that imagining is an uncomfortable act 

and the transnational space is a space of tension and struggle.  

The final chapter of the thesis, Chapter Eight, draws together the various thematic strands of 

the thesis on identity shift, gender matters and the imagined future. It presents a wide-

ranging and integrative discussion of these insights and the conclusions that may be drawn 

from it. It also touches on the significance of the study for different stakeholders and 

recommends some ways forward. 
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Chapter 2 

 Identity formation in transnational space  

Introduction 

Understanding ways in which international students become researchers by exploring their 

lived experiences of negotiating the in-between space between their country of origin and 

the country of settlement during their sojourn is the main aim of this thesis. It examines 

how these students reconstruct their professional identity while participating in a doctoral 

programme, within the context of their transnational experiences and other transnational 

processes. It takes Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia as a case of educational 

sojourners from a ‘developing’ country that is investing heavily in extending and improving 

its human resource base through postgraduate education. Most emerging economies regard 

the attainment of higher level research skills as necessary for their rapid socio-economic 

development. Against this policy imperative, this thesis is interested in understanding how 

Vietnamese doctoral students (re)form their identity as researchers by working across 

pressures from their home country, on the one hand, and accommodating themselves in the 

different academic and cultural milieu in Australia, on the other. The thesis thus revolves 

around questions of the Vietnamese doctoral students’ academic goals and motivations, 

their actual experiences of living and learning in Australia, and their life and career 

aspirations.  

A great deal has been written in recent years around the notion of identity; in particular, 

how it is forged and is reconstituted under changing pressures and circumstances. The idea 

of identity has been explored from a wide variety of different disciplinary perspectives, 

including psychology, anthropology, communication studies, cultural geography and, of 

course, education. Each of these perspectives works with a somewhat different definition of 

identity and has focused on different aspects of its formation. In Psychology, for example, 

self-image and self-esteem have been highlighted. In contrast, recent Sociological literature 

has viewed identity in relational terms, emphasising role-behaviour and negotiations of 

personhood within a community. In Cultural Studies, it is suggested that identity is never 
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fixed and static but dynamic. People’s conceptions of their identity are reviewed and 

renewed in an ongoing fashion. Indeed, under shifting conditions, people are forced to re-

examine the ways in which they view themselves in relation to others. Relations of power 

are, therefore, never too far away from processes of identity formation, nor are issues of 

how these relations are negotiated under fluctuating circumstances.  

These insights have led a number of educational researchers to consider how the identity of 

international students is transformed during their studies abroad. This body of literature 

examines issues such as how students from different cultural and pedagogic backgrounds 

interpret and negotiate the demands of education abroad; what sense they make of the 

new cultural imperatives and norms that they encounter; how they consider and plan their 

future; and how educational institutions attempt to meet the diverse needs of their 

international students. Much of this literature on international education, however, focuses 

on undergraduate students. Many scholars note that these observations concerning 

undergraduates and masters students should not be generalised to doctoral students, who 

often have greater maturity as well as considerable professional experience (Jones & 

Caruana, 2009). The pressures they face, the motivations that drive them and the 

experiences they have are often markedly different from undergraduate students. As a 

result, a considerable body of research has emerged over the past two decades focusing on 

international doctoral students. Much of this research has considered the challenges of 

adjustment and settlement into a new cultural and academic milieu. Borrowing from the 

literature on migration, traditional theories of assimilation and accommodation, including 

the ideas of the push and pull of migration, have been employed by scholars. A major 

premise underlying this thesis is that much of the literature on doctoral studies has not 

utilised emerging concepts in the social sciences that reject the methodological nationalism 

of traditional migration theories. It has, therefore, failed to fully appreciate the implications 

of globalisation for understanding the processes of professional identity formation of 

doctoral students within transnational spaces. 

This chapter argues that, in order to capture the intricacies and complexities of identity 

formation in an era of globalisation, we need to recognise the emergence of three key 

interrelated ‘turns’ in the social sciences: namely, spatial, transnational and imaginative.  

These turns provide a useful theoretical backdrop for the study of international student 
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mobility and identity development and, accordingly, the experiences of Vietnamese doctoral 

students in Australia. I suggest that each of the spatial, transnational and imaginative turns 

points to various important aspects of Vietnamese students’ lives in Australia within the 

context of cross-border processes. In this way, the level of my analysis is not confined to 

what happens to the international students within two distinct national settings but across 

them. I will demonstrate how the three theoretical turns in the social sciences regarding 

globalisation and mobility can help shed light on the processes of the professional identity 

development of international doctoral students.  

Indeed, it is now undeniable that higher education systems worldwide are deeply 

embedded in an interconnected world. The global mobility of students has become a 

prominent manifestation of this interconnectedness. Mobility is, arguably, both an 

expression of global processes and an impact of globalisation on modern societies. The 

increased mobility of people, capital, ideas and information across nation-states is now 

redefining most aspects of human communities. In the past two decades, many social 

theorists have advanced a range of ideas with which to better understand the nature and 

scope of these mobilities and the social transformations to which they have given rise (for 

example, Urry 2007). Much of this discussion has revolved around these three major turns 

in sociological thinking.  

This chapter thus describes - in ways that are necessarily brief - the spatial turn, the 

transnational turn and the imaginative turn and how the theoretical constructs surrounding 

these turns can help us understand international students’ identity reformation. It describes 

the recent shift in our understanding of space, the use of transnationalism as a sociological 

lens and how, together, they suggest new thinking about transnationality of space. It will 

then discuss how the ideas of imagination and social imaginary have been put forward as a 

response to the challenges and possibilities of transnational space, and how all of these 

processes contribute to new ways of thinking about the nature of identity formation. 

Woven together, a general understanding of these three, interrelated turns presents the 

theoretical backdrop of this thesis. 
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The spatial turn 

Since the 1990s, many scholars have argued that, under the emerging conditions of 

globalisation, the idea of space need to be re-theorised, understood in new ways. Space, it 

has been argued, is not the same as a particular geographical locality such as the nation-

state but is a much more complex relational concept. Attempts to apply this thinking to an 

understanding of social processes constitute what many social theorists refer to as the 

‘spatial turn’. The spatial turn suggests that “position and context are centrally and 

inescapably implicated in all constructions of knowledge” (Cosgrove, 1999, p. 7), especially 

about global mobility and connections. This line of thinking was first inspired by the works of 

Michel Henri Lefebvre (1976, 1991) who rejected the privileging of time over space and 

suggested that the organisation of space is central to the structure and function of 

globalised capitalism. Space, according to Lefebvre, needs to be understood not as a 

concrete, material object, but as an ideological, socially constructed and subjective notion 

(Larsen & Beech, 2014). Following Lefebvre, works in the fields of literary and cultural 

studies, sociology, political science, anthropology, history and art history have, increasingly, 

taken a spatial orientation. From various perspectives, these works affirm that space is a 

social construction which is useful in understanding the different histories of human 

subjects and the production of cultural phenomena (Warf & Arias, 2008). Terms like ‘space’, 

‘place’ or ‘mapping’ have thus been used to suggest that the geographic dimension is an 

essential aspect of the production of culture.  

In his 1991 book, The Production of Space, Lefebvre argues that space is socially produced 

through three interrelated processes of spatialisation. These dimensions are spatial 

practices, representations of space, and spaces of representation. Spatial practice points to 

space as it is interpreted or perceived and referred to as common sense and through which 

we can identify flows and movements in our everyday lives. Representations of space refers 

to more abstract notions of space, as used in the media, maps, town planning and so on, 

which operate in ways that represent and make sense of space. Finally, spaces of 

representation refer to the ways that space is lived, felt and experienced through associated 

images and symbols. Lefebvre’s analysis suggests a need to view both place and space as 

always in the process of becoming, but in ways that are contextually specific. 
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The spatial turn thus emphasises a re-thinking of the concepts of time, space and place and 

the relationship between them. It suggests that an absolute, objective understanding of 

space as a system of organisation or geometry can no longer be justified (Massey, 1994; 

Soja, 2000). It cannot be treated as a container of static, though movable, objects and 

dynamic flows of behaviour. The dimensions and contents of space are no longer assumed 

to be natural and given but constructed and relational. Following this line of thought, Singh, 

Rizvi, and Shrestha (2007) have argued that it is pointless to look for general spatial laws as 

they explain little about the interrelationship between people and place and mostly fail to 

identify patterns of human settlement and relationships. Instead, they propose a more 

relational view of space which seeks to provide an account of how the space is constituted 

and given meaning through the various dynamics of social relations.  

In  a series of scholarly writings, Harvey (1989, 1990, 2006) has  critically re-evaluated space 

and spatiality in social thoughts, suggesting an understanding of space as repositioned 

“from given to produced” (Warf & Arias, 2008, p. 3). This understanding, Harvey argues, 

plays an important role in the construction and transformation of social life. It does not only 

exist in substantial, concrete and separate forms but as sets of relations between individuals 

and groups (Larsen & Beech, 2014) and is continuously produced through ‘socio-spatial 

relations’ (Singh et al, 2007). In this way, space is not merely an objective structure but also 

a social experience, not a concept frozen or fixed in analysis but one with plasticity and 

contingency. It is a product of a specific set of cultural, social, political and economic 

interactions, something that is “socially experienced, negotiated and named” (Rizvi, 2010, p. 

161). According to Rizvi (2010, p. 161), space is “imbued with ideological and political 

content: it involves dealing with broader structures, including various contrasting 

representations of space and spatial practices, and working towards social imaginaries of 

various kind”. 

In a similar vein, Massey (2005) argues that space is constituted through both social 

relations and material practices. This view is supported by Soja (2008), who observes that 

the “material life and socially constructed spatiality of human life is just as revealingly 

significant, ontologically and epistemologically, as life’s historicity and sociality” (p. 12).  

Within this view, geography is not downgraded to be “an afterthought of social relations” 

(ibid.) but is closely implicated in their construction. Geography is important not only 
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because everything happens in space but because “where things happen is critical to 

knowing how and why they happen” (Warf & Arias, 2008, p. 1). As Rizvi (2010) suggests, 

space is a “lived, felt and experienced phenomenon that is negotiated through both larger 

historical relations and the contingencies of everyday life” (p. 161).  

Manual Castells’ (1996) concept of the ‘network society’ is also based on a view of space as 

a set of relations that transcend the territorial location of the nodes that constitute a given 

network. The spatial metaphor thus points to the shrinking of the world, implying that all 

locations are increasingly interconnected. Some networks, however, connect and draw 

people and institutions together while others push them farther apart (Murdoch & 

Anderson, 2008). Through this relational notion of space, it is possible to see the complexity 

of ‘time-space compression’ (Castells, 1996), and understand that even though distance may 

not be directly related to geographical location, it may still be an important concept in 

researching social phenomena across space (Larsen & Beech, 2014).  

In sum, the spatial turn is characterised by the development of a theoretical understanding 

of space as relational, productive and dynamic. As education policies and programmes 

increasingly incorporate a broad range of actors and sites, spatial analysis has become 

especially important (Brooks, Fuller, & Waters, 2012; Gulson & Symes, 2007). The relational 

notion of space drawn from geography has rich potential for education research (Baxter, 

2014; Larsen & Beech, 2014), especially in today’s globalised world with major 

transformations in mass media, information technologies, market relations, migrations and 

so on. Current research in comparative and international education is often based on 

territorial and geopolitical definitions of space, mainly centred on the nation-state as a unit 

of analysis which derives from binary distinctions between ‘the global’ and ‘the local’. 

According to Larsen and Beech (2014), spatial analysis enables us to better understand the 

relations between the global and the local.  They maintain that the global is embedded in 

the local and the local in the global. There are hardly any places that are not, in some way, 

party to the making of the global. The global is not just some space, out there, without 

material basis but is produced in local settings.  

The spatial turn thus has major implications for a study of international doctoral students, 

the potential of which has yet to be fully realised. An exception to this is Singh et al.’s (2007) 
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study on Chinese international students in Australia. Taking space as lived and imagined 

practices, as much as symbolic representations, it explores how Chinese students’ 

perceptions and experiences of the spaces they occupy is negotiated and contributes to the 

production of their cosmopolitan sense of belonging. The authors draw on Lefebvre’s work 

on the production of space and show that the spaces perceived, conceived and experienced 

by international students are strategically negotiated by them as they seek to overcome 

challenges so as to take advantage of the possibilities presented by the globalising economy 

and culture. For example, space is found to be integral to the shift in balance between the 

challenges of day-to-day survival and building a sense of independence and opportunities. In 

this way, the spaces produced by the students are not neutral but contain markers of class 

relations and privilege, with their mobility becoming a major element in their sense of 

cosmopolitanism.  

The transnational turn 

Related to the spatial turn, and grounded in globalisation theories, the idea of 

transnationalism has also emerged since the late 1980s. It points to a dynamic, 

“multifaceted, multi-local process” (Smith & Guarnizo, 1998, p. 6) based on a reconfigured 

understanding of space, as outlined in the previous section. It was initially employed to 

describe the lives and state of affairs of immigrant groups to the US and EU (Roudometof, 

2005; Schiller, 2005). This population was composed of those “whose networks, activities 

and patterns of life encompass both their host and home societies. Their lives cut across 

national boundaries and bring two societies into a single social field…” (Schiller, Basch & 

Blacn-Szanton, 1992, p.1). In this way, the idea of transnationality focused on ongoing 

connectivities across national borders. It suggested an in-between space, without denying 

the relevance of nation-states and their institutions in naming cross-border experiences and 

processes. 

Literature on transnational studies has now been extended to refer not only to migrant 

experiences but also the experiences of others who are globally mobile such as students, 

business people and, even, tourists. Transnationalism is now viewed as an epistemological 

perspective, a new way of considering transnational mobility, as well as a new approach to 

analysing empirical data and a descriptor of various cross-border, social practices, 
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processes, relations and institutions. The prefix trans- conveys meanings of ‘across’, 

‘beyond’, ‘through’ or ‘into another state or place’ (https://en.oxforddictionaries.com), 

giving the term transnational the connotation of a space that encompasses and links more 

than one locality, that goes beyond national boundaries and brings a different set of 

relations. It is not a sum of one place and another but a dynamic ‘transactional 

environment’ (Phelps, 2013).  

Faist (2000, p. 40) explains that “it is only when persons in distinct places are connected via 

social and symbolic ties, enabling the transfer of various forms of capital, that transnational 

social spaces emerge”. While transnational connections have been a characteristic feature 

of capitalist economies throughout history, there is now general agreement that the speed 

and extent of such connections have intensified in recent decades (Castells, 1989, 1996; 

Hannerz, 1996). The range and depth (Goldberg, 1992, p. 205), density and significance 

(Jones, 1992, p. 219), volume and velocity of transnational flows of information, symbols, 

capital and commodities (Kearney, 1995, p. 574) have given rise to the current interest in 

transnationalism (Jackson, Crang, & Dwyer, 2004). Such flows have disrupted the nature and 

significance of national boundaries though they have not entirely rendered obsolete the 

power of the nation-state. 

According to Vertovec (1999), transnationalism refers to “multiple ties and interactions 

linking people or institutions across the borders of nations-states” (p. 447). However, today, 

these systems of ties, interactions, exchange and mobility occur intensively and in real time 

while being spread throughout the world. These networks are further boosted and 

effectively enhanced by the involvement of new technologies. Hence, Vertovec suggests 

that transnationalism names: 

a condition in which despite great distances and notwithstanding 
the presence of international borders (and all the laws, regulations 
and national narratives they represent), certain kinds of 
relationships have been globally intensified and now take place 
paradoxically in a planet-spanning yet common – however virtual 
– arena of activity. (Vertovec, 2009, p. 3) 

Unlike others who discuss transnationalism in relation to migration and migrants, Vertovec 

argues that it is the “scale of intensity and simultaneity of current long-distance, cross-

border activities – especially economic transactions – which provide the recently emergent, 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/
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distinctive and, in some contexts, now normative social structures and activities which 

should merit the term transnationalism” (Vertovec, 2009, p. 448). Similarly, Schiller and 

Levitt (2006) suggest that, although the world is politically and economically organised and 

divided into nation-states, many aspects of our lives are penetrated by social and cultural 

processes that extend beyond geographical borders.  

In this way, social theorists have taken transnationalism as a new theoretical lens through 

which to understand operations of institutions and human lives, instead of seeing the 

disembedding of social phenomena, such as political ideologies, citizenship and identity, as 

more nation-bound, fixed in time and space. Consequently, the transnational turn entails a 

paradigm shift from a unidirectional, assimilationist and nationally-bounded perception of 

cross-border migration to one that is multidirectional, multicultural and de-territorialised 

(Basch, Glick-Schiller, & Blanc-Szanton, 1994). In essence, transnationalism scholars do not 

focus solely on issues of adjustment and adaptation to the settlement country but, also, the 

ways in which many people are now able to retain and sometimes develop ongoing 

relationships and connectedness with their countries of origin.  

In an attempt to better theorise the phenomenon, Vertovec (1999, 2009) points to six 

conceptual premises or ‘takes’ which he considers to be key to conceptualising the 

transnational turn. Transnationalism, he argues, can be understood as a kind of social 

morphology, a type of consciousness, a mode of cultural reproduction, an avenue of capital, 

a site of political engagement and a reconstruction of ‘place’ or locality. For this study, I find 

four among the six aspects of transnationalism presented by Vertovec are pertinent in 

understanding the experiences of international students; namely, transnationalism as social 

morphology, a type of consciousness, a mode of cultural reproduction and a reconstruction 

of locality.  

First, transnationalism is associated with a kind of social formation or morphology across 

borders. The typical example of this aspect is ethnic diasporas which represent a variety of 

historical and contemporary conditions, characteristics, trajectories and experiences. As a 

social form, diaspora is characterised by the ‘triadic relationship’ (Safran, 1991 cited in 

Vertovec, 1999) between (a) globally dispersed yet collectively self-identified ethnic groups, 

(b) the territorial states and contexts they reside and (c) the homeland states and contexts 
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from where their ancestors came. Systems of relationships or networks are another 

significant feature in analysing transnationalism as a type of social formation. This is 

especially emphasised by Castells’ (1996) analysis of the Information Age. According to 

Castells, the component parts in the networks are both autonomous from, and dependent 

upon, its complex system of relationships. Both Vertovec (1999) and Castells (1996) agree 

that new technologies play a vital role in today’s traditional networks. Technologies do not 

always create new social patterns but, unquestionably, reinforce pre-existing ones. 

Vertovec concludes that the large number and dynamism of networks traversing large 

spaces are transforming many kinds of social, cultural, economic and political relationship.   

Second, transnationalism is conceptualised as a type of consciousness. This is especially 

observed in diaspora studies (especially within Cultural Studies) in which a kind of “diasporic 

consciousness” marked by “dual or multiple identifications” is usually discussed (Vertovec, 

1999, p. 450). Accordingly, many authors describe an awareness of “decentred 

attachments”, of being simultaneously “home away from home”, “here and there”. Schiller, 

Basch and Blanc-Szanton (1992) suggest that “while some migrants identify more with one 

society than the other, the majority seem to maintain several identities that link them 

simultaneously to more than one nation” (Schiller et al., 1992, p. 11). Clifford (1994) also 

finds that “the empowering paradox of diaspora is that dwelling here assumes a solidarity 

and connection there. But there is not necessarily a single place or an exclusivist nation … It 

is the connection (elsewhere) that makes a difference (here)” (p. 322). In this sense, 

transnationalism also refers to a way of thinking about ourselves as belonging to the world 

as a whole (Cohen and Kennedy, 2007 as cited in Rizvi, 2010). 

Describing the connection between consciousness and social forms, Vertovec affirms that it 

is a common consciousness or bundle of experiences that unites people into networks. The 

“awareness of multi-locality” encourages people to connect oneself with others, both ‘here’ 

and ‘there’ who share the same ‘routes’ and ‘roots’ (p. 450). For Hall (1990), the condition 

of diaspora or transnationalism provides an ‘imaginary coherence’ for a set of identities that 

are prone to change. Cohen (1995) further develops this point by observing that:  

Transnational bonds no longer have to be cemented by migration 
or by exclusive territorial claims. In the age of cyberspace, a 
diaspora can, to some degree, be held together or re-created 



25 
 

through the mind, through cultural artefacts and through a shared 
imagination. (Cohen, 1995, p. 516)  

Vertovec believes that people’s meanings and perspectives, either as individuals or as a 

group, may be transformed and ‘new subjectivities in the global arena’ (Nonini & Ong, 1997) 

occur as a result of transnationalism. Therefore, transnationalism is believed to transform 

people’s social formations and identity. 

Appadurai and Breckenridge (1989) look at another aspect of diasporic consciousness and 

find that, regardless of how they are formed and become as they are, “diasporas always 

leave a trail of collective memory about another place and time and create new maps of 

desire and of attachment” (p, i). However, according to Vertovec (1999), these are 

‘fractured memories’ which, together with the awareness of multi-locality, enable people to 

relate themselves to multiple histories, communities and selves (p. 451). Thus, the condition 

of transnationalism contributes to transforming not only diasporas’ identity but also their 

memory, awareness and other modes of consciousness.  

The third dimension presented in Vertovec’s conceptualisation is transnationalism as a 

mode of cultural reproduction by which transnationalism is described as representative of 

several processes of cultural interpenetration and blending. It is often associated with a 

fluidity of constructed styles, social institutions and everyday practices. Terms such as 

syncretism, creolisation, bricolage, cultural translation and hybridity are usually used to talk 

about these phenomena. The most obvious examples are observed in areas such as fashion, 

music, film and visual arts. Transnational youth who are exposed to the mixed currents of 

different cultural fields since childhood are living products of the hybridity of cultural 

production (Vertovec, 1999, 2009).  

Finally, Vertovec (2009) discusses transnationalism as involving (re)construction of ‘place’ or 

locality. Practices and meanings attached to a certain place and time are constantly 

relocated and re-grounded. The current dynamism of human mobility, media and 

technology development results in the creation of “trans-local understandings” (p. 455). 

However, these understandings are ‘anchored’ in places with many legal, political and 

cultural consequences, not only for the practices and meanings but for the places as well. 

Transnationalism has not only changed the meaning, attitudes and experiences people have 



26 
 

for both ‘here and there’ but fundamentally transformed of the meaning of ‘home’ (Al-Ali & 

Koser, 2003). 

In the same vein, many scholars talk about the changing effect transnationalism has on 

people’s relations to space, particularly by creating ‘social fields’ that connect and position 

some actors in more than one country (Castells, 2011; Jackson et al., 2004; Levitt & Schiller, 

2004; N. G. Schiller et al., 1992; Vertovec, 2009). Appadurai (1995) also finds that many 

people face increasing difficulties relating to or producing ‘locality’ (p. 213). The reason, 

according to Appadurai, is due to two, among many, characteristics of transnationalism; 

these being “the growing disjuncture between territory, subjectivity and collective social 

movement” and “the steady erosion of the relationship, principally due to the force and 

form of electronic mediation, between spatial and virtual neighbourhoods” (ibid.). 

Accordingly, ‘new trans-localities’ emerge (Appadurai, 1995; Smith, 1998).  

‘Transnationalism’ thus provides an umbrella concept for some of the most globally 

transformative processes and developments of our time (Vertovec, 2009), among which are 

educational activities that occur transnationally. There are different typologies of migrant 

transnationalism. One focus is on degrees of mobility relating to transnational practice and 

orientation. Accordingly, there are migrants who travel regularly between specific sites; who 

mainly stay in one place of immigration but engage with people and resources in their place 

of origin; and who have never moved but whose locality is significantly affected by the 

activities of others abroad (Golbert, 2001; Levitt, 2001). If this typology were to be applied 

to international students, then they can be considered a group who stay in a place other 

than their place of origin for an extended period but still engage with the people and 

resources of their place of origin in one way or another. Some may travel quite often 

between specific sites. And many have the intention or aspiration of applying for permanent 

residence in the place of immigration.  

A transnational lens shows that some significant things are happening across a spectrum of 

human activities across the world (Vertovec, 2009). It seems obvious that many mobile 

people today conduct activities and orientations that link them with “significant others” (p. 

21) – family, co-villagers, political comrades, fellow members of religious congregations – 

who dwell in nation-states other than those in which the mobile ones reside. Within the 

transnational space, individual agents, largely through exposure to global media, are now 
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able to imagine a much broader set of possible lives than ever before and this imaginary 

clearly involves much more than a limited sense of place and territory (Appadurai, 1996). In 

this way, individuals’ imaginations emerge as responses to the possibilities that the 

transnational social space has begun to offer. Not surprisingly, therefore, the idea of 

imagination has, in recent years, been widely theorised by scholars, so much so that it is 

possible to name this scholarship as constituting an imaginative turn. 

The imaginative turn 

The imaginative turn emerged as an influential theoretical movement during the mid-1990s 

with the development of the Chicago-based Centre for Transcultural Studies and the journal 

Public Culture. Prominent theoretical terms within this turn that are helpful for my research 

are the imagination, illustrated in the work of Appadurai (1996, 2000, 2004), and the 

imaginary laid out in the work of Taylor (2002, 2004).  

Anthropologist Appadurai (1996), in his book Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of 

Globalization, offers a new framework for analysing the cultural dimensions of globalisation 

by extending his previous work on global disjuncture and difference (Appadurai, 1990). 

Drawing on Anderson’s (1983) notion of ‘imagined communities’, he argues that, in 

globalising times, imagination plays a new and powerful role as a social practice. The 

technological changes over the past century have led to a shift in recent decades in which 

imagination has become “a collective, social fact” (p. 5). According to Appadurai, 

“imagination has broken out of the special expressive space of art, myth, and ritual and has 

now become a part of the quotidian mental work of ordinary people in many societies” 

(p.5).  

Appadurai (1996) argues that mass migration and mass mediation are forces of modernity 

which have exerted a global inflection into imagination to become part of the logic of 

everyday life. He points out that “more people than ever before seem to imagine routinely 

the possibility that they or their children will live and work in places other than where they 

were born…” (p.6). This becomes the root cause of the increased rates of global mobility of 

people at every level of social, national and global life. Whether moving voluntarily in search 

of better lives or moving involuntarily as refugees, as persecuted people or, in Appadurai’s 
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words, as a “diaspora of hope, diaspora of terror, and diaspora of despair” (1996, p. 6), they 

bring with them the force of the imagination into the lives of other people. They create new 

‘mythographies’ that are not only in contrast with daily life but also provoke new social 

projects.  

Therefore, according to Appadurai (1996), individuals increasingly live in “imagined worlds” 

(p. 3), which are constituted by a series of intersecting and disjunctive global scapes or 

cultural flows. Individuals and collectives draw upon these cultural flows in ways specific to 

their historical, political, cultural and economic contexts. Appadurai (1996) locates five key 

scapes (ethnoscapes, mediascapes, ideoscapes, technoscapes, and financescapes) which 

intersect to inform the imaginations of an increasing number of globally connected 

individuals. These scapes, he argues, are fluid, irregular, multiply constituted and 

perspectivally registered (Appadurai 1990) but have, nonetheless, seemingly become a 

permanent feature of human life. 

Modern electronic media, according to Appadurai (1996), is especially important in 

transforming the field of mass mediation as they offer new resources and new disciplines 

for the construction of imagined selves and imagined worlds. For migrants, he observes, 

“both the politics of adaptation to new environments and the stimulus to move or return 

are deeply affected by a mass-mediated imaginary that frequently transcends national 

space” (ibid., p. 6). And mass migration, which is not a new phenomenon of human history, 

in the face of the rapid flow of mass-mediated images, scripts and sensations, now involves 

“a new order of instability in the production of modern subjectivities” (ibid., p.4). Electronic 

mediation and mass migration in the present day have become forces that impel the work 

of imagination. 

Another aspect of Appadurai’s theory invokes the argument that imagination is mediatory 

and active. It is no longer mere fantasy, simple escape, elite pastime or mere 

contemplation but has become “an organized field of social practices, a form of work” 

(Appadurai, 1996, p. 31). It plays an important role as a form of negotiation at the complex 

interface “between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility … 

The imagination is now central to all forms of agency, is itself a social fact, and is the key 

component of the new global order” (ibid., p. 31). It not only retains the ability to absorb 



29 
 

broader ideas and flows but also to resist them, creating new and unique imaginations, 

realities and forms of agency. In this sense, the imagination has a “split character” 

(Appadurai, 2000, p. 6), with productive and normative potential:  

On the one hand, it is in and through the imagination that 

modern citizens are disciplined and controlled — by states, 

markets, and other powerful interests. But it is also the faculty 

through which collective patterns of dissent and new designs for 

collective life emerge. (Appadurai 2000, p. 6) 

However, the work of imagination, according to Appadurai, is neither purely emancipatory 

nor entirely disciplined but is a space of contestation in which individuals and groups seek 

to annex the global into their own practices of the modern.  

Viewing the imagination in a spatial sense, Appadurai argues that imaginative spaces are 

unevenly distributed. In globalising contexts, uneven economic and cultural flows mean we 

do not all have access to the same imaginative potential. Writing about global poverty and 

drawing on the capabilities approach to justice first put forward by Sen (1984), Appadurai 

(2004) links imagination to aspiration, suggesting that different imaginations and aspirations 

provide individuals with access to become different kinds of people. Appadurai states that: 

The capacity to aspire is thus a navigational capacity. The more 

privileged in any society simply have used the map of its norms to 

explore the future more frequently and more realistically, and to 

share this knowledge with one another more routinely than their 

poorer and weaker neighbours. The poorer members, precisely 

because of their lack of opportunities to practice the use of this 

navigational capacity (in turn because their situations permit fewer 

experiments and less easy archiving of alternative futures), have a 

more brittle horizon of aspirations. (2004, p. 69) 

The analysis provided in this thesis will make a case for using this notion of aspiration in an 

educational context rather than the context of global poverty. 

Other social theorists have offered helpful understandings of imagination. Here, again, we 

can see that imagination is a concept that has to do with individuals’ identities and agency 

and, also, broader social framing. Greene (1995), in Releasing the imagination, views 

imagination as a capacity that individuals possess for forming new images and “the 
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possibility of looking at things as if they could be otherwise” (p.16). She cites, approvingly, 

John Dewey’s (1934) contention that imagination is the “gateway through which meanings 

derived from past experience find their way into the present; it is the conscious adjustment 

of the new and the old” (p.20). In this way, Greene’s definition of imagination highlights the 

dimension of time as well as agency in individuals’ aspiration.  

Discussing the matter in an art education setting, Greene (2011) stresses individuals’ agency 

through the act of imagination using the metaphor of a wall:  

… imagination is the capacity for confronting the wall. The wall is 

not something morally soothing; it is an occasion for rebelling, 

resisting certainties, easy answers, blankness, familiarity (p. 7). 

 Accordingly, through imagination, we express our will to create changes in our lives, to 

construct alternative worlds, and “make ourselves to be who or what they are” and 

“creatively and imaginatively become what we are, while in the process preserving the 

freedom and possibility to be yet otherwise than we have become and merely are” 

(Madison, 1988, p. 38 cited in Greene, 1995). This means that when we imagine we accept 

who we are and what we want to become. Imagination, in this sense, is closely linked with 

people’s sense of self and identity. It is interactive and dynamic.  

Taking time and space seriously, Wenger (1998) considers imagination a powerful force, “a 

process of expanding oneself by transcending our time and space and creating new images 

of the world and ourselves” (p. 176). This understanding of imagination is quite relevant in 

the context of international education where the students imagine themselves studying or 

working in another country in the future. Kanno and Norton (2003), borrowing Anderson’s 

(1991) concept of ‘the imagined community’, point out that this imagined community has 

the potential to extend the scope for ‘possible selves’ through envisioning an imagined, 

possible identity.  

The second theoretical concept within this imaginative turn important to this thesis is the 

social imaginary developed by philosopher Charles Taylor (2002, 2004). Taylor’s 

understanding of the social imaginary builds on the work of philosopher Cornelius 

Castoriadis, who coined the term in the late 1960s and explores it in depth in his book The 

Imaginary Institution of Society (Castoriadis 1987). Castoriadis (1987) used the idea of social 

imaginary to reject the ‘ontology of determinism’ that he felt plagued Western intellectual 
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traditions. Rather than seeing society as something resulting from (or unfolding in line with) 

a pre-determined logic or reason, Castoriadis framed societies as self-creating and limitless 

in potential form. For Castoriadis, social imaginary describes the ontological form, or “eidos” 

(p. 197), that a self-instituting society assumes. The social imaginary is, therefore, an 

ontological field of creation and an organising force for social life: the imaginary provides a 

framework for thinking about the “shared mental life” (Strauss, 2006, p. 322) of particular 

cultures. Castoriadis also emphasised the normative and productive force of the social 

imaginary, arguing that the social imaginary is an ontological background that provides 

societies with a normative sense of coherency and shared identity (Castoriadis, 1987, p. 

199). It is also an inherently creative force that is “always undergoing a process of self-

alteration” and will be inevitably transformed, even if this transformation is “so slow as to 

be imperceptible” (Castoriadis, 1997, p. 333).  

Capturing this dynamic and malleable nature of the social imaginary, Rizvi and Lingard 

(2009) write: 

… a social imaginary is not simply inherited and already determined 

for us, it is rather in a constant state of flux. It is thus an enabling 

concept that describes the ways people act as world-making 

collective agents within a given symbolic matrix … It is a creative 

force in the making of socio-historical worlds. (2009, p.35) 

Like Castoriadis, Taylor (2002, 2004) positions the social imaginary as an ontological 

component of societies that enables certain theories, ideologies and practices to emerge 

(2002, p. 91). According to Taylor (2004), a social imaginary represents “the ways people 

imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others … and the deeper 

normative notions and images that underlie these expectations” (p. 23). Taylor maintains 

that the social imaginary is not simply a set of ideas, theories or social practices and cannot 

be explicated in some kind of ideological doctrine. Instead, the social imaginary is the 

bedrock upon which these things come into being and which makes certain ways of knowing 

possible. In other words, a social imaginary constitutes the deeper common-sense 

understandings that enable everyday social practices and give them a shared sense of 

legitimacy. Like soil in a forest of human thought, a social imaginary anchors our social 

practices and norms within specific spatial and historical contexts, operating normatively to 
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define the expectations we have of each other and our visions of the way things ought to 

be. 

In developing Castoriadis’s distinction between the ontological realm of the social imaginary 

and the epistemological realm of social theory, Taylor suggests that a social imaginary is 

“much broader and deeper than the intellectual schemes people may entertain when they 

think about social reality in a disengaged mode” (Taylor, 2002, p.106). Rather, a social 

imaginary refers to “the deeper normative notions and images” that underlie the way 

individuals imagine their social existence (ibid.). Taylor stresses that the social imaginary is 

possessed and shared among “ordinary people if not the whole society”. It is the way they 

imagine their social surroundings and is not expressed in theoretical terms but carried in 

images, stories and legends.  

Summarising this chapter so far, this thesis is based on the premise that the ideas 

underpinning the spatial, transnational and imagination turns, when brought together in 

relation to each other, provide a helpful theoretical backdrop against which it is possible to 

examine the experiences of international doctoral students. This theoretical backdrop 

enables us to look at the issues of identity and the professional identity formation of 

international doctoral students in new ways. It highlights the importance of asking how 

these students negotiate the transnational spaces in which they live and work across two or 

more countries and exploring the ways in which they forge their imagination across the 

requirements of more than one site of experiences and obligations.  

Theories of identity and identity formation 

So far in this chapter I have pointed to three key turns that are potentially transforming the 

constitution of most societies around the world, especially those that are experiencing 

mobilities of capital, ideas and people at unprecedented levels. However, the broader 

theoretical understanding of these turns, as they apply to the issues explored in this thesis 

regarding the experiences of Vietnamese doctoral studies in Australia, is not possible 

without attempts to historicise them, placing them within the context of mobilities across 

spaces that have often been identified as West, which Australia is assumed to represent, 

and East, within which Vietnam is thought to reside.  The East-West binary thus provides the 
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backdrop against which the global mobility of Vietnamese students is theorized and against 

which many students themselves interpret their sense of belonging and thus forge their 

identity. 

While this may be so, the binary itself needs to be troubled. In recent years, while the idea 

of the West continues to be used within discussions of transnationalism, it needs to be 

noted that transnationality is not historically and politically neutral and still carries many 

East-West and North-South biases. It points to a particular politics of difference, normally 

characterised as a binary, which rests on a deep ambivalence which trades on an 

indeterminacy that treats others as both objects of desire as well as derision (Bhabha, 

1994). Taking a retrospective stance, at the beginning of the twentieth century, for example, 

the infamous Immigration Restriction Act, often referred to as the White Australia policy, 

one of the first legislative acts of the newly created Commonwealth of Australia, is a 

concrete manifestation of strong anti-Asian sentiment. This policy institutionalised the 

xenophobic attitudes towards Asia by excluding people of non-European origin from 

immigrating to Australia. The founders of the Australian federation viewed ‘whiteness’ as a 

sign of moral and intellectual superiority, and regarded Asians as dangerous economic 

competitors. Australia therefore favoured immigration from mainly western European 

countries, Britain in particular. In the 1970s, academic understanding of Asia in Australia 

remained tied largely to a set of assumptions that viewed Asian countries as either poor but 

exotic, on the one hand, or hostile to Australia's strategic interests, on the other. Until 

recently, many scholars believe that power still resides in the hands of the dominant West in 

which ‘globalisation’ is now regarded as a form of imperialism by another name (Friedman, 

1994). Even in a White Paper launched in 2012 by a Task force assigned by the Australian 

government, which prescribed Australia’s integration into Asia is essential for its national 

prosperity, as well as for its social and economic vibrancy and its security, the discourse is 

based on a dualism between Australians and their Asian others. This dualism not only 

separates ‘us’ and ‘them’, but also encourages Asia to be viewed instrumentally – as means 

to our (Australian) ends.  

Edward Said (1979), in his well-known book, Orientalism, argued that the body of 

knowledge with which the West has sought to understand unmistakeably demonstrates a 
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will towards cultural hegemony and repression. The grammar of Orientalist discourse 

corresponds, he argued, to a system of Western ideas that structures power that is designed 

to dominate and appropriate the Orient as its 'other'. Orientalism, Said suggested, is a 

colonial project that totalises its object, representing it as a passive adjunct, subject to its 

universalising grand narrative. The concept of the ‘West’ is understood as a “conceptual and 

historical space” (Venn, 2000, p. 2) in which the “process of becoming-West … *is 

constituted as+ … the becoming-modern of the world” (ibid, p.8). 

Within international education setting, according to Phan (2016), the nation state and its 

universities in various settings and under varied conditions have consumed and co-produced 

the seemingly taken-for-granted Western superiority mentality in drafting education 

reform. At the same time, Phan argues, they have taken advantage of the benefits 

associated with the global role of English in developing internationalisation strategies. The 

internationalisation of higher education is also seen as a form of Westernisation, 

neocolonialism, and neo-imperialism (Altbach, 2010, 2013; Naidoo & Williams, 2014), 

whereby Western superiority continues to be perpetuated while much of the world’s 

dependence on and desire for Western education and quality are on the rise. In many 

multilingual contexts and settings, only being ‘literate’ and ‘competent’ in English is seen as 

being globally ‘valid’ and ‘legitimate’ literacy when it comes to assessing how 

‘internationalised’ an institution is, as the evaluation of internationalisation largely aligns 

with how ‘proficient’ its staff’s and students’ English levels are (Phan, 2016). The East-West 

dichotomies within international education context are often expressed in binary terms to 

highlight the rather superficial difference and mutual exclusiveness between, specifically, 

between Western and Asian values, between learner-centred education and teacher-

centred education, and between so-called Asian passive learners and Western critical 

thinkers (Dunn & Wallace, 2008; Gribble & Ziguras, 2003; Leask, 2004). Phan continues to 

suggest that these dichotomies are not independent of one another, but are all interrelated 

under the Self and Other banner. The so-called Other in actuality, Phan argues, exercises a 

significant degree of agency – the agency to desire the West and its imagined affiliated 

values and practices. 

However, some scholars are critical of the usage of East-West dichotomy in defining cultural 

differences across the world. According to Ang and Stratton (1995), if there is a master 
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narrative of East and West then it must be a contrast between an imagined East and an 

imagined West, since East and West are imaginary categories, ''constructed through a 

mutual symbolic mirroring, in a battle of overlapping, interested Self/Other 

representations'' (p. 180). Similarly, Rizvi (2015) argues that theoretically, the East-West 

binary logic encourages cultures to be named as homogenous and monolithic structures in 

ways that elides specific considerations of cultural, historical and economic exchange. It 

risks static representations of Asian societies, potentially overlooking the vast differences 

that exist within and across region, religion, gender, and political divides. And it ignores the 

level of intercultural contact between various regions of the world that has taken place for 

centuries (Rizvi, 2015). 

This discussion of the East-West binary is helpful in considering issues of identity formation 

of the Vietnamese doctoral students who travel abroad to study, because it is within the 

prism of this binary that they are often viewed and are expected to interact with the 

mainstream Australian community. In what follows, I turn my attention to theories of 

identity and identity formation and the literature on international doctoral students in light 

of the spatial, transnational and imaginative turns. 

According to Ibarra (1999), identity refers to “the various meanings attached to a person by 

self and others”. These meanings, or self-conceptions, are based both on people’s social 

roles and group memberships (social identities) and the personal and character traits they 

display and others attribute to them based on their conduct (personal identities) (Ashforth 

& Mael, 1989; Gecas, 1982) . Sociological conceptions of identity emphasise the ‘interactive’ 

nature of identity and the self, viewing the core of a subject not as autonomous and self-

sufficient but as formed in relation to ‘significant others’ who mediate the subject through 

the values, meanings and symbols – the culture – of the worlds he/she inhabits (Hall, 1992). 

Identities, in this theoretical stream, have long been seen as constructed and negotiated in 

social interaction (e.g., Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Goffman, 1959 cited in Ibarra, 1999) and 

are open to influence by these interactions and contexts. This allows for consistency and 

contradiction to coexist in any one person’s experience (Reid, Dahlgren, Dahlgren, & Petocz, 

2011). Through monitoring their own behaviour in conjunction with others’  assessment and 

acceptance or rejection of their public image, individuals either retain or revise their private 

self-conceptions (Swann, 1987). Henkel (2005) also stresses the importance of the context 
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in which identity is constructed. She argues that “identity is, first and foremost, shaped and 

reinforced in and by strong and stable communities and the social processes generated 

within them” (Henkel, 2005, p. 157).   

These lines of argument are consistent with Wenger’s (1998) notion of identity as ‘multi-

membership’. He stresses that we belong to many different communities where, in some, 

we are full members and, in others, we are peripheral. All of these communities contribute 

to the construction of identity in one way or another. If the concept of identity involves an 

experience of multi-membership, then it must necessarily involve integration or negotiation 

among different communities of practice. Wenger suggests that, throughout life, the 

process of identity formation consists of making different meanings and forms of social 

membership coexist (Wenger, 1998). 

Gee (2000) provides another useful approach to theorising identity which partly shares the 

above views but is more comprehensive. According to Gee, when any human being acts and 

interacts in a given context, others recognise that person as acting and interacting as a 

certain ‘kind of person’, that is according to his or her identity. In this sense, all people have 

multiple identities connected to their performances in society. Gee (2000, p. 101) proposes 

that the notion of identity can be viewed through four, associated perspectives: (1) nature-

identity – we are what we are primarily because of our ‘natures’ or innate characteristics; 

(2) institution-identity – we are what we are primarily because of the positions we occupy in 

society; (3) discourse-identity – we are what we are primarily because of our individual 

accomplishments as they are interactionally recognised by others and (4) affinity-identity – 

we are what we are because of the experiences we have had within certain sorts of ‘affinity 

groups’. Gee argues that it is the fourth perspective that is gaining prominence in today’s 

world. These four perspectives are not separate from each other but interrelate in complex 

and important ways in theory and in practice. They are ways to focus our attention on 

different aspects of how identities are formed and sustained.  

Jenkin (2008) adds a processual dimension to the definition of identity when he suggests 

that: 

Identity is the human capacity – rooted in language – to know 

‘who’s who’ (and hence what’s what). This involves knowing who 

we are, knowing who others are, them knowing who we are, us 
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knowing who they think we are, and so on: a multi-dimensional 

classification or mapping of the human world and our places in it, 

as individuals and as members of collectivities… It is a process – 

identification – not a ‘thing’. (p. 5) 

Accordingly, identity construction is a complex, unceasing and reflexive process, a “synthesis 

of (internal) self-definition and the (external) definitions of oneself offered by others” 

(Henkel, 2005, p. 157), which involves one’s active engagement in ‘individual agency’ 

(McAlpine, 2012a, p. 38) or “choices of action strategies” (Ibarra, 1999, p. 785). Identity is 

not just about how individuals see themselves but also about how they are positioned and 

defined by the people around them (Gee, 2000). 

Axelsson (2008, cited in Reid et al., 2011) explores the processes associated with the 

formation of identity around two key observations. On the one hand, he argues, the 

formation of identity can be understood as an ‘essential and self-reflective project’, built on 

the process of making and revising choices. On the other hand, people are affected by a 

number of influences from the actual conditions in their everyday life which tend to narrow 

their possible choices. Accordingly, identity or identification does not necessarily rely on a 

rational basis: it is seen as a ‘shaping process’, rather than a fundamentally naturalistic 

concept.  

Viewing identity as a construct developed within cultural systems, Stuart Hall (1992a) argues 

that the cultural landscape of class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, race, and nationality, which 

gives us firm locations as social individuals, is being fragmented as a result of a “distinctive 

type of structural change” (p. 274) in modern societies in the late twentieth century. These 

changes are also shifting our personal identities, undermining our sense of ourselves as 

integrated subjects. As a result, the subject, which was considered as having a unified and 

stable identity, is becoming ‘fragmented’ and composed not of a single, but of several, 

identities (Hall, 1992a, p. 276). These identities can be contradictory or unresolved, pulling 

in different directions and resulting in our identifications being continuously shifted about. 

Hall names this ‘the post-modern subject’ which has no fixed, essential or permanent 

identity. Identity is formed and transformed continuously in relation to the ways we are 

represented in the cultural systems which surround us. It is historically, not biologically, 

defined (Hall, 1992a). In this way, identity is not seen as consistent and fixed but, rather, as 

a ‘multifaceted, relational and fluid’ concept, which is continuously constructed, co-



38 
 

constructed and reconstructed over time (Hall & Burns, 2009). Therefore, as the systems of 

meaning and cultural representation multiply, we are confronted by a “bewildering, fleeing 

multiplicity of possible identities, any one of which we could identify with – at least 

temporarily” (Hall, 1992a, p. 277). 

In the same line, Castells’ (2009) understanding of identity and its construction is set within 

a cultural system. According to him, identity is people’s source of meaning and experience. 

The process of constructing meaning is done on the basis of a cultural attribute, or a related 

set of cultural attributes, that is given priority over other sources of meaning. Castells also 

believes that, within a given individual, there may be a “plurality of identities” (p. 6). Such a 

plurality is a source of stress and contradiction in both self-representation and social action. 

This is because identity is different from roles which are defined by norms structured by the 

institutions and organisation of society. While people’s roles and behaviours depend on 

negotiations and arrangements between them and these institutions and organisations, 

identities are “sources of meanings for the actors themselves, and by themselves, 

constructed through a process of individuation” (p. 7). Castells argues that they become 

identities only when and if social actors ‘internalise’ them and construct their meaning 

around this internalisation. In this way, identities are stronger sources of meanings than 

roles. The construction of identities is done with the involvement of history, geography, 

biology, productive and reproductive institutions, collective memory and personal fantasies, 

power apparatus and religious revelations. However, how individuals, social groups and 

societies process these elements and rearrange their meaning depends on their social and 

cultural structures and their space/time framework (Castells, 2009).  

Many social and social psychological theorists have attempted to theorise the ways in which 

people conduct their everyday lives in terms of their identities. According to the prevailing 

theories summarised by Jenkins (1996), “identities are seen to be generated in, and 

constructed through a kind of internal (self-attributed) and external (other-ascribed) 

dialectic conditioned within specific social worlds” (Vertovec, 2001, p. 577). Linking his view 

on transnationalism to identity, Vertovec (2009), similarly to Castells, suggests that people’s 

deep-rooted attitudes towards life, activities and, perhaps especially, identity will be 

substantially affected by the process of being socialised within transnational orientations 

and practices. Under the condition of transnationalism, Vertovec suggests, large numbers of 
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people live in social worlds that are “stretched between” or “dually located in” (p. 578) 

physical locales and communities in two or more nations-states (Vertovec, 2001). The 

experiences gained in the ‘multiple habitats’ are accrued in people’s ‘cultural repertoire’ 

which, in turn, influence the construction of people’s identity or, indeed, multiple identities. 

Each habitat or locality exhibits a number of ‘identity-conditioning factors’, including 

histories and stereotypes of local belonging and exclusion; geographies of cultural 

difference and class/ethnic segregation; radicalised socio-economic hierarchies; degree and 

type of collective mobilisation; access to and nature of resources; and perceptions and 

regulations surrounding rights and duties (Vertovec, 2001). 

Together, these multiple contexts create what theorists have variously referred to as a 

‘transnational social field’ (Schiller et al., 1992), ‘transnational social space’ (Pries, 1999), 

‘transnational village’ (Levitt, 2001) or ‘translocality’ (Appadurai, 1995). However termed, 

Vertovec proposes that the ‘multi-local life-world’ presents a wider, ever more complex set 

of conditions that affect the construction, negotiation and reconstruction of social 

identities. These identities develop and affect individuals in their everyday life, changing 

their sense of attachment to places to which they feel they belong – their sense of 

belonging.   

Appadurai (2006) argues that global mobility across national boundaries has loosened the 

glue that once attached individuals to national ideology. Global flows of mass-mediated 

images of self and other create sites for the expression of hybrid identities, which unsettle 

large-scale national imaginaries (Anderson 1983). In the same vein, Rizvi and Lingard (2009) 

observe that under the conditions of globalisation, characterised by an ever- increasing level 

of cultural interactions across national and ethnic communities, nationally-bound cultural 

formations might no longer hold true. This is because the sheer scale, intensity, speed and 

volume of global cultural communication have complicated the traditional link between 

territory and social identity, and people now “more readily choose to detach their identities 

from particular times, places and traditions” (ibid., p. 30). They suggest that not only the 

global media but, also, greater transnational mobility of people have had a pluralising 

impact on identity formation, producing a variety of ‘hyphenated identities’ which are no 

longer ‘fixed or unified’ and which are often hybrid in character. This has led to the 
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emergence of a ‘global consciousness’ – or social imaginary as Taylor (2004) calls it -- which 

may represent the cultural basis of an ‘incipient civil society’ (Hall, 1996, p. 332). 

What these arguments show is that the spatial, transnational and imaginative turns have 

fundamentally altered traditional ways of thinking about identity and its formation. A 

transnational understanding of identity formation implies the need to “disavows essentialist 

and unchanging notions of identity and emphasizes interconnectedness across borders” 

(Huang, Teo, & Yeoh, 2000, p. 392), highlighting the notion that identities are constantly 

(re)worked, not in a freewheeling manner but through simultaneous embeddedness in 

more than one society (ibid.). Smith (2001, p. 3) notes, “transnationalist discourse insists on 

the continuing significance of borders, state policies, and national identities even as these 

are often transgressed by transnational communication circuits and social practices”. In 

transnational spaces, identities, while fluid and flexible, are at the same time grounded in 

particular places at particular times but demand the work of imagination in negotiating the 

experiences of, and obligations to, multiple localities. 

Although identities, whether ethnic, racial, social or national, are traditionally said to be 

‘localised’ (Rouse, 1995, p. 353) and derived in relation to the specific contexts of a 

particular space, those who occupy transnational spaces clearly need to play by a different 

set of rules since they live in, or connect with, several communities simultaneously. Their 

identities, behaviour and values are not limited by location and instead they are invariably 

forced to construct and utilise flexible personal and national identities. In doing so, they can 

be expected to both draw on and contest national identities which do not “depend on the 

isomorphism of citizenship with cultural identity, of work with kinship, of territory with soil 

or of residence with national identification” (Appadurai 1998, p. 449) but imagine a 

transnational identity associated with a sense of ‘placelessness’ or ‘de-territorialisation’ as a 

result of the discrepancies between citizenship and locality (Relph, 1976). 

Doctoral studies and identity formation 

In the previous section, I argue that the spatial, transnational and imaginative turns have 

greatly unsettled traditional thinking about issues of identity and identity formation. In 

recent years, a number of social theorists have problematised the traditional notions of 
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identity as tied to particular national and cultural traditions. They argue that, in an era of 

global mobility and pervasive intercultural exchange, identity needs to be viewed as a 

multifaceted dynamic phenomenon involving processes through which people are 

constantly re-thinking and re-imagining their identity. This has major implications, in 

particular for the ways in which international doctoral students develop their professional 

identity. In what follows, I discuss recent literature on doctoral studies to determine the 

extent to which it has engaged with issues of transnationalism and how this literature could 

be usefully advanced with concepts embedded within the spatial, transnational and 

imaginative turns.   

Learning at the PhD level is learning to become a ‘professional researcher’ (Bourner, 

Bowden, & Laing, 2001) and involves the construction of a researcher identity (Armstrong, 

2001; B. Green & Lee, 1995). If we consider research a practice or a profession, then 

learning to do research is, indeed, a practitioner’s learning or professional learning. Doctoral 

learning is normally described in the metaphor of the ‘journey’ to imply its being associated 

with purpose, direction, duration and arrival at a different place (Lee, 2011). It is a process 

of movement and discovery, with a point of departure from what is known and given to an 

unknown place. These processes are “not simply the matter of ‘coming to know’ but also of 

‘coming to be’, that is, of becoming, acquiring a certain authorised form of research(er) 

identity” (Green & Lee, 1995, p. 41). 

According to Armstrong (2001), the only way to learn to be a researcher is through doing 

research, that is, by practice and being aware of how the doing has been constructed 

through praxis. This view is shared by Jarvis (2009) who claims that we all learn by doing. 

This may explain why research always takes a major component (in the USA) or normally the 

whole programme (in Australia and the UK) in a PhD degree. Jarvis also argues that “doing is 

an indication of being and intention” (Jarvis, 2009, p. 102). In other words, a student’s 

identity and agency are indicated through his learning and doing. Hence, exploring students’ 

identity development necessitates investigation of their learning and doing in the dynamic 

processes of becoming. In practical terms, Coryell, Wagner, Clark & Stuessy (2013) argue 

that this demands an understanding of how researchers learn about methodologies, acquire 

significant familiarity with a considerable body of knowledge and practices, develop specific 

technological skills, learn about and refine data gathering abilities and develop the craft and 
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experiential elements of analytical writing. More importantly, however, becoming a 

professional researcher also entails a particular disposition towards learning and various 

truths about it. 

Discussing the nature of knowledge and practice, Jarvis affirms that knowledge that 

(propositional knowledge) and knowledge how (procedural knowledge) can be taught and 

can be found in textbooks but practical knowledge or being able to must be learned in 

practice. Practice is the process of transforming knowledge that and knowledge how into 

being able to, which is a process of learning itself (p. 102). Nyiri (1988, p. 20-21, cited in 

Jarvis, 2009) suggests that:  

one becomes an expert not simply by absorbing explicit 

knowledge of the type found in text-books, but through 

experience, that is, through repeated trials, failing, succeeding, 

wasting time and effort… getting a feel for the problem, learning 

when to go by the book and when to break the rules.  

Expert practitioners are made from a combination of book knowledge and a stock of 

practical or heuristic techniques that they gradually absorb. But, it also involves a certain 

kind of sensibility towards knowledge, both propositional and procedural. 

In describing the process of teachers becoming researchers, Armstrong (2001) argues that 

learning to become a researcher is not merely a matter of undertaking a research method 

training course, although that may be necessary for learners to access some basic research 

techniques. Aspects rarely covered in methodology textbooks concern the construction of 

identities as no longer mere teachers but teacher-researchers or even fully-fledged 

researchers. Armstrong (2001) thus advocates the idea of learning to become a researcher 

from a lifelong learning perspective as he believes doing research is, itself, lifelong learning. 

Accordingly, for each new research situation, researchers go through a unique set of 

experiences that are never the same as previous experiences of research. These features are 

materially different from what is presented in textbooks about the role of a researcher.  

The discussion so far suggests that completing a PhD does not just involve acquiring 

profound, disciplinary knowledge and mastering certain, technical, research skills but 

encompasses a “potential formation of a particular identity” (Hockey, 1991, p. 324). 

Researchers of doctoral education share the views that the doctorate is “as much about 
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identity formation as it is about knowledge production” (Cotterall, 2013b; Green, 2005, p. 

153; Jazvac-Martek, 2009) and the defining and constructing of an academic/scholarly 

identity is at the heart of doctoral pursuit (Baker & Lattuca, 2010; Barnacle & Mewburn, 

2010; Hall & Burns, 2009; McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009a; Sweitzer, 2008). This identity, 

according to Hockey (1991), will be influenced by both the formal PhD processes and the 

experiences and aspirations that accompany them. This is because the thinking and learning 

processes in which doctoral researchers engage cannot be separated from their 

understandings of who they are, who they wish to be and who they are becoming (Cotterall, 

2013b).  

Attempts to understand the processes of identity formation of doctoral students generally 

involves several complex issues (Jazvac-Martek, 2009; McAlpine, 2012a). They include an 

analysis of the learning path that doctoral candidates take, what actions individual 

researchers make and how their interactions with other elements in the environment affect 

them. It also demands a focus on the emotions experienced by the candidates since they are 

all pursuing some kind of career ambition through their doctoral studies (Cotterall, 2013b). 

This explains why agency and affect are ‘intimately intertwined’ in the process of researcher 

identity construction (McAlpine, 2009).  The development of one’s ‘professional identity as 

a scholar’ is often assumed to be one of the foundational competencies which should be 

promoted in doctoral students if they are to be adequately prepared for academic and 

scholarly careers (Austin, 2011, p. 8; Austin & McDaniels, 2006). As McAlpine, Jazvac-Martek 

and Gonsalves (2008) argue, this cannot be adequately done without acknowledging and 

developing a dynamic view of doctoral student identity as constantly under construction, 

change and revision in relation to an individual’s particular and professional circumstances.  

Yet, recent literature on doctoral programmes and education often overlooks the 

significance of personal circumstances in the identity development of the student.  Efforts 

to improve doctoral learning, such as through supervisor development and generic skills 

programmes, for example, do not necessarily address this issue. It is recognised that 

doctoral students may struggle with an unclear conception of who they can and want to 

become as a result of their doctoral studies. This can be seen as a major hindrance to 

learning and a factor that contributes to the exclusion of some candidates from a university 

career (Räsänen & Korpiaho, 2011). Completing a PhD requires not only the possession of a 
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strong motivation but also the development of significant independence and personal self-

confidence. All of this implicates considerable identity work. 

A small number of studies on doctoral education have attempted to find out how students 

construct and develop their identity during their journey, with some helpful conclusions. 

According to Manathunga (2011), for example, doctoral students are: 

undergoing a (re)formulation of identity as disciplinary (or 

interdisciplinary) scholars, they are in a liminal, in-between space; 

caught between being a novice researcher and becoming an 

independent researcher. (p. 89) 

This focus on liminality implies the importance of the recognition and support of the 

students for their academic efforts from people in their community of practice -  firstly, their 

supervisor then other people - within a nurturing research culture (Wisker, Robinson, & 

Shacham, 2007). Recognition by members of the local scholarly community, according to 

Cotterall (2013), is a key element in the socialisation of doctoral candidates as depicting an 

identity that substantiates their competence in research practices. Similarly, McAlpine and 

Amundsen (2009) argue that the experiences of identity formation in doctoral programmes 

are not straightforward. They insist that the actions students take and how they link present 

actions to past experiences and future intentions are central to the development of their 

academic identity (McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009b). Doctoral students’ academic identity is 

developed through a wide range of activities, involving interaction with a variety of people 

within and beyond the academic community. It is through this range of activities and 

interactions that doctoral students come to think of themselves, perform and be thought of 

as academic researchers (McAlpine, Jazvac-Martek, & Hopwood, 2009).  

The mechanisms by which doctoral students’ identity is discursively constructed include  

‘dialogue, writing and experience’ (Kamler & Thomson, 2006). Of these, writing appears to 

be the most intense site for all novice researchers seeking to join the scholarly conversation 

in their disciplines. This view is backed by McAlpine’s (2012) argument that academic 

literacy,  including reading and writing, substantially contributes to doctoral students’ 

professional identity formation (McAlpine, 2012b). According to McAlpine, academic 

literacy is not only about reading and writing but also about thinking critically and taking 

action in both personal and professional realms. She maintains that, through their reading, 
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students are developing “an intertextual network – historical, epistemological and 

methodological webs – among texts which ‘spoke’ to each other” (p. 354) and which would 

help students in their writing and other forms of academic communication. This aspect of 

academic identity is, of course, a great challenge for international doctoral students when 

they have to read and write in a second language. 

In navigating their doctoral journey, students rely on many relationships which may be 

called their ‘developmental network’ (Dobrow & Higgins, 2005). A developmental network is 

a set of people taking an active interest in and action to advance one’s career by providing 

personal and professional assistance (Baker & Lattuca, 2010; Dobrow & Higgins, 2005). 

Sweitzer (2009) has developed preliminary models of developmental networks through 

which doctoral student are able to work towards their professional identity development. 

He  maintains that the influence on particular outcomes of relationships both within and 

outside the academic community (Sweitzer, 2009) are equally important in the development 

of professional identities. This view is confirmed in Baker and Lattuca’s (2010) study on the 

connection between developmental networks and learning during doctoral study and how 

they develop a professional identity in spaces that they are themselves responsible for 

creating.  Within the spatial thinking, this social networking is one way the students 

negotiate their transnational space and make decisions about what they need to do to 

survive and benefit from their transnational education experience. 

Using the notion of ‘role identities’, Jazvac-Martek (2009) observes that doctoral students 

engage in a variety of academic roles during their studies and frequently ‘oscillate’ between 

these roles over time. The students actively embrace doctoral student role identities such as 

the teaching assistant, the research assistant, the dissertation-proposal writer and the 

novice researcher (Jazvac-Martek, 2009). As their candidature progresses, they also take on 

academic role identities through experiences or interactions that enable them to begin to 

feel as if they belong to an academic community (Alexander, Harris-Huemmert, & McAlpine, 

2013; Jazvac-Martek, 2009). For example, they would have peer-like discussions with other 

faculty, speak to others in a position of expertise, collaborate on ideas, work on 

publications, present at conferences among others. But, as they seek to define for 

themselves what it is to be like an academic, they also experience moments of anxiety over 

their identity. Jazvac-Martek maintains that, while a particular role identity is carried out 
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through interactions and exchange of ideas and feedback that PhD students associate with 

academic work, this identity is constantly under construction, development and change.  

These findings are somewhat aligned to Colbeck’s (2008) idea of ‘multiple identities’ or 

‘integrated identities’ and the above-mentioned notion of ‘intertwined identities’. Colbeck 

claims that individuals may have as many identities as the number of groups to which they 

belong, as well as the particular roles they play, each with its own contrasting meanings and 

expectations. With such multiple demands, it is not surprising that many researchers 

experience stress or reduce commitment to one or more roles (Colbeck, 2008).  

McAlpine (2012a) sought to develop a model of professional identity development by 

situating the doctorate within prior experiences and intentions and future imagined careers. 

She argues for a different but correlative view of identity which she refers to as an ‘identity-

trajectory’ (p. 38). This view focuses on “individual agency, interweaving the academic 

within the personal and incorporating students’ past and imagined future” (ibid.). Central to 

the notion of identity-trajectory is the interweaving of three distinct but interrelated 

strands: intellectual, networking, and institutional. They are “asynchronous and historical, 

moving through time and space differently but intimately integrated in any individual’s 

experience” (McAlpine & Amundsen, 2011, p. 179). Each strand varies in length, size and 

impact.  

The intellectual strand represents past and continuing written and oral contributions to 

one’s disciplinary specialty, leading to recognition. The networking strand represents the 

web of local, national and international relationships one has been and is connected with, 

which serve as resources as well as carry responsibilities. The institutional strand represents 

relationships and responsibilities where an individual is physically located (organisational 

responsibilities and resources), providing access to resources an individual needs to develop 

the other two strands or vice versa. According to McAlpine (2012a), identity development 

process is a journey that requires many calculations and adjustments since what students 

experience is guided by both complementary and competing motives and goals. 

The discussion in this section has shown how issues of identity and identity development 

within doctoral programmes have been approached from a wide variety of perspectives. 

Much of it is located in Social Psychology and has offered many helpful ways to look at 

different dimensions of doctoral identity, such as how being recognised within an academic 
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community helps construct students’ sense of identity (Coterall, 2013b). However, current 

views on doctoral identity mostly derive from realist perspectives, which focus on specific 

events, experiences, actions and interactions. This, I believe, is not enough to understand 

the complexity of processes of professional identity formation. The questions of how the 

students negotiate their learning experience, linking their past to their present and future, 

and how this negotiation helps (re)construct their identity has not been addressed in 

relational terms. To further the discussion, my project rests on a different approach, a 

‘social constructivist’ perspective - to look into doctoral students’ identity development, 

which emerges from the students’ own accounts of their doctoral experience and future 

imaginations. Through their stories, it is possible to access their sense of themselves in 

place, space and time. This approach is particularly helpful in analysing the journeys of 

international doctoral students, their experiences of mobility, adjustment and growth, as 

well as the ways in which they negotiate the transnational space in which they live, work 

and learn to become researchers.  

International doctoral students  

Over the past two decades, a great deal has been written on issues surrounding the 

experiences of international doctoral students, based on research conducted in a number of 

countries, most notably Australia, the UK and the United States. This research has been 

located in a diverse set of disciplinary traditions and has often been used to derive from the 

experiences of international students within a broader set of generalisations about the 

changing practices of doctoral education within a globalising knowledge economy. Identity 

development of this group of students has become a popular topic.  

As the cultural critic, Kebena Mercer, puts it, “identity only becomes an issue when it is in 

crisis, when something assumed to be fixed, coherent and stable is displaced by the 

experience of doubt and uncertainty” (Mercer, 1990, p. 43). Mobile subjects, or sojourners, 

such as international students, are those who directly experience the displacement from the 

familiar social and cultural world following their relocations in other countries. Many are 

believed to experience “dislocation of the subject” (Hall, 1992, p. 275) or a ‘crisis of 

identity’, with feelings of loss, scepticism and, at times, fear (Brown & Holloway, 2008; Due 

et al., 2015; Janta, Lugosi, & Brown, 2012).  
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Instead of discussing the studies on doctoral education sequentially, presented in the Table 

2.1 below is a summary of a selected range of studies. The studies selected mostly focus on 

issues of identity and identity development of international doctoral students. Where such 

information is provided, the table summarises the theoretical framework, key aims, 

research methods, sample size and key findings of each study. 
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Table 2.1: Summary of key literature on identity and international doctoral students (ordered chronologically by publication date) 

Authors Theoretical 
framework 

Key research aim Sample Methods Key Findings 

Ingleton and 
Cadman 
(2002) 

The role of emotion 
in learning 

To explore international 
post-graduate research 
students’ sense of agency  

7 international 
postgraduate 
students at one 
Australian 
university  

Qualitative memory-
work methodology 
where groups of 
students share, reflect 
upon and write 
memories  

Students’ academic identity is strongly linked to the building of 
pride and confidence through ‘interpersonal experiences of 
acceptance, validation and support’ and ‘external indicators of 
success’ 

Szelenyi and 
Rhoads 
(2007)  

A “post-national” 
definition of 
citizenship which 
emphasises its 
“social” and 
“economic” 
dimensions  

To examine meanings of 
“citizenship” as part of 
personal identity in global 
context among 
international doctoral 
students in the US 

30 Brazilian, 
Chinese, and Italian 
graduate students 
studying in the 
United States 

Qualitative 
methodologies 
 
Semi-structured 
interviews 

The students experienced varying patterns of change in citizenship 
affiliation in response to relocating to a new country for study. 
These changes ranged from becoming more globally-oriented in 
response to exposure to diverse cultures to becoming more 
nationally-oriented in response to viewing and perhaps defending 
one’s own country through the eyes of others abroad. The students 
experienced expansion of self-perceived citizenship identities and 
the imposition of limitations on their ability to claim new 
dimensions of citizenship due to being seen as “foreign” within the 
institution. 

Tubin and 
Lapidot (2008) 

Globalisation and 
socialisation process 
of graduate 
students 

To explore the process of 
professional identity 
construction among 
outstanding Israeli 
graduate students who 
have been awarded 
Fulbright grants for 
doctoral and postdoctoral 
studies in the USA 

27 Fulbright Israeli 
alumni 

Qualitative study – 
comparative analysis of 
semi-structured 
interviews 

Several ways of handling identities were recognised and include: the 
intertwine method, ordering, and buffering. Students creating a 
coexistence of both identities while taking the best of each – a 
‘glocal identity’  

Robinson-
Pant (2009) 

 To explore international 
graduate students’ 
experiences of re-
negotiating their sense of 
academic identity as 
knowledge producers as a 
result of transitioning into 
a Western academic 
environment  

 Seminar discussions with 
international research 
students in the UK 
university setting 

Students are concerned about two primary areas of academic 
“cultural conflict”: criticality and research emphasis and approach. 
Upon returning home, some of them faced with a dilemma as their 
home academic culture puts more emphasis on teaching than 
research.  
Writing up the thesis in English and in the first person pose some 
difficulties for them too. Some of them feel “disempowered” or 
“self-centred”.   
The study exposes an interesting tension at the intersections of 
academic and cultural identities as the international graduate 
students negotiate the gap between Western academic norms and 
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the cultural habitus of home countries and institutions 

Gargano 
(2009) 

Transnational social 
fields 

To analyse undergraduate 
international students’ 
experiences 

  The students simultaneously remain family members in contexts of 
origin, while attending classes, engaging in campus activities and 
interacting with local communities abroad, thereby building and 
maintaining social networks that transcend national boundaries.  
The findings refute generalization or homogenization of 
international students and acknowledges simultaneity of locality 
and multiplicity of identities. 

Rizvi (2010) Idea of 
transnational space 

To understand the 
cultural dynamics of 
international student 
experiences; 
To theorise relational 
issues concerned with the 
emerging forms of 
transnationality 

Five students from 
developing 
countries 
undertaking their 
PhDs in the US and 
Australia 

Qualitative study – 
students reflect on their 
expectations and 
experiences through 
narratives 

International doctoral students’ professional identities are 
developed around “a complex set of processes that are hybrid, 
channelled and networked”. Each student forms his identity his own 
way, taking into account his position and situation in the 
transnational space during and after his studies. 

Kashyap 
(2011) 

transnationalism, 
adult transitional 
theory, and the 
graduate 
socialization model. 

to understand graduate 
international students’ 
social experiences 
through their transient 
lives 

ten graduate 
international 
students at a 
University in the 
United States 

Phenomenological study  
 
30 in-depth interviews, 
multiple social contacts, 
and group and member 
checking sessions 

Graduate international students cannot be grouped as a single 
monolithic entity: rather, they lead variant and divergent lives. They 
regularly stay connected and engaged with family and friends in 
their home country through transnational social fields.  
Even though they confront adversity and challenging situations, 
they tend to succeed at developing a strong sense of identity. Social 
media and communication technologies is seen to keep them 
socially isolated within their current “place” while connecting them 
across “space”, thus inhibiting or protecting them from experiencing 
“identity flux”. 

Bilecen 
(2013) 

Social 
constructionist 
perspective 

To describe a dynamic 
process through which 
students negotiate the 
meaning of their identities 
in different societies and 
communities 

35 international 
students from two 
graduate schools in 
Germany 

Qualitative study 
Extensive semi-
structured interviews 
with international 
doctoral students from 
20 different nationalities 

Students develop the cosmopolitan identification, affected by 
flexible external (host society – native students and professors) and 
internal (their same nationality, ethnicity or language group) 
influences.  

Cotterall 
(2013) 

Activity Theory To examining how 
different individuals, 
events and interactions 
influence their sense of 
themselves as researchers 

Six international 
PhD students 
enrolled at an 
Australian 
university 

Narrative inquiry Students’ identity trajectories are influenced by the confidence they 
develop through their supervision experiences, their ability to 
exercise agency and the academic community 

Fotovantian 
and Miller 
(2014) 

Identities emerge 
dynamically in 
language 

To observe out-of-
classroom interactions 
among international 

Eight international 
PhD students in 
Australia 

Qualitative case study, 
using audio-recorded 
information 

Informal institutional interactions can be arenas for the 
construction and negotiation of institutional identity. Multiple 
identity transitions may occur in a new institutional context.  
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interactions and are 
negotiated within 
them 

students and to examine 
the process of 
construction and 
negotiation of students’ 
social and institutional 
identities  

conversations of the 
students 

Soong, Tran 
and Hiep 
(2015) 

The idea of identity 
development as a 
process of change 
for better mutual 
understanding 

To portray reshaping of 
three authors’ identity as 
doctoral students  

Three academics 
who undertook 
PhDs in Australia 

Self-narratives Becoming an intercultural research student is intimately linked to 
the process of self-empowerment and reconstruction of oneself as a 
flexible and reflexive intercultural learner and human being 

Phelps (2016) Transnational social 
fields; globalisation 
theory, network 
society and global 
social imaginary 

To explore the 
international students’ 
transition of identity and 
belonging in a globalised 
university Canada;  
To focus on how identity 
fluctuation and re-
combinations are 
experienced and directly 
articulated by the 
students themselves  

31 international 
doctoral students 
from different parts 
of the world, both 
SSH and STEM fields 

“Multiple case narrative” 
methodology, 

 
 

Students constructed and interacted with the notions of social 
diversity and globalism in many different ways. Their sense of 
identity and belonging constantly change from a largely 
“untroubled” experience of simply expanding one’s repertoire of 
cross-cultural interactions and reference points, to more profound 
experiences of identity flux, confusion and transformation.  

Dang and 
Tran (2017) 

Transnational social 
fields  
 
Positioning Theory 

To explore the students’ 
connectedness and 
professional identity 
change 

2 Vietnamese 
doctoral students in 
Australia 

In-depth interviews Professional identity and research interests change but root identity 
is not affected by the doctoral study sojourn. 
Their academic connectedness with the host is complex. There is an 
interplay between their existing identity and new identity formation 
in the new physical locales.  
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As can be seen, there is a growing interest in exploring how international doctoral students 

develop their identity through undertaking research and their candidature. While most of 

these studies recognise that international students live and work within in a transnational 

space by definition, they do not use the concepts embedded within recent theories 

inherent in the spatial, transnational and imaginative turns. With the exception of studies 

of Kashyap (2011) and Phelps (2016) conducted at one university in the US context, most 

of these studies are located within frameworks defined by ‘methodological nationalism’. In 

them, international education is assumed to be constituted by mobility from home to host 

country. Their focus is, therefore, on the issues of assimilation, adjustment and 

accommodation and on the challenges they encounter. Issues of identity and identity 

development are divorced from their ongoing relationship to ‘home’. The host learning 

context becomes the major, if not the only, site of investigation, where the students’ social 

and professional identity is assumed to undergo various processes of transformation. Only 

two of these studies (Cotterall, 2013; Soong et al., 2015) examine the development of the 

researcher under the influence of different individuals, interactions, events and contexts 

across national borders. However, as Cotterall acknowledges, the sample of her study is 

quite small and diverse. There is no distinction drawn between various national groups. 

Nor is there an extensive study of identity formation from the perspective of learning to 

become researchers in a country other than their own or how such doctoral students 

interpret and negotiate the conditions of their transnationality.  

Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have charted the theoretical concepts of importance to the study of 

international doctoral student mobility and identity development within the three 

theoretical turns in sociology regarding globalisation and mobility: the spatial turn, the 

transnational turn and the imaginative turn. I have also explained how these constructs 

and ideas have not been used extensively in education research, despite being helpful in 

the examination of the experiences and aspirations of international doctoral students. I 

have also reviewed the literature on identity and doctoral students’ identity development 

and concluded that, while there is a number of studies that have examined the experiences 

of international doctoral students, these have mostly focused on issues of adjustment and 
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accommodation in the host country or investigated how their research training might 

contribute to their country of origin. In this way, most of this research is bi-focal and what 

recent social theorists of globalisation have referred to as ‘methodologically nationalist’ 

(Beck, 2002). 

Little recent research on international doctoral students has focused sufficiently on the 

ways in which it is now possible for the students to simultaneously remain in touch with 

both the host country and the county of their origin. Advances in communication and 

information technologies have enabled students to remain in touch with friends and family 

at home and around the world. In other words, international students now, arguably, 

occupy a transnational space while studying in their doctoral programmes. This 

transnational turn raises new questions with respect to identity and identity formation. For 

example, how they view education in the host country and its challenges and 

opportunities, while keeping their social networks and support structures at home intact; 

how their obligations to their country of origin and their cultural communities evolve; how 

their aspirations of the future are shaped by their transnationality; and, in what ways their 

identity becomes global.   

These are some of the questions that this thesis aims to explore by looking at the 

experiences and aspirations of a cohort of Vietnamese students in Australia, as a case 

study. As already noted, Vietnamese early- and mid-career professionals (most of them 

academics and novice researchers) are undertaking PhD studies overseas in 

unprecedented numbers. Yet, there is a dearth of research focusing on this cohort and 

their learning experiences. Therefore, this study seeks to understand how Vietnamese 

doctoral students learn to become researchers in Australia, thus, developing their 

researcher identity. In the next chapter, I describe my methodology and methods for 

collecting and analysing the data, viewing this study of Vietnamese doctoral students in 

Australia as a case that might help to elucidate the broader set of issues involving other 

groups of international doctoral students in various other sites. 
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Chapter 3 

 Methodology and Methods 

  

Introduction 

Vietnamese research students in Australia provide a case of educational sojourners who 

come from a developing country that holds high expectations of them. Their home country 

anticipates they will become a highly-skilled human resource, able to make a significant 

contribution to the national socio-economic development after their sojourn. This research 

aims to explore the lived experiences of these international doctoral students in Australia 

to understand how their professional identity is formed and reformed within the context 

of their transnationality. As explained in the previous chapter, the study positions this 

cohort of students in the transnational space that forms the context of their experiences 

across their country of origin and the country of settlement. This thesis is, therefore, 

interested in discerning how they reconstruct their identity as researchers as they 

negotiate pressures from their home country and accommodate themselves to the host 

country’s different academic and cultural environment. It asks how Vietnamese research 

students come to imagine their doctoral studies in Australia, how they experience their 

studies and life as they navigate the transnational space they occupy and how these 

experiences help to shape imagination of their future. Its focal point is to understand the 

meanings that these students make of their transnational doctoral experience.  

Directing the research questions to the processes of meaning-making sets the groundwork 

for employing a qualitative research methodology: a qualitative study probes and 

illuminates how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds and 

what meanings they attribute to their experiences (Merriam, 2015). Qualitative research, 

in this study, takes the phenomenal perspectives of those being studied as the point of 

orientation and seeks to understand their behaviour, values, beliefs et cetera, in terms of 

the setting in which the research is conducted (Bryman, 2012). In other words, qualitative 

research subjects are studied in their natural settings, with attempts to make sense of 

phenomena in terms of the meanings the subjects bring to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  
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In this chapter, I explain my methodological approach to the research as a qualitative ‘case 

study’ (Stake, 2000), located within a broader phenomenological approach. To do this, it is 

necessary to introduce the Vietnamese socio-economic and political context which, in 

recent decades, has greatly valued international education, in general, and doctoral 

training abroad, in particular. I will then go on to describe the process of research 

population recruitment, my own positioning within this research and ethical and political 

considerations that arise. Finally, I will describe the processes of data collection and data 

analysis. 

Qualitative research 

To explore the transnational experiences of international students, a qualitative approach 

is most appropriate. I am interested in how the international students, as individuals, make 

sense of their doctoral studies before they come to Australia and of their experiences 

during their sojourns. I am also concerned to find out what aspirations they have for their 

lives and careers after completing their studies. Qualitative methodology helps to elicit 

students’ various perspectives on doctoral studies as well as the diversity of their 

experiences and future imaginations, which depend on how they engage with the world 

around them over time and space. 

As the primary focus of the research questions is the beliefs, thoughts, experiences and 

aspirations of the participants, and the meaning-making process, an interpretivist-

constructivist theoretical perspective is an apt methodological standpoint. According to 

Crotty (1998), a constructivist paradigm encompasses the view that “all knowledge, and 

therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices being 

constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). In this way, reality 

(particularly, real human phenomena) can be known only in a mediated, subjective sense. 

It is socially constructed, that is, there is no single, objective reality to be discovered. 

Rather, there are multiple realities of a single event (Merriam, 2015). This approach views 

the knower and the known as interdependent, with no objective social reality standing 

outside the processes of interpretation and meaning-making. As Creswell (2009) explains:  
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In this worldview, individuals seek understanding of the world in 

which they live and work. They develop subjective meanings of 

their experiences. … These meanings are varied and multiple, 

leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views … 

Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and 

historically. In other words, they are not simply imprinted on 

individuals but are formed through historical and cultural norms 

that operate in individuals’ lives. (p. 8) 

The constructivist concepts of multiple, subjective realities and the presumed importance 

of social, cultural and historical contexts of phenomena is particularly appropriate to this 

study as I am looking into individuals’ different perspectives and perceptions of one set of 

phenomena – those associated with transnational doctoral studies. Also, as I have 

indicated in the previous chapter, I view identity and its formation as the product of 

historical forces, contemporary experiences and future imagination. Ultimately, I wish to 

penetrate the social world from the participants’ perspectives and consider their 

perceptions of transnational doctoral studies. Furthermore, I am aware that these 

individuals, though of one cultural group, came to Australia from different social 

backgrounds and engaged with the social and cultural contexts of transnational space 

differently.  

From this ontological perspective, Merriam (2015) suggests that researchers ‘find’ 

knowledge as much as construct it. Here, the epistemological approach to discovering 

‘knowledge’ is to interpret and seek understandings of how the phenomenon of interest is 

constructed  and understood by those involved (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Essentially, 

the purpose of the study is not to construct broad generalisations of all international 

doctoral students as a unified social group but, rather, to create a deep understanding of 

the participants’ lives (Patton, 2002) as cases within the broader context of the 

transnational doctoral sojourn phenomenon. The constructivist approach is thus critical in 

recognising the varied nature of each research encounter and each participant’s narrative. 

While interacting or engaging with the outer world around them, these individuals create 

their own worlds of reality. They then assign meanings to these worlds and, to understand 

those meanings, the researcher should approach them while interpreting their assigned 

meanings (Weber, 2004). Accordingly, my fieldwork is based on a transactional 
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epistemology, which views knowledge as arising from the interaction between the 

researcher and her subjects. 

The theoretical bearings that the study is based on point to the need for research 

strategies that investigate transnational processes and transnational space as socially 

mediated and subjectively experienced, albeit through the interpretive reality of 

individuals occupying and negotiating such space. In this study, space is a “lived, felt and 

experienced phenomenon that is negotiated through both larger historical relations and 

the contingencies of everyday life” (Rizvi, 2010, p. 161). Similarly, Appadurai (1996), when 

introducing the theoretical device of ‘scapes’ to describe global cultural flows, emphasises: 

[Scapes] are not objectively given relations that look the same from 

every angle of vision, but, rather, they are deeply perspectival 

constructs, inflected by the historical, linguistic, and political 

situatedness of different sorts of actors … indeed the individual actor is 

the last locus of this perspectival set of landscapes, for these 

landscapes are eventually navigated by agents who both experience 

and constitute larger formations, in part from their own sense of what 

these landscapes offer. (p. 33) 

The imagination, according to Appadurai (1996), is now central to all forms of agency. The 

exercise of imagination is never in a vacuum but is mediatory and active. Aspiration, being 

closely linked to imagination, is a culturally and spatially mediated capacity (Appadurai, 

2004), and is “always formed in interaction and in the thick of social life” (p. 67). In the 

same vein, the concept of the social imaginary developed by Taylor (2004) and Rizvi and 

Lingard (2009) is essentially social and relational. It represents “the ways people imagine 

their social existence, how they fit together with others … and the deeper normative 

notions and images that underlie these expectations” (Taylor, 2004, p. 23).  

In the constructivist paradigm, qualitative research is often associated with generating 

theories as researchers prefer to treat theory as “something that emerges out of the 

collection and analysis of data” (Bryman, 2012, p. 387). This is usually called grounded-

theory research and aims to establish new theory emerging from empirical study. 

However, some qualitative researchers argue that qualitative data can and should have an 

important role in relation to the ‘testing’ of theories as well. Silverman (2011), in 

particular, observes the increasing popularity of qualitative research in testing theories. In 
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practice, theory generating and testing can be an iterative process during the course of a 

study where a theoretical orientation may initially frame specific research questions and, 

as data is collected and analysed, more theoretical positions may emerge that trigger the 

collection of further data to test them (Bryman, 2012).  

This study is, thus, influenced by grounded approaches in that the aim is not to verify 

hypotheses but to emphasise the fit between data and theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It 

can be best described as having a relationship to theory that is a combination of testing 

and generating. It is based firmly on the three theoretical ‘turns’ in sociology (the spatial 

turn, the transnational turn and the imaginative turn) and theories of identity, as explained 

in the previous chapter. It also presumes that the experiences of the study participants 

reflect, to some extent, these theoretical constructs. However, it also attempts to expand 

or elaborate on the existing knowledge of transnationalism and identity reconstruction 

through exploring the lived experiences of international doctoral students in Australia. 

Accordingly, the study both tries to confirm or disconfirm the theoretical 

conceptualisations and seeks new theoretical understandings of how the ‘turns’ and the 

concepts of identity may be substantialised in the narratives of the study participants. 

Phenomenological approach 

In trying to answer the research questions, the qualitative researcher uses rich and in-

depth qualitative data. He or she engages with the participants’ lives as much as possible, 

most often through observing and interacting with them to understand their individual 

constructs (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Then, interpretations of the meanings the participants 

have of events are made and, as phenomena are thickly described, new layers of 

understanding are uncovered (Creswell, 2009). Given the experiential relationality set out 

above, the research methodology of this study also includes some aspects of 

‘phenomenology’. Phenomenology is both a school of philosophy associated with Husserl 

(1970) and a type of qualitative research. As a discipline, phenomenology is the study of 

structures of experience or consciousness and the essence of ‘phenomena’: appearances 

of things, or things as they appear in our experience, or the ways we experience things, 

thus the meanings things have in our experience. It examines conscious experience as 

experienced from the subjective or first-person point of view (Smith, 2018).  
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Classical phenomenologists practised several methods, among which Husserl and Merleau-

Ponty wrote of pure description of lived experience. Unlike them, some theorists 

suggested interpreting a type of experience by relating it to relevant features of context. 

For example, Heidegger and his followers wrote of hermeneutics, the art of interpretation 

in context, especially the social and linguistic context. According to  Heidegger (1962), we 

and our activities are always ‘in the world’. Since our being is being-in-the-world, we do 

not study our activities by bracketing the world; rather, we interpret our activities and the 

meaning things have for us by looking to our contextual relations to things in the world. 

Heidegger held that our more basic ways of relating to things are in practical activities, 

where the phenomenology reveals our situation in a context of equipment and in being-

with-others. Therefore, phenomenology is relational. Heidegger (1962) also regarded 

phenomenology as interpretive where the researcher makes an effort to ‘get beneath’ the 

subjective experience and find the genuine, objective nature of things. This approach 

focuses on the relationship between the event and the person and how meaning is formed 

in that relationship (ibid.). Heidegger’s (1962) approach substantiates the interpretivism of 

this exploration of international doctoral students’ experiences and identity development. 

Additionally, it also supports the presumption that these experiences need to be viewed in 

relation to the students’ social contexts. 

As a research methodology, phenomenology is a study of people’s conscious experience of 

their life-world, that is, their “everyday life and social action” (Schram, 2003, p. 71). It 

focuses on exploring how human beings make sense of experience and transform 

experience into consciousness, both individually and as shared meaning. van Manen (1990)  

contends that phenomenologists are interested in our “lived experience” (p. 9), how we 

put together the phenomena we experience in such a way as to make sense of the world 

and, in so doing, develop a worldview. In this approach, subjective experience is at the 

centre of the inquiry and the research question aims to determine the ‘essence’ (core 

meaning) of the experience as perceived by the participants (Aray, Jacobs, & Sorensen, 

2010). In this way, phenomenology asks the question: what is the meaning, structure and 

essence of the lived experience of this phenomenon for this person or group of people? 

What is important to know here is what people experience and how they interpret the 

world (Magana, 2002). The central structure of an experience is its intentionality, its being 
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directed toward something, as it is an experience of or about some object. An experience is 

directed toward an object by virtue of its content or meaning (which represents the object) 

together with appropriate enabling conditions (Smith, 2018). I chose a phenomenological 

approach to carry out the fieldwork because I am interested in the students’ ‘lived 

experiences’ of negotiating the transnational space they occupy during their studies in 

Australia and in showing how complex meanings are built out of those experiences. I am 

also interested in how the students enact their agency throughout the course of their PhD 

studies in their ‘everyday life and social action’, as Schram puts it. 

This approach requires a focus upon capturing and describing how people experience a 

phenomenon – how they perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, make 

sense of it, and talk about it with others (Magana, 2002). In phenomenological research, 

interviewing multiple individuals is the typical data collection approach (Aray et al., 2010; 

Merriam, 2015). The researcher must undertake in-depth interviews with people who have 

directly experienced the phenomenon of interest and participant observation. These 

methods are based on the assumption that the only way for us to really know what 

another person experiences is to experience the phenomenon through how it is recounted.  

Another important research strategy is the case study which seeks to investigate a 

specified or bounded phenomenon (Smith, 1978), such as a single person, a single school, a 

group of individuals or a single event. The case may be selected because of the 

researcher's interest in a particular instance or site or because of the case's capacity to be 

informative about a theory, an issue or a larger constellation of cases. Below, I will provide 

a theoretical explanation of the case study approach, its justification for this study, then a 

description of the specific case that this study is going to explore – a group of Vietnamese 

doctoral students in Australia. 

Case study 

Case studies have become one of the most common ways to undertake qualitative inquiry 

(though they are not necessarily qualitative). Case study is not a methodological choice but 

a choice of what is to be studied (Stake, 2000). However, there have been several 

definitions, typologies and categories of case studies. According to Stake (2000), the case is 
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an integrated and bounded system which has working parts and is purposive. Very often, 

certain features are within the system, within the boundaries of the case, and other 

features outside. Boundedness and behaviour patterns are prominent in identifying a case. 

Nevertheless, Ragin (1992) argues that ‘membership in’ or ‘representation of’ something 

else is the main consideration in case study. In this way, a case study of the particular is 

only justifiable if it serves an understanding of grand issues or explanations. On the other 

hand, Bryman (2012) uses the term ‘case study’ for those instances “where the ‘case’ is the 

focus of interest in its own right” (p. 68) and the researcher aims to provide an in-depth 

elucidation of it, with its unique features.  

In categorising case studies, theorists are not in concurrence either. Yin (2009) identifies 

three versions of case studies: exploratory (to develop hypotheses for further study), 

descriptive (to describe what has happened in a particular situation) and explanatory (to 

investigate why things have happened the way they have). Unlike Yin, Stake (2000) points 

to three types of case study: intrinsic case study (where the researcher wants better 

understanding of this particular case); instrumental case study (where a particular case is 

examined mainly to provide insight into an issue or to redraw a generalisation); and 

collective case study – an extended version of instrumental case study (where the 

researcher jointly studies a number of cases in order to investigate a phenomenon, 

population or general condition). Bassey, on the other hand, suggests that case studies can 

be categorised as theory-seeking and theory-testing, story-telling and picture-drawing and 

evaluative (1999). According to Bassey, ‘theory seeking or theory testing’ case study means 

that it is “the particular study of general issues” (ibid., p. 62). Combining Stake’s and 

Bassey’s terminologies, this study might best be categorised as an instrumental case study, 

which both tests and seeks theory and tells a story about transnational education 

experiences of a particular group (international doctoral students) in a specific setting 

(Australia).  

The instrumental case study approach is an appropriate method for this study as it 

investigates complex social phenomena within a real-life context, especially “when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p. 14). 

This study seeks to understand how the contemporary phenomenon of transnationalism 

affects the real-life context of international doctoral students. There are certainly no 
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obvious boundaries between transnational processes, forces of globalisation and the 

contexts they influence. 

Frequently, case studies typically draw upon multiple sources of data which are 

triangulated to provide a holistic portrayal of a particular context or situation (Yin, 2009). 

This data may come from a range of qualitative approaches or a combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methods, such as observations, interviews and survey data. In this study, 

data are mainly drawn from the participants - Vietnamese doctoral students - taking into 

account the site contexts: where they come from (Vietnam) and study (Australia). The core 

data source is interviews with international Vietnamese doctoral students at different 

Australian universities. In what follows, I provide a synopsis of the Vietnamese socio-

economic, political and education context to gain insights of where the students come 

from and why they come to Australia to study for their PhDs. This will enable me to explore 

the changing nature of the sense they make of the ‘space and place’ within which they live 

and learn. 

Internationalisation of higher education 

Researchers into Vietnam’s education system agree that the country’s educational 

landscape cannot be detached from its political, socio-economic and historical 

development process (London, 2011). The Doi Moi (Economic Renovation) in 1986 is 

considered a major landmark for Vietnam’s socio-economic development and international 

integration after prolonged political and economic turmoil. It has transformed Vietnam 

from one of the poorest countries in the world, with annual per capita income below 

US$100, to a lower middle-income country within a quarter of a century with per capita 

income of $1,960 by the end of 2013 (The World Bank, 2015). It is considered a 

‘development success story’ by the World Bank. The country’s potential for development is 

yet to be fully tapped and it will continue to grow in future, given continued economic and 

regime reform (Ministry of Finance, 2014).  

Along with its impressive economic growth and expansion, Vietnam has achieved greater 

political stability and international standing as the result of a foreign policy of openness, 

diversification and multilaterisation. Instead of confining its external relations to the 

Eastern Block (before 1990), and being isolated economically and politically by Western 
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countries (until 1994), Vietnam has established diplomatic relations with nearly 180 

countries and economic relations with more than 200 countries and territories (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2015). It is now a member of most groupings and organisations commonly 

recognised as significant in the region and the world, such as Association of South-East 

Asian Nations (ASEAN), Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), World Trade 

Organisation (WTO), the United Nations (UN), among others. 

The rapid and dynamic economic development engenders strong demand for large and 

high-quality human resources. Education, therefore, has been taking on a bounden duty. 

Since the late 1980s, the development of the postsecondary education sector has been 

unprecedentedly strong. According to George (2010), in 1992-1993, there were 162,000 

higher education students in Vietnam, enrolling in 103 higher education institutions, most 

of which were small, specialised and teaching-only in focus. By 2017, the number of 

students had increased to more than 2.3 million, studying in 454 higher education 

institutions, including public and non-public universities and colleges (Ministry of 

Education and Training, 2018).  

However, the quality of the Vietnamese labour force is still considered low compared to 

other countries in the region (Gribble, 2012). Especially, the skilled labour force is far from 

meeting the demand. Acute problems and drawbacks in education quality and 

management remain, particularly at higher education level (Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of Vietnam, 2013). Some scholars view the current education situation as 

a ‘derailment’ (Tran, Le, & Nguyen, 2014) or even a crisis (Luong, 2014; Nguyen, 2012). 

Vietnam’s higher education system was judged by international organisations such as the 

World Bank, the World Economic Forum and others as impeding the international 

competitiveness of the country’s economy (Harman, Hayden & Nghi, 2010). 

Regarding research, according to Nguyen (2014), although science and technology has 

always been recognised as critical to the national cause of industrialisation and 

modernisation, Vietnam has only the most basic legislative framework for its operation, 

compared to other, more advanced countries. The national framework for research 

development is not motivating. As a new, lower middle-income country, Vietnam has a low 

level of research funding (about 1% of its GDP). About 90% of the overall state research 

funding is reserved for running this system, only about 10% is spent on actual research 
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projects. Rather than adopting competitive, performance-based mechanisms, plan-based, 

averaging mechanisms are used to allocate block grant funding through bureaucratic and 

dated procedures. These procedures are considered inefficient, complicated and 

demotivating to researchers (Quân, 2012). 

Within the universities, due to the profound influence of the Soviet model, teaching and 

learning are separated from research (Ziguras, Pham & Chantarin, 2017). Recent efforts to 

encourage universities to add research to their portfolio has yielded minimal results. The 

present policy documents provide the government’s general expectations but not specific 

guidelines to promote research in universities. In addition, the fact that Vietnamese 

universities possess very little autonomy makes the matter even worse.  

As a result, Vietnam’s research capacity is very limited. The number of capable researchers 

is small. In the years 2008-2009, academics with PhD qualifications accounted for only 

10.16 % of the total number of academic staff (The Committee of Vietnam's National 

Assembly, 2010). Most of them view research as a burden in their academic life, given the 

teaching workload they must deal with. Conditions needed to foster research are not 

available. Expenditure on research and development (R&D) by Vietnamese universities is 

low, accounting for only 9% of the total national budget for R&D (Nguyen, 2014, p. 204). 

Materials are not updated. Most academics have no formal training in doing research. 

Producing a research paper each year is simply a way to survive as an academic staff 

member (Nguyen, 2012).  

Acknowledging the insufficient capacity of its national education and scientific research, 

Vietnam has promoted international cooperation in education and training as a 

fundamental tool, enabling the tertiary education system to enhance quality, keep pace 

with regional and international developments and open up further opportunities for 

human capacity building for the nation (Nguyen, 2013; Nguyen, 2009; Welch, 2010; 

Wilmoth, 2004). From the late 1980s, Vietnam forged strong relationships with partners 

other than the Soviet Union, initially with Australia, Japan and South Korea, and more 

recently with the Europe and the United States (Ziguras et al., 2017). Unlike previously, 

when people were often sent to countries in the Soviet Bloc for their higher education, 

especially following the 1975 reunification, study destinations of Vietnamese students 

have been much more diversified. The collapse of the Soviet Union led to a dramatic 
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reorientation in outbound student mobility away from Europe. Over the past two decades, 

students have travelled instead to high-income countries in the Asia Pacific region, led by 

Australia and the United States. This reflects a shift in Vietnam’s patterns of trade and 

investment more broadly, and also is a result of the rise of English as the most commonly 

studied foreign language in Vietnam (Ziguras et al., 2017). Recently, Vietnam has been an 

emerging centre of internationalisation of higher education (Altbach & Knight, 2007) and 

has been identified as one of the top four countries to recruit international students 

(Schulmann, 2014). This is largely the result of the expansion of the middle-class 

population and the inadequacy of the national higher education sector in meeting the 

educational demand of the huge proportion of young people in Vietnam (45% of the 

population is under twenty-five years old). Current statistics show that Vietnam has 

become one of the top ten countries that sends students abroad (UNESCO, 2018). The 

country has 106,000 students attending educational programs in forty-nine countries and 

territories: about 35,900 students are studying in Asia (about 29.5%) and the rest are in 

Western countries (Clark, 2013). The five most popular study destinations for Vietnamese 

international students are respectively: the US, Australia, Japan, France and the United 

Kingdom (UNESCO, 2018).  

It has only been recently, since the year 2000, that doctoral training started to become a 

social demand. An increasing number of doctoral programmes in public universities have 

been developed. However, within Vietnam, domestic doctoral training is considered out-

of-date and poor quality  (Nguyen & Nguyen 2017). Locally-earned doctoral degrees are, 

therefore, neither popular nor highly valued. Hence, sending people overseas for doctoral 

training became a crucial and viable strategy.   

A number of documents have been issued on higher education quality enhancement and 

doctoral production at governmental and ministerial levels. In them, the government’s 

determination in achieving fundamental and comprehensive reform in education and 

improving human resource quality is manifest. The latest document mapping out the 

human development strategy of the nation is Vietnam’s National Sustainable Development 

Strategy, promulgated in 2012. The key focus areas are people and social developments. 

Thus, education reform and improvement are set as national priorities. The Strategy for 

Educational Development 2011-2020, which was approved in 2012 by Prime Minister 
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Nguyen Tan Dung, is one important document to realise the National Sustainable Strategy. 

It sets PhDs targets for universities and vocational training colleges of 25% and 8% of 

academic staff, respectively, by 2020 as a solution to improving higher education quality. 

As a result, early and mid-career university academics, researchers and local government 

bureaucrats have been sent abroad for doctoral studies through national projects (see 

below) and bilateral cooperative agreements with foreign governments, to Australia, 

Japan, the USA, the EU, the UK and Singapore among others. Some actively seek funded 

PhD programmes through private connections with professors and universities overseas.  

One major national initiative is Project 322. This is a project of sending staff in the science 

and technology sector to overseas institutions for long-term training courses at all levels of 

higher education. It is done in collaboration with international institutions with the 

purpose of furthering national industrialisation and modernisation. Launched in 2000 and 

ended in 2012, it was the first national project of its kind. Some 1,074 PhDs have been 

produced out of the project, providing a high-quality human resource for a number of 

research institutes and universities in Vietnam (Vietnam International Education 

Development, 2011).  

Two other major projects to produce internationally-minded researchers also need to be 

noted. Project 165, initiated by the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam, 

was established in 2008. It aims at enhancing the leadership capacity for Vietnamese 

leaders and potential leaders from all ministries, sectors and localities through long and 

short-term courses and language courses. Each year, about thirty people are sent abroad 

for PhD training. The number was set to increase by 10% in the 2010-2015 period (Project 

165 Management Committee, 2008). Project 911 was launched in 2010 to continue from 

Project 322 and is a bold step aiming to train 23,000 PhD-level academics for Vietnamese 

universities and colleges, half of whom are to be trained abroad by 2020 (Tran & 

Marginson, 2014). This project is still underway, creating tremendous educational 

opportunities for university academics. It is estimated that over 1,000 people are sent 

overseas annually. The first cohort commenced their study in 2013.  

However, it is not only the policy initiatives and projects in Vietnam that account for the 

growth over the past decades in the number of Vietnamese PhD students in Australia. Also 

relevant are the scholarships provided by the Australian Government and universities, 
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either as part of the Australian policies of ‘overseas aid’ or the efforts of Australian 

universities to attract more meritorious students from within the Indo-Pacific region. 

Australia has been one of the largest foreign scholarship providers for research students 

from Vietnam (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2015), offering scholarships such 

as the Australian Awards Scholarships and the Endeavour Awards, among others. Australia 

is also one of the most popular English-speaking destinations for Vietnamese research 

students (Australian Embassy Vietnam website), apart from the USA and European 

countries. This has led to the increasing, beyond the already significant, number of 

Vietnamese doctoral students in almost all universities throughout Australia, studying in a 

variety of fields from the social sciences to the natural sciences.  

Yet, there are no official statistics from either the Vietnamese or Australian government 

regarding the number of Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia. However, as most, if 

not all, international doctoral students stay in Australia on postgraduate research visas, 

granted in or outside Australia, of two different subclasses 574 and 576 depending on the 

students’ source of funding, I have accumulated some statistics of the Vietnamese doctoral 

cohort in Australia based on information available on the Department of Home Affairs 

website. The tables below show the top ten countries from which people were granted 

postgraduate and postgraduate research student visas in Australia from 2009 to 2016 

(from 2017, the two subclass numbers no longer exist, the visas are identified by name 

instead, see Appendix 5). These tables show that Vietnamese students are highly 

represented.  

Table 3.1: Number of subclass 574 Postgraduate Research Sector visa applications granted 

outside and in Australia by citizenship from 2009 to 2016 
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Source: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-

visa-trends-2015-16.pdf. 

 

Table 3.2: Number of subclass 576 Foreign Affairs and Defence Sector visa applications 

granted outside and in Australia by citizenship from 2009 to 2016

 

 

Source: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-

visa-trends-2015-16.pdf. 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-visa-trends-2015-16.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-visa-trends-2015-16.pdf
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Participants recruitment 

Tables 3.1 and 3.2 above show that the number of postgraduate students from Vietnam 

enrolled in Australian universities has grown above the past decade. Most of the PhD 

students participating in this study came from this date range, along with some who came 

to Australia a little earlier. A purposive sampling approach was used to recruit the research 

participants. This approach is appropriate as my goal is to select participants “in a strategic 

way, so that those sampled are relevant to the research questions being posed” (Bryman, 

2012, p. 418). The recruitment was not done on a random basis but not on a convenience 

basis either. The goal was to ensure a diversity of students in terms of gender, age, 

professions, field of study, locations, scholarship funds, marital and candidature status 

(although this criterion had some limitations, as discussed below). The participants must 

have been in Australia on postgraduate research student visas at the time of 

commencement of their studies to guarantee their ‘international student’ status. 

Furthermore, for the purpose of this research, I only focus on students’ learning 

experiences within the traditional (thesis-alone) PhD, the Professional Doctorates or the 

PhD by publications programme, at different universities in Australia. International 

doctoral students in general, and Vietnamese doctoral students in particular, usually enrol 

in these PhD programmes which require them to conduct a substantial piece of original 

research over a minimum period of three years. The participant group was limited to those 

who were in their late stage of candidature (from third year onwards) or who had recently 

graduated (within one or two years). The rationale for this eligibility requirement is that 

these students have extensively immersed themselves in their doctoral studies as well as 

Australian life and, therefore, have plenty of learning and living experiences in Australia to 

reflect on and share with me, which helps enrich the data. Additionally, they are also at the 

stage where they might start, or have already started, to think seriously about their 

futures. All of these features are important as my research questions revolve around the 

students’ experiences, challenges and opportunities, and future imaginations. 

Recruitment of participants was based on my existing personal contacts within the 

Vietnamese doctoral student communities in Australia. These communities are quite close-

knit and built upon the students’ pre-existing social, professional and academic networks in 

Vietnam, their new networks in Australia, networks of the same-scholarship recipients or 
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networks of students in the same city or region. The snowballing technique was used to 

ensure an adequate number of eligible participants for interview. One of the key 

advantages of the snowballing technique is that its ‘mutual acquaintance’ system provides 

an immediate platform upon which rapport with a potential participant can be established 

(O’Connor, 2004).  

For example, one method I applied to recruit participants was through my membership of 

a Vietnamese political group in Melbourne which I joined after my arrival. This group is 

composed of students from several universities in the city, regardless of their study levels 

and scholarship funding. We had regular get-togethers and I was able to approach some of 

the eligible participants through these activities. I then requested that they introduce me 

to other participants from their networks of friends, colleagues or same-scholarship 

recipients who were studying at other universities or cities in Australia. I normally 

telephoned to talk directly to the people to whom I was introduced. At times, I contacted 

them through email or Facebook. For this study, the referred introduction system provided 

an additional advantage because potential participants were expecting my initial contact 

and had some idea of why I was telephoning or emailing. The personal communications 

from my friends acted as recommendations and set the stage to establish credibility with 

the participants (Chavez, 2008). My negotiations to secure participation were, therefore, 

conducted in a milieu of implied ‘insiderness’ because referral signified a tacit acceptance 

within an acquaintance network. The fact that I am a co-national and share the 

international doctoral experience with them brought about immediate familiarity and 

openness. 

Accordingly, the recruitment process did not take very long because the Vietnamese 

doctoral students cohort throughout Australia is large and people are well connected to 

each other. At the end of the process, I was able to recruit and interview thirty-eight 

participants. As mentioned, these participants represented a diverse group by gender, age, 

professions, field of study, locations, scholarship funds, marital and candidature status 

(late-stage to candidature or graduate) as well as study abroad experience and years of 

working experience. The participants were contacted through emails, SMS texts, Facebook 

messages and telephone to inform them of the research, answer any queries they might 

have, get their agreement and arrange a date and time for the interviews. 
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Information on the research population is briefly described in the following table. A more 

detailed table with the information concerning the participants’ gender, age, professions, 

field of study, locations, study abroad experience, scholarship funds, years of working 

experience, marital and candidature status is provided in Appendix 1. 

Table 3.3: Research participants’ general information 

Total 38 

Age range 27-49 

Marital status 33 married (30: have children, 3: no children); 5 single 

Locations Victoria, Queensland, New South Wales, Western Australia, South 

Australia, Australian Capital Territory 

Years of working experience  2-24 years 

Source of scholarships Australia: Australian Awards Scholarship, Endeavour Scholarship, 

Australian Universities; 

Vietnam: Ministry of Education and Training, Vietnam’s Central 

Party Organising Committee  

Field of study HASS 29; STEM 9 

Education, Linguistics, Law, Economics, Political Science, 

Management, Global Studies, Public Health, Engineering, Geo-

Spatial Science, Pharmacy, Finance, Sociology, Bio-medical 

Science… 

Locations of previous studies Undergraduate studies: Vietnam (37); Australia (1) 

Masters studies: Australia (18), Japan (2), US (3), Singapore (1), 

Vietnam (7), UK (3), South Korea (1), EU (2).  

Different scholarship funds require different degrees of commitment by the students to 

either their home institution and/or home country or the host country (Australia). These 

types of commitment are also instrumental in the students’ configuration of future life and 

careers. In Table 3.4 below, these features are demonstrated: 
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Table 3.4: Features of the scholarships in terms of students’ commitment to home and 

host countries 

Scholarship sponsor Commitment with 

home country 

Commitment with home 

institution 

Requirement for 

leaving Australia 

Australian Awards 

Scholarship 

Yes Yes Must depart for at 

least two years 

after completing 

the course 

Endeavour Scholarship 

(Australia) 

No Yes (an arrangement made 

between the students and 

their employer for those 

who worked for public 

service agencies and wanted 

to keep their jobs while 

away) 

No 

Vietnam’s Ministry of 

Education and Training  

Yes Yes No 

Central Party 

Organising Committee 

Yes Yes No 

Australian universities No Yes (an arrangement made 

between the students and 

their employer for those 

who worked for public 

service agencies and wanted 

to keep their jobs while 

away) 

No 

 

Considering Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) claim “the age of value-free inquiry for the human 

disciplines is over” (p. 24) and, given the assumptions inherent in the constructivist 

approach explained earlier, it is important to acknowledge the dynamics of the 

positionalities of both the research participants and researcher in this study. As a 

qualitative researcher, I am aware that my background shapes my interpretation of 

qualitative data (Patton, 2002). Hence, I will explain my position in the research and 

acknowledge how my interpretation flows from my personal, cultural and historical 

experiences.  
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Researcher reflexivity 

Within the constructivist paradigm of this study, as I have already noted, knowledge and 

truth are socially constructed, with both the researcher and the researched influencing the 

interpretation of social realities. As this chapter has already set out, qualitative research is 

interpretive research. It follows that the researcher is seen as a subjective, meaning-

making agent who participates in creating knowledge by seeking to understand the 

experience of others and the meanings they ascribe to it from his/her own point of view, 

not by being on the outside of phenomena and attempting to describe them from an 

objective stance (Shkedi, 2005) .  

However, Husserl (1970) suggests that, in phenomenology, the researcher must actively 

strip his/her personal bias and consciousness of all prior expert knowledge. He/she needs 

to keep preconceptions and biases neutralised so that they do not influence the object of 

study. The goal of the researcher is, therefore, to achieve transcendental subjectivity. 

Fetterman (1998), on the other hand, argues that while researchers should enter the field 

with a non-judgmental and open mind, they cannot be completely neutral and must from 

the outset acknowledge their own personal beliefs, tastes and biases. Furthermore, I am 

aware that issues of positionality abound when a researcher undertakes research of 

his/her own ethnic group (O'Connor, 2004). These issues relate not only to the impact of 

inherent insider positionality when interacting with study participants but also in the 

interpretation and presentation of study findings. In light of this, I will describe my 

positioning in this research to examine any biases and views toward the participants during 

the process of data collection and analysis.  

My initial interest in Vietnamese students stemmed from the fact that I am myself an 

international Vietnamese doctoral student in Australia, who is interested in the questions 

of how students navigate the dynamic and shifting transnational space across Australia and 

Vietnam.  I share social, educational and professional backgrounds both within Vietnam 

and abroad with most participants. I had most of my education in Vietnam, except for 

overseas master studies. I was a lecturer at a public university in Vietnam before coming to 

Australia for doctoral studies, on a scholarship, like the participants. Although being ‘one of 

them’, I do not use my own experience as a source of data but, instead, create a balanced 
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approach to minimise issues of ‘outsider-insider’ bias when interacting with the 

participants, interpreting their narratives and reporting the findings. I am aware that 

overlapping racial, socio-economic, ethnic and other characteristics means that the 

researcher is “never simply an insider or an outsider” (Dowling, 2000, p. 33). Therefore, I 

do not consider myself an insider or outsider but hold two roles in critical tension 

throughout so as to create the most valid and quality outcome for the study, as I now 

explain.  

First, the fact that I share with the participants the same ethnicity, cultural identity and 

language enabled me to get access to a rather wide network of Vietnamese doctoral 

students in Australia. This offered me a trouble-free phase of interviewee selection and 

approach. The commonality between me and the participants also means I held some prior 

knowledge and understanding of their background and current living and learning 

experiences. This enabled me to enjoy establishing rapport with the group, easily probe 

the flow of their thoughts and to readily interpret cultural and social values, as well as the 

impact of these values on mobility and international education experiences. A shared 

outlook and knowledge with the participants also helped in producing greater reliability in 

data interpretation (O'Connor, 2004).  

Second, I share with the participants similar trajectories of becoming an international 

doctoral student in Australia, as well as the current journey. I applied to undertake PhD 

studies in Australia in the hope of advancing myself in my academic career. I temporarily 

resigned from my job in Vietnam and came to study in Australia accompanied by my 

husband and child. This trajectory provides me with many insights into the research topic 

and helps me develop an intimate understanding of the experiences the participants share. 

For example, I can relate to their motivations for PhD studies, the challenges of negotiating 

the transnational space between Vietnam and Australia as a parent and as a research 

student, and to future imaginations of life and career. Hence, I can readily recognise, 

understand and even visualise some of the respondents’ experiences (Bilecen, 2014). It 

therefore helps to construct my identity as an insider in this area. 

Nevertheless, these similarities raise the possibilities of biases from both sides; that is, I 

may interject my own experiences and opinions into the interview and data analysis 
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processes in a way that might obscure the genuine voices of participants. Also, the 

interviewees might hold back information that they would reveal if they were talking to a 

researcher with a different cultural and social background. For example, very often, 

participants avoided describing specific situations or explaining in detail some social or 

professional conditions, presuming that I would understand what they meant. Asselin 

(2003) points out that when a researcher works in their own setting and is a peer of the 

group under study, making rapid assumptions about the culture is often a tendency. Some 

used the terms such as: as you already understand what it’s like…, you know what I am 

saying, and so on. As it was clear that I am also an international Vietnamese doctoral 

student (this was written in the consent form), a university lecturer and a civil servant (I 

always shared this information as a way to introduce myself and create a rapport with 

them), the participants perceived me as one of them. They often told their stories using 

pronoun “we” or “our life”, “our career”, “our home”. As a consequence, I had to be always 

aware of my insider-outsider positioning and find ways to recognise where I was similar to 

and different from the participants. I also kept encouraging them to clarify their ideas 

instead of getting away with assumptions from both sides.  

Furthermore, there were concerns about potential bias and power relations between me 

as the researcher and some participants as I was holding several positions that could 

potentially affect the participants’ expressions of their experiences and aspirations, 

possibly making them reveal partial, cautious or strategic narratives. While I obviously 

presented myself as a fellow doctoral student, which made the participants feel 

comfortable sharing their experiences with me, I also have particular social and 

professional connections both in Vietnam and in Australia that could be seen as 

‘threatening’ to some interviewees’ feelings, opinions or intentions, especially given that 

all interviews were recorded. It is inevitable that the students made choices about what to 

say in the interviews that were impacted, to some degree, by their perceptions of how I 

would receive this information based on the elements of social and professional 

positioning. For example, those participants who have no commitments in Vietnam or who 

are confident that they could obtain permanent residency to stay on in Australia or move 

to another country, are more open about their opinions of the government of Vietnam as 

well as their future plans. In contrast, those who are working for the Vietnamese 
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government and would return to work or are not sure where they would end up after their 

PhD studies, appeared more cautious in their comments about Vietnam and their future 

plans. They might not provide complete responses as they may perceive this to negatively 

affect their employment or reputations when they return to work in Vietnam. I tried to be 

aware of this factor, reassure the participants of the ethical requirement of confidentiality 

and reduce any potential influence on data validity, as I will explain in the following 

section. 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical issues shape the integrity of research (Bryman, 2012). A useful classification of four 

main ethical principles in social research is offered by Diener and Crandall (1978) to 

include: (1) harm to participants; (2) lack of informed consent; (3) invasion of privacy and 

(4) deception. Accordingly, researchers must gain informed consent from the research 

participants if a research project is to be considered ethical. Fundamentally, researchers 

must avoid undue harm to participants and ensure anonymity in most instances (Beninger 

et al., 2014). Lastly, they must not represent their work as something other than what it is 

(Bryman, 2012). As such, the ethical considerations laid out below include adherence to 

the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (Australian Government, 

2007), the Australian code for the responsible conduct of research (National Health and 

Medical Research Council, 2007), as well as my personal considerations of consequences of 

the research, duty of care and respect for the participants. In addition, this project is 

undertaken with the evaluation and approval of the Melbourne Graduate School of 

Education Ethics Committee, and by my supervisory committee to ensure the proposal 

conforms to standards of good practice.  

All participants were requested to read the Plain Language Statement (see Appendix 2) 

thoroughly before they decided to take part in the research as interviewees. In so doing, 

they were aware of the study purpose, scope, the topics that might be asked of them 

regarding their motivations for doctoral studies, their learning and living experiences and 

future aspirations, as well as the study outcome. Once they were clear about my research 

intent and provided their full agreement, they were asked to sign the consent form (see 
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Appendix 3). Data collection only began once all participants signed their consent to 

participate in the study. 

To maintain the participants’ privacy and to make sure that they cannot be identified 

through participating in this study, the following strategies were applied: 

 Pseudonyms were assigned to interviewees and all raw data from the interviews 

was de-identified with pseudonyms. 

 The participants’ real names and the names of their institutions, or any other 

information that would allow them to be identified, were not used in the thesis or 

other publications. 

 The participants were given full autonomy to review their interview transcripts to 

verify information or to request deletion, before they were used in this thesis or 

associated publications. 

Regarding the issues of potential harm to, and vulnerability of, the participants, there are a 

few considerations. According to the National Health and Medical Research Council (2007), 

individuals or groups in vulnerable circumstances include: children, the elderly, women, 

prisoners, those with mental health issues and those with diminished capacity for self-

determination. All participants in this research were over eighteen years of age and did not 

come from any of such groups. The purpose and the procedures of the research did not, in 

any way, produce harm to any participants. Throughout the course of the research, the 

professionalism and values of the participants were treated respectfully.  

However, I am aware of some possible consequences for the participants. As this is a study 

on individuals’ experiences of their life and studies in Australia, many questions cover the 

topics that are meaningful to them at a more personal level. The open-ended format of the 

interview itself increases the odds that emotional issues will arise and can sometimes feel 

like an intimate conversation (Soss, 2015). Specifically, I asked the participants questions 

about their past and present experiences and future aspirations, most of which were very 

personal. In some cases, although a sense of nostalgia, or even grievance, was felt when 

the participants recounted the experiences they went through and how they dealt with the 

issues, there were no instances where it caused any distress to the interviewees. My co-

national status and the commonality that I share with the participants apparently made it 
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more comfortable for them to talk about their experiences. On my part, I always tried to 

show empathy, openness and patience throughout the interviews. 

The central ethical concern is to practise fidelity toward the views of the participants. 

Throughout the process of data collection and analysis, I tried to be transparent and refrain 

from any biases or assumptions about the participants’ experiences or opinions. 

Concerning language issues, the participants were free to choose in which language they 

wanted to be interviewed, either in English or Vietnamese. Only two interviewees chose to 

be interviewed in English. I cannot be certain whether these two interviewees were able to 

successfully express their true meanings. However, because of the shared language and 

close cultural familiarity, I could interpret the expressions and the meanings they 

articulated. The other thirty-six participants chose to speak in Vietnamese. Their interviews 

were later translated into English. I strove to stay faithful to the participants’ meanings as 

much as I could when translating and quoting their responses. Frequently, the participants 

switched language to help them better express themselves. Cortazzi, Pilcher, and Jin (2011) 

argue that an insider researcher can effortlessly contextualise the meanings regardless of 

which language the participant choose to use. Hence, whatever language choice the 

participants made, it was inconsequential. With my bilingual capability and experience, I 

am confident that I have correctly represented the interviewees’ ideas. 

The next section will explain the process of data collection and data analysis within the 

methodological approach I have chosen for the study. 

Approach to data collection  

As explained above, this is a qualitative case study conducted through a phenomenological 

approach with a view to understanding the meanings the participants ascribe to their 

transnational doctoral experience after having seriously engaged with it for at least three 

years. Crotty (1998) notes that meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage 

with the world they are interpreting. The basic generation of meaning is always social, 

arising in and out of interaction with a human community. The process of qualitative 

research is largely inductive, with the inquirer generating meaning from the data collected 

in the field. To establish a coherent structure for the meaningfulness of the participants’ 
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doctoral experiences, the in-depth semi-structured interview was chosen as the method of 

data collection.  

Some benefits of in-depth interviews have been identified by Soss (2015). First, as 

interpretive research requires the researchers to pursue comprehensive descriptions of 

the phenomenon, by using in-depth interviews the researcher can enquire into issues that 

may be difficult to approach in everyday interactions and explore such matters. Second, in-

depth interviews are particularly valuable in recovering and analysing the agency of 

individuals by allowing the researcher to see the participants as agents acting on their own 

self-concepts and standards, dreams and aspirations, fears and doubts, and 

accomplishments and disappointments. Third, in-depth interviews allow the researcher to 

exercise flexibility, control and detail-seeking to assure thorough understandings between 

her and the participants and keep the interviewee on track through the conversation. As a 

result, this method is particularly beneficial for my research in which I wish the participants 

to articulate, in as much detail as possible, their past, present and future thinking about 

transnational doctoral studies. 

According to O’Toole  and Beckett (2013), some degree of structure is needed to ensure 

that there is a proportion of common data when the researcher seeks more qualitative 

information and varieties of response or opinion within a common framework. Semi-

structured interviewing also helps the researcher to get unexpected insights, to ask for 

clarification, invite expansion or explore a response further. Open-ended questions were 

used so that the participants could share their views. The key questions were developed 

chronologically to explore the students’ educational, professional background, mobility 

experience and doctoral trajectories. The trajectories involved the students’ motivation for 

doctoral studies in Australia, their experience of learning and living in Australia from the 

day they commenced the programmes, the challenges and opportunities, their reflections 

on those experiences, their feelings of belonging and future imaginations and plans. The 

interviews elicited a wide range of stories, facts, emotions and opinions. Throughout, the 

interviewees were prompted to talk about their perceived challenges and opportunities, 

how they negotiated those challenges and took advantage of the opportunities, and what 

considerations they made to reach a decision or intention. As semi-structured interviews 
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were used, more questions were elicited as the conversations flowed in order to seek 

elaboration, reflection and clarification.  

The interview guide (Appendix 4) was piloted with two Vietnamese doctoral students and 

questions were refined for linguistic clarity and focus on the research questions. Piloting 

interviews helped me to adjust my wording to make sure the questions were 

understandable to the interviewees. Also, they helped to focus on the alignment between 

the interview questions and the research questions, in that I could retain relevant 

questions, add further questions when necessary and eliminate the ones that yielded 

useless data (Neumann, 2008). Interviews began in September 2015 and were completed 

in April 2016. Each interview was conducted in the interviewee’s choice of language and 

was planned to take from sixty to ninety minutes. Overall, 36 out of 38 participants chose 

to be interviewed in Vietnamese. Most interviews lasted more than one hour and three 

lasted two hours. Interviews were held in a variety of locations. Most were conducted 

face-to-face, where I and the participants met either in my office, in their office, or at a 

place of mutual convenience. I did travel to some cities within Australia to do interviews 

with several participants. Ten interviews were conducted through Skype with participants 

from other states, in Vietnam or other countries. There were three times when the 

internet connections were not strong enough and we had to pause the interview or 

resume it on another day. All interviews were audio recorded. I also used notes to jot 

down details that may be of value when analysing data but cannot be implied from the 

recordings, for example, my impressions, observations and hunches of the interview, or 

the interviewees’ body language, feelings or emotions. One unexpected instance occurred 

as I and one participant were in the middle of an interview when he had to pause because 

of work so I also paused the recorder. However, at the end I realised the recorder had not 

been turned back on after it was paused. The incompletely-recorded interview was not 

used for the study and I recruited another student to substitute for it.  

The verbatim transcriptions were sent to respective interviewees on my initiative. 

However, it seemed few of the participants wished to read them as very few responded. In 

some cases, I contacted the interviewees again to ask follow-up questions as I found their 

responses needed additional clarification or expansion. Fortunately, they all complied with 

my request for further information.  
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I transcribed all the recorded interviews. Although it was quite a tedious and time-

consuming task, I found it meaningful to my understanding and interpreting of the data 

because many engaging points were often expressed subtly through different ways that 

would easily have been overlooked without literal transcription (Saldaña, 2015). Those 

points became relevant when I came to the data analysis phase. However, this does not 

mean that data analysis only started when data collection and transcribing had been 

completed. Instead, it began as I conducted the first interviews. The next section will 

further elaborate on my approach to data analysis. 

Approach to data analysis  

Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data (Merriam, 2015). In qualitative 

research, it involves consolidating, reducing and interpreting what people have said and 

what the researcher has observed and read. The process of data analysis commences with 

the data collection because, right from the start, the researcher knows what he/she wants 

to investigate and has selected a purposeful sample to collect the relevant data. Emerging 

insights, impressions and tentative hypotheses guide the next phase of data collection 

which, in turn, leads to the refinement or reformulation of questions, and so on. Hence, 

this process is recursive and dynamic (Merriam, 2015). Analysis becomes more intensive as 

the study progresses and once all the data are in. In this way, the final data that the 

researcher obtains are both “parsimonious and illuminating” (ibid., p.197).  

Following suggestions by Bogdan and Biklen (2007, cited in Merriam, 2015), I took up some 

strategies that helped me throughout the process. For example, I normally did the task of 

transcribing and reading the transcription to have a grasp of the interview as soon as I 

finished a cluster of two to three interviews or, where possible, right after an interview. I 

also wrote memos for my own record to reflect on the process of drawing meaning and 

inference from the data through engaging in an “on-going dialogue with self” (Shkedi, 

2005, p. 89). Those memos were kept in a separate folder to be used during the course of 

data analysis, comparison and writing up. Data collection stopped when I found that 

continuing interviewing produced only tiny increments of new information in comparison 

to the effort expended to get them. Hence, thirty-eight interviews were conducted in total. 
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Data analysis is a complex process of “moving back and forth between concrete bits of 

data and abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, between 

description and interpretation” (Merriam, 2015, p. 202). Its goal is to answer the research 

questions. The insights generated from this process constitute the findings of the study. 

Therefore, findings can be in the form of descriptive accounts, themes or categories that 

cut across the data or in the form of models and theories that explain the data. For this 

study, which is influenced by a grounded-theory approach, the data are the foundation 

from which theory can be generated and elaboration of theoretical understandings and 

applications can be developed. 

To address the research questions, with such a large volume of information, I focused on 

reducing the participants’ descriptions by creating themes, sub-themes and overlapping 

themes that formed categories relevant to each research question. These questions were 

asked in chronological order and explored: how the participants came to imagine a PhD 

study in Australia; how they experienced their studies and life through navigating the 

transnational space they occupied, and how these experiences helped to shape their 

imagination of the futures. Among the fundamental procedure was to find out if any 

common ground existed within the sample, specifically, whether there were any patterns 

to the themes, sub-themes and overlapping themes that these Vietnamese doctoral 

students experienced. 

I used the Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), NVivo 11, to 

help me in data preparation, identification and manipulation (Reid, 1992). These include: 

keeping the data visible in one place; coding data – labelling passages of text according to 

content; dividing text data into analytically meaningful and easily locatable segments; 

searching for, sorting, rearranging, and retrieving data – collecting similarly labelled 

passages of text by using a tool in NVivo. Several researchers have acknowledged the 

advantages of using CAQDAS in qualitative data analysis. For example, Silverman (2013) 

emphasises that NVivo can enhance the rigour of qualitative research as it enables 

researchers to provide a comprehensive ‘audit trail’ of decisions made during the data 

collection and analysis. I found the software very helpful in creating an overall picture of 

the data categories and lessening the tedious process of data coding and retrieval. This 
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enhanced my confidence in data management, making possible links and connections 

among different aspects of the data. 

After importing all interview transcripts to NVivo, I started the process of ‘open coding’ as I 

read the data by identifying the segments that were responsive to the research questions. I 

created free nodes from these segments. The segment is the unit of data which the 

researcher later finds is meaningful or potentially meaningful. For the purpose of this 

study, I took the ‘interpretive-descriptive’ approach to analysing qualitative data that 

Strauss and Cobin (1990) suggest. In this approach, the researcher has a primary interest in 

accurately describing what he/she has understood from the data and “weaving 

descriptions, speaker’s words, field note quotations and their own interpretations into a 

rich and believable descriptive narrative” (ibid., p. 22). Here, some level of interpretation 

and abstraction for theory-building may be present. However, it depends on the type of 

data and what part of the research questions they can address that the researcher decides 

on the level of analysis as several levels of data analysis are possible in a qualitative study 

(Merriam, 2015). At the most basic level, data are organised chronologically or topically 

and presented in a narrative that is largely descriptive. The next level is using concepts to 

describe phenomena. This level involves a process of systematically classifying data into 

some sort of scheme consisting of categories or themes. At this level, the categories 

describe the data but, to some extent, they also interpret the data. 

For example, as I analysed the set of narratives that are responses to the first section of 

the interview, asking the students how they came to imagine doctoral studies, all details 

related to doctoral decisions, such as institutional requirements, potential promotion, 

professional development, financial incentives, love for learning, family tradition, and so 

on, were taken as noteworthy and put into the free nodes. I then found commonalities 

among the candidates, and even the exceptional information, which was put into a new 

child node in Nvivo. From these free nodes, I then created categories of factors that 

motivate the students to choose to undertake PhD studies. Finally, I reduced the number 

of factors down to two large categories, namely: socio-contextual factors (the external 

factors that exist outside the individuals) and socio-affective factors (internal self-desire 

that exists within the individuals). This process is called analytical coding, which goes 

beyond descriptive coding, and comes from interpretation and reflection on meaning 
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(Merriam, 2015). In NVivo, I could visualise the number of times one particular factor was 

featured in one node, which is equivalent to the number of participants who mentioned 

that factor in their decision. Hence, I could infer, for example, the most and the least 

influential factors, and how the doctoral decision was made out of a complex mix of 

national policy, and the participants’ professional and personal aspirations, among others.  

The third level of analysis, which involves making inferences, developing models or 

generating theory (Merriam, 2015), was taken as the main approach for this study. It is a 

process, according to Miles and Huberman (1994), of moving up “from the empirical 

trenches to a more conceptual overview of the landscape” (p. 261). In this process, we no 

longer just deal with observables, but also with unobservables, and connect the two “with 

successive layers of inferential glue” (ibid.). At this level, the researcher thinks about data, 

from where he/she can develop a theory that explains some aspect of practice and allows 

him/her to draw inferences about future activity. LeCompte, Preissle, and Tesch (1993) 

define theorising as “the cognitive process of discovering or manipulating abstract 

categories and the relationships among those categories” (p. 239). This process is never 

straightforward but is fraught with ambiguity.  

For example, themes within the participants’ own descriptions of their living and learning 

experiences and imagined futures were identified and interpretations were made about 

what this data tells us about how processes within the transnational space shaped their 

lives, identities and agency. Notions within the theories of space, transnationalism, 

imagination and identities were constantly utilised to shed light on the empirical data. As 

such, the participants’ narratives on their socialisation, feelings of marginalisation or 

notion of home were coded under the theme of sense of belonging. From there, apart 

from describing the intricacy in the participants’ sense of belonging, I interpreted what this 

meant to their sense of identity, whether and how it was influenced by their transnational 

experience in Australia and how the students’ agency was played out here. Then, some 

theoretical implications relating to identity reconstruction of international students were 

drawn from such a process of interpretation. The variables used to ensure a representative 

sample of students, such as field of study and source of scholarship funds, were not 

analysed as themes but as instances where these variables were relevant to thematic 

findings. These were noted and woven into the reporting of findings.  
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All large categories and experiential themes identified in the study are presented and 

discussed in the four chapters reporting the findings, which deal with the three major 

phases of the students’ doctoral experience – imagining and becoming an international 

doctoral student in Australia, living and learning in Australia and imagining the post-PhD 

future. These three phases generate a logical and meaningful account of international 

doctoral experience, from which insights into the students’ identity reconstruction can be 

drawn. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the methodological approach to my research as a 

qualitative case study, conducted through a phenomenological approach. The research is 

undertaken within a constructivist epistemological and ontological paradigm, which 

establishes that multiple realities exist and that meanings are co-constructed between the 

researcher and the researched. I have presented and justified the boundary of this case 

study, which focuses on the experience of Vietnamese doctoral students as a cohort of 

international students in Australia. I have also provided a profile of this group of students, 

in terms of who they are, where they come from, under what circumstances, and other 

demographic information. Issues of positionality and reflexivity have been discussed, in 

which I define myself as an outsider to this cohort and yet an insider, who attempts to stay 

objective throughout the study. Data collection through in-depth semi-structured 

interviews with thirty-eight participants from different universities in Australia, through 

the practice of ethically-based research, formed the bulk of data which was then analysed 

with the help of CAQDAS NVivo 11. Interpretations were made through thick description of 

the students’ motivations, experience and imagined futures. The process of interpretation 

was conducted at two levels, depending on what part of the research questions they 

address. At the first level, data were reflected on and categorised into themes under 

concepts that go beyond description. At another level, some degree of abstraction for 

theory generation was achieved through creating a more conceptual overview of the 

phenomenon. Fundamentally, the basis for these methodological choices is the desire to 

appropriately capture and comprehend the Vietnamese students’ doctoral experience in 
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the transnational space and how their professional identity is formed and reformed within 

this space.  

The following four chapters present analyses and discuss, in light of literature, findings on 

the students’ pre-departure motivations and aspirations (Chapter 4), experience of 

negotiating transnationality (Chapter 5), of becoming a professional researcher in Australia 

(Chapter 6) and the imagination they have of their future life and career (Chapter 7). 

Across each of these chapters, I continue to focus on how their professional identities 

develop as, within the transnational space, they encounter new challenges and 

opportunities, have new experiences, rethink their notion of belongingness and re-imagine 

their futures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



87 
 

Chapter 4 

Imagining doctoral studies in Australia 

…more people than ever before seem to imagine routinely the possibility that they or their children 

will live and work in places other than where they were born… 

(Appadurai, 1996, p.6) 

Introduction  

In the past, postgraduate study in a foreign country was unimaginable for most 

Vietnamese students. There were only a privileged few who were selected to undertake 

studies outside Vietnam, mainly in Soviet Bloc countries (following 1975 national 

unification). Times have changed and many more are now able to travel to places around 

the world to receive further education. This chapter explores how Vietnamese 

postgraduate students, most of whom are university lecturers and senior government 

employees in Vietnam, imagine becoming international doctoral students and make a 

choice to go to Australia.  

Such a possibility is a product of various political developments in Vietnam, especially its 

new national human resource policies. These have enabled many students to consider 

possibilities that were not feasible twenty years earlier. Indeed, recent policy changes in 

Vietnam have created favourable conditions for a large number of people, especially 

professionals, university lecturers and junior researchers, to access further studies outside 

the country. The government of Vietnam has also actively sought international cooperation 

with different partners around the world, at institutional and national levels, to undertake 

advanced research training of Vietnamese students. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

Vietnam’s Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) has set specific targets for its higher 

education institutions, requiring a high proportion of PhD-qualified lecturers by the year 

2020. In this chapter, I discuss the factors that contribute to students’ decisions to travel to 

another country for their doctoral studies and their expectations of this mobility - their 

doctoral journey.  

This discussion is primarily structured around  the notions of imagination (Appadurai, 

1996, 2000, 2004) and the social imaginary (Taylor, 2004) with which to understand the 
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accounts in the interviews of participants’ PhD decisions and expectations of their sojourn. 

A focus on imagination is valuable as it acknowledges the complexity and multiplicity of 

factors that affect the participants in this study in making a major life decision to 

undertake a research degree in another country for a period of at least three years. It also 

links their imagination of the future to their past and their individual experiences in the 

present. 

Appadurai (1996) argues that, in globalising times, imagination plays a new and powerful 

role as a social practice, a property of collectives and a “form a work” (p. 31) (both as 

labour and a culturally organised practice). The ‘imagination’ is thus a mental power that 

informs the daily lives of ordinary people in various ways, allowing people to search for 

better options. Linking imagination to aspiration, Appadurai argues that “the capacity to 

aspire” (p. 59) is a “navigational capacity” (p. 69). By using this metaphor, he clarifies that 

people use a ‘map’ of social norms to explore the future for themselves. The ‘map of 

aspirations’ is comprised of various aspirational nodes and pathways. Different groups of 

people have different opportunities to practise using the map, therefore, they have 

different ‘horizons of aspirations’. Appadurai suggests that these diverse imaginations and 

aspirations provide individuals with access to being many kinds of people. In this way, 

imagination and aspiration are closely linked to the idea of personal identity. This point is 

particularly important for this study as I explore how the Vietnamese doctoral students’ 

identities develop as they go through the doctoral decision, and then journey to another 

country. It highlights the vital role of the social and global contexts in which an ‘imaginative 

space’ is created for undertaking doctoral studies. This chapter explores the creation of 

such an imaginative space. 

Related to this analysis is the idea of the ‘social imaginary’. According to Taylor (2004), 

‘social imaginary’ is the way people “imagine their social existence, how they fit together 

with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are 

normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these 

expectations” (p. 23). Social or political imaginaries incorporate broader social or political 

fields, using deep conceptions of social life. This notion is helpful in explaining how the 

participants in my study imagine themselves in their social context, what motivates them 
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to leave Vietnam for doctoral education in Australia and what expectations they have of 

their educational and professional pathway inform their PhD decision.  

This chapter includes four sections. The first section looks at both external and internal 

factors that make doctoral study, as such, imaginable to the participants. The second 

section explores why and how Australia is chosen as a site for doctoral education. The third 

section enquires into the expectations that these participants had of their life and study in 

Australia. Lastly, a summary of key findings of the chapter is presented. 

A PhD study needs to be aspirational or imaginable before any decision can be made about 

it. The following section focuses on two key questions: (i) how did doctoral education 

become imaginable for the participants? (ii) what factors influenced their doctoral 

aspirations and decision-making?  

Imagining doctoral study 

There is a relatively small body of literature concerned with the motivations or reasons 

students choose to undertake doctoral studies. It is generally found that motives for 

pursuing a doctorate are multiple and complex. While there have been some studies 

drawing on theoretically-informed frameworks (McCulloch, Guerin, Jayatilaka, Calder, & 

Ranasinghe, 2017), most studies are largely descriptive (Brailsford, 2010; Clark, 2007; 

Guerin, Jayatilaka, & Ranasinghe, 2015; Jablonski, 2001; Kowalczuk-Walędziak, Lopes, 

Menezes, & Tormenta, 2017; Leonard, Becker, & Coate, 2005; Mokhtar, 2012; Wellington 

& Sikes, 2006). Unlike these studies, which usually look at the more psychological aspects 

of motivation, my study, instead, explores motivation through the lens of imagination to 

grasp the complexity of the issue in terms of temporality and spatiality. McCulloch et al. 

(2017) draw on self-determination theory and social-cognitive career theory and find that 

the students’ decision-making is influenced by both individual socio-cognitive and socio-

contextual factors. However, as this study is concerned with the affective side of the 

participants’ PhD decisions as well as the rational perceptions of the students, instead of 

using the term socio-cognitive factors, as proposed by these authors, I am going to use the 

term socio-affective factors, to include both the rational and emotional aspects of 

motivations in the participants’ accounts.  
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This following section delves into the participants’ different motives and diverse 

imaginations through looking at socio-affective and socio-contextual factors around their 

PhD decisions. By socio-contextual factors, I mean the external factors that exist outside 

the individuals, for example, the global context, the national socio-political situation, 

institutional policy and individuals’ social relationships. Socio-affective factors refer to an 

individual’s internal self-desire. Socio-affective factors will be explored following a 

considered discussion of social-contextual factors.  

Analysis of the 38 participants’ narratives reveals that a range of socio-contextual factors 

have created, in many, an imaginative space with similar ‘horizon of aspirations’ 

(Appadurai, 2004) for doctoral education. These are, primarily, the Vietnamese national 

human resource policy and the subsequent institutional support, the participants’ 

immediate community and their personal and professional networks. 

The interviews show the important role of the national policy in human resource 

development in Vietnam and how it significantly contributes to creating an imaginative 

space in which studying a doctorate becomes possible for the students. Below are some 

examples:  

First and foremost reason, it’s almost compulsory for university 
lecturers to hold a PhD. Then, scholarship opportunities are 
available, I just need to try to apply for the best one then go. 
(Anh, female, International Relations) 

I’m a university lecturer. I thought sooner or later I would have 
to gain a PhD degree as required, to be able to have a successful 
career, so when the opportunity came I just took it. (Ngoc, 
female, Human Resource Management) 

Here, we can see doctoral studies have become a professional expectation for these 

interviewees. The national policy, which subsequently means their institution’s support 

and commitment, contributes to participants’ developing a ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 

2004) to a doctorate. It also creates an imaginative space in which they can have ‘a 

successful career’ as university lecturers with a PhD degree. Therefore, having a doctorate 

becomes part of these participants’ social (or professional) imaginary.  

An important element in the “aspirational map” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 69) that the 

participants look for is available financial sources (scholarships) that they usually consider 
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‘opportunities’. There are different sources of funds, as explained in Chapter 3, from the 

Vietnamese government (MOET) and the Central Party Organising Committee or from the 

Australian government and Australian universities. These political, social and economic 

elements set up an imaginative and aspirational canvas on which the participants sketch 

their hopes to become doctoral candidates outside their home country at some point in 

their careers.  

None of the participants in my study, or any Vietnamese nationals that I know of, fund 

their own overseas PhD studies: they all apply for the particular scholarships previously 

mentioned. The majority of my participants (33/38) were working in public universities, 

research institutes or government departments when they applied for their PhD studies. 

Only five participants were non-government applicants, or, as they are casually dubbed, 

‘free’ applicants. Whereas government applicants are required (by either their home 

institutions or the scholarship providers) to return to Vietnam after finishing their studies, 

‘free’ applicants do not have a commitment to return built into their scholarship 

conditions. While there are no statistics on the number of these free candidates, they can 

be said to be the minority of the Vietnamese doctoral student cohort in Australia. That the 

large majority of participants in this study are government workers indicates that the 

opportunity to undertake doctoral studies overseas is not only based on academic merit 

but also on the participants’ class location, that is, they belong to a ‘special’ group of 

people in Vietnamese society – middle-class government workers with high social and 

professional status.  

Viet’s account below demonstrates how scholarship information is made available to 

government workers: 

Every year a scholarship announcement is delivered from the 
Central Party office to all provincial offices and government 
departments, whoever wants to study further can register. I 
thought it was time for me to study a PhD so I just registered. 
(Viet, male, Climate change)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

So, instead of having to compete nationally and, sometimes, internationally for a grant to 

undertake a PhD overseas, being a local government officer offers Viet access to the 

Central Party scholarship which is only available to bureaucrats or public university 

lecturers. This is the case for over half the study participants who are supported by the 
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Vietnamese government or Australian government’s development funds. In many cases, 

the selection is made not only on the basis of their academic profiles but on their 

professional status and the current national development priorities (for example: 

agriculture, education or public policy). While it is a requirement of Australian universities 

that applicants show sufficient English proficiency and evidence of their research capacity 

from previous study levels, funding is an important enabler, providing the means for 

people to study overseas.  

For many other participants, the fact that they work for public universities or research 

institutes in Vietnam automatically provides opportunities for them to receive scholarships 

from the Central Party, the MOET, or at least makes them strong candidates for different 

Australian scholarships. It is both a requirement and opportunity for them to undertake 

doctoral education and do this overseas. These opportunities are certainly not accessible 

to all professionals or to other groups in Vietnam. 

In some other cases, it is not only the national educational context that helps build their 

imagination of becoming a doctoral candidate but also their institutional context. Some 

participants need to have a PhD not only to maintain their job but to gain promotion and 

further professional benefits. For example, some mention that it is within the institutional 

policy that their university needs more PhD holders to meet the requirement for expanding 

their training programmes: 

At my home institution, the Information and Library 
management program for undergraduates has been running for 
10 years now. The university leaders want to open a master 
programme and we need three PhD holders in the Faculty to be 
able to do that. Before I left, there was only one PhD. I will be 
the second one after this course. (Thuy, female, Library 
management) 

Some participants talk about them needing to hold a PhD degree to be able to be the first 

author of books publications or supervise postgraduate students. One interviewee 

mentions promotion as the primary reason he chose to study a doctorate: 

I was arranged to become the Deputy Head of [a university in 
the South of Vietnam] and must be a PhD holder to take that 
position. At the beginning, I only intended to do a PhD at home 
[in Vietnam], but it was by chance that I learned about the 
scholarship funded by Project 165 [funding postgraduate studies 
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for potential leaders in public agencies and universities]. So 
that’s it. (Binh, male, Management)  

With the university leadership arrangement, Binh imagines himself becoming a leader of 

his home institution after completing the study, so “that’s it”. Thus, like many other 

participants, it is through the professional requirement that he becomes aware of the 

possibility of graduate education.  

Professional requirements have been reported in previous studies as a primary motivation 

for many doctoral students. For example, Mokhtar’s (2012) study on Engineering PhD 

students in Malaysia, Jablonski’s (2001) research with students of professional doctorates 

in Education in the US and Guerin et al.’s (2015) survey of 405 PhD students in an 

Australian university all suggest the necessity of completing a doctoral programme as part 

of a ‘stark reality’ (Guerin et al., 2015). However, these studies do not see those factors as 

contributors to the students’ imagination of and aspirations for their own career pathway. 

In my study, these requirements play an important role in building up an imagination of 

themselves as successful professionals in their workplace or within their academic field.  

Appadurai’s (2004) argument of how uneven ‘the capacity to aspire’, or the imaginative 

potential, is distributed in many societies is reflected in the unevenness of imaginative 

spaces among young people and professionals in Vietnam, before and after the national 

human resource development strategy was in place (the year 2000) and of government 

and non-government workers (33 government as compared to 5 non-government out of 

38 participants in this study). Prior to 2000, the possibility of studying a doctoral degree 

was imaginable for only a few but it has now become part of the imagined possible for 

many, especially government professionals. As a result of this policy, people can enjoy very 

different socio-political, cultural and economic contexts with much more freedom and 

choices. This potentially impacts upon the way they think about who they are and who 

they can be in the future and what kind of education and career they can have. This is 

especially true given the fact that Vietnamese people’s lives are heavily controlled by the 

state, and that the country has been going through tremendous political reform. 

Interview narratives also reveal that within a favourable national and institutional 

backdrop, the participants’ direct social and academic environment plays an important part 

in their imagination for doctoral education. Many participants acknowledge that they are 
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influenced by their family, friends, their former lecturers and their previous 

studying/researching experience, as expressed by these interviewees: 

I got bored with my job at that time. I wanted to work in a 
more creative and flexible environment, not a routine one. I 
decided to talk to some of my former lecturers and learned 
that if I did a PhD project on my chosen area, I would have 
more space for creativity. It’s not like a 9-to-5 job, and I can 
still take part in other projects. So I decided to apply for a PhD. 
(Quang, male, Engineering) 

When I studied undergraduate degree, I thought about doing a 
master degree. When I went to Europe for my master’s study, I 
was inspired by many of my lecturers and thought I would need 
to study further. One of them was an academic named Susan 
Wright, an expert in higher education. Then I decided to study 
this area. (Huu, male, Education) 

At different points in their careers, both Quang and Huu are influenced by their former 

lecturers in their decisions to continue the educational journey. For Quang, it is through his 

former lecturers’ advice that he begins to imagine the possibility of doctoral study instead 

of remaining with his “routine” company job. This phenomenon is also reported by 

McCulloch et al. (2017) in some ICT doctoral students who, after industry experience, 

realise the value of autonomy and creativity that comes with doctoral research. For Huu, 

his undergraduate and postgraduate lecturers are influential in creating an image of a 

successful education researcher/academic, which fuels his aspiration to pursue his PhD. 

This finding is in accord with Brailsford’s (2010) study of History PhD students in New 

Zealand and Guerin et al.’s (2015) in Australia. Both studies conclude that lecturers do have 

a valuable role in influencing the decision-making of potential HDR students at a personal 

level.  

Not only previous lecturers but also previous learning and research experiences, especially 

during the participants’ master’s programmes, are revealed by some interviewees to be an 

important motivating factor in their doctoral education decision. Tai is one of them: 

It was when I did my internship at a hospital during my master’s 
studies that I had a chance to work with many doctors and did 
my research under the supervision of a professor for 6 months. 
That 6 months was so inspiring that I decided to do doctoral 
research. I never thought I would before that. (Tai, male, 
Pharmacy) 



95 
 

Few other scholars have found previous learning and research experience to be of 

importance to the decision for doctoral studies, with Guerin et al. (2015) being one 

exception. And even these authors acknowledge that this might be more relevant to recent 

graduates from bachelor programmes than to mature-aged students who completed their 

degrees a considerable time ago. By contrast, in my study, many participants, regardless of 

how long ago they finished their undergraduate or master’s studies, mention in some way 

that this earlier experience makes them want to study further. Some undertook their PhDs 

almost immediately following their master’s studies while others took a number of years 

after returning to Vietnam from a master’s degree abroad, having a family or continuing 

their previous jobs. All the earlier academic and research exposure becomes part of their 

imaginary of the quality environment they would have when they continue to, or come 

back for, doctoral study. 

Family support, whether from parents, other relatives or from partners, is an essential 

factor in the PhD decision-making process as mentioned by most interviewees. This is 

especially emphasised by the women participants: 

As you may know, when a woman decides to study overseas, it 
is essential to have the approval and support from the family, 
especially the husband. At that time when I was still confused 
about the question whether I should go or not, my husband 
strongly supported me, and even said “I will always support 
you, by your side, I’ll take care of the kids while you study”. I 
think it’s the most important backing for me to go ahead with 
my dream, applying for scholarship, sitting for an IELTS 
[International English Language Testing System] exam, 
preparing all the documents for my PhD study. (Ly, female, 
International Relations) 

Traditionally, in Vietnamese society, women in general and married women in particular 

are not encouraged to study higher degrees. They are expected to be passive, to place 

their family as the top priority in their life and to support their husband’s career although 

they may have a profession themselves. However, unconventionally, Ly and many of the 

other female participants receive a great deal of support from their husbands to pursue 

doctoral studies in Australia with a view to developing their careers. This also means, for 

Ly, having her husband and children accompany her to Australia with the house chores and 

childcare being mainly left in his hands. For others, it means leaving the family behind. All 

married female participants share an acknowledgement that, without their partners’ 
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support, they would not be able to imagine a PhD study or progress it. It is almost a 

prerequisite for them to go ahead with the doctoral aspiration. Some make the decision 

amid family tension, mostly because their husbands do not voluntarily support them. Some 

receive the support from the beginning, like Ly, and feel themselves “lucky to have such a 

progressive and open-minded husband”. So here, they are actually imagining a new gender 

order in the family, wherein they become the one who actively seeks personal 

advancement and their husbands are the supporters. 

It is a strikingly different story for the male participants. They generally get their family’s 

support because it is considered a ‘normal’ development, even a godsend to the family, 

that men go for further education as a step forward in their career building. Therefore, in 

making the PhD decisions, they do not have to give as much consideration as the women 

participants. This also demonstrates the traditional way of thinking about men being the 

breadwinners of the family and the ones for whom the ‘natural’ right to education and 

career progress is reserved. Some accounts of pre-departure stories illustrate this: 

So you came here on your own and left your wife and kids in 
Vietnam, did you have to consider the family circumstances a 
lot before you went? 

No, my family totally supported me. This is the way it worked, 
I split jobs in the household. I told my wife I would go to 
Australia and these are things I would do, meanwhile, these 
are the things she and the kids would do at home. Altogether 
we are working toward an objective for the whole family. You 
can call it democracy or dictatorialism. (Binh, male, 
Management)  

I’m a university lecturer, so undertaking PhD studies is a 
normal thing, no consideration. I got the scholarship and just 
went. My wife has her job and has to take care of old parents, 
she couldn’t come with me. Everybody supported me and had 
to sacrifice something. (Thai, male, Engineering) 

Family support has indeed been found in previous studies to be one of the factors 

contributing to the students’ choice to embark on the doctoral path (Guerin et al., 2015; 

Phelps, 2013). However, these studies do not find any link between this and gender. Also, 

in Guerin et al.’s study, for example, family expectations are not explicitly stated by the 

participants. In contrast, a few of my participants explained that it is their family’s 

expectation (usually their extended family) that contributes to their determination to 
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pursue a doctoral study. In these cases, family tradition and Confucianism, expressed 

through the parents’ strong emphasis on academic success, or their wish that the children 

follow the family tradition, plays an important role in imagining their own doctoral future 

as the following narrative shows:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

In my family clan, a lot of people hold doctor degrees or 
professorship so if I didn’t study for a PhD, I would feel like I miss 
something. They expected me to do so, especially when I 
became a university lecturer. (Cuong, male, Finance) 

For Cuong, the fact that many members in his family clan hold high academic qualifications 

puts pressure on him to pursue the same thing but it also enables him to aspire for further 

education. This phenomenon has previously been observed to be common among the 

international doctoral students from developing countries in Phelps’ (2013) study of an 

international doctoral student cohort at University of British Columbia. 

For participants from highly-educated families, the interest to study a higher degree often 

emerges much earlier than during their undergraduate or postgraduate graduate 

education in Vietnam. A fourth-year PhD candidate shares: 

It’s like the family tradition. My parents are both university 
lecturers so since I was a child, they always talked me into 
learning and acquiring high academic qualifications. I got the 
idea and interest from there. (Viet, male, Climate Change) 

Studying a higher degree has been part of Viet’s imaginary from a young age as a result of 

his parents’ influence. Born into a family where both parents are academics, early parental 

orientation helps shape his interest and imagination about higher education. There have 

been many studies pointing out the positive link between parents’ educational attainment 

and social status with their children’s academic achievement (Davis-Kean, 2005; Ermisch & 

Pronzato, 2010; Fan & Chen, 2001) although they do not specifically look at doctoral level 

education. However, one study in the US shows a relatively strong influence of parental 

education on enrolment in doctoral programmes (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003).  

Overall, we can see that, for many participants, the decision to pursue a doctorate does 

not occur in isolation but in a socio-political context (Johnson, Lee, & Green, 2000; 

Mewburn, 2011) that creates a discourse of pursuing a PhD. The students are influenced 

by national and institutional requirements, their former lecturers, previous learning and 
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research experience or their significant others’ support and expectations. These 

influences enable the participants to unlock their imaginative potentials and see 

themselves differently through undertaking doctoral studies. The next section explores 

the socio-affective perspective – their internal feelings, wants and desires that help build 

up their ‘horizons of aspirations’ by showing how doctoral education becomes imaginable 

for these Vietnamese doctoral students. 

The interview accounts suggest that the participants’ motivations for doctoral studies are 

focused both on the self and on “making a contribution” to their institution or the national 

development of Vietnam. Different participants have different sets of motivations which 

contribute to enhancing their ‘capacity to aspire’ and co-creating the imaginative space 

that the social and professional contexts have generated for them, as discussed in the 

previous section.  

As widely confirmed in the literature, many interviewees mention their quest for 

knowledge and improved professional practice as the main reason for their doctoral 

studies. The following narratives provide good examples of those participants:  

I have always loved learning. I consider it a job. Being a teacher, I 
keep updating myself with new knowledge so I participated in 
many courses. My home institution does not require but 
encourages teachers to study a PhD. So I felt very motivated to 
further my study after doing my master studies. (Tram, female, 
Education) 

We can see, here, the aspiration to do a PhD and develop herself is not only enhanced by 

the professional context in which Tram is a teacher but, also, by her personal commitment 

to and love for learning.  

Also wanting to improve his professional practice, Van wants to do a PhD to develop his 

expertise and improve his teaching: 

It was totally from me and for me. I am studying not just for the 
degree, it’s important but being able to teach well so that the 
students won’t get bored is more important. I think to give a 
good lecture about 1, you need to know 10. So I have to keep 
studying my area in depth. (Van, male, Engineering) 

For Van, the PhD and subsequent improved teaching practice becomes an “aspirational 

node” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 69) in his professional pathway. This exemplifies how a 
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participant’s desire for better professional performance helps generate the imagination in 

him to become an international doctoral student.  

Also, on a quest for professional improvement, Ly, a junior researcher in a research 

institute, is inspired to “refresh” herself to meet her job requirements by undertaking a 

PhD study: 

I found that there are a lot of skills that I still wanted to improve 
to deal with the job requirements in the [a research institute] 
where I was working. I think it could be better if I get equipped 
with more knowledge and research skills, esp. the degree, for 
me to refresh myself, to challenge myself in the academic 
environment as I expected. (Ly, female, International Relations) 

Tram, Van and Ly apply for a PhD candidacy as they are seeking an intellectual challenge 

and desire professional advancement. These desires enable them to create an imaginative 

space in which they are doctoral students and, subsequently, a more knowledgeable and 

qualified teacher, lecturer or researcher. Alongside the availability of scholarships, their 

institutional support and their own capabilities, these participants have developed what 

Appadurai coins a “navigational capacity” (2004, p. 69) and exercise it to pursue higher 

studies. 

These findings are supported by previous research conducted with doctoral candidates 

that shows, among numerous motivating factors, a desire for personal and professional 

development tends to be the most dominant (Jablonski, 2001; Kowalczuk-Walędziak et al., 

2017; Leonard et al., 2005; Loxley & Seery, 2012; Scott, Brown, & Lunt, 2004). The 

participants in these studies primarily want to undertake a PhD for their personal 

fulfilment and professional advancement. 

Alongside this general intellectual interest and desire for professional development are 

deeply affective motivations relating to one’s identity. Thanh’s narrative offers an 

insightful analysis of how she wants to explore her own potential and identity in this world 

and that leads her to a PhD study: 

… now when I came to think of it, the deepest motivation was I 
wanted something more in my life, I wanted to learn more about 
the world and myself. What I could learn, who I could be. Back 
then I was only earning money and caring for family. I 
presumably had everything other people would wish for in my 
horizon, in my little world, but somehow deep down I was not 
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satisfied cos I think I was quite ambitious academically… I’m very 
glad that I made that decision. It was a big adventure for a little 
girl like me, like I was, at that time. (Thanh, female, Education) 

The wish to confirm or change one’s identity has also been discovered by Leonard et al. 

(2005), Wellington and Sikes (2006) and Guerin et al. (2015) to be one important motive 

for many to take up doctoral studies. However, in these studies, the participants seem to 

emphasise the attainment of the degree (or title ‘Dr’) as an eventual outcome of their 

studies more than thinking about doctoral study as a way to learn about themselves - to 

find their own identity - as in Thanh’s case.   

In accord with Guerin et al.’s (2015) research, which found that intrinsic motivation 

relating to personal identity is also tied to a desire for social contribution and, in some 

cases, a desire for recognition from others, the following is typical of what some of my 

participants express: 

I like doing research and want to publish my research. I think a 
PhD is vital for me to follow that career. So I opted to do a minor 
thesis in my master program so that I can apply to study a PhD. I 
want to be known in my field. (Cuong, male, Finance)  

Being known in his field becomes a node in Cuong’s ‘map of aspirations’. Accordingly, 

taking doctoral education is the pathway he wants to navigate. Here, we can see more 

evidence of how self-desire creates an imaginative space for participants. Within that 

space, they become doctoral students and, eventually, more qualified professionals.  

While, for some, identity transformation is an important influence, other participants 

pursue PhDs in order to contribute to their institutions or to Vietnam. The aspirational 

node in Duc’s map is the possibility to create changes to the service of land management in 

his home country following his PhD study:  

I want to do something to modernise the practice of land 
management in Vietnam, we can’t rely on aids forever, calling 
for assistance from here and there. At the moment, we don’t 
have a concrete and appropriate orientation for land registry 
development, for example. I expect to work more in this area 
after completing the degree. (Duc, male, Geo-Spatial Science)  

Similarly, other participants speak of desired and desirable contributions to the national or 

regional development: almost half the participants choose to study a national or regional 

problem as a way of contributing to a particular national issue. For example, Huy (male, 
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Architecture and Design) or Quynh (female, Public Health) who, respectively, investigate 

the poor situation of residential apartments for medium-income people in the central 

region of Vietnam and reproductive health, undertook research in Vietnam. This conforms 

with the phenomenon commonly observed among international graduate students from 

countries with developing economies (Phelps, 2013; Smith, 2007). These studies reveal 

that one strong reason graduate students study abroad is to make social contributions, 

either on their return to the home country or by building academic or professional linkages 

with organisations in the host country.  

The desire to make a social contribution is also implied through an ambition to do further 

research, to enrich their home institutions’ academic development, or through inspiring 

other people and teaching. Many participants want to pursue a PhD so they could 

contribute more to their professions, as illustrated here: 

After finishing the master’s program here [Australia], I returned 
to Hanoi to resume my teaching job at [her institution]. I found 
that the students’ English communicative skills were very weak. I 
wanted to further study to understand the reasons why, and 
how I could help them improve. So I decided to apply for a PhD 
study and came back here. (Bich, female, Education) 

This quote is reflective of many participants’ imagined capacity to make valuable 

contributions and how this becomes a socio-affective driver for them to pursue a PhD 

degree. Doctoral education as a means for positive social contributions, in which the PhD 

holders take the ‘stewardship’ position, has been widely discussed in the literature 

(Walker, Golde, Jones, Conklin Bueschel, & Hutchings, 2008). They are expected to “link 

disciplinary knowledge to public benefit” and “address the needs of society in order to 

make it better” (Prewitt, 2006, p. 37). These desired contributions are nationally or 

institutionally targeted or quite “local” (Phelps, 2013, p. 155). Before their PhD sojourn, 

their imaginary of the future was confined to their institutional or national boundary. This 

point will be further discussed in Chapter 7 and compared and contrasted with their 

imagined future capacity to make more global or transnational contributions. 

In another vein, some participants reveal more pragmatic purposes for doing a PhD, as 

shown through the following responses: 

Before doing this PhD, I was working as an engineer in a French 
company, I was not satisfied with that position. I wanted to 
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study further, getting a PhD so that I could find another job with 
a higher income. (Phong, male, Engineering)  

I could not pretend that I did not think of promotion when 
deciding to study a PhD. It was one important reason. I believe I 
could do more with more power in my hand. (Ha, male, 
International Relations)  

Both Phong and Ha are motivated by the greater satisfaction they believe they would enjoy 

after completing their doctoral studies. Financial incentive and career progression become 

dominant elements in these participants’ maps of aspirations, pushing them to navigate 

their professional pathways towards doctoral studies. This is further evidence of how 

different motivations lead the participants to enlarging their imaginative potential. Other 

research also indicates that tangible reasons like these do contribute to many people’s 

doctoral education decisions (Loxley & Seery, 2012; Scott et al., 2004). 

Finally, another distinctive, internal, socio-affective factor that leads the participants to 

aspire to doctoral education is that some participants “wanted a break” or a change from 

their current environment, and imagine this occurring through their PhD studies, as these 

narratives show: 

After finishing my master study in the US, I returned to Vietnam 
to continue my teaching job at [his home institution]. I was also 
involved in some part-time jobs as well. My work then was quite 
good. But actually, after some time, I got tired of working. I 
wanted to learn more, wanted a break. (Minh, male, Sociology) 

… Second reason, I wanted a change from the working 
environment to an academic one after a few years of working as 
a researcher. I also wanted a change for my family, wanted my 
wife to study further as well. (Hung, male, Public Policy) 

In other parts of these conversations, both Minh and Hung emphasise that money or 

professional prospects are not their concern. It is in Minh’s imagination that the PhD time 

will be an opportunity for him to be a full-time student again. For Hung, doctoral studies 

will be a complete change for his and his wife’s career pathways. These feelings and hopes 

are socio-affective in nature. 

In conclusion, the interview data in this section, analysed through the framework of 

imagination, show commonalities with some other studies which point out the interplay 

between individual socio-affective and socio-contextual factors in the participants’ 

educational decisions (Baytiyeh & Naja, 2011; Brailsford, 2010; McCulloch et al., 2017). 
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However, it is important to this study to find how influential the latter factors are, 

especially the socio-cultural and political contexts in the home country, in students’ 

doctoral education decisions. It corroborates with what Guerin et al. (2015) suggest, that 

the decision to embark on an HDR can be motivated by “particular economic conditions 

and opportunities in different fields at specific historical times” (p. 101). We have also seen 

broad, socio-affective factors that lead to participants’ doctoral education decisions. The 

aspirations to progress in one’s career, to enlarge one’s knowledge, to earn money, to 

improve one’s professional practice, to look for a change in life, among others, have 

resulted in the creation of imaginative spaces for the participants to see themselves 

differently. As Appadurai (1996) puts it, the imagination has become a powerful drive of 

individuals’ agency and a “social fact” (p. 31). This finding extends Appadurai’s notion of 

imagination and ‘the capacity to aspire’ not only in how it is relevant within an educational 

context but also how such an imaginative space is created and navigated for different 

people; not for the same purposes but always driven by the socio-affective.  

The analysis of data has also revealed that the participants imagine not only for themselves 

but also for their nation, their community (family and friends) and their 

discipline/research. They identify themselves as members of family, community and the 

nation and their imagination and/or aspiration is made in relation to those communities. 

This finding resonates with some previous studies in which the authors found 

demonstrations of collectivist ideologies as part of the interpersonal motives for 

embarking on doctoral studies such as studying for family migration (Gribble, 2008; King & 

Ruiz‐Gelices, 2003), for reciprocal social contribution (Valencia, 2015), gratitude to family 

members (Li, 2002) or advocacy for social justice (Stehlik, 2011). Collectivism is found to be 

particularly strong among doctoral students from cultures influenced by Confucianism 

(Fung, Southcott, & Siu, 2017), such as Vietnam, where individuals want to improve the 

socioeconomic status and wellbeing of the entire family and bring glory to one’s ancestors 

through reaching the summit in higher education (Tu, 1996). In this way, the participants’ 

imaginations and decisions to undertake PhD study show how they are part of the 

collective. 

This section has analysed and discussed in detail how doctoral education, in itself, becomes 

imaginable for the participants and why they aspire to pursue doctoral studies. The 
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following section will deal with how the participants come to imagine and choose Australia 

as a site for their doctoral study.  

Doctoral study in Australia 

In the interviews with the 38 participants, the diverse yet overlapping range of responses 

to the question ‘Why did you choose to study in Australia?’ reveals that their interest and 

decision to pursue study in Australia was the product of a range of factors, including 

Vietnam’s colonial legacy, their perceptions of globalisation and the opportunities in both 

home and host countries, and their personal and professional networks.  

As seen in the following, many participants explain their interest in undertaking a 

doctorate overseas, particularly in Australia, as opposed to in Vietnam, in terms of the 

condition and quality of education: 

In the first place, I did consider doing a PhD at home [in 
Vietnam]. But it would have been much harder because I would 
still have to work as a full-time employee, and you know, it’s 
very costly too. I studied my masters here [Australia] so I already 
had the foundation here, I know the professors and everything. 
(Hai, male, Economics) 

I applied for a PhD study both in Vietnam and some universities 
in the UK and Australia. However, my family kept encouraging 
me to study abroad. They said I had to spend time and energy 
studying a doctorate anyway so studying a doctorate abroad was 
definitely a better choice. A degree earned in Vietnam would not 
help you much academically or professionally. You know it, 
doctoral training in Vietnam is chaotic and substandard. (My, 
female, Bio-medical Science)  

The well-known ‘push-pull factors’ framework (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) for international 

students’ choice of study destination is useful here in showing what lead the students to 

choosing Australia as a place to study for their PhDs. According to Mazzarol and Soutar, 

push factors operate within the source country and initiate a student’s decision to 

undertake international study. Pull factors operate within a host country to make that 

country relatively attractive to international students. Some of these factors are inherent 

in the source country, some in the host country and others in the students themselves. 

Within this framework, both interviewees are ‘pushed out’ by the constraints that doctoral 

education at home might pose for them. Like many other participants in the study, My 
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believes that the domestic PhD degree is of low quality, even “substandard”. This belief 

aligns with those of other students in previous studies that investigate the mobility of 

Vietnamese international students (Clark, 2013; Harman, Hayden, & Nghi, 2010; Nguyen, 

2013) and international graduate students moving from developing countries to more 

developed countries for study (Li & Zhang, 2011; Phelps, 2013; Wallitsch, 2014). Therefore, 

in addition to the opportunities to be educated or trained abroad as a result of the 

government’s attempt to integrate into the international community for their 

industrialisation process (as explained in the Socio-contextual factors section), it can be 

seen that the participants believe that the national higher education provides them with 

very limited contingency for personal and professional development. This context 

generates new images of themselves undertaking a PhD overseas rather than in Vietnam. 

In other words, they acquire “the possibility of looking at things as if they could be 

otherwise” (Greene, 1995, p. 16). Undertaking postgraduate study in Australia therefore 

has become an imaginable choice for these participants.  

In analysing the data, I realise that a push factor can also be seen as a pull factor given the 

colonial history that Vietnam has. Many participants express a strong preference for 

international education and even explicitly share that “studying postgraduate in Vietnam is 

never an option”. The reason behind this preference has an equal plausibility in being both 

a push and a pull factor. As can be seen from the above narrative, My wants to study in 

Australia because of the belief (held by her and her family) that a degree gained abroad is 

of superior quality despite the fact that she has never had overseas education before. It is 

felt that this preference is even clearer for those participants who had overseas study 

experience before their PhDs. The perception that overseas degrees are of higher quality 

than degrees obtained in Vietnam is very common among Vietnamese nationals, parents 

and young people alike (Nguyen, 2013; Sirat, Azman, & Bakar, 2014). According to Nilan 

(1999), studying abroad has been a key aspiration of middle-class secondary and tertiary 

students since the late 1990s. This, I argue, is partly the result of Vietnam’s colonial history 

prior to gaining independence and reunification in 1975 and of the foreign influence that 

came from Vietnam being part of the Soviet Bloc. For a long time, the Vietnamese people, 

like other Asian nationals, have been subjected to foreign cultural pressures such as those 

from China, Japan, France, America and Russia. Learning foreign languages, know-how and 
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cultural values has been a deep-rooted practice and convention for Vietnamese people, if 

not an obligation or even a requirement in some historical phases. Colonial education, as 

Rizvi (2000) points out, “did much to engender Western cultural tastes, aspirations and 

values among the Asian elite”. However, for the Vietnamese nationals, it is not only the 

idealised West that is tempting to them but also non-Western values and ideas, as a result 

of the country also being colonised by non-Western forces.  

The mobility of Vietnamese people to other countries for educational purposes has a long 

history. It started during the colonial period, often justified as the ‘civilizing mission of 

education’. These people, upon their return, become a rare and desirable human resource 

for the country’s socioeconomic development. International education, especially in 

Western countries, has thus long become a desirable object/commodity (Nguyen, 2013; 

Tran & Marginson, 2014). This again reflects the controversial dualism of ‘the West and the 

rest’ with the conviction that “the West is the superior civilization” (Hall, 1992b, p. 166) – 

more civilised, educated, democratic or it arose from an untarnished enlightenment model 

of progress (Cousin, 2011). The term ‘Western’ is used loosely here, following Soong’s 

(2015) use in discussing international postgraduate students’ choices to study and migrate 

to Australia. It does not refer to any specific geographic region or ethnicity or nation-state 

but, rather, an imagined world that is a source of “supposed objective knowledge” 

(Conceison, 2004, p. 57 cited in Soong, 2015) or adoption of Western capitalism in cultural 

attitudes and values regarding personal liberty, gender and technological rationality 

(Tomlinson, 1996). The students in this study are influenced by a ‘consciousness of the 

West’ (Soong, 2015) or ‘an invisible imagined West’ (Phan, 2016) in their decision to study 

in Australia. More than that, they are driven and fascinated by ‘foreign’ civilisation and 

values, a mentality of Western superiority in aspiring and choosing a destination for 

postgraduate studies. They, unlike Soong’s research participants, have the perception of  a 

“postcolonial subjectivity” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 2) as a product of Vietnam’s colonial 

legacy. This attraction to an idealised ‘West’ or ‘foreign’ – a desired destination, arising 

from a push from the past – can be considered a conflation of both push and pull factors. 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) point out the role of historical or colonial links in determining 

the direction of much of the international student flow. However, in their research, these 

links are restricted to between home and host countries. In the current study, as I have just 
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explained, it is not only the links between Vietnam (as the home country) and Australia (as 

the host country), but between Vietnam and its former colonisers that contribute to the 

Vietnamese people’s ‘consciousness of the West/foreign’ and desire to study overseas.  

This insight demonstrates how globalisation is constituted by the continuation and 

strengthening of Western imperialist relations in the period of postcolonial nationalism 

(Rizvi, 2007) in Vietnam. As Phan (2016) argues, “perhaps nowhere in education have the 

colonial ties with Britain and the ‘neo-colonial’ ties with the United States been celebrated 

as much as they have in international/transnational education contexts and settings” (p. 

220). Although colonialism and Western imperialism are the conduits for initial encounters 

with Western higher education by Vietnamese people, the current globalised social, 

political, economic, and cultural arrangements have only intensified the demand and 

desire for international education (Smith, 2007). Like the Sub-Saharan African students in 

the US in Smith’s (2007) research, the participants in this study agree that overseas study 

yields credentials that will be respected at home and engender genuine professional 

development. 

In addition to being lodged in a ‘consciousness of the West’, many participants are 

obviously pulled towards Australia for their doctoral studies because it is an English-

speaking country, as these examples show: 

I never wanted to study a PhD in Vietnam. Studying in an English-
speaking country was my dream since very young. You know, 
upon finishing my first year at university, I was granted a 
scholarship to study in Russia but I didn’t take it. I wanted to go 
to a country where English is the native language so that I can 
communicate better with the academic community. (Van, male, 
Engineering) 

Many reasons but maybe the most important one is Australia is a 
developed and an English-speaking country. (Linh, female, 
Education) 

These two narratives reveal that the participants attach significant importance to the 

English language and studying in an English-speaking country is, therefore, a priority. There 

is an assumption that it would help them improve their English proficiency, ensuring 

positive professional development. This suggests that these participants are fully aware of 

the global cultural processes where English is the dominant language of science, 
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technology and business. Here, we can see that these participants have already developed 

a global social imaginary in which they are a part of a global community and having the 

ability to communicate with it through the English language is a marker of opportunities 

and success. Pursuing international education in an anglophone country, such as Australia, 

is seen as providing an important step to that prospective community and as opening up 

global possibilities.  

The interview data also indicates that a previous mobility experience positively influences 

the participants’ aspirations to pursue similar experiences and makes it easy for them to 

further imagine being mobile again for their doctoral education. Previous experiences have 

helped them acquire or extend their knowledge and awareness of the host country, one of 

the six pull factors in Mazzarol and Soutar‘s (2002) model. However, this model does not 

point out the students’ mobility experience as influential to the pull factor. A large majority 

of my study participants (31/38) already had overseas study experience during their 

undergraduate or master’s degrees. Upon completing their first or second degree, they 

decided to continue their mobile experiences by studying a doctorate in Australia, some 

after returning to Vietnam for a few years. Nineteen participants (out of the 31) previously 

studied in Australia. They decided to return or stay on for their PhD studies because they 

felt positively about the life and education in the country, as shown in these narratives: 

I chose Australia to study PhD firstly because I already studied 
my master’s degree here, I know about the academic 
environment here. I used to work with my current supervisor, he 
agreed to supervise my PhD research. That’s a big advantage for 
me. During my master program, I enjoyed the education here a 
lot, especially at *a university in Victoria+, it’s very demanding, it 
required students to make constant efforts. (Chau, female, 
Linguistics) 

I like *a state in Australia+, quite liveable, I’m already used to it 
cos I studied here 4 years before. Especially, when I came back 
to study PhD with my family [husband and daughter], I wanted 
to go for a safe choice. (Quynh, female, Public health) 

We can see that the possibility of doctoral education in Australia is created by the 

knowledge of and contentment with the place and its education as a result of their own 

Australian experience. It shows that past experience in Australia has helped generate their 

desire for further study in the same locale. This is evidence for Dewey’s (1934) contention 
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that “imagination is the ‘gateway’ through which meanings derived from past experience 

find their way into the present” (p. 20).  These participants’ vision of doing a PhD in 

Australia is made possible because of the agreeable nature of the immediate past.  

In contrast to those who knew Australia through first-hand experience, other participants 

with study experience in other countries or who have never studied abroad before, come 

to regard Australia as a desirable doctoral destination:  

Studying in Australia? It’s because I heard long before that it’s a 
very nice country, nice people, and an advanced education 
system. Also I was having a few friends here and they did 
confirm that. (Linh, female, Education) 

I chose Australia because of two reasons. First, my brother was 
living here. So things were easier for me then. Second, I heard 
that studying a PhD here is less stressful than in the US [where 
she did her master]. I have my kid with me, and usually do 
experiments in the lab, it’s hard to control the time. So Australia 
is a better choice, it’s less challenging. (Huyen, female, 
Environmental Toxicology) 

These participants know about, and become interested in, Australia through different 

channels, but most frequently mentioned are their friends, family and colleagues. Within 

the model of Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), this is the personal recommendations factor. 

Similarly, Appadurai (1996) contends that few persons in the world today do not have a 

friend, relative, or co-worker who is not on the road to somewhere else or already coming 

back home, bearing stories and possibilities. This has recently become true for a large 

number of Vietnamese people, especially people in professional settings and urban areas. 

Stories about Australia and doctoral education are circulated within these interviewees’ 

personal networks. Other people’s Australian experiences become part of their imaginaries 

too. Sometimes, they do not specify the information source, just saying vaguely “I heard 

that…”. It can be assumed, in today’s interconnected world, that they might have learned 

about the country through the media, which is booming with information from around the 

globe in printed as well as electronic sources. This illustrates what Rizvi and Lingard (2009) 

suggest: social imaginaries (in this case, educational imaginaries) are carried through 

“images, myths, parables, stories, legends … other narratives and the mass media, as well 

as popular culture” (p. 34). For my participants, however, personal channels seem to be 

more prominent.  
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Finance also comes through in interviews as a great concern for quite a few participants; 

an issue previously found in the literature on international students in Australia (Grigg, 

1996; Harman, 2003). This group considers studying in Australia would bring them possible 

advantages of a high scholarship stipend or a part-time job to increase their financial 

capacity. Some imagine a favourable life in Australia in terms of finance and study-work 

balance: 

At the time when I couldn’t decide where to study, I met one of 
my colleagues who just returned from Australia. She told me 
“why don’t you choose Australia to do your PhD? The funding is 
very generous, and it’s family-friendly country”. Plus, it’s an 
English-speaking country and my children can learn English 
there… Her advice was very helpful cos I was thinking maybe I 
would go back to Japan where I did my MA, but then we were 
convinced that Australia is a better option. (Ly, female, 
International Relations) 

Unlike other international students at the undergraduate or master levels, most of the 

study participants are married and many of them come to Australia with their partners and 

children. As a result, not only is the safety, living cost or welcoming atmosphere of a host 

country important, as often reported in literature about international students’ choice of a 

study destination (Anderson & Bhati, 2012; Bodycott, 2009; Nachatar Singh, Schapper, & 

Jack, 2014; Pimpa, 2003) but they also consider their children’s education and whether the 

country is family-friendly. And Australia, in their imagination, is a great place for family 

wellbeing, as expressed by Ly. 

Also, what they learn about the strengths of the host country or host institutions through 

different channels leads them to choosing Australia as a study destination, as the following 

interview account reveals: 

The Asia-Pacific studies in Australia is very strong, they are close 
to the region so they take greater care for it. And that’s what I’m 
interested in. I experienced Europe during my master studies, I 
also had a short stay in the US before, I had never been to 
Australia so I wanted to have new experience here. Plus, I heard 
about [my host university] before, they are well-known in my 
field. I always wanted to come and study here. (Hung, male, 
Public Policy) 

Besides professional and/or academic reasons, some participants chose Australia because 

of the possible mobility experience they might have as a result of, or following, their PhD. 
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Huu, for example, indicates a desire for global mobility, which is supported by his 

Australian scholarship sponsor:  

I found that the [Australian] Endeavour scholarship programme 
has relevant criteria for me. I want to become an international 
researcher, having no constraint or commitment to Vietnam. 
(Huu, male, Education) 

The stories and myths of mobile others, the mass media and actual mobility experiences 

have become new resources for the construction of imagined selves and imagined worlds 

(Appadurai, 1996). All participants imagine (further) mobility, with some expressing a 

desire for more global experience through their PhD studies in Australia. The geographical 

locations could be specific (going to study in Australia, the US, Singapore or back to work in 

Vietnam) or not (becoming an international researcher) but it is apparent that the 

increasing transnational movement of images, information and people has globalised these 

participants’ social imaginaries. And Australia or Vietnam were only two points in their 

aspirational/desirable mobility map. These actual lived experiences offer empirical 

evidence for the concept of ‘global social imaginaries’ (Appadurai, 1996; Rizvi & Lingard, 

2009). Appadurai contends that the instantaneous, global communication of images and 

ideas through electronic media and the vastly increased circulation of people across 

borders have enabled individuals to imagine their lives in a much more global context than 

ever before. As such “more persons in more parts of the world consider a wider set of 

possible lives than they ever did before” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 53). The imagination of 

ordinary people is now operating in globalised contexts.  

Some participants not only imagine their own mobility, and are pulled by such opportunity 

to Australia, for themselves but for their children too. A large part of Thinh’s decision to 

pursue a PhD study in Australia is for his daughter’s education:  

Besides the professional reason as I have just shared, I also 
wanted my daughter to come here with me to enjoy the high-
quality education, study high school here. Now she’s in her 
second year at [a university in Victoria]. (Thinh, male, 
Education)  

Some studies of international doctoral students who are parents have identified the 

influence children have on their parents’ doctoral experience (Najjar, 2015; Pement, 2013; 

Sears, 2001; Wallitsch, 2014; Zhang, 2011). However, none of these studies have pointed 
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out that doctoral students’ initial decisions to undertake doctoral studies are partly 

attributable to the education opportunity for their children in the host country. Only Phelps 

(2013) observes, in one of her participants, expectations that Canada (the context of the 

research) is a better place for the participant’s child to grow up regarding space and air 

quality.  

These accounts speak to Appadurai’s (1996) observation about global migration that more 

people than ever before seem to routinely imagine the possibility that they or their 

children will live and work in places other than where they were born. In the doctoral 

education literature, this phenomenon has rarely been reported.  

As can be seen, within the globalised and connected world, individuals’ networks are 

incredibly important in shaping their imagination for global mobility through, in this case, 

education. For many participants, regardless of having previously studied in Australia or 

not, personal and professional networks pull them to choose to study here. Anh, a final-

year PhD student shares her reason for choosing Australia: 

My current topic was developed from my master thesis I did in 
Singapore, so I actually thought about where to go to do my PhD 
research since I was there. I met my current supervisor when he 
was working at [a university in Singapore] as a visiting scholar. I 
attended his lectures and talked to him about my study plan. 
After finishing my master programme, I decided to go to study in 
Australia, prepared my scholarship application, got it and 
became his student. (Anh, female, International Relations) 

Like many other participants, Anh takes advantage of the professional networks she has 

already established to realise her PhD dream. Such networks are developed at different 

times for different participants and may provide moral or academic support. Yet, central to 

Anh’s account is the plan that she set up for herself towards doctoral studies in Australia 

when she and her supervisor were from different parts of the world. This is evidence of 

what Rizvi (2011) suggests is a new form of transnational interconnectivity following 

globalisation resulting from developments in information and communication technologies 

and flows of human mobility. Its implication is, according to Rizvi, while people continue to 

live in particular localities, these localities are integrated into larger systems of global 

networks. In this way, as people experience the everyday realities of transnational 

economic relations, technological and media innovations, and cultural flows, they 
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“increasingly use these experiences to make strategic calculations of their futures, and how 

they might take advantage of the opportunities global interconnectivity now offers” (Rizvi, 

2011, p. 697). This point will be further discussed in Chapter 7 where the participants’ 

imagined future of professional and personal lives is examined. 

Beside individuals’ networks, policy initiatives, and scholarship schemes in particular, prove 

to be extremely important for the international doctoral candidates in this study as the 

following interviewee describes: 

The most important reason is the available scholarships. I tried 
to apply for Endeavour scholarship because the stipend was 
high. I was quite nervous because of its demanding criteria but, 
luckily, I was successful… (Thanh, female, Education) 

McMahon (1992) also suggests the importance of the host nation’s political interests in the 

home country, evident through foreign assistance or cultural links and host nation support 

of international students via scholarships or other assistance. These scholarship 

opportunities become a strong drawing factor for many participants. They are the result of 

Vietnam’s deliberate efforts to become more involved in the international economy with 

special emphasis on international, academic mobility. Scholarships are also the 

manifestation of Australia’s attempts to strengthen partnerships and links with 

developing countries for economic diplomacy and public diplomacy objectives 

(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2018). Most of these international scholarships 

and mobility schemes are reflective of a globalised, ‘neoliberal social imaginary’ applied to 

education policy (Rizvi & Lingard, 2009) whereby funding is connected to industry and 

allocated to areas with the greatest potential return on investment. 

Here, I want to emphasise the point previously made about the participants’ class location. 

Although higher education and studying abroad has become imaginable for more people in 

Vietnam in recent times, international doctoral study remains feasible for only the few. 

Vietnamese from a rural or non-educated background, without any overseas experience or 

any connection with anyone in Australia, are less likely to imagine studying in Australia 

than those from an urban, highly educated setting. Having access to the community of 

people with information about studying or living in Australia itself is a privilege that makes 

people like these participants a unique group. This community actually defines them, 

http://dfat.gov.au/trade/economic-diplomacy/Pages/economic-diplomacy.aspx
http://dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/public-diplomacy/Pages/public-diplomacy.aspx
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loading them with ideas of who they could be and what they could do. Their identities and 

aspirations are constructed within this network. 

That international doctoral education is only imaginable and accessible to a particular 

group of people in Vietnamese society confirms what Rizvi (2009) suggests, namely, 

“travelling cultures are not available equally to everyone and are certainly inflected by 

gender, class and race considerations” (p. 273). He cites Bauman (1998) with approval to 

argue that “voluntary mobility is available largely to elites, a new global cosmopolitan class 

of people” (p. 273). Most participants in my study can be considered to come from a class 

of elites in the society of Vietnam, which supports this contention. 

Pursuing an international career or gaining permanent residency in Australia upon 

graduation is the motivation of a few participants right from the beginning, especially the 

‘free’ applicants who do not have any commitment to return to work in Vietnam. As 

Quang says:  

One more reason, more personal, I had just finished my 
undergraduate studies here and needed to extend my visa to 
stay until I could accumulate enough points to get permanent 
residence. So I applied to study a PhD and got a 4-year visa. 
(Quang, male, Engineering)  

Like Quang, some participants strategically take advantage of Australian policies to 

relocate themselves and live a different life from the one in Vietnam. This has often been 

reported in literature on student-turn-migrant (for example, Robertson, 2008; Soong, 

2015). Soong (2015) contends that these students imagine themselves becoming 

transnational subjects and having transnational identities. This is, according to Soong, an 

important dimension of transnationalism situated within their social imagination of the 

West.  

All in all, while being pushed to leave their home country for higher education, the 

participants are ‘pulled’ towards Australia for a number of reasons. Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002) dub these ‘pull factors’ and identify six pull factors that make the host country or 

host institution a desirable location. These are: 1) awareness and knowledge of the 

destination country, 2) personal recommendations, 3) issues of cost, 4) environment and 

lifestyle, 5) geographic proximity, and 6) social links. Interview data from this study confirm 
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these factors as being important in the participants’ decisions to choose Australia as a site 

for their doctoral studies. However, this study extends Mazzarol and Soutar’s work by 

adding further pull factors and exploring how the participants come to know or imagine 

these factors in Australia’s case; for example, Australia being an English-speaking country, 

future mobility possibilities or education opportunities for children.  They become 

interested in Australia through a variety of sources, including their actual mobility, friends, 

colleagues or the mass media. These sources were not easily available in Vietnam twenty 

years ago but have now become forces that impel many people’s imagination of 

international education. The doctoral students in this study are exemplary cases. 

Interview data reveals that the participants bring with them diverse life and work 

experiences when they decide to study a PhD in Australia. Common to them, though, is an 

already-emerging sense of transnational imaginary. The fact that they are English 

competent and have studied abroad or dream of studying abroad differentiates them from 

the rest of their society. They believe that English competence is an indicator of success 

and a promising international career. They have, therefore, already globalised and become 

cosmopolitan.  As they imagine studying for a doctorate in Australia, they are building an 

imagined world in which they become part of the minority who can study in a developed 

country, thus learning to “interpret the imagined community of the developed world for 

their home communities” (Fong, 2011, p. 16). 

Expectations of life and studies in Australia 

The previous sections have explored in detail how doctoral study in Australia becomes 

imaginable and aspirational for Vietnamese doctoral students. This section will delve into 

these students’ expectations of what they will find in Australia, in a general sense, the 

work they will need to do and what their futures might be. Often the participants’ broad 

expectations that they have about PhD study and life in Australia before commencing the 

courses and their choice of specific study are interlinked.   

Narratives from the interviewees reveal specific expectations of studying a doctorate in 

Australia that have developed from exposure to a variety of sources. These expectations 

can range from minimal to elaborate but all articulate the participants’ confidence and 
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optimism in their choices. The following participants’ expectations are particularly well-

based because they arise from previous educational experience in Australia or in another 

Western system: 

In terms of academics, I studied my masters here so I knew what 
was expected of me as a PhD student, that I need to be 
independent, taking initiative. When I started the masters 
studies, I had to spend a whole year to familiarise with the 
academic environment and learning style. I was shocked to find 
that the support did not automatically come to me. For the PhD, 
I was fully aware of those things. (Ha, male, International 
Relations) 
 
I chose Australia because it was said to be a liveable place, quite 
pleasant and friendly. I knew about the PhD pressure, I used to 
study MA in the UK so I knew something about studying abroad. 
(Nhu, female, Law) 

Unsurprisingly, prior experience of Australian education and life makes participants like Ha 

very familiar with both and, therefore, have minimal new expectations of the country. They 

seem well-prepared for, and optimistic about, PhD study and life in Australia. Similarly, Nhu 

and other participants who have studied in other Western countries can relate to their 

previous experience and be aware of “the PhD pressure”. 

Some other participants, perhaps because they do not have previous experience studying 

in a Western context, hold more elaborate expectations of Australia and PhD study drawn 

from connections with people who have studied their PhD overseas, as these quotes show: 

When I was studying my master’s degree in South Korea, I 
shared house with a PhD student, I already witnessed his 
struggle and knew that it would be hard… At the beginning, I 
thought where I was going to study was not important, I even 
wanted to study at a low-ranking university so that it would not 
be too hard for me, I could enjoy life better. That’s why I chose 
*a university in Victoria+…  (Cuong, male, Finance) 
 
I knew it would be hard. My husband was studying his PhD in 
New Zealand when I decided to apply for my PhD here… He 
advised me to seriously consider doctoral studies because not a 
single person said it was easy. I need to be very determined, he 
told me. (Thuy, female, Library Management) 

These interviewees all have some ideas about studying a PhD and studying it in Australia. It 

is the direct observation of other people’s PhD experience or their stories and advice that 
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shape these participants’ expectations; in some cases raising them very high, others not so 

high. This confirms the influence of the participants’ personal networks, not only in their 

decisions to study a PhD overseas but also in generating what they expect of these study 

sojourns.  

Just as elaborate, but more specific, are some participants’ expectations of PhD study and 

life in Australia which are closely linked to their choice of a certain university or city, as the 

following narrative shows:  

I chose [a university in Victoria] because first, its ranking is high, 
which means an excellent academic environment; second, they 
offer the research area that I wanted to study. I did search on 
several other universities’ websites, *a university in Australian 
Capital Territory] also has a higher education study centre but I 
didn’t like *the city+, I heard it’s very boring. So I decided to 
come to Melbourne. I read on the internet, it said Melbourne is 
the most liveable city in the world so I tried to have a place here 
to see what it’s like. (Huu, male, Education) 

Like some other interviewees, Huu chooses the university based on its ranking. Also, he has 

very high expectations of Melbourne as a place to live after reading about it on the 

internet. This relates to the previous section where the strong impact of today’s mass 

media on people’s imagination and social imaginary is discussed. In this case, the internet 

helps shape Huu’s imagination (and/or consideration) and expectations of the university at 

which he would be studying (“a high-ranking university”) and the city he would be living in 

(“the most liveable city in the world”). Quite specific academic and non-academic aspects 

of the PhD are intertwined in this participant’s choice and expectations. 

Equally specifically, Huyen chooses the Australian doctorate because she expects that it 

would be academically less demanding than the US where she has studied her masters and 

easier to manage, taking into account her personal circumstances as a wife and mother: 

I believed Australia was an easier place than the US in terms of 
studies and work, less stressful. I used to study my masters in 
the US, people there work terribly hard, day and night, week 
days and weekends. I could not do that. I’m married and I have 
kids… . (Huyen, female, Environmental Toxicology) 

Similarly, Anh makes a specific and elaborate comparison while sharing her expectations of 

PhD studies in Australia: 
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I have been to the US for 1 one-year fellowship, worked in 
Hawaii, DC… but I don’t like the American approach in social 
sciences, everything has to be quantified. I believe social 
sciences require a lot of qualitative interpretation, not 
everything can be quantified. That’s why I didn’t choose to study 
in the US, although my master thesis supervisor in Singapore 
moved to work in the US, I didn’t come with him. I find Australia 
more compatible with me in terms of research approach. It’s 
also in between of East and West. So I believed it would be an 
interesting environment for me to explore… .(Anh, female, 
Political Sciences) 

In contrast, a few participants specifically expect more for their personal life during the PhD 

years. For example, Hong, a last-year PhD candidate maintains: 

I didn’t have much expectation of the course. When I packed my 
stuff to come here for the PhD, I wasn’t really ready for it. The 
main aim was to reunite with my husband who was studying in 
[a city in Victoria] at the time. Some people told me that it would 
be very easy. My friends even said some women PhD students 
had 2 babies during 4 years. So I thought it would not be too 
stressful or difficult… .(Hong, female, Business Management) 

I think the scholarship I got was quite high, it would be sufficient 

for me and my wife to live reasonably well in Australia. 

Moreover, Australia is a multicultural country, so hopefully my 

wife would feel comfortable, this is the first time she lives 

abroad. Australia is known for having pleasant and friendly social 

environment, I think it might be quite liveable. (Hung, male, 

Public Policy) 

Many participants share Hung’s positive expectations concerning finance and life in 

Australia. As explained previously, high liveability is one important reason many of them 

choose to come to study in Australia. Both Hong and Hung look forward to a happy and 

comfortable life here with their partners.  

Interestingly, some participants expect that doing a PhD in Australia would also bring 

about elaborate financial enhancement, as expressed by Hai:  

Before coming here for my PhD study, I was in a big debt due 
to unsuccessful property investment. If you remember, during 
2011-2012, in Vietnam, a large number of people were in 
trouble after borrowing money to invest in property but could 
not sell it. I was one of them. I decided to go so that we [he 
and his wife] could work to earn money here and pay for the 
debt, and save up for our future. (Hai, male, Economics) 



119 
 

Hai expects to be able to enhance his family’s financial capacity as a result of the stay in 

Australia. He has information about Australia before coming, enabling such expectations to 

form readily and become a motivation for him to study here. This is because, in his ‘map of 

aspirations’, he has a strong sense of the pathway from concrete wants (money) to 

intermediate contexts (his personal situation, in Vietnam and Australia) to general norms 

and back again. I find this phenomenon interesting and it has not been reported as 

observed in any prior research on international graduate students. 

While many participants have quite elaborate expectations of their new life and study, 

some have minimal, but they are all full of optimism that the coming sojourn will bring a 

positive change to their life and career, as shared by Thanh, a recent Education graduate: 

... before I came to Australia for study, my life was very money-
oriented. I was always under the pressure to earn more and 
more. I couldn’t see far ahead but I had a sense that something 
was missing. I was expecting some big change because I was 
tired of the direction that my life was going into. I had little idea 
about studying in Australia though there are some friends there. 
But I just wanted to study and have different experience in 
another country. I wanted a change in life. (Thanh, female, 
Education) 

Similarly, this optimism is expressed in some participants’ expectations of the PhD 

outcome before they come to Australia: 

… I have never failed any scholarship application. When I 
decided to study a master’s degree, I only applied for Erasmus 
Mundus and got it. For PhD studies, I applied only once and also 
got the Endeavour awards. I like this sponsorship, I found its 
criteria much relevant to myself, and importantly, it does not 
require any commitment with the Vietnamese government, I 
have always wanted to become an international researcher, and 
don’t want to limit myself within Vietnam, so I chose the 
Endeavour. … 
So before your PhD, you already imagined yourself becoming an 
international researcher? … Yes.  
Why?... First, I’m the one who likes travelling around. Also, at 
that time I thought, if I had the opportunity to work at an 
international level, it would be easier for me to return to 
Vietnam to make any contributions. I never want to get involved 
in the political system, and you know that in our system, you 
have to be political to hold important positions. I can’t do it. I 
have to find another way to create impact. I need to create a 
name for myself first before I want to do anything for Vietnam in 
the future. (Huu, male, Education) 
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Unlike some other participants who wish to study a doctorate to return and work in the 

home country, Huu (a former lecturer at a public university) wants to contribute but as an 

international researcher without any commitment to the government. This is considered a 

much harder target to reach but he is very confident. This confidence is largely inspired by 

his prior academic achievements, as he openly shares.  

In the same line, Kieu demonstrates that prior educational and professional 

achievements/recognitions generate great self-confidence and are a “huge impetus” for 

the PhD decision: 

It’s a long story. I started doing research since the first year during 
undergraduate studies. I even received a prize in a Faculty 
competition for an excellent project long time ago… When I was 
teaching at [a university in Hanoi], I was invited to take part in 
several training courses in the UK. That made me much more 
confident about my English competence, knowledge and other 
things ... I was highly regarded as one of the youngest lecturers who 
had an Australian master’s degree… I used to supervise a student 
research project which won the first prize in a national competition 
of students’ scientific research. Being the supervisor, I was also 
awarded a certificate of recognition from the Ministry of Education 
and Training. Such achievement in my field was rare… Towards the 
final stage of my master studies at [a university in Australia], I chose 
to do a minor thesis so that chances would be open for me if I 
wanted to do a PhD later on. The thesis was awarded the best 
thesis of the whole school for my 2000-2001 batch, among all 
students, local and international… That’s a huge impetus, which 
helped build my confidence for doing research… .(Kieu, female, 
Education) 

The interview data show that all these participants have particular senses, however 

skewed, of Australia before they arrive for their doctoral studies. They are all ready for PhD 

studies. Their community defines and affirms this readiness. This is evidence of how the 

past affects the way the participants imagine the future. It is also evidence of how 

individuals are related to their social settings and cannot be separated from the 

community. It supports Hall’s conceptualisation of identity as shaped by historical 

experiences and culture, a relational process of ‘becoming’ rather than ‘being’ (Hall, 1992a, 

1996). In this case, the participants’ identities are formed by their past success and their 

expected success in the future. This also presents evidence of how international education 

contributes to the production of new identities (Rizvi, 2005) although it is only in the 
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participants’ imagination. How this is a continuous process will be further explored in the 

following chapters. 

As can be seen, then, the students do not come to Australia without expectations; rather, 

they are well-informed through different means, and to varying extents, about the 

Australian doctorate and life. It can be through previous Australian experience, through 

friends' and families’ experiences of the Anglo/Western education system or through the 

mass media that their expectations are established. These expectations can be specific or 

general, and range from minimal to elaborate, depending on the participants’ studying 

experience and the extent and type of information to which they have access. Overall, the 

participants display a sense of optimism about life and study in Australia. This optimism is 

associated with their evolving sense of identity which is built around their sense of 

achievements in the past and the opportunities they will find in the future.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to understand the pre-departure accounts of international 

Vietnamese doctoral students in a foreign country and identify factors that make overseas 

PhD studies, particularly in Australia, imaginable and feasible, as well as their imaginations 

and expectations of life and studies there. Interview accounts of participants’ motivations 

for international doctoral education are analysed through an ‘imagination’ framework, 

helping to recognise the complexity and multiplicity of the factors that affect their doctoral 

decision. It has also pointed to the importance of looking at the participants’ history, 

present conditions and future aspirations within the transnational space. There are a 

number of factors involved in their PhD imaginations, including global forces, national 

socio-political situations, the participants’ professional, social and personal contexts and 

their self-desire. However, new political and social conditions, embodied in national 

projects and transnational cooperation on research training, essentially contribute to 

enhancing the students’ ‘capacity to aspire’. It is also found that their personal and 

professional networks, and the mass media play key roles in how they imagine doctoral 

studies in Australia. In these ways, their imagination of the possible is globalised through 

the flow of information, stories and images that they can access in today’s networked 
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society (Castells, 2011). This chapter has identified three major insights regarding these 

students’ identity before they depart for Australia.  

Firstly, we can indeed see that, for most participants, identities are not individualistic but 

are relationally or collectively defined. Their PhD aspirations and decisions are often made 

out of a consideration in which collective deliberation is more dominant than individual 

choice. The government, their home institutions or their family, whose interests these 

participants are expected to serve, support them in various ways to undertake doctoral 

studies. Without this support and recognition, most participants would not be able to 

realise their PhD dreams. The choice to study PhDs is not only for themselves but for their 

communities as well. Particularly, for the married women students, their husbands’ 

approval of and support for their further professional advancement are necessarily 

involved in their doctoral decisions, such is the still-gendered nature of their decision-

making. In this way, to an extent, the students’ communities define who they are and who 

they can become. Only in a few cases, especially the ‘free’, male applicants (people 

without obligations to the government who have the freedom to consider life and career 

outside of Vietnam), did self-desire and individualistic benefits come first. This confirms 

Appadurai’s (2004) suggestion that aspirations are “never simply individual” but are 

“always formed in interaction and in the thick of social life” (p. 67). There is thus no ‘self’ 

outside a social frame, setting and mirror.  

However, this is not to say that the students are entirely passive in their decisions. In fact, 

they enact a great deal of agency before engaging in transnational mobility through 

imagining international education, making the major decision for their professional 

advancement and, in many cases, making various arrangements for the relocation of their 

families to Australia during their PhD studies. This sense of agency, according to Tran and 

Vu (2017), is part of the students’ ‘agency in mobility’, which indicates not only their 

response to a particular, temporal need but, importantly, produces spaces in which they 

can potentially transform their present, their future beings and the communities with 

which they interact.  

Secondly, this act of imagining and undertaking international doctoral education suggests 

that the students who go abroad are already ‘globalised’, that is, cosmopolitan sensibilities 
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accompany their sense of transnational imaginaries. However, most participants’ 

imaginaries of the future, before they depart for Australia, are oriented towards the home 

and national requirements. Usually, they expect their PhD studies will enable them to 

become more qualified lecturers or researchers upon returning to Vietnam and their 

professional careers would, therefore, flourish within Vietnam. This expectation arises not 

only because of the commitments they make to the Vietnamese government and the 

home institutions in order to win the scholarships but because they do not necessarily see 

their futures ‘otherwise’, that is, outside Vietnam. Few participants imagine, at this stage, a 

transnational life and career. Those who do are normally the ones who do not have any 

commitment with any institutions or scholarship providers and have thought about 

migrating or developing an international career before applying to study their PhDs.  

Finally, overall, the participants are very positive and confident about their doctoral 

decisions in Australia. This is because, as the interview data analysis shows, they are high 

achievers, either in their previous studies or as outstanding early career professionals in 

their workplace, who are convinced of their potential to become leaders or key people in 

their institutions/departments. In this way, the participants’ identities are built around 

their past experience, present professional status and views others and they, themselves, 

have of their future prospects. As a result, they are understandably optimistic about how 

PhD study in Australia will make an additional difference to their life and career. They are 

ready for the new journey in their life. 

In the next two chapters, I will explore how the participants’ learning and living 

experiences within Australia match their expectations, imaginations and aspirations. In 

chapter 5, I will particularly focus on how they, being transient sojourners, negotiate the 

space between home and host countries and how they define their own position in that 

space. In chapter 6, I will shed light on what kind of learning (or unlearning) takes place 

during the PhD process and how this process affects their professional and personal 

identity. In doing this, I will be responding to the call for more academic research into 

Vietnamese international students’ actual desires for their study trip amid the growing 

mobility of this group of students following the national open door policy (Nguyen, 2013). 

Chapter 7 will discuss the various ways the international Vietnamese doctoral students 

construct and negotiate their futures through narratives of imagination.  
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Chapter 5 

Negotiating Transnationality 

It is perhaps only by way of transience and displacement that one achieves an ultimate sense of 

belonging. 

 (Rapport & Dawson, 1998, p. 9) 

Introduction 

The previous chapter has explored the multiple expectations, imaginations and aspirations 

that Vietnamese students have of their doctoral studies in Australia. These students come 

to Australia with a diversity of life and work experiences and are optimistic and confident 

about the PhD experience they will have. This shapes their imaginations of PhD life and 

studies in Australia. This chapter will track the Vietnamese doctoral students’ lived 

experiences of negotiating the conditions of transnationality between Vietnam and 

Australia through narratives of their life in Australia, socialising and networking, forging 

new feelings of belonging, learning and transformation. Accordingly, it explores the 

meanings these students ascribe to their transnational experience in Australia, hence, their 

personal and professional identity negotiation and reconstruction. This account gives me 

the basis upon which to examine, in Chapter 6, how their professional identity as a 

researcher is developed over time and within a shifting socio-political and cultural context.  

The international education experience is often described as temporary, between-society 

contact (Ward, Bochner & Furnham, 2005) or as life in transience (Gomes, 2017). These 

terms imply a state of temporariness in countries other than where the students hold 

citizenship or permanent residence. However, for some international students, this 

dichotomy of permanence/temporariness may not apply (Robertson, 2008). Many 

students  strategically choose to study in destinations where they can seek opportunities 

for long-term residency or citizenship following graduation rather than returning to their 

home countries (Baas, 2014; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). This has been shown to be the case 

for a large number of international students, especially in countries receptive to skilled 

immigrants such as Australia, Canada and Singapore. In this study, while a few students did 
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hope to or had pursued permanent residency in Australia over the course of their PhDs, 

the majority of students did not commence their PhDs with the aim of obtaining 

citizenship. These students can, therefore, be referred to as sojourners, drawing on the 

work of Ward and Kennedy (1994) who use this term to describe "individuals who travel 

voluntarily to a new culture, usually for specific objectives such as educational and 

occupational opportunities, who view their residence in the new culture as fixed and 

finite, and who usually have expectations of returning to their country of origin" (p. 331). 

These concepts are helpful in understanding the changes inherent in the transnational 

movements of the students.  

This research sets international education and student mobility within the field of research 

on transnationalism which emphasises the importance of a person’s locality of settlement 

and place of origin and the global forces shaping both locations (Schiller & Levitt, 2006). 

Through the transnational lens, transnational subjects, from a range of social groups, can 

now “think and act simultaneously at multiple scales” (Smith, 2001, p. 164) and fashion 

transnational social practices by being both ‘here’ and ‘there’ (Yeoh, Willis & Fakhri, 2003). 

Unlike other scholarly works on international education which explore the students’ 

engagement with and integration experience in the host countries only, this study takes 

into consideration the students’ simultaneous relations with both their original context 

(Vietnam) and that of their destination (Australia) in trying to understand how they 

negotiate transnationality. It views cross-border education as a ‘transnational social field’ 

(Gargano, 2009), which is a “space for the exchange, organization and transformation of 

ideas, practices and social networks” (p. 332). The concept of ‘transnational social field’ is a 

powerful one for examining the possibilities of cross-border education, revealing the 

sense-making of international students and placing their perceptions and identity 

construction in the centre of a dialogue on international student mobility (Gargano, 2009; 

Phelps, 2016; Tran & Gomes, 2017). This research, therefore, contributes to an analytical 

framework that unsettles any attempt to homogenise international students and 

acknowledges the simultaneity of locality and the multiplicity of identities. 
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Living in transit 

The previous chapter reveals the expectations of PhD life and study in Australia of the 

research participants. A sense of transnational imaginary was already present, for many, as 

a result of previous study and work experience overseas as well as exposure to mass media 

and transnational networks. A majority of the participants (31/38) had prior experience 

working or studying in countries other than Vietnam, including in Australia (19/38). Upon 

their arrival and throughout their sojourn, the students make sense of Australia in a 

number of ways, depending on their imaginations of Australia, mobility experience and 

social networks. The following sections will explore their lived experiences of life in 

Australia. Prominent themes are their negotiations of life as mature, adult students, their 

connections with home country and other locales, their reconstruction of the sense of 

locality and shifting notions of home and sense of identity, as a result of the international 

sojourn. 

In contrast to much of the literature on international graduate students, (Sato & Hodge, 

2009; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, & Ramia, 2008; Winchester-Seeto et al., 2014; 

Yu & Wright, 2016), very few participants report symptoms associated with culture shock, 

such as feelings of loneliness, homesickness, sleeplessness, fear or isolation (Brown & 

Holloway, 2008; Due, Zambrano, Chur-Hansen, Turnbull, & Niess, 2015; Janta, Lugosi, & 

Brown, 2012). This may be due, first, to these students being older, socially mature, 

mobility experienced and open to change. Secondly, they have a network of co-national 

friends and colleagues, as well as international students in the same department, and 

many are accompanied by their families, as I now explain. 

Many participants have an untroubled experience of living in Australia. This is because they 

are well-prepared for life in a new country and, thus, often find Australia meets their 

expectations. While some encounter issues, as mature students they do not see this as 

problematic. Here are some examples shared by two students from two different cities:  

I find it quite comfortable living here. Things are just as I 
expected, nothing to complain about. Although I brought my 
whole family here, we quickly adapted to life in Brisbane, no 
problem at all. (Nhu, female, Law) 
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Although it’s the first time I studied abroad, I did not have any 
particular challenges in accommodating myself to life in 
Australia. There might be some issues when we first came but 
they are not big problems. (Van, male, Engineering)  

Previous overseas study experience proves to be an advantage for many students, enabling 

them to quickly settling down after they arrive in Australia. An education PhD graduate 

shares the reason why he “had no problem” when he first came: 

I had no problem adapting to life in Australia because I 
already had the experience in the UK a few years before… I 
even found it merrier to live here because there are more 
Asian people around, the Vietnamese community here is very 
large indeed. I did not have to make much effort like I did 
before to find out about life in Australia. (Huu, male, 
Education) 

Having undertaken a similar sojourn in the UK, Huu has developed adaptability to living 

in a foreign country. According to Taylor (1994), these participants have psychological 

readiness, which leads to a feeling of calmness. They do not begin the learning process 

with a lack of intercultural competence on arrival in the host culture but bring with 

them former critical events, personal goals and previous intercultural experience and 

training (Taylor, 1994). This is even more apparent for the participants (10/38) who 

previously completed their bachelor or master’s degrees in Australia and moved 

straight into a PhD. Their prior experiences ‘set the stage’, creating a context of 

“learning readiness” (ibid., p. 160). As explained in the previous chapter, all 

participants have very clear and specific goals when deciding to undertake their PhD in 

Australia. This also contributes to their resilience in and openness to a new or not so 

new life. Therefore, it would be wrong to assume that international doctoral students 

come to study as first-time sojourners who have not identified what their social lives 

might be like in the host country (Kashyap, 2011).  

However, it is obvious that some participants do not have an easy experience at the 

beginning of their sojourn, especially regarding language, as widely acknowledged in the 

literature (Li, 2007; Sakthivel, 2003; Yeoh & Terry, 2013). This is despite extensive use of 

English in previous study and work or a very high IELTS score before commencing their 

studies in Australia. Here is an example: 
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Language is one major challenge for me at the beginning. 
When I was in Vietnam, I thought my English is quite ok. I got 
9.0 band score for the IELTS listening test. However, when I 
came here, I couldn’t even get what the staff at Coles *a 
supermarket] said to me. They spoke too fast, they used 
some jargons too. I was panicked. Plus, when communicating 
with the people in the office, there were Australian locals, 
sitting next to me was a Pakistani, opposite was a Japanese 
and an Indian, one of my advisors is Iranian, the other one is 
from Hong Kong. It’s all kinds of Englishes. That’s really 
challenging. (Thu, female, Applied Linguistics) 

Thu seems to initially experience ‘language shock’ (Fan, 2010), finding communication in 

English more challenging than expected. Being a Linguistics student, she is also very aware 

of her own cultural linguistic limitation when she misunderstood her supervisor’s words. 

She shares this hindsight: 

Sometimes I couldn’t understand some culture-specific 
concepts. For instance, one time my supervisor told me 
“You’re a lucky dog to work with me because I’m a big boss 
here…”. In our culture, we will be very frustrated when 
people use the word ‘dog’ for us, right? At that time, I didn’t 
have the asking-for-clarification skill, I just assumed that he 
was being insulting... .(Thu, female, Applied Linguistics) 

This interview excerpt, among others, highlights the common difficulty relating to language 

proficiency that many international students, especially those for whom English is an 

additional language, face when studying in an English-speaking country (Cryer, 2006; Sawir, 

2005; Winchester-Seeto et al., 2014). This often results in the students finding it 

challenging to socialise with teachers and peers (Trice, 2004) or to integrate into the host 

country’s social environment (Najjar, 2015; Sato & Hodge, 2009; Yu & Wright, 2016). 

However, it does not usually take the students too long to get acquainted with the 

language and communication nuances. Their anxiety fades gradually as “communicative 

fitness” (Brown & Holloway, 2008, p. 242) develops, with improvement over time, as 

described by the following student: 

At the beginning, I was not at all confident with my language 
skills. It was a real barrier in communication. But my 
supervisor and other academics in the faculty were very 
understanding and encouraging, and gradually, my English 
improved, I can’t remember when exactly. (Viet, male, 
Climate Change) 
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The negotiation of life overseas does, however, prove to be different for those students 

who are also parents. As explained in Chapter 3, a large majority of the participants in this 

study did not come to Australia on their own but with their partners and children. This 

makes them a different group of international students to the majority of international 

students who are younger and pursuing undergraduate or master’s level qualifications. 

Being accompanied by partners and children often means their life in Australia is more 

complicated. For example, a woman student from Sydney has this to share: 

When I set up life here, I encountered difficulties in almost 
everything, which was beyond my expectations. I once even 
thought that it was a mistake for me to go to Australia… For 
example, I wanted to send my kids to childcare but it was a 
long waiting list so my husband had to stay home and take 
care of them for up to 9 months. It was very hard, financially 
and psychologically … .(Ly, female, International Relations) 

Ly is among the few students in this study facing many difficulties settling into Australia in 

her first year. She has a “very hard” first year in Sydney, struggling with her role as a 

mother, wife and a student. This period is not only about settling herself but the whole 

family.  

Some participants, despite having previously lived overseas, including in Australia, still 

experience “acculturative stress” (Brown & Holloway, 2008, p. 238) at the beginning of the 

sojourn, due to their family circumstances changing. The following is an example of this: 

I studied my masters also in Melbourne but at that time I was 
alone, I remember life was so relaxing and comfortable. Now 
that I came back with my husband and two kids. The first six 
months was a disaster for my whole family. Things did not go 
as well as we expected. I thought my second child wouldn’t 
have problems getting used to the new environment because 
he was such a cheerful boy, always laughing. But he was 
totally shocked because of the change of living environment. 
He usually woke up in the middle of the night, crying, walking 
while sleeping. We just couldn’t calm him down. My husband 
couldn’t get a job and kept whining “I’m a real dependant 
now”. It was a terrible phase of my PhD life. (Tram, female, 
Education) 

Tram is still emotional when sharing her family’s life during the first six months in 

Melbourne. For her, it is a chaotic period with many unexpected happenings in the 

household following relocation, despite having previously lived in Melbourne for two 
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years. A “shocked” child and a “whining” husband who desperately finds himself a “real 

dependant” on his wife negatively affects her own welfare. Traditionally, Vietnamese men 

do not financially depend on their wife and so it can be seen here that this role change is a 

challenge in this family. Over time, however, Tram and the whole household slowly settle 

into their new roles and surroundings.  

Research in international graduate students rarely investigates students’ experiences as 

parents (Phelps, 2013). This study begins to fill this gap by touching on some aspects of 

those experiences. It can be seen from the above narratives that the PhD experience is 

significantly influenced by these students’ role as a parent. This is also revealed in a 

number of interviews with other participants who have to assume new roles and 

responsibilities, as well as those of being parents, when moving to study overseas: they 

have to organise and balance their life in a different way. This often has considerable 

impact on their personal well-being and academic life, sometimes for the better. Thuy 

explains another way students’ children can affect their life in Australia:  

My life is quite good because I have my son here with me. I 
guess I would be very stressed, maybe insane, without him. 
He’s a man already, 22 years old so he knows how to comfort 
or encourage me when I need. He is the reason why I always 
have to tell myself to keep trying and be determined to 
complete my studies otherwise he would be very 
disappointed and discouraged in his own studying. (Thuy, 
female, Library Management)   

We can see, here, that Thuy’s role as a parent has a positive influence on her role as 

student. Interview data shows that having children with them makes the parent 

participants’ PhD experience different to those who are not parents. In the cases of Tram 

and Thuy above, their children are a source of anxiety as well as motivation and 

encouragement in their personal and academic life. Furthermore, as discovered in the 

previous chapter, one reason for many participants’ decision to undertake their PhD in 

Australia is their children’s multicultural exposure and education in Australia. During the 

sojourn, their assumed role and identity as parents are inextricably tied to their student 

identity. Their children’s welfare is their own welfare and vice versa.  

Where students have a family with them, further negotiation of transnational space is 

required when students have to seek support from family back in Vietnam, often in the 
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physical care of their children. Some participants enlist support from their family at home 

by having family members join them in Australia to help them better manage their life. This 

includes minding their children. A third-year PhD student shares the following experience:  

I got heaps of support from my parents-in-law. My husband’s 
father then mother took turns to come here and help us out 
to take care of the kids. My own parents couldn’t come 
because they had to help my brother’s family in Vietnam but 
once they learned that we were not well they would send us 
all kinds of medicines. (Ngoc, female, Human Resource 
Management) 

This again highlights that parent students like Ngoc had to balance family life and studies. 

The context of Australia, where childcare fees are extremely high and schools finish early, 

means that family assistance is a factor in many choosing to bring out family members to 

help with the care of children.  

The next section will further elaborate on such types of transnational connectivity and 

their significance in these students’ negotiation of life in Australia. 

Connections with home and other locales 

This section discusses the social experiences of Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia 

in terms of their connectedness and connectivity or networking as an expression of the 

reconstruction of living in a locality. This section is animated by two out of six dimensions 

of transnationalism as recommended by Vertovec (2009), that is, transnationalism as a 

type of consciousness and as a social morphology. According to Vertovec, within the 

transnational space, migrants develop an ‘awareness of multi-locality’ and multi-layered 

identities. This awareness encourages people to connect themselves with others, both 

‘here’ and ‘there’ who share the same ‘routes’ and ‘roots’ (Vertovec, 2009, p. 450). The 

concept of ‘transnational social fields’ (Gargano, 2009) proves to be crucial in showing how 

the students establish and maintain this connectivity throughout their cross-border 

education. Fouron and Schiller (2001) see a transnational social field as “an unbounded 

terrain of interlocking egocentric networks that extend across the borders of two or more 

nations-states and that incorporates its participants in the day-to-day activities of social 

reproduction in these various locations” (p. 544). This concept therefore encompasses the 
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home and the host contexts and beyond, existing and emerging relationships and both 

past and new forms of connectivity that arise as a result of students’ border crossings 

(Dang & Tran, 2017).  

For the participants who have not visited Australia previously, the city where they land and 

stay for their study is their first lived experience of the host country. It is not always as they 

imagine it to be before arriving. One participant shares her first impression: 

When I stepped out of the airport in Sydney during transiting, I 
didn’t find anything different from the Asian cities I’ve been to. 
Then I came to Brisbane, I told myself “How ugly and 
cheerless!”. I thought it must be as glamorous as the European 
cities in the movies, but it looked mountainous like Thai Nguyen 
[a mountainous city in the North of Vietnam]. I even heard the 
crows at night. I hated it. It was Christmas time then, so the city 
was almost deserted. Given the fact that I came from a very busy 
city [in Vietnam], Brisbane is just too boring. (Hue, female, 
Education) 

Hue’s first impression of Australia is negative and contrary to an expected image of a busy 

and modern Western country. Clifford (1994) has argued that it is the connection with 

home that makes a difference in the host context. This respondent may not find Australian 

cities “ugly and cheerless” and “boring” if she has not been to other Asian cities or seen 

busy, ‘glamorous’ international cities in movies. She has to physically arrive in Brisbane to 

experience the ‘paradox’ (see Chapter 2 for further discussion), in which people’s physical 

presence in the host country invokes a connection with their home country. This quote 

also reveals that Hue’s exposure to global media culture has contributed to her 

imagination of what Australia would be like which echoes Appadurai’s (2001) view that the 

international media, as a part of globalisation, is a critical part of imagination. Similar 

observations are made by other participants. For many, the Australian experience is 

unpacked by making a comparison with their home country or other places they have been 

to.  

The participants in this study all maintain deep and meaningful relationships with people in 

their home country, primarily their family, friends and colleagues, throughout their PhD 

sojourn. Current technological facilities, the Internet and free web-based communication 

modalities, like Skype, Viber or Facebook, enable them to maintain constant 

communication and connections with home and beyond. This, for them, assures emotional 
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security and moral support, as well as their responsibility as a mother, a father or child in 

the family.  This can be seen in the following quote from Huu, a recent PhD graduate and a 

single man:  

I use Facebook a lot to keep in touch with my old friends and 
students. They are a great source of encouragement to me. I 
can share many life stories with them and they have helped 
me overcome many difficulties. All people I added friends on 
my Facebook are in my important circle who I always try to 
maintain best rapport with. In my family, I’m closest to my 
mother. She may not be able to help me in my studies but 
she’s like my soul mate, I can tell her everything. When I’m 
down, I just call to talk to her and things will be better. It’s 
always like that. (Huu, male, Education)  

As for many interviewees, for Huu, Facebook and mobile phones are vital tools to maintain 

contact with his family, friends and students, who he considers an “important circle”. 

These connections give him a sense of belonging and emotional security. This is similar to 

previous research that  has found international students communicate regularly with 

family and friends from home (Gomes, 2017; Kashyap, 2011; Singh, Rizvi & Shrestha, 

2007). Kashyap even reports that family and friends in the home country are the sole social 

network and support system for some international postgraduate students.  

For those participants who are married and came to Australia on their own, leaving their 

partners and children in Vietnam, the connection with home is even stronger. Not only do 

they keep contact for themselves, but they also give support and share their responsibility 

in the relationships, as the following participant discusses: 

My husband is the one I call first to talk about almost every 
matter in my life here and get his support. He’s always very 
understanding. We also often share our knowledge and 
experience in child rearing as he’s taking care of our little girl 
and I’m here with our son. (Huyen, female, Environmental 
Toxicology) 

In Huyen’s case, her family is split into two. She contacts her husband on a daily basis to 

share life, as a family. This is an example of the ‘transnational parenting’ phenomenon that 

Madianou and Miller (2011) have reported in their study of Filipino transnational families 

where the Filipina mothers perform their parenting through multimedia from overseas.  



134 
 

Likewise, Thuy, whose husband was undertaking a PhD in New Zealand, maintains a 

transnational family. She not only keeps in touch with relatives and friends in Vietnam but 

also, more regularly, with her husband in New Zealand: 

When I started my PhD here, my husband was in his last year 
into his doctoral candidature in New Zealand. We often called 
each other through Viber. He’s a great source of support to 
me, often encouraged me, especially during my first few 
months when I was so confused in my studies. He reads my 
work sometimes. Our son is studying here with me so very 
often, we skyped as a family to ask after each other and share 
our stories. (Thuy, female, Library Management) 

The convenience of digital technology enables the study participants to connect with their 

family and friends from wherever they reside. This is evidence of the plurality of these 

mobile participants’ connectivity beyond home-host contexts. They can be in many places 

at once, physically here (in Australia) but emotionally there (where their significant others 

are). This finding speaks to Martin and Rizvi’s (2014) argument that “the ‘out here’ of ... 

migrants’ experience can no longer be … conceived as experientially distinct from ‘back 

home’. Rather, each locale interpenetrates the other such that the experience of ‘out here’ 

is fundamentally conditioned – and is in significant part constituted by – the co-presence of 

‘back home’, as well as of the other locales that are also made present through media 

connections” (Martin & Rizvi, 2014, p. 1028).  

An important relational finding is that the students not only have responsibility and strong 

bonds with their own immediate family (partners and children) but also with their parents 

and/or parents-in-law in the home country, as this participant shares: 

I often call my parents to ask after them and keep myself up-
to-date with the family affairs. My parents are old and not 
well sometimes so I’m very worried. (Duc, male, Geospatial 
Science) 

Many participants are in a similar situation to Duc, with elderly parents back in their home 

country. In Vietnamese culture, children assume the responsibility of taking care of their 

elderly parents and parents-in-law (when married). This responsibility is greater if they are 

the only child because there are no siblings to substitute or share the caring job with them. 

That is why the participants keep frequent contact with their family and friends in Vietnam. 
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Some even feel obliged to return to their home country regularly as a way of relieving 

themselves of the feeling of guilt: 

My husband is the only son in the family and now he’s here 
with me and the kids, leaving behind his aged widowed 
mother. He always feels guilty of not being able to take good 
care of her. So every year, we have to fly back to Vietnam at 
least once to visit her. It’s very costly, I have to say. Of course, 
talking to her and his step brother, who is now living with her, 
on the phone is like a weekly activity. But just to help him 
ease the psychological burden… .(Tram, female, Education) 

Tram is typical of a married student who is expected to care for her parents-in-law. 

Traditionally, Vietnamese are expected to treat their parents-in-law as their own parents. 

Moreover, showing care for their parents-in-law means sharing and caring for their 

partners. Tram is willing to maintain the connectivity with her parents-in-law, both to show 

her responsibility as a daughter-in-law and to help “ease the psychological burden” on her 

husband. A similar observation is made by Pham and Lim (2016) of Vietnamese 

international students in Singapore who maintain ties with their left-behind families as a 

way of fulfilling their responsibility towards the family and alleviating the guilt over not 

physically being home. Therefore, the students’ lived experience in the host country is very 

much affected by the cultural processes of the home country.  

Communication with home through different channels not only brings emotional security 

and moral support but also helps many interviewees maintain professional relationships. 

Some participants reveal that they stay connected with their colleagues in Vietnam by 

sending them academic journal articles or books that they do not have access to in the 

home country. These participants feel that they are still part of the academic network in 

their home country. In this way, the network of colleagues in Vietnam does not disappear 

because of the students’ educational border crossings. The geographical locality - being in 

another country – does not make this community dissolve. Their relationships are still 

enriched through conversations and sharing of topics of interest concerning their home 

institutions and other professional issues. In many cases, the connections offer 

professional support for both sides. This finding resonates with Dang and Tran’s (2017) 

study on a similar cohort, however my study data show the forms of connections to be 

more diversified as these students not only have conversations about academic topics but 
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also support each other in their professional lives in different ways. This shows that the 

nature and forms of international students’ connectedness reflect their past and present 

lived realities (Gargano, 2009) and that these do indeed reflect ‘living in a locality’ they are 

constructing. 

Notably, participants also talk of the importance of a social network in the host country, 

especially within their own ethnic community, or co-nationals, which Phelps (2013) calls a 

‘culturally inward social tendency’, for example:  

I’m also having a role in a Vietnamese political group here 
and that role gives me a lot of opportunities to extend my 
network with Vietnamese friends. We often meet, have a cup 
of coffee together and chit chat. It would be very boring if I 
just sit in the office from morning till night, without talking to 
anyone. I’m dead then. (Hung, male, Public Policy) 

Hong, a third-year PhD candidate, also expresses an easiness about life in Australia, 

which she mainly attributes to the co-national network at her university: 

In terms of my life out of the PhD, no problem. Living in 
Australia is quite easy. I guess it’s partly because I had lived 
overseas before. But more importantly, I have some good 
friends here as well. At the office I often befriend with other 
Vietnamese PhD peers. We share many things in common like 
all of us used to work in Vietnam so we have lots to talk 
about. They are very mature, friendly and open so I find them 
a real source of support. (Hong, female, Business 
Management) 

Like Hung and Hong, most interviewees talk about how their relationships with co-

nationals positively affect their social life. Socialising with same-culture friends is one 

major way international students balance their life while they are in another country 

(Gomes, 2017; Kashyap, 2011; Li & Collins, 2014; Sondhi & King, 2017). It has been 

suggested that co-national ties provide students with opportunities to recognise their 

similarities to their compatriots, drawing international sojourners together (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986; Turner, 1987). This finding resonates with a number of other studies, for 

example, by Searle and Ward (1990), and Ward and Kennedy (1994), which have found 

that greater co-national ties foster a stronger heritage cultural identity. In many cases, as 

pointed out by Sawir et al (2008) and Kashyap (2011), international students find comfort 
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in their own ethnic community and seek the company of other international students to 

overcome loneliness and homesickness.  

Unlike most other interviewees, My, a Bio-medical Science final-year student works in a lab 

where she is the only Asian and receives support and friendship from her non-Vietnamese 

supervisor and peers: 

In my field of research, the students are mostly international 
students but come from European countries, a few are local 
Aussies. I had no problems with my new life here because I’m 
the only Asian here, my supervisor as well as other co-
workers in the lab took great care of me. They supported me 
a lot. For example, when I needed to move house, they used 
their car to help me move stuff. We go out for parties 
sometimes. They made my life so comfortable. (My, female, 
Bio-medical Science) 

While disciplinary differences concerning socialisation and networking are not the focus of 

this study, differences come through in the interviews with participants from Humanities 

and Social Sciences (HASS) and Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 

groups. While the HASS students usually report loneliness and isolation in their own 

faculty, the STEM students, like My, do not have such socialisation problems due to the 

nature of their doctoral research which tends to take place within formal research teams 

(see Borg, M., Maunder, R., Jiang, X., Walsh, E., Fry, H., & Di Napoli, R., 2009). My, hence, is 

very satisfied with the social side of her PhD because of the warm relationships she enjoys 

at the school. In contrast, some HASS participants have quite different experiences. An 

Education PhD graduate talks about her isolation in the department: 

Everybody was nice, but just for the sake of being nice. I 
never felt I was part of them or could join in their 
conversations comfortably. I always felt like I was treated as 
an undergraduate student in the department. (Phuong, 
female, Education) 

Feelings of marginalisation and alienation at campuses have been reported as pervasive 

for international students for a range of different reasons (Brown & Brown, 2009; Erichsen 

& Bolliger, 2011; Khawaja & Stallman, 2011; Sawir et al., 2008; Shi, 2011). This is equally 

seen in this study with students describing feelings of isolation within their faculty. Phuong, 
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for example, even experienced a sense of “loss of status” (Deem & Brehony, 2000, p. 154) 

when she finds herself being “treated as an undergraduate”.  

In short, the notion of transnational social fields (Gargano, 2009) has allowed for the 

examination of how the flow of ideas, practices and social networks associated with 

transnational student mobility is embedded within evolving relationships. Viewing 

international student mobility through this lens has helped capture the lived realities of 

this student cohort in terms of their social relationships. It can be seen that international 

Vietnamese doctoral students’ connectedness with people from their home country is 

important to them and occurs on a regular basis. This finding bears similarity to previous 

literature about transnational migrants and/or international students’ connectedness and 

connectivity (Pham & Lim, 2016). Levitt and Schiller (2004) have suggested that 

transnational migrants stay connected to their homelands longer than previously assumed. 

The increasing popularity and convenience of digital technology has enabled mobile 

populations, more so than ever before, to connect to their homelands (Hjorth, 2011; 

Hjorth & Arnold, 2011). It is a way that these international students sustain “the continuity 

of self” (Marginson, Nyland, Sawir, & Forbes-Mewett, 2010, p. 360). 

This study has also found that many students establish and maintain strong connections 

with their co-nationals in the host country or elsewhere in the world. Connectedness, in 

this case, involves a range of social, interpersonal and intellectual engagement which goes 

beyond home/host boundaries. These constant communications and connections offer the 

students ‘emotional scaffolding’ which, in turn, helps them make sense of their developing 

identities in the host country, translating into a more tolerable adaptation process (Pham 

& Lim, 2016) and social life. However, disconnectedness often causes a sense of 

marginalisation that affects some students’ mental well-being. The data also shows that 

connectedness is interrelated to individual students’ being and becoming (Tran & Gomes, 

2017). The students in this study have developed an awareness of multi-locality and multi-

layered identities, as pointed out by Vertovec (2009). They, therefore, feel the need to 

form their own ‘social morphology’ by connecting themselves with people in the home and 

host countries and beyond. Within ‘transnational social fields’ (Gargano, 2009), 

international doctoral students’ connectedness is maintained, established and transformed 
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as they are immersed in dynamic, everyday, social and personal contexts. This forges a 

fluid sense of living in a locality. 

This study confirms some of the major challenges that the students face when living in a 

new country as reported in other studies of international doctoral experience (Moffett, 

2006; Zhou & Todman, 2008). However, while it has demonstrated that the family-related 

aspects of PhD life directly and significantly affect the students’ experience, they have 

rarely been reported in literature. This study also reveals that many participants have 

untroubled experience negotiating life in Australia, a different finding to many other 

studies of this kind.  This research purports that factors such as preparedness, previous 

global experience, social networks and being mature adults contribute to these untroubled 

experiences. Home-like elements in the host country also help many participants 

experience Australia as an easy place to live. Equally important, like the Chinese and Indian 

international students in Australia in Rizvi’s (2005) study, many participants in this research 

come to Australia with a ‘global cosmopolitan imaginary’ already developed, which largely 

results in a ‘psychological readiness’ for a new life in another country. In general, they 

bring with them a considerable amount of worldliness to the host country. For this reason, 

it is valuable to state that the socio-cultural sameness and international students’ 

adaptability and resilience should be emphasised in discussions of international students, 

rather than the differences and challenges. The next section will explore how the 

international education experience contributes to these students’ reconstruction of 

locality, shifting their sense of belonging and the notion of home. 

Shifting notions of home and sense of belonging 

It has been widely acknowledged that experiences of displacement, diaspora and migration 

evoke fundamental questions of home, belonging and identity (Hayes, 2007; May, 2011; 

Phelps, 2016; Soong, 2015; Vertovec, 2001). Rapport and Dawson (1998) even emphasise 

the likelihood that only through being transient and displaced do people experience the 

strongest feeling of belonging. Belonging here is understood “to be in accordance with 

who we are in ourselves as well as who we are in-the-world” (Miller, 2003, p. 220). This 

serves as a convenient starting point for examining, in this case, the international 
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Vietnamese doctoral students’ lived experience in Australia in terms of their understanding 

of locality, belonging and their sense of identity as Vietnamese. 

For these students, their sense of place has become increasingly problematic. Being in 

Australia has led them to think about their ‘Vietnameseness’ and where they belong in this 

world in various and complex ways that are not required before their doctoral sojourn. 

Particularly, ‘home’, as both a physical space and a symbolic conceptualisation of 

belonging (Salih, 2013), has become dynamic yet moored. In this way, home is experienced 

both as a location and as a set of relationships that shape individuals’ identities and 

feelings of belonging (Ralph & Staeheli, 2011).  

Many participants in this study articulate, in some ways, that the experience of doctoral 

study in Australia has made them shift, or at least question, their sense of national 

affiliation and sense of geographic belonging. An important finding of the study is the 

extent to which the notion of home has become elastic for some candidates as a result of 

their doctoral experience in Australia. Through their accounts, it is found that their 

sentiments “cut across the dualism between home and abroad” (Singh et al., 2007, p. 208). 

Below is an example of the elastic, changing notion of home for one final-year PhD 

student: 

At first, when we came here, we all felt new to life in 
Australia. Like other students, I always missed Vietnam and 
wanted to go back because I considered it my home. 
However, it has changed now, my family are here and most 
importantly we are well adapted to life in Melbourne. It has 
become our second home. I find home where my family 
members live and enjoy. Now we enjoy our life here more 
than in Vietnam. We have a social network here and the kids 
are also enjoying their education here. (Bich, female, 
Education) 

For Bich, home is both the place of origin that she leaves behind and the place where she 

builds and lives her life with her husband and children. The notion of home here has 

become elastic not only in terms of space but also in terms of time – home of the past and 

home in the present (Hayes, 2007). 
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In the same vein, the experience in Australia has led some participants to develop an 

expanded sense of home attachment, apart from the national home identity, as revealed 

nicely in the following quote: 

My home is in Vietnam, no doubt, because my family is there, 
I did most of my education there, started out my career 
there. I have a large network there. And to be honest, in 
daily-life communication, I feel most comfortable talking to 
the people in Vietnam. We can express ourselves more in 
Vietnamese, for sure, speaking in English gives an unfamiliar 
feeling anyway. Nevertheless, Australia is the land of comfort. 
I don’t like the bureaucratic system in Vietnam, I don’t like 
going to meetings too often. I’m not a person who runs after 
powerful positions or awards, I don’t feel comfortable at the 
workplace in Vietnam with so much complicated political 
stuff. So, actually I think I have two homes, my emotional 
home is Vietnam, but my academic or professional home is 
here [Australia]. (Thu, female, Linguistics)  

Clearly, the Australian sojourn has transformed Thu’s sense of belonging and identity. She 

could strongly feel and identify with her Vietnamese-ness. However, that sense of identity 

is destabilised as a result of the Australian experience so much so that she now feels 

Australia is her “professional home”, which brings about more comfort and frees her from 

the “complicated political stuff” in the workplace. Thu, thus, has developed a sense of 

belonging to Australia. 

Similarly, the notion of home for Minh has been expanded to include a professional home. 

However, his experience differs slightly in that he identifies with the global nature of 

science, therefore geographical locations bears little significance to him. The distinction 

between two homes for him is explained below:  

My physical home is in Vietnam, for sure. I consider this 
doctoral study a long business trip, just like when I was 
working in Vietnam, I usually went on business trip to another 
province or overseas. Therefore, moving to another 
geographical area doesn’t make any change to me. However, 
it’s quite obvious that involving in the scholar community 
here in such a long time makes me feel I belong here and that 
I can live on in this community. Especially, I’m doing a PhD by 
publication, I often have to communicate with reviewers from 
different countries, that feeling has really been internalised. 
Professionally, I think my home is the community of 
researchers, who love to do research and do it seriously and 
ethically, unlike most researchers in Vietnam. (Minh, male, 
Sociology) 
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International doctoral education has enabled Minh to experience a sense of simultaneous 

multi-locality in a way that transcends categorisation by country. Like Thu, he has 

developed a global sense of professional identity while still maintaining his Vietnamese-

ness. In this way, these participants demonstrate a commitment to ‘globally informed 

nationalism’ (Szelenyi & Rhodes, 2007). This phrase is used by these authors to refer to 

those who maintain a primary affiliation with their home country but, after an 

international education sojourn, place that affiliation in a more global context. 

For some participants, the idea of home has become a very complex, malleable notion. 

Tram, who has just completed her PhD in Australia and is due to migrate to Canada with 

her family soon after the interview, talks about her unstable sense of belonging and the 

multiplicity of home for her: 

For me now home is multiple, not a single entity like when I 
left Vietnam almost 5 years ago. Vietnam is still my primary 
home, attached to my original identity – a Vietnamese, black-
haired, coloured skin lady, to my name, my mother tongue 
and original culture. Australia is my second home, attached to 
my children’s childhood. However, I don’t feel I belong here 
because of the politics in my faculty. I always felt like an 
outsider, a guest rather than part of the system. At the 
moment, Canada is my third home where I’m navigating to fit 
in. I’m now a permanent resident here [Canada] so all 
calculations must be for long-term. I have a clearer sense of 
belonging here. The emotional attachment is not as strong as 
that to Australia but I guess in the future Canada will 
substitute for Australia to be the second home. (Tram, 
female, Education) 
 

As she becomes more mobile, the notion of home expands from the place of origin or 

“primary home” (Vietnam) to embrace the second home (Australia), then the third home 

(Canada) as the chosen place of settlement. In each place, Tram finds a degree of 

belongingness for different reasons, such as her personal historical connection or her 

children’s feeling of social connection (Miller, 2003). And although she does not feel a 

strong bond to Canada yet, she believes Canada will be a home for her in the future. Here, 

we can see the time dimension in Tram’s notion of home. Home is not only about her past 

(root) or her present but it is future-oriented too. As some other participants, home for 

Tram always contains elements of her having been as well as her becoming (Hayes, 2007). 
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A transformed worldview and sense of belonging is appreciatively identified by some 

interviewees, as a result of their Australian sojourn. For them, national borders have 

become increasingly permeable. A recent graduate, who has just returned to Vietnam to 

resume his employment, explains: 

After this PhD, I find myself more “global”. All 
geographical and emotional boundaries become blur. I 
used to think I am purely Vietnamese, I belong just to 
Vietnam but now I believe I belong to the global society. I 
will do things that are good for the whole humanity. For 
example, I stand up against tree chopping… Those are just 
small actions but a manifestation of a big change in 
perception. (Ha, Male, Political Science) 

It can be seen here that Ha’s sense of where he belongs in the world has been broadened 

beyond the nationally-confined to a more global level. While he undertook his master’s 

study for two years outside Vietnam, it is not until after the doctoral experience that his 

sense of belonging changes remarkably. This might be because, on the one hand, this 

sojourn is longer, increasing his exposure to a transnational life. On the other hand, he may 

have more opportunities to be exposed to the global community of research, to socialise 

with people of different nationalities and/or cultures. The process of negotiating these 

experiences has produced a renewed sense of relationship to people and issues that cross 

local, national and global boundaries (Glass, 2018). It has also shifted his understanding of 

his position in the community, not constrained by his national boundaries. The shift in his 

perception of his belongingness and identity has resulted in a shift in his actions and 

behaviours. This again confirms the ‘kinship relation’ between the sense of belonging, 

identity and agency asserted by Killick (2012) who posits that “it is how people see their 

self-in-the-world, which shapes inclinations and the will to act-in-the-world” (p. 373). 

Similarly, another interviewee, embracing a non-geographical sense of belonging, admits a 

dramatic change in her perception following her PhD experience which she labels “a 

breakthrough” in the way she sees herself and the world:  

Belongingness shouldn’t be seen in a narrow or strict 
definition, belonging means your perception, worldview. I 
think geography doesn’t count anymore in this world. You 
can contribute wherever you work. I think I’m in a multi-
dimension space. People think they stay in this country or 
that country, but I don’t think so. I’m living beyond that 
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physical space. It’s not important that I’m in Australia or 
Vietnam or the US, because the position is now defined by 
the value you bring to life. (Ly, female, International 
Relations) 

‘Belonging’ is no longer a geographical (i.e. spatial) matter to this woman but a matter of 

perception. The space where she is living is one that goes “beyond… physical space”. She 

positions herself in a pan-spatial space, not confined in one country or another; rather, 

shaped by one’s position in the world as a “value” contribution.  

Similar to the voluntary migrants in Madison’s (2006) study, as they leave home and travel 

the world, they are more aware of their surroundings. They have the chance to make 

contact with unfamiliar and mysterious cultures, and experience a “flow” between the 

mystery found within their own being and that of the world (Madison, 2006, p. 12). That 

experience generates a temporary feeling of ‘being at home in the world’, of belonging. 

They have, consequently, developed wider life perspectives, or a “global consciousness” 

(Hall, 1996, p. 332). 

Some candidates find themselves more globally-oriented in terms of an ability to survive 

anywhere. Narratives from interviews show a feeling of liberation in becoming untethered 

from a home country (Phelp, 2013). They are more confident and feel ready for a life of “a 

global citizen”: they see their potential as global: 

I don’t have a rigid sense of belonging to any physical 
boundaries now. I’m aware of my potential and my 
willingness to improve myself in the world. So I just see 
myself as a global citizen, some sort of that effect. I don’t 
know what that means exactly but I just think that I’m 
functionable internationally. (Thanh, female, Education) 

Here, the sense of belonging, which is “global”, defines the notion of home. Thanh does 

not attach herself to any particular place and finds herself “functionable internationally”.  

From these narratives, a kind of global citizen identity (Killick, 2012) can be inferred. 

According to Killick, the notion of a global citizen can be understood as “primarily someone 

who identifies him or herself as dwelling among (equally human) global others” (p. 373). 

The doctoral experience in Australia has made them more confident about “negotiating a 

cosmopolitan space” within which to live (Singh et al., 2007, p. 210). They have developed 
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what Kim (2010) calls ‘transnational identity capital’, the generic competences that enable 

people to better encounter “otherness” (p. 583), and become “confident to risk learning 

again from future encounters” (Killick, 2012, p. 382). 

The concept of “a global citizen” is repeated in this graduate’s story. However, she does 

not associate this notion with her PhD experience but with her experience of learning 

English as a foreign language when she was young: 

It might be because I took English as my major since 
school time, I believe I am a global citizen. I can live 
anywhere. I can stay in Vietnam, in Australia or 
elsewhere, it’s fine as long as I can enjoy a good working 
environment. (Hue, female, Education)  

This narrative suggests the considerable contribution that foreign language learning, 

especially English – a dominant lingua franca in today’s world – can make to one’s 

development of a global consciousness and a global identity. It might be the case that 

through the process of learning English, the interviewee has the chance to find herself part 

of the global community. Hue’s account reinforces Tanu’s (2017) argument that English 

language ability plays a vital role in shaping cosmopolitan ideologies, practices and 

subjectivities. It gives access to power and shapes identities (Burck, 2005, cited in Tanu, 

2017). This contradicts the prerequisite of an individual’s transnational mobility experience 

for the development of global citizen identity or global sense of belonging (Killick, 2012). 

This also confirms the claim Rizvi (2005) has made that some international students come 

to Australian universities with a cosmopolitan imaginary already developed. Not all 

international students have previously travelled overseas but their exposure to global 

means of communication (English language) and the global media culture has already 

contributed to their cosmopolitan imaginary. 

An important finding of the study suggests that the notion of home is always fluid and 

flexible but some participants now have a greater awareness of this fluidity and flexibility 

and that this flexibility and fluidity has been expanded. For these candidates, a shift in or 

flexibility of the sense of belonging is not contingent on the transnational experience in 

Australia but commences prior to embarking on the PhD sojourn. This is primarily because 

they already have extensive mobility experience, whether to other places in the world or 
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among different provinces and regions within Vietnam for educational, professional or 

visiting purposes. Over half of the participants completed their master’s studies outside 

Vietnam. Some had to move from provincial areas to big cities within Vietnam for their 

senior high school or undergraduate studies. For them, a sense of mobility has been 

dynamically fostered long before the PhD experience, as these late-stage PhD students 

confide:  

My case is a bit special, I guess. I was born in [a city in the 
centre of Vietnam], had my tertiary education in Hanoi, after 
graduation I worked in [a city in South East Asia] for some 
time and moved back to Hanoi again. Then I came here. So I 
reckon, I belong to where I can earn a lot of money, where 
there is good opportunity for me to develop my career, either 
in Vietnam, Australia or Singapore, anywhere. (Phong, male, 
Engineering) 

I can feel at home anywhere, it’s been like that for quite a 
long time now, since my undergraduate time I have always 
been away from my hometown. I think home can be 
anywhere as long as I feel comfortable, I am respected by 
people around. (Duc, male, Geospatial Science)  

This phenomenon is similar to Phelps’ (2016) discovery about the extent to which some 

students in her study began developing a ‘global’ or ‘nomadic’ sense of self and belonging 

prior to embarking on being an international doctoral student in Canada. For those 

participants, like Phong and Duc, home has become a fluid and flexible concept. In other 

words, their place-based identity is a “pastiche of prior locations” (Phelps, 2016, p. 9), 

leaving them with an elastic and deterritorialised sense of home and multiple sources of 

cultural identity. It is felt that the interviewees pride themselves on having considerable 

mobility experience which enables them to be adaptable, resilient and flexible in life. They 

have developed what Kaufmann, Bergman and Joye (2004) call ‘motility’ – “the capacity of 

entities (e.g. goods, information or persons) to be mobile in social and geographic space, or 

the way in which entities access and appropriate the capacity for socio-spatial mobility 

according to their circumstances” (p. 750). Such capacity has become an asset, or capital, 

like other forms of capital.  

However, there is more about the concept of home for these two interviewees. Home 

entails a conception of freedom which consists of a deeply-felt trust in themselves to 

pursue their life purpose.  For Phong, this means earning “a lot of money”, almost 
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independently of external circumstances. Here, home is defined no longer as a physical 

location but, rather, as an inner sense of personal authenticity and purpose, the living out 

of one’s freedom and one’s commitment to self-development (Hayes, 2007). 

A similar, slightly more nuanced, account is offered by another participant about her sense 

of multi-locality as a result of separation from home since she was very young: 

Home is simply where I am. I never feel home-sick. I moved 
from Sai Gon to Hanoi for my undergraduate study since I was 
18. For my family members, it’s the same, it’s not important 
where I am. For example, when I am in Australia, I visit them 
once a year, when I am in Hanoi, I may visit them more often, 
2-3 times a year. Information technology makes it easier for 
us. And you know, most of the time I’m overseas, in 
Singapore, Taiwan, the US and so on. The concept of a global 
citizen makes sense here, it’s when you have a global sense of 
your belonging. To be honest, I don’t miss Vietnam. 
Sometimes my mother complained that I didn’t call her even 
once a month. Actually, I forgot. (Anh, female, Political 
Science) 

Interestingly, Anh elaborates her sense of home, not only from her side but also from her 

family’s perspective (her parents, in this case). It makes no difference for her and for them 

where she is, either in Vietnam, Australia or other place, because it is the same absence, 

same ‘distance’. This may be common for a Western family and a Western woman but 

quite unusual for a Vietnamese woman who is expected to depend, at least emotionally, 

on her family until she has a family of her own. Home has become an extremely flexible 

concept for Anh. She has developed a global sense of belonging; finding herself a global 

citizen, who feels comfortable living away from her original home.  

The above narratives strongly support Wihtol de Wenden’s claim about “mobility as a way 

of life” for a large number of people in the twenty-first century (Wihtol de Wenden, 2007, 

p. 57). According to de Wenden, national borders are becoming more open, and “the more 

people circulate, the less they settle down” (ibid.). Therefore, people such as Phong, Duc 

and Anh never find home a fixed concept, tied to any singular place. This is considered, by 

Appadurai (1995), a tension that increasingly many people are facing in relating to, or 

producing ‘locality’ – “as a structure of feeling, a property of life and an ideology of 

situated community” (p. 213). It is an effect that transnationalism has on people’s relations 

to space, particularly, by creating ‘social fields’ that connect and position some actors in 
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more than one country (Castells, 2011; Jackson, Crang, & Dwyer, 2004; Levitt & Schiller, 

2004; Schiller, Basch, & Blanc‐Szanton, 1992; Vertovec, 2009). The reason, according to 

Appadurai, is due to two among many characteristics of transnationalism, these being “the 

growing disjuncture between territory, subjectivity and collective social movement” and 

“the steady erosion of the relationship, principally due to the force and form of electronic 

mediation, between spatial and virtual neighbourhoods” (1995, p. 213). In this way, new 

‘translocalities’ have emerged (Appadurai, 1995; Smith, 1998).  

This finding also aligns well with Singh et al.’s (2007) research about Chinese international 

students’ recognition that physical borders might be maintained but cultural borders have 

become increasingly porous. The students have become carriers of ‘travelling cultures’ 

(Clifford, 1997), connecting nation-states and helping create the condition of “post-

national politics” (Singh et al., 2007, p. 210). Clifford uses the term ‘dwelling in travel’ to 

refer to: 

the experiences of mobility and movement, through which 
people develop a range of new material, spatial practices, 
that produce knowledges, stories, traditions, comportments, 
musics, books, diaries and other cultural expressions. 
(Clifford, 1997, p. 137) 

Within a spatial analysis framework, Singh et al. (2007) believe that this is a relevant notion 

to describe the space within which international students negotiate their experiences both 

in Australia and at ‘home’. Likewise, this term characterises the life of some participants 

within this research. However, unlike Singh et al.’s claim that travelling cultures are not 

available equally to everyone, and gender and class can be influential, this study shows 

little bias towards gender within students’ mobility. No female participants mention the 

association between mobility and safety or insecurity (Hook, 1992 cited in Singh et al., 

2007). Both male and female participants are equally experienced travellers and open to 

the potential of mobility. For those who are more inclined to immobility, the reasons are 

more or less the same for both men and women - stability for the family (spouse and 

children). This point will be further explained in the Chapter 7.  

Singh et al. (2007) also cites Bauman (2000) in agreement on the link between mobility and 

class. Bauman suggests that mobility is mainly available to elites (Bauman, 2000) and that 
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mobile people are increasingly cosmopolitan because, for them, “state borders are levelled 

down, as they are dismantled for the world’s commodities, capital and finances” (p. 89). To 

a great extent, international education is an expression of this consumerist logic (Singh et 

al., 2007). Accordingly, as a commodity, on a global scale, it is now accessible to those who 

have “already aligned themselves to the emerging contours of the local/global economy 

and culture” (ibid., p. 211). For them, international education has become a site for the 

production of cosmopolitan identities (Rizvi, 2005; Singh et al., 2007). And in that sense, 

the participants in this study could be termed ‘elites’ as I have discussed in the previous 

chapter. 

Given, in this study, the most common motivation for overseas doctoral studies is to 

develop professionally within the context of their institution or national border, their 

awareness of locality and the notion of home, and thus their self-awareness, have been 

dramatically reconstructed. As a result of the students’ exposure to the global, the idea of 

home has expanded to embrace a transnational awareness of locality, in which home 

becomes a fluid and flexible concept. This finding speaks to another conceptual premise or 

‘take’ of transnationalism that Vertovec (2009) points out - transnationalism as 

(re)construction of ‘place’ or locality. Accordingly, practices and meanings attached to a 

certain place and time are relocated and regrounded. The students’ mobility experiences, 

together with media and technology development, have created “translocal 

understandings” (Vertovec, 2009, p. 455). Transnationalism has not only changed the 

meaning, attitudes and experiences people have for both “here and there” (ibid., p. 68) but 

fundamentally transformed the meaning of ‘home’ (Al-Ali & Koser, 2003).  

However, among these newly-constructed, multi-layered identities, it is found that some 

participants embrace a permanent home identity. All the years of transnational residence 

and education do not shift this ontology. Here are examples of responses to the “Where is 

home for you now?” question: 

Home? It’s Vietnam. Wherever I may go or end up living, my 
heart is still in Vietnam. You can have a good job, a good life 
here and I’m willing to live elsewhere but … home is always 
Vietnam. (Cuong, male, Finance) 
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Even for a recent graduate who has gained the status of permanent residency, the concept 

of home remains unchanged: 

I have lived here [Australia] for over 6 years and got 
permanent residence, but I never find Australia my home, not 
much connected. Home is always Vietnam. (Lan, female, 
Education) 

 
The joke below about a Vietnamese tradition versus a Western one, made by a third-year 

PhD candidate, is very telling: 

Oh, well, Vietnamese people can never eat butter and 
cheese, we can only eat “mắm tôm” (shrimp paste). Who else 
can we be? Where else can we live happily and confidently? 
(Huy, male, Architecture and Design) 

 

For these participants, their home is and will always be Vietnam – the homeland, where 

they most identify socially and culturally. This finding supports Tran and Gomes’ (2017) 

report that international students’ identity is attached to their ‘nation’ and ‘ethnic culture’. 

For these authors, this is due to international students being ‘transient’ and thus often 

seen to have much less investment socially in their host country (Tran & Gomes, 2017, p. 

15). While this might be true for some participants in this study who consider the study 

sojourn a short trip away from home, the above narratives show that, even for people who 

continue to live and work outside of Vietnam or have gained permanent 

residence/citizenship in Australia, their connection to the homeland and their being 

Vietnamese are still core to their identity. These students’ identity development process 

can be regarded as multi-layered where, at the heart, there is a permanent, unchanged 

home identity that many always embrace. 

Scholars often agree that belonging and identity are two inseparable concepts. Where we 

feel we belong (or not) tells who we are because belonging is, in some way, part of what 

constitutes our identity (May, 2011; Miller, 2003). I have shown that, as a result of the 

Australian sojourn, many Vietnamese doctoral students’ awareness of locality and home 

identity are destabilised. Their notion of home is also reconstructed to become expanded 

and flexible, resulting in the emergence of multiple and changing identities. This supports 

the observation by Gomes (2015) that many students do not consider themselves to 

possess a singular, national, home-based identity because they are influenced by the 



151 
 

transnational circulation of people and ideas. They redefine and recreate identities which 

are based on their circumstance as transient and their experience and view of global 

mobility (Gomes, 2015; Singh, 2011). So, rather than solely linking themselves to any home 

nation identity, many consider themselves global citizens, embracing cosmopolitan and 

international identities. However, this study also shows that some students do view home 

as a bounded and stable concept even though they might embrace transnational lives. 

They keep negotiating the tension between the mobile and sedentary aspects of home. 

Therefore, in conceptualising transnational configurations of people–place relationships, 

we should not overemphasise the shifting and mobile meanings that migrants give to 

home or underplay the resilience of its stable and fixed interpretations (Ralph & Staeheli, 

2011). 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have analysed and discussed how the Vietnamese research students in 

this study negotiate transnational life in Australia; how they make sense of the in-between 

space they occupy, working against its challenges and taking advantage of its 

opportunities. For quite a few, their experience is greatly affected by their being parents 

and carers. Viewing international education as a ‘transnational social field’, I have shown 

that these students navigate their transnational lives and in-betweenness by engaging with 

both home and host countries. These findings align with Vertovec’s (2009) 

conceptualisation of transnationalism as a type of consciousness, of social morphology and 

reconstruction of locality. Many participants have developed an awareness of multi-

locality, a global sense of belonging and multi-layered identities.  

As a result, they establish and maintain social connections with, mostly, their Vietnamese 

family, PhD peers, old and new friends in both Vietnam, Australia or elsewhere to gain 

emotional and social support. This observation is consistent with  studies of diaspora in 

which a kind of “diaspora consciousness” marked by “dual or multiple identifications” is 

often discussed (Vertovec, 1999, p. 450). Accordingly, many authors describe an awareness 

of “decentred attachments”, of being simultaneously “home away from home”, “here and 

there” (Vertovec, 2009, p. 68). The experience of transnational education has transformed 

many participants’ meanings and perspectives and, as a result, made them ‘new 
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subjectivities in the global arena’ (Nonini & Ong, 1997). For some, the home identity 

remains their core but, for most, new identities have been created that are multi-layered, 

global and flexible. This is very much in accord with Schiller et al. (1992) who explain: 

Within their complex web of social relations, transmigrants draw upon and 
create fluid and multiple identities grounded both in their society of origin 
and in the host societies. While some migrants identify more with one society 
than the other, the majority seem to maintain several identities that link 
them simultaneously to more than one nation. (p. 11) 

The participants’ narratives of their learning experience reveal many stories and show how 

new identities are formed not only because of the transnational lives that the students go 

through as in the case of other groups of transnational migrants. However, their studies 

present additional challenges. In the following chapter, I will explore how Vietnamese 

doctoral students’ experiences contribute to their struggles in learning to become a 

professional researcher. 
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Chapter 6 

Becoming a professional researcher 

This is not simply a matter of “com[ing] to know”, however, since it is also a matter of “coming to be”, 

that is of becoming and being a certain authorised form of research(er) identity.  

(Green & Lee, 1995, p. 41) 

Introduction 

Doctoral learning is often described using the metaphor of a ‘journey’ implying an 

associated purpose, direction, duration and arrival at a different place (Lee, 2011). It is a 

process of movement and discovery, with a point of departure from what is known to a 

relatively unfamiliar place. As discussed in Chapter 2, learning at the doctoral level is 

learning to become a ‘professional researcher’ (Bourner, Bowden, & Laing, 2001). Here, 

the concept of learning is used in alignment with Kolb’s (1984) and Jarvis’ (2006) argument 

that learning is experiential. It is not only a cognitive process but one which involves “the 

integrated functioning of the total organism – thinking, feeling, perceiving, and behaving” 

(Kolb, 1984, p. 31). Jarvis (2006) extends the notion by saying that learning is both 

existential and experiential, in which the person engages both his body (genetic, physical 

and biological) and mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs and senses) 

in experiencing social situations. He also emphasises that it is the whole person who learns 

and that the person learns in a social situation. Doctoral learning, likewise, does not occur 

in social isolation. It is a collaborative endeavour and involves the negotiation of social 

relationships and networks (Mantai & Dowling, 2015). Jarvis’ theory of learning also sheds 

light on this research concerning the outcome of the doctoral experience. According to 

Jarvis (2006), the outcome of the learning process is a changed person and only in learning 

do we experience the process of becoming. This is very much in line with the argument 

made by Wenger (1998) and Illeris (2007) that identity development is central in human 

learning and all learning contributes to the development of the learner’s identity. In this 

section, I will draw on these scholars’ theories of learning and other adult learning theories 

to explore the participants’ doctoral learning in the new context. 
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As I have noted previously, the primary purpose and major motivation for most 

participants in undertaking doctoral education in Australia is professional and academic 

advancement. As these doctoral students settle into life at their university, the primary 

reason for their journey begin – academic life. In this chapter, I will explore the challenges 

of learning in the PhD in order to understand the processes of “becoming” (Barnacle, 2005; 

Gardner, 2008) a researcher. I will first explore how they negotiate the challenges of their 

learning in the transnational space, and then how the learning experience affects their 

identity development as researchers, as adult learners and as lifelong learners.  

Transnational learning spaces  

Vertovec (2009) suggests that people’s deep-rooted attitude toward life, activities and 

perhaps especially identity will be substantially affected by the process of being socialised 

within transnational orientations and practices. Under the condition of transnationalism, 

large numbers of people live in social worlds that are “stretched between” or “dually 

located in” (p. 578) physical locales and communities in two or more nations-states 

(Vertovec, 2001). Viewing international education as a ‘transnational social field’ (Gargano, 

2009), in which the doctoral student participants (transnational subjects) engage with both 

national and transnational values and practices, this section will analyse the empirical 

evidence of this transnational engagement, and how their identities are reconstructed as a 

result of the education experience in Australia.  

For some participants in this study, the home identity remains a constant present while 

they undertake their doctoral studies. This greatly affects how they learn and who they 

become. Throughout the narratives about their experience in Australia, many participants, 

without prompting, contrast the learning and working environments in Australia with that 

in their home country, or other places they have experienced. Academic conventions and 

resources, research approach and performance, and the way they negotiate different 

relationships at work are compared. This process appears to be a critical part of their 

learning new knowledge and skills and at the same time questioning or unlearning their old 

assumptions. As discussed earlier in relation to settling, this represents the “empowering 

paradox” (Clifford, 1994, p. 322) which, as I have discussed in Chapter 2, implies people’s 
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physical presence in the host country simultaneously assumes a connection with their 

home country.  

The following interviewees make a distinction in terms of research approach and academic 

writing practices, which show their strong identification with Vietnamese identity through 

recognition of its unique academic and cultural traits as they encounter different academic 

practices in Australia: 

I realise that there are striking differences between what I knew 
before and what it should be regarding research approach. For 
example, in Vietnam, we put too much emphasis on the outcome, that 
is, I don’t know what your research is, it must have a specific outcome, 
impressive and big. It’s not bad but, here [in Australia], the process of 
doing research and the methodology is more important than the 
outcome. At PhD level, this is even more evident. You may not have a 
specific outcome but if you have a sound methodology and an 
appropriate process, your research is still appreciated. That disparity 
leads to the choice of a research topic. In Vietnam, a PhD research 
topic is usually massive, but here, no, it doesn’t have to be big, but can 
be narrow and deep… (Viet, male, Climate Change)  

A similar observation is made by an Education doctoral candidate concerning academic 

writing practice: 

I think there is too much face value in our Vietnamese writing culture, 
we are always afraid of people’s negative judgment of our work, 
thinking how a doctoral-level person can write in such a way or 
propose such a research design. While here, they can always make 
arguments for their work and that there are always shortcomings 
which should be taken into considerations by future researchers. I can 
turn my weak points into lessons for other people. That’s a very 
positive way to deal with the shortcomings in research. But it takes 
time to learn. It’s easier said than done. I was in agony at the 
beginning. (Tram, female, Education) 

Here, Viet and Tram are expressing two processes, unlearning the old academic culture 

and learning the new practices in Australia which enable them to be a more professional 

researcher or a more persuasive academic writer. These examples highlight a prominent 

feature of the paradox many interviewees share. As they are exposed to the local or host 

working environment, they link with the experience each has in the home country. They 

point out the relations, the differences and similarities, and make judgments. Importantly, 

their Vietnamese identity becomes more vivid from the new encounters in Australia. This 

finding resonates with studies by Pham and Saltmarsh (2013) which suggest that 
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international students’ cultural identity is not salient when at home but becomes more 

significant in a foreign culture environment. A kind of attachment with their home identity 

is constantly felt throughout the interviews. The students engage themselves in a complex 

process of self-analysis of their own values and beliefs, self-reflection and self-orientation 

(Pham & Saltmarsh, 2013).  In this case, Tram is “in agony” at the beginning of the doctoral 

programme because she is going through an identity crisis whereas she cannot detach 

herself from the Vietnamese identity which is embedded in her writing style.  

While this paradox is apparent, what we see here is a moving on, a connection between 

not only here and there (space) but now and then (time), in terms of personal selves as well 

as meanings and practices. In particular, this paradox is a source of empowerment for 

these candidates, helping them to see themselves more positively and confidently, as this 

interviewee shares her perception of success up to the time of the interview: 

Whatever I have now, it’s my success. When I was in Vietnam, my way 

of thinking was very different. Now it has changed a lot, for the better, 
and so has my personality. Unlike many Vietnamese PhD students 
here, I had to start from scratch in my project, so I have gained a lot 
from doing research here… I find myself more optimistic about and 
interested in my job than when I was in Vietnam, where the system is 
very inert and corrupted, people come to the office to chat or read 
online newspapers. Here people are more serious about working and 
work is merit-based … . (My, female, Bio-medical Science) 
 

The experience of now and here (in Australia) appears to help My find satisfaction in her 

work. The home country in this case is attached to the past, her old identity, and 

something she does not want to embrace anymore.  

Similarly, Thanh - a recent Education PhD graduate, shares how she finds herself growing 

out of the ‘past’ person to become somebody different yet still connected with the former 

identity, which she considers the most rewarding part of the PhD: 

I think the biggest gain is the realisation of my own potential, what I 
can do, so that I don’t fall back on the old way of life. I was very 
dissatisfied of myself and I didn’t know why before coming to 
Australia. But now I know exactly why, that was because my life was 
too money-oriented and you know I was living without a sense of 
career. I didn’t know what a career meant but now I understand that a 
career does not necessarily mean a full-time job, you can be within 
jobs and still have a career. The PhD is a start, a career starts in your 
mind, it starts in the thought of where you are in the world, and what 
you can contribute to others’ work and life. In terms of education, I 
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think my philosophy of education now is completely different from 
what it was at first. Actually, I did not really have a philosophy when I 
was working as a full-time teacher back in the old days. But now I have 
a very clear idea of what a teacher should be and what teaching and 
learning should be. (Thanh, female, Education)  

Coming to Australia for her PhD study, Thanh experiences an alienation from her 

Vietnamese life. According to Heyes (2007), this alienation creates some distance from her 

immediate lived experience, enabling her to see herself from a distance and, thereby, to 

acquire a “quality of self-examination and self-knowledge” (Hayes, 2007, p. 3). The doctoral 

experience in Australia has offered her the chance to examine her past self and come to 

know herself better. The paradox of before and now becomes specially empowering for 

Thanh. The PhD experience has enlightened her about her possible career pathway and her 

position in the academic world and it has activated her agency in making this a reality. It 

allows her to embrace a clearer and more sophisticated sense of self-identity.  

These two examples also show the significance of what McAlpine and her colleagues refer 

to as the ‘passage of time’ in the ‘identity-trajectories’ concept. This emphasises the 

influence of past experiences and relationships on present intentions and decisions and 

present experiences and relationships on future imagined possibilities and decisions 

(McAlpine, Amundsen, & Turner, 2014). The respondents make, what can be interpreted 

as, a deconstructive connection with the past, in the home country, through which we can 

find time and space closely intertwined in the transnational subjects’ life. Within the 

theoretical framework of transnationalism, this finding resonates with Soong’s (2015) 

research on student-migrants’ lived experience of migrations in Australia. She has found 

that their “transnational lifeworld is the result of their lived experiences, of living in-

between that creates a space of negotiation between past and present, desires and angst, 

possibilities and hindrances, and fantasy and nostalgia” (Soong, 2015, p. 22).  

Their transnational experience in Australia has offered the students an opportunity to 

reflect; not only on the temporal dimension of their identity but also the spatial aspect of it. 

A narrative from a third-year Engineering candidate shows this: 

Back in Vietnam, my strength was in theory of automobile engineering 
so I chose to continue working in this field here. My project is very 
theoretical, which means I don’t need to work in the lab or do any 
fieldwork, I can do it even from Vietnam. However, here I have the 
chance to learn about research methodology and how to do a good 
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literature review, that I can’t access back home. We do write a so-
called “literature review” there but even in a high-ranking academic 
institute like mine, it is not academically standardised. Citation is done 
very carelessly. Here they set concrete citation rules for different kinds 
of publications, for example, one-author or two-author publication; 
journal articles or book chapter are cited differently. (Van, male, 
Engineering) 

 
Very often, the interviewees use the pronouns ‘we’ to imply Vietnamese professionals or 

students and ‘they’ to refer to Australian counterparts; the adverbs ‘here’ to talk about 

Australia and ‘there’ or ‘back home’ to refer to Vietnam when comparing the two, 

supposedly different, systems or environments. Van’s account, among some others’, gives 

the impression that interviewees still position themselves as a member of their home 

institution and academic cultures. It also suggests that they retain strong connectedness 

with the Vietnamese locales, practices and identity. The concepts of ‘here’ and ‘there’ or 

‘home’ and ‘host’ are constantly negotiated during internajtional students’ sojourns as 

these students reconstruct their identity and of belonging with either the home 

institution/country or their current locale, or both (Phelps, 2013; Dang & Tran, 2017).  

In a study by Dang and Tran (2017), the interlocking home-host relations of Vietnamese 

international doctoral students are found in the interplay between physical locales, socio-

cultural values and individual agency. Interestingly, they found that Vietnamese doctoral 

students’ connectedness with home and host is intertwined. The connections with home 

exist during the sojourn abroad and connectivity with the host is maintained upon 

students’ returning home. Likewise, the participants in this study have a strong sense of 

connectedness and belongingness with home due to the values of their home culture 

regardless of the geographical distance. This confirms the importance of the context of 

origin to these students’ educational experience in the host country, as Gargano (2009) 

points out.  

The home element is also evident in many interviewees’ specific research work. Over half 

the research participants (22/38) are directly investigating aspects of Vietnamese life in 

their PhD projects; this was especially the case for the HASS students. As a result, many 

travel back home for their fieldwork, recruit Vietnamese nationals as research participants 

or conduct their research in both Vietnamese and English language. They share that they 

feel more confident to work on Vietnam-related issues because, as ‘insiders’, they have a 
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good understanding of the context and well-grounded rationale for examining the research 

problems. Some choose their research topic for the expected benefits they can bring to the 

field within their institutional, regional or national boundary in future: 

My PhD project was inspired by the robust development of housing 
apartments in the central region of Vietnam in recent years, but there 
is scant research into this problem so apartments have been built 
without a sustainable model. I want to develop a model so that future 
architects can base on to make designs toward sustainability. (Huy, 
male, Architecture and Design) 

Similarly, a recent public health PhD graduate talks proudly about the contribution she can 

make to Vietnamese young people’s lives, her college and academic projects by studying 

this PhD:  

I think I’m one of the first people in Vietnam who studied in-depth 
about youth reproductive health so its incremental value is quite high, 
I believe. Now everything is going as I planned before the PhD, I have 
succeeded in opening a new programme in my college, involved 
heavily in writing new textbooks and healthcare evaluation projects in 
Vietnam. (Quynh, female, Public Health) 

This finding supports prior research on international doctoral students’ negotiation of 

home-host academic cultures and how research in the host country influences their work 

when they return home. Robinson-Pant (2010) has found that these students are different 

(from local students) in the way they approach their PhD, research questions, factors 

influencing what they write, objectives for doing a PhD and their intended 

outcome/audience. Many do not make these decisions in isolation but, rather, have to 

take into account their audience and sponsor back home or their future professional 

pathway (Rizvi, 2010; Robinson-Pant, 2010). The influential home element in these 

individuals’ doctoral learning plays a crucial role in shaping their professional identity and 

making them a distinct group of doctoral students.   

The following sections will further explore the participants’ learning journey and what 

makes that journey a worthwhile one for them. 
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Learning and transformation 

The doctoral journey is usually described as fraught with difficulties and challenges (Castro, 

Garcia, Cavazos Jr., & Castro, 2011; Lovitts, 2008; Taylor, Downs, Baker, & Chikwa, 2011) 

but also opportunities for learning and transformation (Hopwood & Paulson, 2012; 

Johnson, Lee, & Green, 2000; Leonard, Becker, & Coate, 2005; Lindén, Ohlin, & Brodin, 

2013). Generally, the Vietnamese doctoral students in this research encounter similar 

academic challenges that have been reported in studies of the learning experience of 

doctoral students in general and of international doctoral students in particular. For this 

reason, this section will focus on how the participants engage with those challenges and 

what they have learned from the process to become different, taking into account their 

transnationality. 

Many participants have a difficult time negotiating the tensions between the two learning 

cultures, manifested in their unmatched expectations toward their supervisors and the 

support they receive, as the following interviewees share:  

At first, I expected my supervisors would draw the way for me 
to go but that never happened. They never suggested a 
specific direction, they just recommended reading and let me 
figure out what I wanted to do. And when I was too tired of 
this endless reading and searching and I just came up with 
reader-response theory out of my instinctual orientation... So 
I used it to guide my proposal for the confirmation seminar 
and that went ok. But it was quite a shock not to receive any 
instructions and to be treated in a very democratic way like I 
was an equal researcher as them and that freaked me out at 
first. (Thanh, female, Education) 

Likewise, a Linguistics PhD graduate talks about her difficult journey packed with negative 

emotions due to her expectations of the PhD studies differing from those of her advisor: 

In this PhD programme, I am required to work independently. 
The supervisor only speaks when he thinks I’m going the 
wrong way, or I need to read more. And I had to do all the 
rest, choosing a research approach, research design, the 
sample. I had to decide them all. During that process, I felt 
very lonely, I had to do almost everything on my own. The 
supervisor followed my project but I am the one who knows it 
best. Sometimes I felt so demotivated and even wanted to 
quit. PhD students need to stay determined all the time. 
(Chau, female, Linguistics) 
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These are two among many narratives of struggles in academic work, especially during the 

first year of the PhD studies. For these participants, who come from a Confucian-

background education, learning at the doctoral level is in contrast to their previous 

learning. In the Confucian learners’ perception, teachers are considered the source of all 

wisdom. They expect their supervisors “to take the initiative and adapt a role close to 

being a guide and/or parent … to make major contributions towards the research and the 

thesis” (Ryan, 2000, p. 69). For their part, they see their roles as fundamentally “being an 

empty vessel into which accumulated wisdom is poured” (Taylor & Beasely, 2005, p. 157). 

Yet, at the doctoral level, and in a country like Australia, they are required to be critical 

thinkers and independent learners. Therefore, feelings of shock, confusion and depression 

are quite common, especially in the first year of candidature. Many realise that 

“*academic+ life is not as dreamed”.  

However, the first year is also the period that sees the biggest transformation in the 

participants’ perception of their PhD studies. Here, we see the growth of self-directed 

learners. The development of self-direction has guided them toward taking primary 

responsibility for their learning (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2012). Beckett (2010) 

suggests that adults are exposed to diverse ways of learning or experiences from which 

they build their capacity for self-direction and, thus, strengthen self-identity and agency. 

Both Chau and Thanh go through a process of identity shift, seeing themselves differently, 

learning to become more determined and autonomous to be successful. Here, the 

identities of an adult learner and a researcher have emerged and advanced from self-

directed learning. And these identities have created the leeway for them to take actions, as 

expressed by Thanh: 

Well, I didn’t deal with it very well during the first year. I dealt 
with a lot of pressure to myself, so I pressed myself harder 
than I normally do to achieve highly, to satisfy my supervisor, 
but now I realise that kind of thinking never works. We need 
to take responsibility for our own study, we need to own our 
learning and we are here not to satisfy anybody. We are here 
to improve ourselves academically and professionally. So 
when I switched to that way of thinking when I, probably too 
late, but better late than never. I learn just to explore all the 
resources that I have, and my supervisors are seen as a 
resource only in order to improve myself academically and 
professionally. (Thanh, female, Education) 
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In a different manner, Phong devises a clearer strategy to work through the big PhD project 

after the initial ‘lost’ phase: 

At first I found myself lost. Then I had to step back and 
reflected on my strategy at work before. I set out the big 
target of the whole PhD journey, then broke it down into 
smaller attainable targets for each month, each week, each 
day. What do I need to do? … Just like that, I had a target to 
go for everyday. Then I found the PhD more doable, not a 
road that I never knew where the finish line is. (Phong, male, 
Engineering) 

This is a good example of both self-directed and reflective learning (Kolb, 1984). According 

to Kolb, learning is a tension- and conflict-filled process, oscillating between concrete 

emotional experiences and deliberate cognitive reflection. Learning happens only when 

there is reflective thought and internal ‘processing’ by the learner, in a way that actively 

makes sense of an experience and links it to previous learning. Here, Phong’s feelings of 

loss of direction urge him to reflect upon his professional and educational journey. His 

prior experiences are helpful in shaping his learning, his current experiences are important 

in shaping the need to learn (Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson, 2005). As an adult learner, he 

takes a problem-solving orientation to learning and finds it effective. This supports 

Beckett’s (2010) proposition that adults learn best when they see the point of learning.  

Other examples show the students’ agency and self-direction in doctoral learning, 

especially in realisation of their weaknesses, confusion and ‘ignorance’: 

I found that working with supervisors was not enough, I 
joined a writing group for master’s and PhD students, mostly 
international students, led by a staff of Student Service. The 
group meets weekly. We share our writing with each other. I 
often bring my writing pieces and other people can read for 
me, give me feedback about the style, anything not clear, 
whether the topic has been well developed. They only need 
to ask me one question, and I learn so much from trying to 
answer that question. (Minh, male, Sociology) 

I learned how to write an article from other academics in the 
school, to be honest, not from my supervisors. I tried to 
enlarge my network and learn from them. For example, I 
asked several people to read my proposal. I didn’t hide my 
ignorance, I asked a lot of questions. I approached people 
who I believe could give me sharp answers. (Lan, female, 
Education) 
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In the first year, I joined every research skills class offered by 
the university. Because I realised that I didn’t know much 
about research methodology so every time I found anything 
relating to research, I applied for a place to come and learn. 
(Thu, female, Linguistics)   

However, not all participants found a positive environment that assisted their development 

as a self-directed learner. Below is a case of self-directed learning being developed as a 

consequence of problematic supervision: 

Unlike other faculties that I know, supervisors set target for 
their students, but it was vice versa in my case. I had to set 
target for my supervisor that he needed to read and return 
my writing on this day or that day. I always had to chase him. 
It affected my timeline and made me very disappointed. I 
never knew when I could complete. Other students had the 
same issue with him. He never cared. My visa is limited 
because I got Australian government scholarship, how can I 
stay to finish my PhD beyond 4 years?... I felt very lonely, but 
couldn’t share with anyone. The whole first year, I was so 
depressed. (Cuong, male, Finance) 

Cuong’s case is an example of the development of a self-directed learner without much 

support from the supervisor. Instead of feeling encouraged and positive about his new 

identity as an independent researcher, Cuong is very “depressed” and frustrated about the 

experience he has endured.  

Interview data reveal that what the participants have learned from their doctoral journey 

is beyond the professional and/or academic knowledge and skills. Their perceptions toward 

learning, life and professional work have also changed. In Jarvis’ (2006) terms, their 

doctoral learning produces changed persons. Participants from different disciplines and 

locations of studies talk of their experiences: 

My disciplinary knowledge has significantly improved, but 
one more thing I learned from this whole journey is that we 
have to be open-minded. That’s very important. It’s the 
attitude. If you always think that your way is the best, then 
you never learn anything. Another thing, observation skill is 
important too. You need to be sensitive and sharp as well. 
Two students of the same supervisors, coming from the same 
cultural background, one may gain more than the other, it’s 
because he or she has better observation and reflection skills. 
(Thu, female, Linguistics) 
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Another interviewee, a Law doctoral candidate who submitted her thesis just before the 

interview, talks about how she perceives she has changed in a number of ways: 

Oh I’ve learned a lot after these four years. First, research 
and time management skills. Second, a network in my field, 
which is important in developing a career at an international 
level. Third, my English language has greatly improved. And 
last, my viewpoint about life has changed. I spend more time 
thinking about life values. What I observe from local people’s 
living helps me slow down a bit and think more about what a 
happy life means to me. I realised that I have to change my 
old life perspectives… .(Nhu, female, Law) 

Here, we can see the participants undergo what has been theorised as transformative 

learning. According to Mezirow (2011), transformative learning is a process by which 

previous long-standing ‘frames of reference’ (assumptions, expectations and habits of 

mind) are questioned and reconsidered to make them more open, permeable and better 

justified. When we encounter a perspective that is different from ours, we may be 

provoked into critically questioning our current thinking. This happens as a result of a 

“disorienting” event or as a gradual cumulative process (Mezirow, 2011, p. 19). The PhD 

studies are the ‘gradual cumulative process’ through which the participants fundamentally 

change how they see themselves and the world around them and how they act from the 

revised perspective.  

Nhu continues talking about what she has learned from the doctoral journey, considering it 

“is just the beginning of a research life, nothing big”. Similarly, Khanh, who just graduated 

at the time of the interview shared: 

Before, I thought PhD study is something super-hard and 
super-big, that I needed to be really serious, unlike in the 
previous levels of education. But now I realised that learning 
is like the sea, it’s unlimited. I read on and on and still there 
are many things to read. I think now I only have the driving 
license, whether I can drive well or not is unknown, I need to 
learn much more… (Khanh, male, Education).  

We also see here the emergence of a lifelong learner identity as these participants perceive 

their PhD as a “license” of a longer research journey, requiring a willingness to learn in 

perpetuity. The PhD is a change in the dimension of learning, not just a larger content of 
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the same dimension, a higher level of research and knowledge acquisition, but a ‘whole 

person’ transformation. 

These participants are not alone in the challenges they face. It is widely agreed that the 

student-supervisor relationship is crucial to a successful PhD study (Barnes, Williams, & 

Stassen, 2012; Orellana, Darder, Pérez, & Salinas, 2016; Wisker, Robinson, Trafford, 

Warnes, & Creighton, 2003). Cotterall (2013) has found that the supervisory relationship is 

one of the two most common sites of tension in PhD studies for international doctoral 

candidates. The interview data in this study also show that the supervisor and the 

supervisory relationship are influential throughout the students’ PhD experience. However, 

these Vietnamese students often perceive this relationship through a cultural lens. For 

example, the final-year PhD candidate My talks about how she has enjoyed her studies 

because of a ‘good supervisor’: 

My life is very good here. Maybe because of the way my 
supervisor treats me, very supportive and encouraging. In 
Vietnam, in student-supervisor relationship, the supervisor 
always comes first, you have to follow him/her in everything. 
Here, it’s different, the relationship is equal, like friends. Even 
sometimes, my supervisor has to motivate, or coax me to 
work because he was afraid that I am bored with my research 
and may quit. (My, female, Bio-medical Science)  

As with other typical PhD students, some have difficult and troubled relationships with 

their supervisors, others enjoy more happy and healthy relationships:  

My supervisor is a person who likes to put others under 
pressure. Almost no one could work with her, only a few 
survived. I think I’m the one who tolerated her best. Even her 
colleagues can’t stand her… Working with her, you have to 
accept pressure. Someday she’s not happy, or has some 
problems with her project, she will give negative feedback on 
my work. It’s also about her personality. I never thought that 
the supervisory relationship would be so important for my 
PhD success. But it really is. (Huy, male, Architecture and 
Design) 

Tai, a Pharmacy PhD graduate, has difficulty working within a team supervision model, a 

popular type in Australia: 

You know, I had to work with 12 collaborators in one of the 
projects during my first year. When I sent them my proposal, 
they all had different opinions, even contradictory. So I had to 
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spend a lot of time to discuss with each of them and tried 
very hard to compromise all the ideas to make a good 
proposal. It’s hard academically but politically as well. The 
collaboration was not easy either. My two supervisors did 
help, but I must be the one to take initiatives, present my 
solutions to them first (Tai, male, Pharmacy). 

Yet, many participants consider their supervisors role models from whom to learn and the 

most influential figure in their doctoral learning journey. For example, Ngoc, a third-year 

PhD candidate, holds that: 

… There’s so much to learn from her, the personality, the 
resolution she puts in life, her logical thinking and working 
attitude. She’s a fearless woman, nothing can get in her way. 
A single mum with two kids. Both are very good. At work, I 
think she’s a successful woman as well. She’s been publishing 
a lot, in A-star journals… I’m very lucky to have her as my 
supervisor. She’s very critical too. She only needs to glance at 
my writing, then a series of questions can jump out. I learned 
from her how to critique an idea. (Ngoc, female, Human 
Resource Management) 

A final-year PhD candidate from a different university maintains: 

My supervisor is the most influential person in my PhD 
journey. He was 70 when I started my studies. I was very 
concerned to learn his age at first, but gradually I find that 70 
is still young. I admire his resilience and the energy he 
brought to work. He guided me, helped me when I needed. 
Sometimes I was depressed, his encouraging words were just 
like a remedy. (Minh, male, Sociology) 

It can be seen that both professional learning and personal learning (Lindén et al., 2013) 

occur for these interviewees. Feelings of compatibility with and admiration for the 

supervisors, which are shared by more than half of the participants, have enabled them to 

enjoy quite a positive doctoral experience. These relationships play a critical role in their 

confidence building and professional identity development. 

Apart from the main supervisor or the supervisory team, many participants receive 

considerable support from different sources such as the university academic services, 

other academics in or outside their faculty and their PhD peers. They acknowledge that 

they “learned a lot” from these sources. This can be encapsulated by the below quote: 
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It’s hard to name particular persons that helped me along the 
way because I socialised with many in and outside the centre, 
and each of them offered me something to learn from. In the 
end, there is an impact, it’s a whole community impact. (Hue, 
female, Education) 

Thus, their researcher identity is constructed with a lot of relationality with people in the 

work place. However, not surprisingly, not all participants enjoy such a supportive 

environment though some of them do not necessarily find it desirable, as these narratives 

reveal: 

I got almost no support from the peers here. There are one or 
two people I can talk about my work to but just to get 
encouragement when I’m in a bad mood. (Cuong, male, 
Finance) 

I didn’t get much contact with the PhD peers because they 
worked on completely different topics. I just worked on my 
own, wrote chapters then sent it to my supervisor to read. He 
commented and I worked on those comments. It went well. 
(Hoang, male, Political Science) 

Communication with peers sometimes has a counter-productive effect for students: 

For a long time I was in agony, thinking about my research, 
partly because of myself and partly because of the talks with 
fellow students, who are as inexperienced as me. They kept 
telling me that “oh yes that’s weak, that needs to be fixed”. 
It’s good that they are critical and they say that out of good 
intentions, but they just picked out the weak points which are 
considered as simply limitations by experienced researchers, 
the limitations that every research has. But I talked to those 
peers a lot, and consequently assuring myself that my 
research was really weak and problematic. (Tram, female, 
Education) 

Apart from the academic community, in or outside the university, in real or virtual space, 

the majority of participants acknowledge the tremendous support from their family 

members and friends. A final-year Education PhD candidate shares the following: 

Biggest non-academic support comes from my husband. I’m 
grateful to him throughout. His support is absolutely crucial 
to me. He is always there to encourage me, works hard to 
earn money for the family and share with me huge part in 
childcare. It’s a real sacrifice compared to a life and a job he 
could have in Vietnam. My first daughter is also very helpful. 
She knows that her parents are busy and working hard so 
she’s quite respectful and dutiful. She usually helps me with 
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housework and looks after the little boy. So I think family 
support is utmost important. (Bich, female, Education) 

In the same way, Duc appreciates the company and support of his wife in Australia: 

Needless to say, I have had total support from my family, 
especially my wife. She takes care of the kids, cooks for us. 
Everyday she prepares three lunch boxes for me and the two 
kids in the morning. When I’m very stressed because of work, 
she always understands and stays quiet or tells the kids to 
stay away from me for a little while. (Duc, male, Geo-Spatial 
Science) 

These two narratives are representative of the different nuances inherent in male and 

female interviewees’ accounts of family support during their PhD studies. Gratitude is the 

common feeling that both men and women participants in the study express. However, 

while the female participants, like Bich, often considers their husbands’ support or 

company “a real sacrifice” for the benefit of the wives and the families, the male 

participants do not necessarily see the matter in the same way. Duc views his wife as an in-

the-back-line supporter for his PhD study, a carer, who provides logistical assistance and 

makes his life less stressful. 

While this study did not initially set out to examine gender differences in the participants’ 

doctoral experiences in Australia, gender emerges as an important theme which 

significantly affects students’ learning process as I will show in the following section. 

Gender relations and doctoral studies  

This research has found that the doctoral journey is highly gendered, with the female 

participants often encountering more challenges than the male counterparts due to being 

women, wives and mothers. As explained in Chapter 3, demographically, the students’ 

ages range from late 20s to late 40s. Five participants are single, while most are married 

with children. The women students in this study often discuss being subjected to 

Vietnamese socio-cultural and ideological prejudices. As a result, the experience of being 

an international, female doctoral student is framed by a sense of balancing many roles and 

cultures in addition to expectations of academic success (Le, LaCost, & Wismer, 2016). 
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Huyen, a final-year PhD candidate, talks about her most challenging part of the PhD 

journey: 

Non-academically, living away from my husband, and taking 
care of our son alone and completing the PhD at the same 
time is very challenging because they are both huge jobs. I 
always feel I don’t have enough time for either of them. 
(Huyen, female, Environmental Toxicology) 

It is very common for female students, like Huyen, to suffer from the feelings of guilt and 

the pressure to complete the studies. They have to struggle with the roles of being a 

mother and a doctoral student at the same time. Many are weighed down by what some 

scholars call ‘emotional labour’, the exertion of energy for the purpose of addressing 

people’s feelings and managing emotions to conform to organizational or social 

expectations (Yang & Guy, 2015). A recent graduate shares how her PhD life could be 

otherwise if she did not have to manage different roles and emotions throughout the 

process: 

Sometimes I think if I were here all by myself, I would be 
working on my thesis day and night, and it would yield much 
better quality. But I couldn’t do it with 100% of my capability 
because I had to split myself, to balance the studies with 
having a baby, while taking care of another small child and a 
husband. How could I enjoy PhD life? It was totally different 
from my master studies when I was single, I finished the 
thesis before the deadline and my supervisor then was totally 
happy with its quality. (Lan, female, Education) 

 

Similarly, another female respondent from another discipline and location talks about her 

emotional struggle while explicitly comparing herself with men in the same situation: 

Men are very different, they rarely leave themselves thinking 
too much about kids or the house chores, they have a much 
better concentration ability. You know, when our son was 
sick, having a high fever, my husband can still sit and work 
beside him, but as a woman, I can’t do that. I don’t have any 
wisdom left for writing when my child gets sick. It’s harder for 
women that way. We are always obsessed with worries and 
caring responsibility. (Ngoc, female, Human Resource 
Management)  

Here, we can see that the emotional labour these women have to negotiate to reconcile 

different roles leaves them with less time and concentration for academic work. This is 
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primarily because they have internalised gendered social expectations as a carer in the 

family.  

Acker and Armenti (2004) observe that women’s age, and the age of their children, affect 

their abilities to balance home and work. This is especially true for the female participants 

in this study, most of whom are married with young children, some giving birth to their 

first or second child during their PhD studies. Many feel a sense of an on-going struggle to 

find a balance between childcare and studies. As Chau shares: 

When I studied my master’s degree, also in this city, I could 
concentrate better because I was here by myself. I could eat 
as I worked, I could work all day and went home any time I 
wanted. I’m a night person, I work better at night but now 
how can I do that? I have to get up in the morning to get the 
kids ready for school. So I have to force myself to go to bed 
early. Or I often have to lie beside the little boy to put him to 
sleep, then I fall asleep myself, can’t get up and work at night 
anymore. (Chau, female, Linguistics) 

In contrast, the male interviewees do not particularly have problems with family pressure 

or time constraints at all. Some even remark that the company of their wives and children 

is helpful to their academic work, for example: 

… When she and the little boy came here to join me, my life 
changed substantially. I follow a stricter routine, I eat more 
nutritious meals. It’s been quite a positive change. People say 
you work less efficiently when you have your family here but I 
don’t think so. When my family stay with me, I save more 
time, I work more efficiently. Without them here, I don’t 
think I can finish within 4 years. (Huy, male, Architect and 
Design) 

 

This finding supports many previous studies on experiences of female doctoral students 

and academics which show that the doctoral journey is inherently different for men and 

women and is very much mediated by the students’ domestic situations (Brown & Watson, 

2010). These women frequently combine family life and education. As a result, they often 

suffer constraints that leave them to struggle with concentration and the time they have to 

devote to studies (Barata, Hunjan, & Leggatt, 2005; Meerabeau, 2005). Leonard (2002, p. 

72), while examining gender and gender relations in organisational theory, contends that 

women's “time has to be understood in relation to others' time and daily lives…The 

temporal nature of these others' needs influences women's own relation to time, and their 
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ability to use it”. The interview data from this study confirms this contention in the ways 

women students very often have to arrange and share their limited time to address their 

family members’ needs (in time of sickness, for example), daily care responsibility and, 

certainly, their studies. In this way, they are expected to ‘blend their public and private 

lives’ (Armenti, 2000), an approach that does not allow them to gain career progression as 

easily as their male counterparts or, as in this study, undertake and complete their studies 

as easily as men.   

The Vietnamese women in this study also bring with them traditional gender perspectives 

that view their place as mainly in the home as carers and house chore-doers, and 

supporters of their husbands’ life and career. This is the reason some of them often, on the 

one hand, accommodate themselves to the new family order where they upset the 

gendered order and focus less on domestic responsibilities and more on their professional 

development so that they can have more space and time for studying. On the other hand, 

they also try to “manage” the relationship with their husbands to gain more support from 

them, as shared by Lan below: 

… Did your husband support you always? 
He’s very understanding. But for that, we, as women, have to 
manage. We have to speak out our problems and share our 
hardship so that they know. Also, I always recognise what he 
does for me, saying “without you, I can’t do this” for example. 
Well, in fact, that’s true. But you have to be very tactful. It’s 
an art, even. (Lan, female, Education) 

Here, we can see that support, time and space for PhD studies do not come to some 

women students automatically, particularly in a context that does not challenge traditional 

gender expectations such as a Vietnamese family. There is often a tension in their life 

between gender expectations and more feminist ideas about women in careers (Wall, 

2008). However, given the participants are in the final stages of their PhD studies in 

Australia, or have completed, this study reveals a positive development in their and their 

partners’ perspectives toward womanhood and career advancement for women. 

In sum, gender issues are influential in the participants’ transnational doctoral process, 

especially for the women. The students come from a country where cultural norms 

emphasise women’s passivity and patriarchal gender roles. However, studying a doctorate 
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in Australia sets a context for these norms to be challenged. During the process, women 

inevitably encounter more challenges than their male counterparts in finding a balance 

between home and studies. Yet, they all feel more empowered to break free from the 

traditional frame where Vietnamese women are men’s followers, while accommodating 

the new gender order.  

A large number of studies have reported various aspects of the doctoral learning 

experience and pointed out the challenges that international doctoral students face. This 

study confirms these challenges but views the participants’ experiences and identity 

development through the lenses of transnationalism, adult learning and relationality. I 

argue that these students’ new developments, experiences and knowledge need to be 

integrated within the understanding of the whole person. No matter how they experience 

their studies, the doctoral learning experience has contributed to their identity 

development as independent researchers, as adult learners and as lifelong learners.  

In this section, I have shown that many students undergo a process of identity change 

during their studies in Australia. I have also unpacked how this process occurs with their 

Vietnamese identity, their socio-cultural background and their identity of the past (before 

coming to Australia for PhD studies) have a direct and strong influence on their learning 

and transformation in Australia. This is because learning takes place through cultural lenses 

that occur when interacting with others and following rules, beliefs, values, skills and 

abilities shaped by culture (Vygotskie, Embong, & Muslim, 1978; Vygotsky, 1986). This 

process is harder for some than others. It helps them see more clearly what they should 

unlearn and learn in the new transnational context. The new educational experience also 

helps them perceive their old selves more vividly and actively work toward who they could 

become as a result of this study sojourn. In this way, the identity of a self-directed learner 

and a lifelong learner has emerged. The temporal and spatial dimensions of their identity 

development are overt in the interview narratives as the participants compare learning and 

working in Vietnam with that in Australia and how they were different when in Vietnam 

compared with their present selves in Australia. The analysis in this section has also 

revealed that the PhD is both an academic and a personal journey, which exerts whole-

person and far-reaching impacts on these students. This process of learning and identity 
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negotiation has significantly affected the outcome of the PhD studies as perceived by the 

students. This outcome will be elaborated in the following section. 

Researcher identity reconstruction 

Manathunga (2011) suggests that doctoral students are: 

undergoing a (re)formulation of identity as disciplinary (or 
interdisciplinary) scholars, they are in a liminal, in-between space; caught 
between being a novice researcher and becoming an independent 
researcher. (Manathunga, 2011, p. 89) 

The research participants’ narratives around the perceived changes and outcomes of their 

PhD studies up to the time of the interview support this quote and go beyond it. In 

response to the questions “What do you think you have gained as a result of this PhD?”, 

the participants give rich accounts of major academic acquisition with a strong sense of 

transformation and development. However, these impacts are different for different 

students. There are two main themes arising from the effects related to professional 

identity development that are worth elaborating here. 

First, most, if not all, interviewees acknowledge their confidence in research has been 

substantially improved and many, therefore, have a clearer sense of being a researcher. 

This is illustrated by their growing and deepening understanding about research and 

research methodology, development of critical thinking skills, enhanced expertise in their 

disciplinary area and recognition by other people in their academic community as 

researchers. For example, Huy, in his final year of candidature, talks enthusiastically about 

how the PhD studies have changed him academically: 

Totally changed. I find that PhD studies are not about a 
product but a process. It doesn’t end when you complete it. 
What you learn is systematic and long-lasting. After you do 
the literature review, for example, you know something, 
when you process your data, you learn something as well, but 
when you sit down and write the research results, you start 
to control the research process, you become more confident. 
You know what research means then. You learn to make 
better arguments. The confidence in research is a decisive 
factor. (Huy, male, Architecture and Design)  
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Similarly, Quynh, a recent graduate, confirms that the PhD has made her a more confident 

researcher: 

The PhD has significantly changed me in terms of my 
expertise and way of thinking among many other things. It 
made me more confident and more proactive in tackling 
problems in research. For example, before I used to think, “oh 
this, I don’t know, let other seniors do it then I’ll follow”, but 
I’ve learned that we can’t keep that attitude, we have to 
stand on our own feet. It’s very important. (Quynh, female, 
Public Health) 

For Van, a third-year PhD candidate, being recognised by experts in the field has brought 

him more confidence as a researcher and lecturer: 

Since the second year, I’ve been tutoring and reviewing quite 
a few journal articles, firstly for my supervisors because he 
was too busy. That means he trusts me. But it didn’t come 
naturally. The reason is I usually critiqued his books and 
writings. He appreciated it and offered me the jobs. Plus, I’ve 
got teaching experience in Vietnam, as you know, so teaching 
is not anything unfamiliar. Now I’m an independent reviewer 
of two journals. (Van, male, Engineering)  

Many participants share that they have accumulated lots of soft skills, such as time 

management, self-management, problem-solving, besides research experience and 

research capacity. Importantly, they have become positive and ready for a research 

career, as Hoang, a recent graduate who was working as a researcher at an institute in 

Singapore, shares below: 

Besides the knowledge and skills I got from the PhD study, I 
have successfully created a sound profile for my post-PhD 
career. Specifically, that profile brought me a job opportunity 
that I’m now taking and hopefully it’ll be a good step for my 
career. (Hoang, male, Political Science)  

For some interviewees, the fact that they have learned to love research and might pursue 

a research career after the studies is an unexpected outcome. Bich, who is in her final 

months of an Education PhD program reveals: 

Thanks to the four years of this PhD study, I have become 
interested in doing research. Before coming here, I just 
wanted to study and get the degree then go back to Vietnam 
to resume my teaching job. I never thought about becoming a 
researcher. However, after the second year, I started to think 
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about it. It’s not as difficult and boring as I thought. (Bich, 
female, Education) 

Secondly, while acknowledging the various things they have learned and gained from PhD 

studies, some participants seem confused and doubtful about whether they could be and 

should be a researcher afterwards. Some choose to lie outside the research community. 

This might be because they are demotivated by the research environment or the assumed 

challenges or realise that, for them, a research career is not as interesting and potential as 

other careers. The following narratives are notable examples:  

I don’t want to be a researcher. I used to be a researcher in 
Vietnam. While doing this PhD, I had the opportunity to teach 
some undergraduate courses and I realise that I prefer the 
teaching job, it is more interactive, interesting and practical. 
Research, for me, is not practical and tiring. (Le, female, 
Finance) 

The more I learn about research, the more challenging it 
seems to me. Completing a PhD, get it examined and 
submitted is just the beginning. The reality is much harsher… 
Sometimes, I have to question myself whether I can do it, and 
have a successful career out of it. Generally, I will have to test 
whether I really fit for a research job. (Phong, male, 
Engineering) 

Meanwhile, Cuong, a final-year Finance PhD candidate, is concerned about research career 

prospects, particularly in Vietnam where it might not guarantee him a satisfactory financial 

life: 

I believe I can be a qualified researcher, I love the job but you 
can imagine, when I return to Vietnam to work, I won’t be 
able to live on doing research. It’s very hard unless you have a 
very strong group with well-known experts. I will have to do 
something else besides research to support my family, like set 
up a business maybe… . (Cuong, male, Finance) 

We can see that the participants’ professional identity development is shaped not only by 

how they view themselves and are viewed by others, but also by their past and present 

experience and future thinking about the career they want to follow in a transnational 

space. This latter point, about future imagination, will be addressed in detail in the next 

chapter. 
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To summarise, I have shown that the transnational doctoral experience has prompted a 

complex process of professional identity development among the Vietnamese doctoral 

students. As a result of their PhD studies, many of them feel more confident in doing 

research. Some find a research career viable and positive. Their researcher identity has 

become clearer and more sophisticated. However, some participants, for different reasons, 

are doubtful of a vision of themselves becoming a researcher. In these cases, the 

participants’ researcher identity is submerged amidst more fluid circumstances. Their 

professional identities have been reformed and this process remains open. 

Conclusion 

 
In this chapter, I have analysed and discussed the Vietnamese, doctoral students’ 

experiences of their studies, their learning and transformations of professional 

identity. Using transnationalism as the theoretical lens, this chapter pays attention to 

students’ transnational connections, taking into account both the home and host localities 

in their identity reformation processes. I have argued that, in the transnational social field, 

the majority of Vietnamese international doctoral students remain connected to their 

home through different channels and for different purposes. During their studies in 

Australia, they are proactive in maintaining or creating social and academic networks, 

especially with family, old friends and colleagues in Vietnam, Australia and elsewhere, both 

for emotional and professional support and to foster a sense of belonging, thus, 

maintaining their Vietnamese identity as well as their emerging professional identity. 

For most of the students, a global sense of identity and belonging has emerged as a result 

of their transnational experience of learning. This group has developed what Vertovec 

(2001) calls ‘multiple identities’. The experiences gained in ‘multiple habitats’ (Vietnam and 

Australia among others) have developed their ‘cultural repertoire’ (ibid.) which, in turn, 

influences the construction of their identity, both personal and professional. According to 

Vertovec, each habitat or locality exhibits a number of “identity-conditioning factors” (p. 

578), including histories and stereotypes of local belonging and exclusion, geographies of 

cultural difference and class/ ethnic segregation, radicalised socio-economic hierarchies, 

degree and type of collective mobilisation, access to and nature of resources, and 

perceptions and regulations surrounding rights and duties (Vertovec, 2001). These factors 
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are present in multiple ways such as the participants’ academic writing style or way of 

practising their profession, causing tension and provoking identity negotiation following 

their transnational movement. Vertovec proposes that this ‘multi-local life-world’ presents 

a wider, ever more complex set of conditions that affects the construction, negotiation and 

reconstruction of social identities. These identities develop and affect individuals in their 

everyday life and, again, change their sense of attachment or places to which they feel 

they belong – their sense of belonging.  

This chapter has also revealed that the students’ professional identity reconstruction 

cannot be detached from their personal and social identity development. Many 

interviewees admit a transformation, not only in their academic and professional 

perspectives but also in their personal worldview and attitude toward life and society in 

general. Additionally, many participants’ identity as a doctoral student is intertwined with 

their identity as a parent. This means finding a balance between personal life and studies. 

This chapter has also found that female participants, in particular, encounter more 

challenges than their male counterparts in this respect due to traditional Vietnamese 

gender expectations upon women. As a result, the women in this study, having taken these 

expectations on in some way, tend to suffer under the ‘emotional labour’ of struggling with 

balancing family life and work while living up to gendered expectations. Gender identity is, 

therefore, found to be an influential factor in the students’ learning journey. 

Finally, this chapter confirms that these students’ doctoral learning journeys include both 

positive and negative experiences. Through the process of learning in a transnational 

space, the students negotiate tensions that stem from the cultural and academic 

differences between their home and host countries. From learning and dealing with these 

academic challenges, their identities as an adult learner, characterised by self-directedness 

and pro-activeness, have emerged. The students enact a great deal of agency to help them 

benefit most from the process and complete their studies. They turn initial difficulties into 

motivation to try harder. They take initiatives to address their own learning needs by 

mobilising support from institutional services, supervisors, peers and other sources. 

Therefore, their identity reconstruction processes occur relationally within networks of 

support, both personal and professional. There is strong sense of transformation, of 

starting something fresh, of discovery about themselves and about the academic world. 
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In the next chapter, I will explore how these students imagine their life and career in the 

future, following their PhD graduation, given all the living and learning experiences they 

undergo throughout the doctoral process. 
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Chapter 7 

Imagined futures 

… it needs to be noted that globalization involves both an objective and a subjective dimension. It 

seeks to represent an objective account of the ways in which geographical constraints on economic, 

political, and cultural activities are receding; but on a more subjective level, it suggests that people 

around the world are becoming increasingly aware of this fact and are re-shaping their lives 

accordingly.  

(Rizvi, 2011, p. 697) 

Introduction  

This chapter explores the participants’ imagination of their future selves and plans for their 

post-PhD careers and lives. It can be considered the most prominent demonstration of 

how they internalised the implications of globalisation and transnational processes. The 

chapter addresses these questions: How are the international Vietnamese doctoral 

students and graduates constructing their futures? How do they reconstruct themselves as 

a way forward, in light of their own distinctive personal circumstances? What are the 

possibilities and challenges they believe they might face in realising their imagined futures?  

As noted in the previous chapters, most participants in this study started their PhDs as 

early or mid-career professionals with the primary purpose of professional and academic 

advancement. For a few, their PhD studies were a springboard to a new career. At the time 

of the interviews, the participants were at different points from completion. Some were 

almost ready to submit, some had just submitted, others had just graduated or graduated 

one or two years prior to the interview. The interview data reveal a high degree of 

dynamism in the participants’ imagined future careers and lives. Some have clear paths in 

mind but others (over half of the participants) have more vague ideas and are still looking 

for opportunities. For many, a fixed, clear future career and life is not apparent. However, 

the global mobility of humans, values and knowledge, having become part of their world 

view, shapes the ways in which they think about their social relations and forge 

conceptions of their future. Globalisation as an ideology (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009, p. 31) has 

been translated into actual material practices steering their sense of possibilities and 

conceptions of the future.  
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Among the 38 participants, three main sets of intentions are shared: returning to Vietnam 

to work (14), staying on in Australia or moving on to another country (13) and having a 

flexible approach to relocation (11). This chapter analyses narratives of these intentions to 

understand the participants’ expectations and imaginations of their future and, thus, their 

identity reconstruction. In so doing, it will continue the use of the concepts of imagination 

and the ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai, 1996, 2000, 2004); and (global) social imaginary 

(Taylor, 2004; Rizvi & Lingard, 2009).  

Appadurai (1996) argues that, in globalising times, the imagination is a mental power that 

informs the daily lives of ordinary people in various ways, allowing people to search for 

better standing in the society. They might, for example, “consider migration, resist state 

violence, seek social redress, and design new forms of civic association and collaboration, 

often across national boundaries” (Appadurai, 2000, p. 6). The imagination does not exist 

in a vacuum but occurs in a certain social context and has an agentive dimension. In 

developing the concept of the social imaginary, Rizvi and Lingard (2009) suggest that 

globalisation as an ideology is changing people’s sense of identities and belonging by 

reshaping their social imaginary, which sees the world as becoming interconnected and 

interdependent. This imaginary has profound implications for what is deemed possible and 

by whom. They propose that, in this global era, individuals have access to multiple social 

imaginaries, both global and nationally bound. These imaginaries shape people’s “sense of 

the options for organizing their conduct” (ibid: p. 34).  

As will be shown, these notions are effective in explaining how the participants reconstruct 

their identities through imagining themselves in their future social and professional 

context. Throughout this chapter, interviews with the 38 participants reveal that the 

imaginary, as it changes, changes these students’ identity and the way they think about 

themselves and the relations to others. The international education experience in Australia 

has provided them access to different social imaginaries, and enhanced their “capacity to 

aspire”, although in different ways for different people. First, the relational accounts of 

imaginary transformation and identity reconstruction of the participants will be presented 

under three sub-sections covering three different ways they develop their imaginaries of 

the future. The next section explores the complexity and unsettledness within these 

imaginaries in the transnational space. The last section discusses these participants’ 
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aspirations for transnational connectivity in the future, regardless of where they might end 

up living and working. 

In the following discussion, I look at three ways that this transformation is demonstrated. 

These are the spatial and temporal dimensions of future imaginaries as recurrently 

expressed through the interviews, which reveal three broad groups. The first group 

consists of those who, after their PhD experience in Australia, develop a sense of openness 

to their future, forging a global sense of possibilities for their career pathway beyond the 

national home border. The second group includes those who feel and indeed are 

constrained by their personal and professional circumstances, due to a variety of reasons.  

Their sense of future possibilities is therefore more limited. The third group of students 

came to Australia with an already well-developed globalised social imaginary and sense of 

identity. They continue to foster this imaginary throughout their studies. 

Becoming open to global possibilities 

For over half of the participants in this study, their imaginaries of the future change over 

the course of their PhD by varying degrees. In particular, the primary purpose of their 

doctoral education shift from being primarily for professional/academic advancement and 

making contributions within their institutions or nation (as analysed and presented in 

Chapter 4) to more transnational and/or global career pathways. They now see 

themselves, and therefore their performance and contributions, in a larger context that is 

positioned beyond the boundary of an institution or home country.  

Many participants explicitly reveal their decision to stay on in Australia or to move to a 

third country. These are normally those who do not have any commitments with their 

scholarship sponsors and, thus, enjoy a freedom to plan their lives and careers. The 

following narrative by a recent graduate offers a typical example: 

At first, I wanted to stay in Australia to work since we are all 
familiar with the life there. However, considering the working 
environment with staff cut backs, and employment 
opportunities there, it’s very competitive… It’s not a positive 
option. Meanwhile, I was offered the job I’m doing now since 
I was in my third year ... Upon graduation, I emailed them and 
asked if they were still interested in having me, they said yes 
so I decided to come here *Singapore+. I believe it’s better to 
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work at a place where you are needed than one that you 
need. You may be kicked out anytime when they don’t need 
you. Here, they need me, they value my expertise and 
contributions, I will have more opportunities to develop. Plus, 
it’s warm here, my wife likes it (Hoang, male, International 
Relations). 

Similarly, another student from a different discipline and location, who recently submitted 

her thesis, shares her story: 

Ideally, I would like to get a lecturer position after graduation, 
I still love teaching, but that’ll be extremely challenging. And I 
want to live in an English-speaking country, not an Asian 
country. I want to live in a completely non-Asian 
environment, otherwise, I would just return to Vietnam. 
Living in an English-speaking country is convenient for our 
communication and it fits with my educational values, with 
the kids’ background after nearly 5 years living in Australia. I 
don’t like half Asian half Western culture like Singapore or 
South Korea. Canada might be a good option, I don’t know 
yet (Tram, female, Education). 

These narratives show that the imaginaries of future career possibilities following their 

PhD graduation are multiple and move beyond the national boundary. They are not limited 

to any one particular place but are open to different localities. Hoang wants to work in an 

environment where his expertise and contributions are appreciated, and professional 

development opportunities are available. For Tram, although her future imaginary is still 

vague, the English language becomes a factor in deciding where to relocate due to the 

socio-cultural values she believes it would bring to her and the family. This again reflects an 

East-West dichotomy in some students’ mentality and imaginary in which the Western way 

of life and values are preferred. Within this imaginary, the English language and the West 

are indicators of progressiveness, civilization and success. Both interviewees seem to be in 

a proactive position of having the capability to select the best possible and available 

options for them, taking into account their priorities and concerns. These accounts 

invigorate the idea of identity transformation. Before their PhD studies, their imaginaries 

of the future are not that clear. As Hoang shares his earlier options: 

… When I became a lecturer at *the university he used to 
work before the PhD], I found the job quite interesting, and 
promising. Then I decided to further my studies by applying 
for a PhD study to continue working in academia. However, 
then, I was not sure where I would end up working, in 
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Vietnam or overseas. I was even more inclined to returning to 
work at [the above university].   

The doctoral experience in Australia has triggered a shift and led him to an empirical 

discovery of possibilities and limitations. Through the PhD process, he has developed a 

‘horizon of aspirations’ with more aspirational pathways. Hoang ends up getting a job in a 

third country, not Vietnam, not Australia, after a negotiation with his own personal 

capacity and life circumstances, and the “globally defined fields of possibility” (Appadurai, 

1996, p. 31). He continues: 

At the moment, we’re happy here and will remain in 
Singapore for at least 3-4 more years. However, I may move 
to another place to work if there’s a good opportunity. I don’t 
know yet. I’m open to relocation. 

Moreover, these participants’ imaginaries are relational. They are about their families’ lives 

(partners and children), about how they communicate and/or compete with people around 

them, how they and their families will be treated. Further to Taylor’s understanding of 

‘social imaginary’, I argue that these imaginaries are not only about how they fit with 

others but also about how others fit with them and what the imagined social environment 

can offer them and their significant others. This, again, indicates the participants’ 

considerable pro-activeness and openness in career progression and relocation. Below is 

another example of this relationality and openness, within which the participant’s family 

takes a central role: 

Did you have any other motives when deciding to stay on 
after graduation apart from career development? 

Definitely yes, my child, my family. My daughter had her 
education in both Vietnam and Australia and I can clearly see 
the drawbacks of our education system. They have to learn 
too much. There are not many physical activities, no space for 
running. This affects their physical health, over half of them 
are short-sighted now. They have no time for extra-curricular 
activities to improve their life skills. Studying in Australia will 
bring better future for my daughter overall, in terms of 
personal development, not necessarily academic 
development (Kieu, female, Education).  

A fourth-year PhD student from Sociology also holds that he would be open to a job 

opportunity in another country but on the condition that his family could accompany him; 

otherwise it would be “a bad option”.  
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This finding supports McAlpine’s (2012) research into the relocation experience of early 

career Social Science researchers in two UK universities which reveals how work is situated 

within broader lives and relationships, with a particular focus on quality of life. Her 

research also confirms the impact of the personal aspect of these early career academics’ 

identity-trajectories in their relocation decision (McAlpine, 2012).  

Multiple and open possibilities are even imagined by those who have a commitment with 

their sponsors to return to Vietnam. Many consider building their careers somewhere else 

after fulfilling these commitments:   

No, I don’t think I’ll stay in Vietnam forever. I have discussed 
this with my wife, after two years when I am allowed to come 
back here [Australia] I may return if I have a good job 
opportunity then she and the kids will follow… Or I may try 
my luck in Singapore or Hong Kong. If the chance comes, I’ll 
grab it (Hai, male, Economics). 

Due to the commitment with the Australian government, I 
can’t stay here after graduation, I may go to Singapore then 
return. But who knows, after two years, I may want to stay 
there further. I’m still searching for a suitable environment 
and haven’t tried them all so I can’t say which one is the best 
(Thu, female, Linguistics). 

Here, we can see that although these interviewees are constrained by funding conditions 

to return to Vietnam or leave Australia after graduation, their sense of career possibilities 

are not bounded in Vietnam or Australia. Living a transnational life has become part of 

their imagination, even an aspiration.  

These quotations speak to Appadurai’s suggestion that the work of imagination occurs in 

a certain social context and demonstrates a person’s sense of agency. This sense of 

agency persists amid an imaginary of future global possibilities. Similar phenomena have 

been observed by Rizvi (2005) of his participants who develop ‘cosmopolitan identities’ 

through the experience of international education. The author suggests that these 

identities are “linked more to their strategic interests within the emergent global 

economy and culture than to any broader moral conception” (p. 77). In the above 

accounts, both Hai and Thu are contemplating their futures in the way that they could 

most benefit from the global opportunities rather than fulfilling their prior commitments 

with the sponsors or the home country. They are both imagining strategic mobility. 
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It is interesting to find the large extent to which the participants are open to future 

opportunities and mobility, regardless of having a clear or unclear vision of their future 

career. A participant who has just submitted his thesis maintains: 

The future is open, difficult to tell now. I like having 
experience of different places. I’m quite active in looking for 
jobs. But first I need to return to Vietnam to fulfil the promise 
with MOET. Then when the opportunity comes, I’ll go, 
anywhere. Not necessarily Australia or the US. I can work in 
nearby places like Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia or Taiwan. 
I like them all. Experience is the most important thing, not 
settling anywhere for long term (Khanh, male, Education). 

Not only Khanh but a number of other interviewees also express similar sentiments. They 

want to return to Vietnam before becoming mobile, or be mobile and perhaps return in 

the future. This suggests not only an openness to global possibilities but a dynamic 

imaginary of the future among these students. 

We can see that, as shown in Chapter 4, prior to commencing their PhD, most participants’ 

imaginaries about future career and life are mainly nationally focused. However, their 

experiences in Australia have led them to confront and shape a vision of who they are and 

who they could become beyond their social and professional role in the home 

environment, thus developing transnational or global imaginaries (in or outside of 

Vietnam). This is because, as analysed in Chapter 5 and 6, they have gained growing 

confidence in themselves being able to successfully perform as a well-qualified researcher 

and/or professional or because they have expanded their ‘horizon of aspirations’ for a 

better, transnational life for themselves and their families. In particular, mobility has 

become a dominant theme in the students’ imagined future. They are now flexibly and 

strategically open to the possibility of relocation in other countries.    

However, these global imaginaries do not develop from nowhere. The participants’ 

accounts show that the possibilities they have for themselves are influenced by real stories 

of people, may it be a family member who had global experience, or their successful 

colleagues, as Hai and Thu continue to share:  

… Or I may try my luck in Singapore or Hong Kong. If the 

chance comes, I’ll grab it. As my wife’s sister, she also studied 

here, got a job after graduation. She met a guy here. They are 

now engaged. They changed their jobs quite often. They even 
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want to work for Microsoft or Google in the US… (Hai, male, 

Economics).  

… So, after this PhD course you believe you can establish a 

career anywhere? 

Anywhere is a bit too ambitious, but I will definitely have 

more chances. It’s not what I dream up by myself but what I 

observe from my colleagues who graduated before me. They 

shared with me that they would move to this place or that 

area to work, and now they are actually doing it. So I think 

the PhD degree will bring a lot of professional advantages for 

me as well (Thu, female, Linguistics). 

In these cases, relationships, globalisation and international mobility expose the 

participants to many stories, myths, images and possibilities that they can relate to 

themselves, in which a social imaginary is carried (Rizvi & Lingard, 2009). This reminds us of 

how the participants aspire to become an international doctoral student in Australia or a 

competent, respectable professional before commencing their doctoral studies (Chapter 

4). This is to say, the experience of international education has continued to enhance their 

‘capacity to aspire’ for a better life and career, and to enlarge their imagination of their 

future selves to be otherwise. Their sense of identity, as a result, has been reconstructed. It 

is not fixed and attached solely to a particular place. However, as I argue in the previous 

chapter, it is not only the transnational experience they undergo that shapes their global 

imaginaries but, also, the professional assurance they gain by virtue of the PhD studies. 

This can be considered a unique feature of this group compared to other groups of 

transnational migrants.  

So, for the first group of participants, the purpose of their doctoral education has shifted 

over time. This happens because there is a transference from national to transnational 

imaginaries and sense of belonging, which has led to the reconstruction of identity. The 

PhD experience has created a space of agency for the students to imagine a transnational 

future. This finding supports Rizvi & Lingard’s (2009) argument for the development of a 

global social imaginary to lead to people’s changing sense of identities. In some cases, 

however, I have shown the process to be reciprocal - the reconstruction of identity results 

in the multiplicity of social imaginaries. In particular, the way participants think of 

themselves as competent and competitive professionals has led them to seeing more 

possibilities of the future for themselves and their families. These imagined lives and 
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careers are not necessarily fixed or bounded in any national border but mobile and flexible. 

For them, today’s professional world is not categorised into rigid, bounded, geographical 

places but has become a global space of shared standards and values, which offers 

considerably wider opportunities for capable people. And the international doctoral 

education experience has become the major part of a process of changes and strategies in 

the construction of a diasporic life. 

Unlike these participants, a number of other participants have limited choices for their 

future career pathways. The following section explores the second group’s imaginaries of 

the future, which are constructed within different constraints. 

Constrained by circumstances 

For a good number of participants (14 out of 38 participants), their imaginaries of the 

future are constrained by a variety of objective and subjective complexities, such as 

scholarship requirements, family commitment or career prospects, among others. Many 

decide to go back to Vietnam to continue their employment as before their PhD studies. 

This shows that the social changes inherent in globalisation may make some possibilities 

more imaginable, but not necessarily attainable, because people are still bound by their 

locations within social hierarchies and power relations (Phelps, 2013). 

Many participants in this group have developed an ideology of globalisation and see the 

global opportunities and possibilities for themselves in the way Rizvi and Lingard (2009) 

have described. However, their imaginaries of the future are formed within several 

constraints such as their English language competence, age and the scholarship 

commitment, as these interviewees share: 

If my English competence is high enough, I’d prefer to work in 
a professional research environment. But to become a 
researcher here [Australia] for example, I have to publish in A 
journals, that’s the requirement for Australian PhDs. I’m still 
considering… I’ll have to return to Vietnam for two years and 
will take it from there (Cuong, male, Finance).   

I will return to Vietnam to work, that’s for sure. If I were in 
my 20s, I would stay on and build up my career here but not 
now. It’s too late... Plus, I am sponsored by the state, I have 
to go back (Van, male, Engineering).  
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As can be seen, these participants’ ‘horizons of aspirations’ are limited due to many 

factors, which engender some regret, hope and, sometimes, despair. This is in alignment 

with Appadurai’s (1996) observation that the imagination occurs in a social context, 

playing a role of negotiating between individual’s agency and multiple global possibilities. 

During this negotiation process, some possibilities can be constrained. In other words, 

while the imagination may be becoming less constrained by time and space, not all that 

can be imagined can be acted upon. Similarly, Bailey (2001) points out that transnational 

activity, and that which can be imagined, are still bounded by larger social and cultural 

processes. In this case, the participants’ political and social commitments compel them to 

repatriate. 

Other participants’ accounts offer examples of constraints which stem from more 

personal circumstances. For example, some interviewees share that they have to return 

because of their parents’ wish or because one parent is sick and need their care. One 

recent Public Health graduate reveals:  

I believe I can find a job in Australia but working abroad was 
never an option because I’ve got old parents to take care of. 
My brother is supposed to take this responsibility but he’s 
been studying and working in the UK for a long time and 
definitely doesn’t want to come back and live in Vietnam. So, 
I have to be with them (Quynh, female, Public Health). 

Unlike Quynh, other interviewees are pulled back home because of excellent employment 

prospects, even though they used to think of working outside of Vietnam. This is illustrative 

of a future imaginary as dynamic and changing amid fluid life situations. 

Better career options and strong ties to family in their home country appear to be very 

influential in Asian international graduates’ eventual plan to return after their studies in 

developed countries. For example, studies by Gu (2000) and Zweig and Changgui (2013) 

about Chinese international students and scholars in the US and a study by Lee and Kim 

(2010) about Korean doctoral recipients in the US have also found that prospective career 

opportunities, culture and family ties are notable pull factors to return. In a study of 

international Indian student migration, Sondhi and King (2017) have found that most men 

consider returning home permanently while women seem hesitant to return home to work. 

This is because the Indian labour market favours men over women and the Indian patrifocal 
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family regime requires the son to care for his parents in their old age. In my study, there is 

very minimal gender difference in terms of the returning process. Interview narratives 

reveal that caring responsibilities are a consideration of both male and female participants 

and they expect to enjoy equal employment opportunities upon returning to work in 

Vietnam.   

However, interview data reveal that some women participants are more reliant on their 

partners’ employment situation or preference when it comes to relocation decisions after 

their PhD studies. For example: 

My husband works in public security sector so it’s hard for 
him to follow me abroad. What could he do there for a living 
anyway? So I’m still considering. I might just take our 
daughter with me to a nearby country if I can get a good job 
there, so that we can reunite more often. I’m not sure yet. 
We’ll have to discuss this matter more thoroughly after I 
graduate (My, female, Bio-Science). 

This is consistent with the result of Wall’s (2008) study of nine women PhD students at a 

university in Canada which has found that women doctoral students usually have a more 

limited choice of employment location because this choice is intertwined with their 

partner’s employment situation.  

A similar phenomenon of constrained imaginaries has been reported in Phelps’ (2013) 

study of international doctoral students at the University of British Columbia, Canada. She 

borrows the term ‘bounded agency’ used by Shanahan and Hood (2000) and Evans (2007) 

to describe the constrained sense of options some of these students feel about their 

future. According to these authors, bounded agency refers to the interactions between 

personal agency (i.e. an individual’s ability to determine and pursue courses of action), 

agentic strategies of close social structures (e.g. family and community groups), and the 

macrostructural context (i.e., established structures of education, work, economic 

conditions and family) as they impel individual action.  

However, this concept and the way it is used in Phelps’ study connotes a feeling of 

unwillingness or negativity. In contrast, a few participants in my study who have no 

political, social or personal commitments still choose to return to work in Vietnam. Some 

others who have to return because of their commitment to scholarship sponsors are quite 
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willing and optimistic about the decision. This optimism is demonstrated not only in the 

expectations of having a good career and a comfortable life in their home country but also 

in how a transnational impact could be created even when working there. It is striking to 

find how some participants now see themselves and their professional work in a context 

that goes beyond their national border. A third-year PhD participant shares: 

I will return to Vietnam and work as a university lecturer as 
before I came here. I’m happy with the choice. I believe if you 
can access the database, it doesn’t matter where you do the 
research… I want to become well-known in the field and be 
able to write quality papers for other researchers to base on 
to do more research. Many international scholars are 
interested in doing research on Vietnam but are discouraged 
by the language barrier, old material. (Huy, male, 
Architecture and Design)  

Huy’s aspiration to have an impact in his field manifests his transnational world view. He 

sees himself as part of a global community and desires to make a contribution to that 

community without much concern about where he would work. He could imagine that the 

‘audience’ of his scholarly works would be global. And his English-written research work 

would be the bridge to connect himself and this audience. A horizon of aspirations is 

emerging here, which allows him to see himself as both Vietnamese and global.  

Unlike Huy, some participants, being constrained by different professional and political 

commitments, decide to return to work in Vietnam but develop an aspirational global 

imaginary for their children in the future. The narrative of a recent graduate, who has just 

returned to Vietnam, is exemplary: 

I have to return to Vietnam to work, I’m in the army, and I 

just want to be involved in my technical work, no aspiration 

for promotion or anything. I may join a strong group to create 

small but quality products. I want to earn a lot of money so 

that I can send my children abroad for their education (Thai, 

male, Engineering). 

It seems that Thai does not have much freedom in imagining where to live and work after 

graduation because of his political commitment to the state.  Also, for some reason, he 

does not have much expectation for career advancement although he works in the army, a 

sector where people normally seek higher rankings. He later shares that this is because “I 

know what it’s like being somebody in my sector. I want to keep my hands clean”. The 
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significance for him, for his post-graduation expectations, is his intentional efforts in 

making lots of money for his children to enjoy global educational experiences later. This is 

similar to another interviewee who talk about the intention of migrating if she has children 

in the future. These issues will be further discussed in the next section (Competing 

imaginaries). 

There are, however, a few participants who remain nationally focused in their imaginary of 

the future just as they were before starting their doctoral studies. They decide that they 

would return to Vietnam (two have already done so at the time of interview) and make 

contributions within Vietnam, for a number of reasons. For example, Binh, a third-year PhD 

student in Business Management discloses:   

Wherever they live, people all have roots. I was not born 
here, I’ll always be a guest here. In Vietnam, I have all that I 
need for a good life. It’s where I feel most confident and 
comfortable. Why do I choose to live in a place where I am 
treated as a foreigner? And I will always be treated as a 
foreigner here. It’s for sure and that can’t be changed. Plus, 
racial discrimination persists. They may talk about anti-racism 
but the fact that they still talk about it proves that it still 
exists. (Binh, male, Business Management) 

A final-year PhD student from another discipline cites different reasons for her return 

decision: 

No, I will return to Vietnam. If I stay here, then the project I 
set out from the beginning would fail. I need to go back and 
develop a new training programme for the university. I’m not 
young any more. After the PhD, I can only work 5 more years 
before I retire. (Thuy, female, Library Management) 

Both these participants have scholarship commitments to return to Vietnam. However, 

apart from that, Binh is also constrained by the lack of a sense of belonging and confidence 

to work outside of Vietnam. Meanwhile, Thuy wants to focus on the professional objective 

she has established, which is to make contributions to her home institution. She is one of 

the few participants who stick to the aspiration of making social contributions to the home 

country as discussed in Chapter 4. Thuy’s account also shows that age, again, can be a 

constraint for some participants’ imaginary of living and working in another country after 

their doctoral studies.  When they get close to forty, or older, they do not want to build a 
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new life or career abroad. However, they would return as changed persons, more 

knowledgeable and more confident in making changes within their professional contexts. 

All in all, in the second group, participants’ future intentions involve a variety of 

complexities. Many have developed of a sense of ‘global consciousness’, i.e. globalisation 

being internalised as an ideology (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009). This ideolology engenders a 

social imaginary that shapes their sense of options available to them in the future. 

However, as transnational subjects, they are bounded by local and global political, social 

and cultural processes. The interview data also show that they may have a variety of ways 

to be globalised, and that working or living outside of Vietnam (as the participants in the 

first group imagined) is not the only way foreseeable. As Rizvi and Lingard (2009) mention, 

in this globalised era, people have access to a multiplicity of social imaginaries. These 

imaginaries can be either nationally or globally prescribed. However, for the Vietnamese 

research students in this study, their imaginaries have been transformed and their sense of 

identity has been reconstructed. Many participants have returned or would return as 

changed people compared with themselves before the doctoral studies.  

The next section describes the imagined future of the third group of participants who have 

seen the world as open to them before commencing their doctoral studies and, at the time 

of the interviews, remain focused on developing a career beyond the national boundary. 

Reinforcing a global outlook 

This group comprises the free doctoral candidates (having no commitment to any 

governments or institutions) and those who have already decided to live and work outside 

of Vietnam before their PhD studies. Their doctoral experience continues to support this 

decision and further reinforces their imaginaries of transnational careers and lives. 

Before his PhD studies, Huu, a recent graduate, quit his job at a public university to free 

himself of any constraints or commitments because he wanted to become an international 

researcher. He shares his initial reasons for applying for the Endeavour Awards scholarship: 

… First, I’m the one who likes travelling around. Also, at that 
time I thought, if I had the opportunity to work at an 
international level, it would be easier for me to return to 
Vietnam to make any contributions. I never want to get 
involved in the political system, and you know that in our 



193 
 

system, you have to be political if you want to hold important 
positions. I can’t do it. I have to find another way to create 
impact. I need to create a name for myself first before I want 
to do anything for Vietnam in the future… To make 
contributions, you don’t have to be physically in Vietnam but 
you can be anywhere. (Huu, male, Education) 

This is typical of a free candidate’s global imaginary of the future before PhD studies. Huu 

sees the world as an interconnected space in which he could make an impact in Vietnam 

from anywhere in the world. At the time of the interview, he just graduated and was in the 

process of applying for permanent residence in Australia. The aspiration to become an 

international researcher continues to develop and fuels his agency upon graduation. He 

shares his future intention of staying on in Australia and developing an academic career 

there: 

I used to think I may try applying for a job in some Asian 
countries, or in Europe, but now I believe Melbourne is the 
best option for me… With all of my professional experience 
and the publications I’ve been writing, I think I will be able to 
find a vacancy at a university here [Australia]. I will start from 
the beginning. Being an early career researcher or even an 
officer in a university is alright. Within 5 years, I hope I’ll get a 
post-doc.  

Similarly, all participants in this group demonstrate greater confidence in continuing to 

pursue academic freedom and professional advancement outside of Vietnam. A recent 

pharmacy PhD graduate speaks of his long-held future plan:  

I’ve never had the intention to return to work in Vietnam. I 
think job opportunities are many but not that many 
opportunities for me to use my expertise there, the working 
environment is not conducive enough. Since I came here to 
study my masters, I already decided that I would stay on to 
work. I’ve considered working in the US, cos with a PhD 
gained in Australia, I can work overseas. But in the near 
future I’m staying on here. And in a few months’ time, I’m 
going to take a post-doc position at [a university in Victoria]. 
With that experience I can apply for a higher position 
somewhere else. (Tai, male, Pharmacy) 

In the same vein, Quang, a final-year PhD candidate from a different discipline, reveals his 

openness to opportunities and flexible imaginaries of a future career pathway: 

I may stay on to work if there’s a good job for me but I’m 
willing to travel too. For example, I may work in Germany. I’m 
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learning German, actually. I know a company who is 
recruiting engineers to work in Germany and I want to try. If I 
can work there for 1 or 2 years, that would be an interesting 
experience. Since I have no commitment with anyone, I’m 
totally open to different opportunities. However, the job 
must meet certain standards, not lower than Australia 
because I want to further develop myself professionally. 
(Quang, male, Engineering)  

Both Tai and Quang have already developed a ‘global consciousness’ in and through 

embracing a global social imaginary of the future. Upon completing their doctoral studies, 

they are “totally open” to different career options, either in Australia or other countries 

where they can fulfil their career aspirations. They are fully aware of the professional 

opportunities that the globalised world now offers and seem eager for future possibilities 

of transnational mobility. Again, it needs to be emphasised that it is not only this 

transnational awareness that generates their global imaginaries but, also, the academic 

and/or professional confidence, or self-efficacy they have gained through their doctoral 

experience.  

To sum up, having experienced globalisation before their PhD studies, this group of 

participants now continue to relate themselves fully to globalisation. They are very open to 

the continuing process of transnational identity. Their identity is based on a strong sense of 

connectedness to a professional network stretching across the world. The doctoral 

experience in Australia has allowed them to access even more transnational opportunities 

and possibilities, enlarging their future imaginary. Their sense of identities has, therefore, 

also changed, although not as dramatically as many other participants. And they would 

continue to change because they are always open to new possibilities. In this way, they 

would continue to create new imaginaries of their future. 

The doctoral experience in Australia has offered participants access to multiple social 

imaginaries. These imaginaries are transformed, in different ways and to different degrees, 

from their original versions. Some are globalised, some become more globalised, and some 

stay nationally confined. The transformed imaginaries have changed the way the 

participants relate to the rest of the world. They implicitly shape the participants’ 

aspirations and expectations for future lives and careers. At the time of the interviews, 

although not all participants had definite plans for their future, for many of them, 
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globalisation has become deeply ideological. This finding further supports Rizvi & Lingard’s 

(2009) observation that the development of a social imaginary about the world as an 

interconnected global space has led to peoples’ changing sense of identity and belonging. 

According to these authors, in this global era, we have access to multiple social imaginaries 

in addition to those that are nationally prescribed (p.36). My findings also speak to 

Appadurai’s suggestion that different imaginations and aspirations provide individuals with 

access to being different kinds of people, thus constructing different identities for 

themselves.  

However, I have also shown that the participants’ changing sense of options for organising 

their lives does not only stem from a transformed imaginary of the world and their future 

but, additionally, from the development of self-efficacy in research and academic 

disciplines (Chapter 6). So, a two-way process occurs here, in which the transformation of 

these participants’ imaginaries and the reconstruction of their researcher identities are 

interlinked and reciprocally influenced. Apart from other factors, lack of self-efficacy deters 

some participants from choosing to develop a career outside of Vietnam and live a 

transnational life. In contrast, the confidence in their capability has enabled many to 

enlarge their imaginaries for their future career advancement beyond the national border. 

This point will be further explored in the next section. Another significant finding is that the 

participants’ imaginaries transformation and identity reconstruction will likely continue 

beyond completion of the PhD studies as their imaginaries of the future are open to change 

over time. 

The interview data show that, in their multiple imaginaries, participants are both optimistic 

and concerned about their future lives and career development regardless of where they 

imagine themselves ending up living and working. Their intentions for post-PhD life are 

based on multiple considerations, calculations and even comparisons between ‘competing 

imaginaries’ (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009, p. 36). The next section explores these imaginaries 

through the participants’ narratives of their sense of the future, their hopes and concerns 

about the imagined future. 
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Competing imaginaries of the future 
 

“We need to remember that the future is not just a technical or neutral space, but is shot through 
with affect and with sensation… The many forms that the future takes are also shaped by these 

affects and sensations, for they give to various configurations of aspiration, anticipation and 
imagination their specific gravity, their traction and their texture” 

(Appadurai, 2013, p. 286) 

As analysed and discussed above, the participants have multiple imaginaries of their 

future, in which they can be open to global possibilities or constrained by various 

professional and personal circumstances. The academic expertise and research skills 

gained through the PhD studies have promoted the participants’ self-efficacy in the 

professional world. They become aware of not only the possible global as well as national 

opportunities but also the political, social or personal constraints. The participants differ in 

their final decisions regarding place of working and living. However, this section explores 

the affective side of the imaginaries of their future and suggests that most, if not all, 

individuals continue to experience tensions within their different imaginaries. Overall, 

there is an air of optimism in the interviews in terms of future life and career. However, 

things are not all rosy. They are also concerned about the future wherever they imagine 

they would live and work.  

Most participants show a high degree of positiveness about what is to come after their 

PhD studies both professionally and personally. Their responses to the question “How do 

you see yourself in 5 to 10 years’ time?” demonstrate a sense of optimism, no matter 

whether they decide to work in or outside Vietnam. Below is an account of a final-year Bio-

medical Science PhD candidate: 

Wherever I work, here or somewhere else, I believe I’ll have 
more freedom and space for development. It won’t be like 
before when I worked in a state-owned institution, no room 
for professional advancement. Even if I have to go back and 
work for such an institution after this PhD, I think I can still 
find a way to make progress at work… Generally, I feel like 
working now more than before I came to Australia, a bit 
pressured but very excited when I find out new things. (My, 
female, Bio-medical Science) 

Unlike My, Tai is more tactical about his future career pathway: 
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First, I want to have regular publication output, ideally 3 
articles per year. Second, I also want to apply for a fellowship 
to support my research instead of getting paid by the 
university or a professor. Third, I want to become a real 
independent researcher. I’m going to take a post-doc position 
after this PhD, then in the future, I can supervise other 
people. I think I will try to have my own portfolio and do my 
own research. In 10 years’ time, I aim to become an associate 
professor, working in academia, and deeply involved in 
pharmaceutical research. (Tai, male, Pharmacy) 

We can see here that these participants may or may not have a clear vision of their future 

career pathway but they share bright aspirational pictures in terms of professional work. 

This optimism is built up by the confidence they have gained from the doctoral studies 

about the value of their work and their position in the academic community. As pointed 

out previously, together with the awareness of available global opportunities, this 

confidence has enabled them to open up their social imaginaries and enhance their 

‘capacity to aspire’ for future lives and careers. 

As discussed in the previous section, some participants, being constrained by different 

factors, decide to return to Vietnam following their PhD programme. However, for many, 

this decision comes with much hope and confidence in a better life, in the professional 

opportunities they may have and the impact they can create. They express great positivity 

about life and work in the home country. Ngoc, a third-year PhD candidate shares: 

Thinking about the future, to be honest, I’m very optimistic. 
Since my target is to get the PhD degree so that I can return 
and build up my career, and totally settle down. So in for 
example, 5 years’ time, I’ll be very happy, the children will be 
more grown up. They’ll be able to do everything by 
themselves, and not only that, they will be able to help me 
out. What is happier than that? Career-wise, I believe, with 
this PhD, my work will flourish. That will lead to a more stable 
financial situation for us. We will no longer have to worry 
about money. Generally, it’ll be the time when I can enjoy the 
fruits of hard work. (Ngoc, female, Human Resource 
Management) 

While Ngoc envisions a big and balanced picture of the whole family’s future, Huy, a final-

year PhD candidate talks more about the prospect of his professional development and 

the social contributions he could make as a result: 
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About my future? Absolutely positive. Because now I know 
how knowledge is constructed. Whatever I want to do, I know 
how to get there. For example, I want to build a living 
apartment for low-income or high-income people. Before, I 
would just go ahead with my design and drawing. But now I 
have understood the core matter, I will meet the end users 
and ask them, like what you are doing now. That helps a lot. 
And it helps the society too. So generally, I’m very positive. 
With the skills and network I’ve got after this PhD course, I’ll 
be successful. (Huy, male, Architecture and Design) 

In their imagination, the future would be ‘successful’ and filled with ‘the fruits of hard 

work’. These interviewees’ optimism stems from their confidence in their professional 

skills and capability and the available life opportunities that would be opened up for 

them. 

However, as Appadurai (2013) argues, the future is shaped not only by imagination and 

aspiration but also anticipation (p. 286). In making sense of the future, these participants 

also generate lots of anticipation. They are concerned about a variety of features in 

Vietnamese socio-political and professional environment, ranging from the salary 

structure, the research infrastructure to the political environment. Below are examples 

from participants of different professional backgrounds and locations in Vietnam: 

Challenges when going back to Vietnam are many, I can 
imagine. First, it’s the sad fact that I might not be able to live 
on my work income. At the moment, I haven’t been able to 
figure out how I can do quality research. Some people would 
choose to get a management position because they want 
more money, but then that choice leads to them having no 
time for doing other work. It’s very difficult to live a decent 
life being a professional in Vietnam. Doing business seems to 
be the best option. But I’m not sure I can do this. (Huy, male, 
Architecture and Design)  

It would be quite challenging. In Vietnam, people say one 
thing but do another. Job appointment, promotion or 
dismissing someone is very problematic and corrupted. 
Hopefully, I can keep my hands clean. (Binh, male, Business 
Management)  

I have thought about this a lot. In Vietnam, English is not the 
first language so it takes more time to follow up the latest 
studies. Access to good databases is limited… Plus, social 
scientific research is often affected by political forces, so 
some research is never publicised because, for example, it 
has bad implications for national or social security. And I 
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believe, in 10 years, these problems will still remain. (Ha, 
male, International Relations)   

Shen et al’s (2016) study on international Chinese PhD students yields some similarity. The 

authors have found that low salaries, the scientific research culture focusing on guanxi (i.e., 

connections) instead of on true research abilities, and forbidden zones in Social Science 

studies create unfavourable conditions for bringing first-class scholars back to China. This 

might offer a point of reference for the policy makers and managers of institutions in 

Vietnam to take into consideration so that returning doctoral degree holders can be utilised 

optimally and have prospects of better job satisfaction regarding a transparent working 

system, remuneration and database access.  

Despite these concerns, once they decide to return, they are quite ready for it: 

People say returning to Vietnam to work will be hard because 
all the connections were interrupted and you might not be 
appreciated. However, for me, that will not be a problem. I 
still keep regular contact with my colleagues and employers. 
Second, regarding the use of talent, I may not be promoted to 
Rector position, I don’t have such a high ambition, but at 
faculty level, I will be respected. That’s enough. 
Professionally, you just need to be really good, then you don’t 
have to be scared of anything. (Van, male, Engineering) 

I believe that with the PhD degree, I am equipped with sound 
knowledge and skills in my field, I will be able to carry out 
more quality research… Life-wise, people say that I might get 
shocked when I come back to Vietnam, but I used to study 
abroad and came back to work before, I didn’t experience any 
shock. People get shocked because they expect too much. I 
don’t. I am very flexible. I know why I return to Vietnam to 
live and work. (Hung, male, Public Policy) 

Exploring the participants’ returning experience following their PhDs is beyond this study. 

However, it seems that most interviewees who decide to return to Vietnam have 

thoroughly considered the option and are well-prepared for the change. This is because 

some have experienced returning to Vietnam following previous studies abroad, as Hung’s 

narrative above shows. Many have heard stories of other people’s returns through the 

media or word of mouth. All of these sources help them have certain imagination and 

expectations of what it would be like to return to work in Vietnam after being away for 

four or five years. This resembles to the way they learned about studying and living 
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abroad before they applied for and commenced their PhD studies in Australia (Chapter 4). 

Generally, they are well-informed, realistic and, especially, positive.  

Similarly, for the non-returnees, concerns about life and work in Vietnam are comprised of 

many factors, ranging from the misuse of talent, lack of academic and political freedom, 

corruption and bureaucracy to social and financial insecurity. They form an influential part 

in many participants’ aspirations of a transnational life, as these participants share: 

Working in Vietnam? Only when there is academic freedom 
and freedom of speech. Plus, very important, the salary must 
be sufficient to support my family, and when there is good 
living environment for the children. Now you see, social 
security is too low. You may be hit on the road any time. Too 
scary. (Hoang, male, Political Science) 

I think doing research about Vietnam is ok but not doing it in 
Vietnam. First, knowledge is not appreciated there. Our 
policies are rarely theoretically informed, a policy becomes a 
policy because they like to make it a policy. There’s no rigour. 
I believe my brain will not be rightfully used if I work there. At 
work, you have to follow all kinds of bureaucratic procedures, 
for example, a research funding has to go through a long 
processing procedure and how much is left when it reaches 
the researchers?  I’m very concerned. (Kieu, female, 
Education)  

Kieu continues to mention a number of deficiencies of the home country regarding human 

rights, education and quality of life, compared with life in Australia. Coming from the same 

discipline, Lan sees different problems of Vietnamese professional environment: 

Why return? The working environment here [Australia] is 
challenging but much better than at home. In Vietnam, I may 
have a role at work but I’m only above the less-smart people. 
Here I’m at a lower level than many so I have more 
opportunities to learn… At home, the working environment 
has too many constraints, universities and institutions are 
operated within a centralised system, governed by the state. 
Even when you are a rector, you can’t make decisions, you 
don’t have real power. The position is just symbolic. The 
salary is low. Few people can live on doing research. There 
still are, but too few. (Lan, female, Education) 

From their own experience and observation, or through other people’s stories, these 

interviewees are imagining a not-so-bright future in their home country. Therefore, they 

decide to stay on in Australia or move to another country to work. This finding supports 
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the observation by Gribble and Tran (2016) that more overseas Vietnamese continue to 

seek opportunities elsewhere due to key concerns such as employment opportunities, 

local bureaucracy and corruption. It is also consistent with previous research by Zweig and 

Changgui (1995) who have found that the leading reasons for not returning to China of 273 

Chinese students, scholars and former Chinese residents living in the US were ‘lack of 

political stability’, ‘lack of political freedom’ and ‘lack of opportunity for career 

advancement’. The access to international education in more advanced countries has 

enabled them to see the drawbacks of their home country more clearly and to imagine 

their life as if it could be otherwise (Greene, 1995).  

With respect to gender, here, we notice a phenomenon contrary to that in the previous 

section (Constrained imaginaries) where some women have to face certain constraints 

when envisioning their future career. Two female interviewees, Kieu and Lan, are quite 

assertive about their future lives outside of Vietnam. They are both married with children 

who accompany them to Australia. However, while Lan’s husband supported the decision, 

Kieu’s stayed back in Vietnam and compromised the idea of a transnational family. What is 

unconventional here, from the Vietnamese cultural perspective, is the fact that Lan’s 

husband agrees to migrate to Australia with his wife and children and Kieu still decides to 

stay on despite the husband’s absence. Not only Kieu and Lan, a number of other women, 

with various marital status, plan or decide not to return to Vietnam after their PhD studies, 

with or without their partners. This might require a lot of negotiation and calculation for 

them. However, it indicates that, for many women participants (and their partners), a 

better life quality, better education for the children and professional advancement 

opportunities are prioritised over the traditional gender relations in the family. In other 

words, the PhD experience in Australia has changed the way many participants see 

themselves and their position in the world as a woman. 

However, the imagined future is not always bright for the participants who decide to live a 

transnational life after their PhD studies. They also have a certain anticipation for the 

future of a transnational migrant. They are concerned with precarity, the lack of a sense of 

belonging, lack of a supporting network, racial discrimination and the language barrier: 

We decided not to return to Vietnam but sometimes I find all 
this travelling and relocating really tiring. If living in Vietnam, 
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after a day of hard work, you can go home and rest, and it’s 
your home, you are surrounded by many caring people. 
Whereas, living in countries like Australia, it can be called the 
second home, but I don’t have the sense of belonging here. 
Quite often, when I go out, I feel being discriminated against. 
In a job interview, for example, local people are preferred 
than overseas despite them having the same qualifications or 
performance. Then I find that this is really not my home. In 
Vietnam, of course, we don’t face that problem. (Tram, 
female, Education) 

From the same discipline and location, Huu points out other challenges that he might 

encounter if he stays and works in Australia: 

There will be many challenges, much more than returning to 
work in Vietnam. In Vietnam, I will only have one problem – 
not being able to integrate into the system. Here, if I could 
stay, first I will have to learn to integrate into a new system 
from the beginning. Second, I don’t have a good network of 
people here. Being a second language user of English is 
another disadvantage. (Huu, male, Education) 

Huu also regards competitiveness in Australia to be harsh. As a young and inexperienced 

scholar, he believes he does not have much support. Despite such concerns, many 

participants, as Tram and Huu, still decide to stay on in Australia or relocate to another 

country. This indicates that, for them, economic factors, a quality life for the family and 

professional development opportunities are more important than patriotism or socio-

cultural ties, as one interviewee concludes: 

I believe everybody wants to live close to their family. They 
only migrate when they are forced to do so. Look, there’re 
too few professional advancement opportunities in Vietnam, 
the remuneration is not deserving. Now if I go back and work 
for my home department, what would I eat with a monthly 
salary of 3 million VND [Vietnamese đồng]? How can I work 
when I can’t even earn enough to buy food? That’s why I 
want to go… .(My, female, Bio-medical Science) 

Contrary to Tram and Huu, some participants see being a non-local as an advantage, which 

offers them a variety of opportunities when working in a country other than Vietnam. 

Phuong and Hue are confident to point out their own strengths if they work in Australia: 

We are distinctive, we are different from them. We can bring 
our outsider perspectives into a matter. We have many 
relationships, we are ready to learn. Even, in some particular 
areas of knowledge, we are stronger than them, for example, 
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in research about international students. We are the insiders, 
we understand the issues better, we have a different 
approach. Especially now that Australia is promoting further 
integration with Asia, we can provide big support in that area 
of research. (Phuong, female, Education) 

I don’t see myself as a deficit speaker of English, I just see 
myself as a different speaker of English. It’s not because you 
speak another variety of English, you’re a deficit speaker of 
English. I just think we have different Englishes in the world 
and part of being a developed country is to embrace all those 
identities. Australia or New Zealand are trying to be such 
countries, open-minded, open-hearted countries… All we are 
aiming for is intelligibility, a sense of what the other person is 
getting at, understanding each other. (Hue, female, 
Education) 

Hue also refers to the PhD degree she has just attained as a boost for her confidence as a 

professional in Australia without being arrogant. So, among the same group of interviewees 

(the non-returnees), there might be quite contrary expectations of professional prospects. 

However, in general, they are positive about their choice. One participant, a non-returnee, 

even shares the following: 

I can see no challenge in the future. If I’m good, opportunities 
will come. Civilised societies always value talent, and capable 
people will be appreciated. That’s all. (Hoang, male, Political 
Science)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

It is interesting to find that many interviewees’ imaginaries of future life and work are 

ambitious and gendered. In response to the questions: “What does success mean to you in 

5 to 10 years’ time?”, all participants come out with a picture of success in which they could 

have a certain impact on the social and/or professional community around them. This 

community can be their workplace, their academic discipline, the professional societies or 

their family. Below are examples from two male interviewees: 

Success means I will have a position with certain power. If we 
want to make changes and contributions or interfere into 
social life, we need to have a position to make our voice 
heard and influential. I also want to be an expert in economic 
consultation. I may not have a high political position but if I 
can produce quality studies, publish quality articles, then I 
can have my own impact with international organisations, for 
example. From there, I can also contribute to policymaking 
and policy changing. That’s my dream. (Hai, male, Economics) 



204 
 

In 5 years, it’s hard to tell, but 10 years, success means I have 
almost everything I want in life. My children are grown up, 
and enjoy good education. I have more money. 
Professionally, now I’m a young scholar, in 10 years, I will 
become an established scholar. Now, I’m confident because I 
have got the PhD degree but in 5-10 years, I want to be 
recognised. For example, in this small area of research, there 
are 4 or 5 experts, and I’m one of them. Career wise, I will be 
promoted. (Ha, male, International Relations) 

Meanwhile, some female participants are less ambitious and more family-oriented: 

In 5 years, success is when I can have a child, a happy family, 
a faithful husband. With the PhD degree, it’s most possible 
that I won’t be broke. I may moonlight by teaching. Career 
wise, having the doctorate is already a success. Then at work I 
can do what I like and am appreciated by my boss. Having a 
position is not important. Success is when I’m not the leader 
but the leader has to listen to my ideas. (Hong, female, 
Business Management) 

Regarding career development, it’s up to what I’ll be doing 
and the opportunities I will have. If I can be a lecturer, after 
some time I may get to a junior management position, not a 
senior position because I’m already 40. It’ll be harder if I work 
for the government or in industry. I don’t know yet. 
Fundamentally, I aim for nothing but a stable job to support 
the kids’ education here *Australia+. That’s enough. (Le, 
female, Finance) 

Here, we find subtle differences in the accounts of success between the male and female 

interviewees. More emphasis is put on ambitions for power, career progress, money and 

social impact by the male interviewees. Meanwhile, the female participants’ ingredients 

of success are mostly satisfactory performance at work, happiness in the household, the 

well-being of their children. There are also some overlapping ideas of success between 

the two groups. For example, some male and female participants mention the welfare of 

the family in their picture of success or some female interviewees express their aspiration 

for having impact at work. I am aware of the gender themes which emerge in the 

interviews and also of different theories that can be used to look at gender issues (e.g. 

Feminist theories, Gendered Geographies of Power framework by Mahler and Pessar 

(2001) or Academic Resiliency Theory by Castro et al., 2011). However, it is beyond the 

scope of this study to discuss this issue in detail, using the focus of these theories. Rather, 

I have included the gendered responses to portray different sets of ambitions in my data. 
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All in all, in this section, I have shown that, while these Vietnamese participants experience 

transnational education in Australia, they come out of it holding multiple competing 

imaginaries of their futures. At the heart of those imaginaries are the aspirations and 

anticipation inherent in hopes and concerns regarding career development opportunities 

and personal lives. This indicates imagining is an act that can be uncomfortable and 

sometimes involves a sense of struggle for the actors. However, most participants express 

a sense of positiveness about their future, regardless of whether they decide to return to 

Vietnam, stay on in Australia, move to another country or are still considering options and 

looking for opportunities. This sense of optimism demonstrates their increased self-

knowledge, confidence and ambition after their PhD studies. Most importantly, it signifies 

an on-going process of identity construction among these doctoral graduates and students 

as a result of the transnational doctoral experience. It also shows that the transnational 

experience has not only provided these participants access to a multiplicity of imaginations 

and aspirations but also to being different kinds of people (Appadurai, 1996). 

Part of the participants’ imaginaries of their future is their desire to establish and nurture 

a transnational connectivity between Vietnam and the world. For most returnees (or 

those who decide to return to their home country), their life and work will not be 

contained just to Vietnam but they will connect beyond the national border (as pointed 

out in the previous section). Similarly, a majority of those who decide to lead a 

transnational life want to retain connectivity with Vietnam. The next section will explore 

this transnational connectivity as imagined by the latter groups of participants.  

Future through transnational connectivities 

As discussed at the beginning of the chapter, interview data show three main sets of post-

PhD intentions fairly evenly distributed among the 38 research participants: returning to 

Vietnam (14), staying on in Australia or moving on to another country (13) and not decided 

yet but holding an open approach to relocation (11). However, one aspiration shared by a 

majority of participants is that they could create or retain transnational connectivity 

between the home country and the outside world. They do not want to be here or there 

but they want to be here and there (Phelps, 2013). 
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First, many interviewees who decide to return, or have returned to Vietnam at the time of 

interview, express their aspirations to be involved in transnational professional activities 

from their location in Vietnam. For example, Viet, a local government officer who has just 

submitted his thesis, wants to collaborate with people outside Vietnam in international 

projects on climate change: 

Well, when returning to Vietnam, I want to connect with 
people in my field to set up international projects for the 
province. That’s an opportunity for me to indulge my passion 
for research and a benefit for my province as well. I’m 
actually finding such connections now. Many foreign funds 
are conducting projects in climate change and want to find 
partners in developing countries like Vietnam, but we might 
not have a channel to access the information so we weren’t 
able to run those projects. Now that I have worked with some 
professors here, I have got a channel to tap into. That’s a big 
opportunity in the future. (Viet, male, Climate Change) 

The PhD experience has left Viet with the imagination of more opportunities for 

transnational research collaborations that could benefit himself and his community while 

he works in Vietnam. Likewise, other participants also show a willingness to establish 

connections of that kind through short-term international business trips or study tours in 

other countries after they resume their jobs in Vietnam. Thinh is one of those interviewees. 

He wants to publish his PhD project and develop “a constant conversation” with the 

research community of his field in the world: 

Now that I’ve returned to work here *Vietnam+, I’m extremely 
busy but I do hope that I can write a book and journal articles 
on my theory of distance learning in the context of a 
developing country like Vietnam. I want to maintain a 
constant conversation with the global research community in 
my field. (Thinh, male, Education) 

For many of the returnees, like Viet or Thinh, geographical distance or the national 

boundary does not deter them from imagining connectivity with the outside world for self-

development as well as the development of their social or professional community. This is 

because they have developed a global social imaginary within which national boundaries 

become blurred. And, they, as researchers with transnational professional identities, are 

part of the global professional community.  
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Second, in the same vein, the non-returnees and those who are open to relocation outside 

of Vietnam, despite their imagined future being transnational and mobile, want to retain 

connectivity with Vietnam beyond their social or cultural ties in the country. Many of them 

express their willingness and belief that they have the capacity to contribute. A recent 

graduate shares her viewpoint: 

I’ve always believed that I can make more contributions to 
the nation if I’m not part of its wheel, because then, I’ll be 
manipulated by the policy and other things in that wheel. 
When I’m out of it, I’ll be able to have a better influence on it. 
For example, upon my master completion, I brought a lot of 
books and materials back for the postgraduate department in 
my home university then. If I did my master study in Vietnam, 
I wouldn’t be able to provide much support, it would be a 
vicious circle, no knowledge mobility. Now, at this point, I 
could see a lot of issues in Vietnam and I think I can offer 
much more qualified support when I’m here *in Australia+ 
than when I’m in Vietnam. (Kieu, female, Education) 

As already mentioned in this chapter, some participants do not feel that they could fit in 

the national bureaucratic system because of corruption and bureaucratic inertia. Kieu is a 

typical example of those who finds that working in another country is actually the best way 

to make any professional or social contributions to their home country. Her narrative 

illustrates the desire and goodwill to retain professional connections with Vietnam but 

from somewhere else.  

Participants think of various ways to be engaged with Vietnamese life, depending on their 

particular strengths and connections. Chau, who has just completed her PhD in Linguistics, 

maintains: 

For me, Vietnam is always my fatherland, wherever I go, I will 
try to contribute to the fatherland if I have the chance to do 
so. Now they talk a lot about people like us, studying abroad 
and do not return, but the question is: do we have the 
opportunity to develop ourselves professionally when we 
return? Meanwhile, if we do not return, we have many ways 
to make contributions through collaborations with 
Vietnamese people like [a well-known Vietnamese researcher 
in Australia] is doing. For example, we may be involved in 
projects on Vietnam, support Vietnamese students or 
professionals abroad, or send back scientific materials. 
Ideally, I can see an opportunity of having research contracts 
in which I can collaborate to design the research, the data 
collection can be done by the people in Vietnam, I can do the 
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literature review because I have a better access to materials 
abroad. (Chau, female, Linguistics) 

Like other participants, Chau believes that she might not be that useful if she returns to 

work in Vietnam. Belonging to different disciplines, two other interviewees, both final-

year PhD candidates, share other ideas of connectivity: 

First, I may contribute through remittances. It may not be a 
lot but that’s one way to contribute to the financial inflow to 
the country. Second, if I have a job in another country, that 
means my expertise has been recognised, I can then support 
Vietnamese policy makers through policy criticism. Third, I 
can play the role of a mediator to engage my colleagues in 
research on Vietnam. For example, the other day in a 
conversation to my supervisor, he shared that he was 
conducting an ARC [Australian Research Council] project on 
Indonesian poverty reduction. I suggested that he could do a 
similar project on Vietnam, because we have never done such 
a project. He said he would seriously consider that. So, if such 
a project can be carried out, absolutely beneficial for us, a lot 
of jobs will be created, people’s skills will be improved. (Hai, 
male, Economics) 

I still maintain very good relationships with my undergrad 
lecturers at [a university in Hanoi]. If they want me to join in 
any research project, I’m willing to help. Or I can get involved 
in a research project funded by the government of Vietnam 
to get Australian experts’ support in pollution treatment. We 
are doing a lot of such projects for China. We are transferring 
technology and research skills. For example, they need to 
measure how polluted a river is, I can perfectly carry out such 
a project. (Huyen, female, Environmental Toxicology) 

The connectivity that these participants imagine does not occur in a vacuum but in relation 

to what they see as deficits in Vietnam and to the connectivity that other people are 

nurturing. They have seen role models to follow and similar transnational opportunities 

that Vietnam can capitalise on (such as the collaborative research projects with Indonesia 

and China). In other words, their relationship with the Vietnamese diaspora, and with 

people who are developing various transnational connections, shapes their imagination of 

their own transnational connectivity with the home country. Within such an imaginary, 

they become part of the Vietnamese diasporic community. By diaspora, I mean the term as 

defined by Vertovec (1997) - any population which is considered ‘deterritorialised’ or 

‘transnational’ - that is, which has originated in a land other than which it currently resides 
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and whose social, economic and political networks cross the borders of nation-states or 

span the globe. 

However, even in expressing the willingness to build professional connections with 

Vietnam, some participants raise concern over how they could establish this: 

I’ve always wanted to contribute to Vietnam, do research 
about Vietnam, for Vietnam because we are the insiders, or 
used to be, we understand national issues very clearly. But I 
don’t see any channel through which I can do so yet. 
Universities in Vietnam do not have autonomy, they can’t 
make decisions. Some deans in [universities in Hanoi] wanted 
to invite me to give a talk at their universities but they don’t 
have the funding for such activities. I don’t have money to do 
it on my own. The key here is money. They must have money 
to facilitate collaborations, if not, nothing happens. (Lan, 
female, Education) 

Lan’s narrative resonates with a common complaint among skilled professionals living 

overseas, observed by Séguin, Singer, and Daar (2006), that while many are keen to 

contribute to their home country’s development they are unaware of how to go about it. 

This indicates that goodwill remains an intangible resource without material support. This 

can serve to support the call by Gribble and Tran (2016) for more efforts to be invested in 

engaging with Vietnamese students who choose to remain overseas. The goodwill is there, 

the capacity is full, both waiting to be tapped into. 

Anh’s metaphor of a compass is representative of many participants’ sense of belonging 

and future aspiration of connectivity with Vietnam: 

I consider the world a circle, Vietnam is the centre. This 
centre never changes, wherever I go, I always look to that 
centre. For example, I like Japan or the US, and want to go 
back there for work sometime in the future. But I see myself 
as a compass, it always has a needle, like a pillar. Once I have 
that pillar, I draw a circle. I’m open to where I’ll work in future 
but I’ll always have a special relation to Vietnam. (Anh, 
female, International Relations) 

Anh’s narrative demonstrates the ‘globally informed nationalism’ (as discussed in Chapter 

5), and the entrenchment of the home identity amid a changing sense of belonging as a 

result of the transnational education experience. Similarly, for many other participants, the 

home identity remains while they pursue transnational lives or imagine their future to be 
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mobile. This identity is shaped not only by their past experience and background in 

Vietnam, which makes them identify more closely with national issues but also by their 

aspiration for future connectivity with their home country. The desire to be mobile but 

retain connections with the home country and make contributions, seems to be one 

resolution of actualising this identity and fulfilling the competing needs to belong and be 

useful (Madison, 2006).  

It can be shown that most participants who have decided, or intended, not to return to 

Vietnam aspire to retain and develop connectivity with the home country one way or 

another. However, for some, this connectivity is only one among many other transnational 

connections they envision in the future. Phuong, a fourth-year Education PhD candidate, 

explains: 

Administratively, it is expected that the PhD graduates will 
return to Vietnam to work. But I have seen those who do not 
have commitment to scholarship sponsors become global 
citizens. They’re quite open about their career location. They 
will fit themselves with the tendency of self-development. 
Vietnam becomes one point within their network. When the 
chance comes, they find a fit, they can collaborate with the 
Vietnamese side for mutual benefits. That’s all. Just like, I 
have networks in Thailand, Europe or the US, then Vietnam is 
one of those points in the network. I might make it a priority 
if my research areas are related to their demand. If not, it will 
not be one of those points. (Phuong, female, Education) 

Phuong seems to be more practical when talking about future connectivity with her home 

country. For her, collaboration is a matter of “chances”, “fit”, and “mutual benefits” 

between the overseas Vietnamese professionals and the national demands. This viewpoint 

is shared by a few other participants, especially those whose option of working outside of 

Vietnam has begun long before they commence PhD studies. This, again, supports Rizvi’s 

(2005) observation that international students’ cosmopolitan identities are “linked more to 

their strategic interests within the emergent global economy and culture than to any 

broader moral conception” (p. 77). 

This finding aligns with the observation by Al-Ali, Black, and Koser (2001) of Bosnian and 

Eritreans refugees in Europe opting to remain in their host countries permanently but not 

necessarily extinguishing links with their home countries. Rather, they express their 
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capacity and desire to maintain those links by participating in transnational affairs and, 

thus, develop a transnational character. The results of my study further support these 

authors’ idea that transnationalism is not a ‘state of being’, as is sometimes implied by the 

existing literature, but that transnationalism is itself a dynamic process.  

This potentially offers a positive sign for the government of Vietnam to reconsider the 

agonizing phenomenon of brain drain which has constantly been debated in political fora 

as well as public media in Vietnam (Nguyen, 2014; The, 2011). Since a large number of 

Vietnamese overseas students do not return to Vietnam after their graduation but stay in 

the host countries or move to another country to work, questions have been raised about 

whether the government’s policy of sending people overseas for education and training 

really works and whether its money is well spent. According to Docquier and Rapoport 

(2012), Vietnam is one of the countries most affected by brain drain, both in terms of 

absolute number and emigration rate. Apart from the current strategies employed by the 

government (Nguyen, 2014), it needs to be recognised that self-directed expatriation is 

now a common career choice (Richardson & Mallon, 2005). Further, as shown at the 

beginning of this chapter, international graduates now tend to take a ‘boundaryless career’ 

approach (Stahl, Miller, & Tung, 2002). Therefore, instead of being frustrated about this 

trend or hindering the outbound flow of students as suggested by Baruch, Budhwar, and 

Khatri (2007), the government needs to work out sophisticated strategies to benefit from 

the ‘diaspora option’ (Gribble, 2008; Ziguras & McBurnie, 2015), that is, connecting with 

those Vietnamese people who stay abroad after their studies. The government can engage 

with this community, encourage them to act as bridges for knowledge and technical 

transfer, research collaboration or trade cooperation through establishing and maintaining 

links with the current and former students (Gribble, 2012). Given their willingness to retain 

connectivity with Vietnam and make contributions from elsewhere, as shown in this 

section, these people are obviously a great source of expertise and network connections 

that can be utilised to bring enormous benefits to the national cause of modernisation. As 

a result, the fact that they do not return to work in Vietnam would mean that the 

government is no longer suffering a total loss of human capital. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the various ways these international Vietnamese doctoral 

students construct and negotiate their future through narratives of imaginations, 

aspirations and anticipation (Appadurai, 2013). The concepts of imagination (Appadurai, 

1996, 2000, 2004), social imaginary (Taylor, 2004), and global social imaginary (Rizvi and 

Lingard, 2009) have been very useful in this analysis. For most participants, their 

transnational mobility for doctoral education has given rise to “new global sensibilities and 

imaginations” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009, p. 30). The rapid development of technology, mass 

media and mobility has been fundamental in the multiplicity of social imaginaries to which 

they have access.  This chapter has also offered evidence of transnationalism being a 

dynamic and unsettled process for the involved individuals. And their work of imagination 

has become a “space of contestation” in which they sought to “annex the global into their 

own practices of the modern” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 4). Several key themes have emerged in 

the analysis of these students’ future imaginations. 

First, the global social imaginaries that these students have developed are interactive. That 

is, it is not as if there is a collective force which is forming them but the individuals 

themselves are proactive and agentic about their career and location. They are not 

confronted with the global world and have no choice but to accept it. This finding speaks to 

Rizvi and Lingard’s (2009) argument that “a social imaginary is not simply inherited and 

already determined for us, it is rather in a constant state of flux” (p. 35). Within these 

imaginaries, the international Vietnamese doctoral students “act as world-making 

collective agents” (ibid). The interview data have revealed accounts of agency and 

imagination, at the heart of which is choice and decision-making. 

Second, being active agents of their own future, these students are quite flexible, strategic 

and sometimes tactical about the possibilities available to them. A majority, despite where 

they are working or intend to work, express openness and flexibility in their future 

imagination. Their imaginaries are transformed from being nationally confined to being 

transnational. Their identities are, therefore, reconstructed. The way they think about 

themselves and their position in the world have shifted. Through being flexible and open 

about the future, they are being very strategic about their career and their families’ lives. 
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However, it is not always a straightforward journey when it comes to building the life and 

career to which they aspire. In the face of constraints, they have to take ‘calculated 

actions’ or be tactical (Certeau, 1984). For example, some Australian government, 

scholarship recipients are thinking of returning to Vietnam after completing their PhD in 

Australia to fulfil their political commitment, then come back to find a job in Australia or 

move to another country. Certeau’s (1984) distinction between strategy and tactic is useful 

here to interpret these students’ imagined futures. They deploy a range of complicated 

tactics in order to make sense of their future among multiple possibilities and challenges. 

There are prescribed imaginaries given by the global forces, by the Australian or 

Vietnamese governments, steering them in different directions but they have developed 

their own personal imaginaries as a tactical response. They are being agentic in deciding 

how to engage with those strategies.  

Third, these students’ imagined futures are not generic but related to both personal and 

professional matters. Also, the multiple imaginaries of the future are constructed with a 

sense of positiveness as well as struggle. Many are quite hopeful and optimistic about their 

futures because of confidence in their personal progression and professional competence. 

However, there are two futures that they are looking at: one of a personal kind and the 

other, professional. These two futures do not always align. Very often, personal 

circumstances and personal narratives are in tension with professional narratives. Even 

within the personal or professional imaginaries of the future, there exist conflicts. 

Therefore, there is a sense of struggle between these students’ professional identity and 

their personal identity.  

In particular, women students encounter the struggle in much more profound forms than 

their male counterparts. They are subjected to different forces inherent in the traditional 

cultural framework about a woman’s position in the society, a woman’s role in the family 

and in the relationship with her husband. Some female students’ imaginaries of the future 

are dependent on their partners’ wishes and their partners’ employment situations. 

However, this section has also shown an exceptional and unconventional development in a 

number of women’s imaginaries for their future. These women are very agentic about 

being mobile and leading a transnational life with or without their partners’ physical 

company. Single, married or divorced, they are determined to migrate to Australia or a 
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third country for more professional advancement opportunities, a better life and better 

education for their children. Again, at the centre of this tension is their sense of agency 

which enables them to construct a way forward despite various constraints. 

Lastly, most participants want to retain transnational connectivity with the home country 

(for the non-returnees) and the world (for the returnees) one way or another. This desire, 

again, indicates the flexibility and transnationality in their imaginaries of the future. This 

flexibility is part of a tacticality which originates from geographical constraint. For the non-

returnees, however, it stems from their professional confidence, patriotism and socio-

cultural ties with Vietnam. Wherever they might be, they want to keep their Vietnamese 

identity intact. This home identity lies at the centre of the layers of their newly-developed 

identities.  

These insights gleaned from the participants’ narratives as discussed in this chapter offer a 

nuanced response to the concern about the scarcity of research into Vietnamese 

professional migrants’ lived motives and aspirations (Nguyen, 2014). 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion 

This chapter begins with a summary of the study – its genesis, research problem, research 

questions, theoretical framing and methodological approach. This is followed by discussion 

of the major insights of the study: how the participants’ identity and agency shift as the 

result of transnational doctoral experiences; how gender emerges as an important form of 

negotiation during this identity reformation; and how participants’ narratives of their 

imagined futures further illuminate agency and professional identity. I then discuss the 

theoretical significance of the study, some main implications for doctoral education policy 

and practice, and for further research into international Vietnamese doctoral students, 

graduates and skilled migrants. 

Summary of the study 

Over the past two decades, an increasing number of Vietnamese students have travelled 

overseas to study for their research degrees. The Vietnamese government has encouraged 

this trend as part of a strategic move to develop the highly skilled human resources it 

assumes the nation needs to support its cause of industrialisation and modernisation. The 

government believes that, for Vietnam to become a stronger economy with a robust 

system of higher education, it needs personnel who possess high level research expertise, 

with skills to create new knowledge the nation needs to become part of the emerging 

global system of knowledge production. The Vietnamese government has, thus, developed 

various scholarship programmes. It has also encouraged its best graduates, including 

university lecturers, junior researchers, local government bureaucrats and non-

government professionals, to seek research scholarships offered by universities, 

corporations and governments abroad. Australia has become one of the largest, foreign 

scholarship providers (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2015) and is one of the 

most popular English-speaking destinations for Vietnamese research students (Australian 

Embassy Vietnam website).  
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This thesis has been inspired by my personal and professional history as a research student 

in Australia. I have long been interested in questions of whether scholarship holders from 

Vietnam meet the expectations of scholarship providers and, more importantly, how the 

personal and professional experiences of the Vietnamese students in Australia help to 

shape their researcher identity. It is the latter that is the focus of this thesis which has 

explored the lived experiences of Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia to understand 

how their professional identity is formed and reformed within the context of their 

transnational experiences.  

In the broadest terms, I understand the idea of identity as the way in which people define 

themselves and are defined by others; and how they understand themselves in relation to 

others. Identity also involves consideration of how they imagine possibilities for their 

future, not only who they want to become but also who they are becoming (Cotteral, 

2013; Norton, 2000). In this way, identity is a multi-faceted, relational and fluid concept, 

reconstructed over time and space (Castells, 2011; Hall and Burns, 2009). The main 

research question guiding this thesis is how do Vietnamese students forge their researcher 

identity through and beyond doctoral education, in the complex mix of the aspirations and 

experiences they bring to Australia, the historical structures within which they are 

embedded and their learning and living experiences in Australia. More specifically, the 

thesis has examined: 

1. why the students from Vietnam choose to study in a PhD programme and how they 

imagine their subsequent personal and professional experiences within Australia;  

2. how they negotiate the transnational space they occupy during their studies in 

Australia;  

3. how their experiences in Australia shape their imagination of their future, both 

personally and professionally.  

Theoretical bearings 

As the literature review has concluded, a number of authors have attempted to 

understand aspects of international doctoral students’ identity development in different 

contexts through different theoretical lenses (Başak Bilecen, 2013; Cotterall, 2013b; Dang 

& Tran, 2017; Ingleton & Cadman, 2002; Phelps, 2016; Rizvi, 2010; Ye, 2018). For example, 
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Ingleton and Cadman (2002) argue that students’ academic identity is strongly linked to 

the building of pride and confidence through “interpersonal experiences of acceptance, 

validation and support” and “external indicators of success” (p. 110). In another context, 

Tubin and Lapidot (2008) explore the process of professional identity construction among 

27 Israeli Fulbright doctoral and post-doctoral alumni through globalisation and 

socialisation processes. They suggest that these students create a coexistence of both 

Israeli and American identities while taking the best of each. They develop a ‘glocal 

identity’ as a result of their graduate study in the US. More recently, some researchers 

have taken a transnational view of international students’ experiences. Rizvi (2010) finds 

that international doctoral students’ professional identities are developed around “a 

complex set of processes that are hybrid, channelled and networked” (p.167). While they 

form their identities idiosyncratically, each international student is affected by their 

location within the transnational space during and after their studies. Addressing a more 

social and personal aspect of identity within a transnational social field, Phelps’ (2016) 

study of international doctoral students at a Canadian university shows that their sense of 

identity and belonging constantly change from a largely ‘untroubled’ experience of simply 

expanding one’s repertoire of cross-cultural interactions and reference points to more 

profound experiences of identity flux, confusion and transformation.  

These studies have contributed substantially to our understanding of how international 

doctoral students (re)construct their identity in the host country. Building on these 

scholars’ work, this thesis addresses the complexity of the issues of professional identity 

development as they relate to the transnational locatedness this group of students 

experiences during their sojourn. In contrast to the previous studies, I have investigated 

their experiences of identity formation through a recognition of what is now regarded as 

three turns in sociology: the spatial turn, the transnational turn and the imaginative turn. 

These turns provide the distinctive theoretical framework upon which the research 

reported in this thesis is based. 

The spatial turn points to a rethinking of the concepts of time, space and place, and the 

relationship between them. Fundamentally, the scholars in this theoretical tradition argue 

that space is a social construction which is useful for understanding the different histories 

of human subjects and the production of cultural phenomena (Warf & Arias, 2008). Space 
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is not about passive geometry but about socio-spatial relations, a “lived, felt and 

experienced phenomenon” (Rizvi, 2010, p. 161). The transnational turn suggests the 

emergence of the possibilities of intense and simultaneous exchange across long-distances, 

including cross-border activities which enable the creation of the emergent, distinctive 

and, in some contexts, normative social structures and activities (Vertovec, 1999, 2009). I 

agree with Gargano (2009) in viewing cross-border education and academic mobility, as 

transnational activities, as potentially understood through the lens of transnationalism. 

Thus, the international Vietnamese doctoral students undertake their PhDs in a 

transnational space between and beyond Vietnam and Australia. Within this transnational 

space, the imagination expands and becomes ‘collective’, a ‘social fact’ (Appadurai, 1996). 

This points to the imaginative turn that emphasises the new role of the imagination in 

social life.  

Imagination is no longer mere fantasy, simple escape or a pastime for the elite but has 

become an organised field of social practices, a form of work, and a form of negotiation 

between sites of individual agency and globally defined fields of possibility (Appadurai, 

1996). Linked to this analysis, the concept of the social imaginary has received much 

attention. According to philosopher Charles Taylor (2004), the idea of social imaginary 

implies “the ways in which people imagine their social existence, how they fit together 

with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are 

normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these 

expectations” (p. 23). This suggests that the participants in this research already had an 

imagination about what it might be like to study in Australia but, during their sojourn here, 

they are likely to have forged new ways of imagining themselves as professionals within 

their social context at present, and in the future, contributing to their professional identity 

formation and reformation.  

As a study based on the perspectives of doctoral students to understand their identity 

(re)formation, this research has drawn on an interpretivist philosophical paradigm, 

assuming that multiple realities exist and are partly dependent on individual perception: 

people construct knowledge or meaning through their lived experiences and interactions 

with other members of society (Lincoln et al., 2011; O' Toole & Beckett, 2013). Accordingly, 

rather than seeking objective truths on Vietnamese transnational doctoral learning, this 
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study is concerned with individual participants’ understandings of their learning paths, 

exploring the factors and relationalities that contribute to an individual student’s thoughts 

and actions, and which reshape these over time.   

In light of these considerations, I took a phenomenological approach to the fieldwork. This, 

dovetailed well with the study’s purpose and my theoretical framework around the three 

major turns in the social sciences: the spatial turn, the transnational turn and the 

imaginative turn. In-depth interviews with 38 Vietnamese doctoral students from different 

disciplines in Australian universities were conducted which help me to determine the 

extent that, and the manner in which, transnational experiences shape the ways 

Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia think about their studies, as well as their life 

experiences and career prospects; indeed, their future in general. 

The interviews reveal that this group of students have a variety of reasons to choose to 

undertake their PhDs abroad and specifically in Australia. They come to Australia full of 

expectations, informed through different channels and to varying extents, about the 

Australian doctorate and life here. Yet, their preconceptions are constantly challenged as 

they reconstruct their identity through socialising in the ‘in-between space’ across Vietnam 

and Australia, shifting their sense of belonging and the notion of home, and through 

increasing their self-efficacy as researchers or professionals. The study also suggests that 

their transnational experience within Australia has affected the students in heterogeneous 

ways. Prominently, each student undergoes a dynamic and continuing process of identity 

negotiation and development, inspired by an expanding, transnationalised social imaginary 

and the ability to imagine multiple possibilities for themselves and their families. During 

this process, they become more open, flexible and tactical. They are not passive but are 

active agents in constructing their own futures despite the constraints or mainstream 

imaginaries imposed on them. In what follows, I elaborate these general insights of the 

thesis regarding the participants’ changing experiences of space, sense of locality and 

belonging that leads to the shift in their professional identity.  
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Shifting identities 

Doctoral education in a transnational space has become a force in unsettling the students’ 

understanding of locality and sense of belonging which helps them to reimagine their 

Vietnamese identity and professional identity. While in Australia, this thesis has shown, 

many Vietnamese doctoral students experience a ‘paradox’ (Clifford, 1997), which suggests 

their physical presence in Australia concurrently signifies a continuing but shifting 

connection with Vietnam. Various degrees of attachment with the home country and 

home identity are enhanced through narratives of self-analysis of their own values and 

beliefs, through self-reflection and self-orientation. They construct an imagined view of 

their ‘Vietnameseness’ through their encounters with the values they regard to be 

Australian, embedded in the academic context in ways of writing, learning and doing 

research, as well as the ways of living and thinking about life and career. Many students 

become more strongly identified with home cultures, resulting in them maintaining and 

sometimes even enhancing their social network in Vietnam and socializing with co-national 

friends in Australia. As a result of their transnational experiences, their Vietnamese identity 

becomes more vivid or salient (Pham & Saltmarsh, 2013). The paradox is strongly felt when 

Vietnam and Australia are mentioned under the spatial and temporal terms respectively as 

‘there’ and ‘then’ and ‘here’ and ‘now’, and under the addressing terms as ‘we’ and ‘they’. 

This paradox, as Clifford views it, is for them a source of empowerment, helping them to 

learn and grow personally and professionally but more strongly tied to Vietnam.  

This thesis has shown that the East-West binary is no longer useful in understanding the 

development of Vietnamese doctoral students’ personal and professional identity in 

Australia. Instead of viewing the research objects through the lens of an absolute East-

West dichotomy, it is more useful to look at them in connection with transnational 

interactions, overlaps and hybridities (Appadurai, 2006). This is because they do not come 

to Australia being acculturated or ‘Westernised’. Neither do they completely abandon their 

Vietnamese identity. The thesis, therefore, advocates the narrative that all cultures are 

dynamic, changing through their engagement with other cultures, where new cultural 

forms are developed and at the same time, relevant traditions are maintained (Rizvi, 

2015). This is also one of the primary consequences of the ‘imagined’ meeting between the 
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East and the West in the idiom ‘East Meets West’. In this way, cultures do not exist within 

closed boundaries as “homogenized entities” (ibid, p. 85) but intimately linked with the 

global dynamics of historical and political interactions.   

During this process of learning and growing, the meaning of the home attachment among 

many students changes also, as their understanding of locality and belonging changes. 

Instead of seeing themselves as essentially located within the national framing and as 

highly localised Vietnamese, they become increasingly ‘transnationalised’. Their sense of 

geographic belonging and, therefore, the notion of home expands to be multi-layered. 

Many admit that, after a few years, they gradually find, in Australia, a new home, 

especially those students who bring their whole family with them and whose children 

enjoy, and perhaps prefer, an Australian education. Some explicitly maintain that they are 

emotionally and culturally connected to Vietnam but professionally and academically to 

Australia. In negotiating the home-host paradox, all participants acknowledge the stark 

differences between ‘we’ and ‘they’ but in ways that vary. Some want to abandon their 

professional, and sometimes personal, selves of ‘there and then’ and embrace their new 

selves of ‘here and now’. They find their lives in Australia more fulfilling in many ways. 

Therefore, not only their sense of belonging to Vietnam changes but also their sense of 

belonging to Australia becomes unsettled or more open. Their sense of identity changes. 

They feel themselves not only part of the Vietnamese community but part of the Australian 

community as well. This often leads, among many students, to an emboldened sense of 

autonomy and agency, leading them to seek permanent residency in Australia and migrate 

to Australia after their studies.  

The doctoral experience in transnational space that these Vietnamese students undergo 

also has the potential to shift their sense of national affiliation, deterritorialising their 

sense of belonging and identity. The binary of home-host or here-there collapses (Martin & 

Rizvi, 2014). It becomes possible for them to move from being exclusively in either Vietnam 

or Australia to being in both places at the same time. They are now relationally existent in 

an in-between space and beyond that. Many students consider themselves as ‘global 

citizens’, who feel ‘at home in the world’ and are ‘functionable internationally’. For them, 

their belongingness is defined more by the value and impact they can bring to life rather 

than their physically geographical locatedness. This changes their understanding of locality. 
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In this way, their transnationality opens up the possibility of their being able to imagine 

living in any country where they are able to secure residential or professional 

opportunities. Therefore, the space in which they exercise their agency shifts, as indeed 

does the nature of their agency. The change is from a sense of place to a sense of relations. 

Before coming to Australia, the students felt their agency to be relatively constrained but it 

becomes more extended, relationally formed and emboldened as a result of the 

transnational processes that they undergo. 

This identity shift has a significant impact. The students’ awareness of multilocality 

(Vertovec, 2009) and changing sense of belonging results in their Vietnamese identity 

becoming destabilised in ways in which they conceptualise their responsibility to Vietnam 

and its patriotic demands and, indeed, the expectations for which they are awarded 

scholarships. In negotiating the transnational space across Vietnam and Australia, they 

begin to regard boundaries and places as somewhat arbitrary, opening up the possibilities 

of who they can be and how they can be both here and there (Ghosh & Wang, 2003). 

There are, for them, now different ways to be Vietnamese, to be global or be both at the 

same time. They might return to Vietnam to work as expected by the government but feel 

they can create global impact through their academic work and transnational networks. 

They might live and work in Australia or another country but retain cultural and 

professional connectivity to Vietnam. In this way, in the process of pursuing their PhDs in 

Australia, they become increasingly ‘diasporised’, dispersed but connected (Faist et al. 

2013). This insight speaks to Rizvi’s (2011) argument that mobility often gives shape to new 

institutional forms and has the potential of transforming social identities. In this case, the 

students’ mobility for education opens up the possibility of remaking them, to embrace 

hybrid identities and become part of the Vietnamese diaspora, who reside outside of 

Vietnam but remain connected in one way or another. However, this process of 

‘diasporisation’ sits uneasily with their shifting sense of belonging and of their changing 

notion of home, with the expectations of them returning to Vietnam to work and 

contribute and with fulfilling the obligations of the scholarships that enabled them to go 

abroad in the first place.  This dilemma not only occurs because of the circumstances they 

are in but also because they begin to exercise their agency in emboldened ways.  
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The sense of agency of these Vietnamese doctoral students has become indeed 

increasingly emboldened, as they navigate the opportunities and challenges of doctoral 

pathways in a transnational space. Before their PhD studies, the students displayed a 

robust sense of personal agency in imagining and choosing to undertake their doctorates 

and to do so in Australia, with various professional and personal purposes in minds. Amid 

the supportive institutional and family environment, they made agentive efforts to apply 

for scholarships, choose an institution (or supervisors), leave established careers (in most 

cases) and make necessary communications to facilitate the departure and relocation. 

Many had to negotiate their domestic situations by either leaving their family behind or 

taking them to Australia and start their new life as a family. These are substantial acts of 

personal agency, made more imaginable and possible through their access to global media, 

their social and professional networks or their previous mobility experience. This insight 

supports Appadurai’s argument that the imagination does not exist in a vacuum but plays a 

mediatory and active role as a form of negotiation at the complex interface “between sites 

of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 31). 

Imagination occurs in a certain social context and has a close relationship with human 

agency. It is a “staging ground for action” (p. 7). It captures international students’ 

imagination about future possibilities and aspirations.  

Furthermore, this sense of agency extends throughout the Australian sojourn. During their 

studies in Australia, the participants show evidence of becoming more proactive in 

maintaining or creating social networks, especially with their family, friends and co-

nationals in Vietnam, Australia and elsewhere, to summon emotional and social support 

and foster their own well-being. Academically, they take initiatives to address their own 

learning needs by mobilising support from institutional services, supervisors as well as 

peers, among other sources. The students exercise what Hopwood (2010b) terms needs 

response agency. Hopwood argues that “an individual powerlessness in the face of 

institutional and wider social structures is interpreted as a situation in which agentic 

internalisation of, response to and perhaps appropriation of such conditions may arise” (p. 

114). In face of injustices or troublesome situations - for example, receiving insufficient and 

inefficient guidance from academic supervisors - some students display agency as struggle 

and resistance (Hopwood, 2010b, p. 114), to grapple with and seek to overcome such 
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circumstances. Their struggle manifests their agency through their “resilience, 

resourcefulness and capacity to change tack or break away” (ibid.). During this process, 

they exert the ‘power’ to work around constraints, to reconstruct and to self-transform 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Some students, admit that, in hindsight, they could have been 

more proactive in reaching out to their community or be more self-assured in their 

communication with their supervisors. All of these acts, even in conditions of uncertainty, 

indicate processes that constitute professional and personal identity reformation through 

the exercise and production of agency.  

Yet the exercise and production of this agency of the students are almost always 

constrained by a whole range of factors, including those relating to the cultural traditions 

and expectations they bring to Australia with them from Vietnam which are reinforced in 

transnational exchanges with their family and friends at home. At the same time, doctoral 

experiences in Australia often unsettle these traditional, nationally- and culturally-oriented 

norms. Of course, these experiences and their impact are not uniform but vary across 

individuals. In a transnational space, however, all students have to negotiate the 

difficulties of living and working and they become differently agentive. There are however 

some patterns of difference that can be identified, most notably regarding gender. The 

data collected for this thesis show that women students experience a range of additional 

challenges that men do not.  

Gender matters 

The shifts in students’ professional identity during their doctoral studies intersect with 

issues of personal identity, most prominently, their gender. The issue of gender in the 

doctoral experience of the Vietnamese students was not a focus of this study but has 

emerged as an important factor in the analysis of the data of the processes of the identity 

formation and development throughout their doctoral pathway.  

The data reveal that the doctoral education in transnational space is inherently a different 

process for men and women. Most participants in this study are married but the females’ 

lives and studies are more heavily influenced by family-related factors (especially involving 

the spouse and children) than the males’. Many experience the tension between the 

traditional idealisation of Vietnamese womanhood and the Western, liberated and 
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agentive one. However, international education  provides them more room to manoeuvre, 

enabling them to step out of the traditional discursive framework about endurance, 

sacrifice and subordination ascribed to Vietnamese women (Hoang, 2016). Some men 

participants also express approval of their partners’ academic progression. This is an 

indication of transformation in gender relations in a portion of highly-educated 

Vietnamese people’s lives. This insight also supports Yeoh et al.’s 2003 argument that as 

transnationals move across countries and must negotiate varied conditions, “their 

identities, behaviour and values are not limited by location and instead they construct and 

utilize flexible personal and national identities” (p. 213). 

First, this study is in agreement with previous research into the experience of men and 

women graduate students and academic work. Generally, this research has found that, 

across different geographical and cultural contexts, women, more often than not, have to 

face different challenges from their male counterparts while completing doctoral studies 

or doing academic work (Acker & Armenti, 2004; Armenti, 2000; Barata et al., 2005; Green 

& Kim, 2005; Wall, 2008). The men in this study have a stronger ‘breadwinner’ mindset and 

attach greater importance to money, power and career advancement, especially for their 

future. Women students, however, feel more subjected to socio-cultural and ideological 

prejudices (Cao, 2001). The experience of being an international female doctoral student is 

thus framed by a sense of balancing many roles and cultures in addition to expectations of 

academic success (Johnson, Greaves, & Repta, 2009; Le et al., 2016). Consequently, some 

women experience guilt and distress during the doctorate, feeling stressed in trying to be 

successful as a mother, a wife and a student (Brown & Watson, 2010), especially those 

who have to leave their partners and children behind to study PhDs in Australia.  

The prevailing notion of womanhood in Vietnam takes its roots in Confucian ideologies of 

social order. Confucian values are highly anti-individualistic (Vandermeersch, 1986, p. 162, 

cited in Hoang, 2016). Accordingly, collective national or family interests are prioritised 

over individual desires and needs. Confucianism historically focused on women's dignity 

and roles as daughters, mothers and wives. Within the family, they have to follow the 

moral code of the 'three obediences': obedience to father before marriage, to husband 

when married and to the eldest son when widowed (Schuler et al., 2006). Women are not 

encouraged to acquire high educational qualifications. The political revolutions and social 
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transformations in Vietnam in the past century have done much in unsettling these 

attitudes, providing women more access to education and professional promotion. 

However, their role as carers and housekeepers in the family has not changed. In the new 

Socialist Vietnam, women become responsible for both family harmony and nation 

building (Gammeltoft, 2012). State discourses keep preaching, to young women, the 

stereotypical virtues of Vietnamese womanhood, especially motherly devotion, endurance, 

and self-sacrifice, which are promoted as key to the maintenance of moral and harmonious 

families (Werner, 2009). 

For some women in this research, the decision to undertake their doctorates in Australia is, 

necessarily, made with their husbands’ support. Whether they relocate together as a 

family or they leave the husbands and children back in Vietnam, the women often seem to 

show more concern about the well-being of their partners and children than the demands 

of their research, compared to the men. While they think about their partners’ 

employment prospects, their childcare responsibility and their marriage prospects (in the 

cases of single women), male interviewees are not as preoccupied with such 

considerations. Most women who come to Australia with their husbands consider this 

company a sacrifice these men have made for their family; the men rarely talk about their 

wives’ company in the same way.  

Among the participants who are parents, the mothers face more challenges than the 

fathers, especially the single mothers and those whose husbands remain in Vietnam. It is 

noteworthy that I have not learnt of any single fathers being among these participants. 

Many of the women, in contrast, have to struggle with many roles - a PhD student, a 

mother and a wife - at the same time. One woman participant calculated that if she did not 

have to care for a small child during her PhD, she would be able to finish her study within 

two thirds of the time she actually spent to complete it. These women also experience the 

‘emotional labour’ that impedes concentration for the PhD studies and constrains the time 

they have to devote to it, making it difficult for them to balance work and life.  

Notably, all married participants - both men and women - share a deep sense of 

appreciation for their partners’ support along the way but men and women also have 

different perspectives on, and attitudes towards, this support. While the men often 
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consider their wives in-the-back-line supporters for their PhD success, the women talk with 

considerable admiration and appreciation about their husbands as company for which they 

are grateful. Having internalised their primary role in the family as a wife and a mother, 

many women have to adapt themselves to the new family order so that they can have 

space and time for studying. On the one hand, they adjust their behaviours and try to be 

more tactful with their husbands to enlist support for their professional progression. On 

the other hand, they become more aware and more prepared to resist gender stereotypes 

by being resilient and independent and by improving their academic competence for 

future opportunities.  

In these ways, the transnational doctoral process is highly gendered for the Vietnamese 

participants in this study. They come from a country where the cultural norms emphasise 

women’s conformity to patriarchal gender roles. However, studying a higher degree in 

Australia becomes a chance to explore their selves unencumbered by the rigid social norms 

of back home. Although they still follow traditional expectations of women, such as getting 

married (for the single women), taking care of the family and so forth, the doctoral 

experience in Australia, in many cases, leads to a huge shift in gender relations in the 

family and the women’s sense of self-identity. Many women feel more empowered, 

agentive and autonomous. Unlike the Vietnamese women labour migrants in Hoang’s 

(2016) study, whose sense of agency exhibits more accommodation than resistance, the 

women in my research, many of whom are from intellectual and urban backgrounds, 

display more resistance than accommodation. To a large extent, they indicate a greater 

ability to step out of the dominant discursive framework about ‘sacrificing’ mothers and 

‘enduring’ wives (Hoang, 2016), with a growing sense of confidence and desire to seek  

greater gender equality. This is evidence of class and educational levels being important in 

the way transnational women see themselves and the opportunities open to them (Joseph 

& Lundström, 2013). 

Regarding future relocation decisions after doctoral studies, there are also differences 

between men and women. While some share the same concerns (family commitment or 

job opportunities) or aspirations (for further professional advancement and more quality 

of life), strikingly, more men prefer to return to Vietnam than women. This might be 

because, among other opportunities and constraints, better career prospects which come 
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with leadership positions are more important to some male participants than to women. 

Many male interviewees mention power as an indicator of future success. And, with a 

doctoral degree, chances for future leadership positions for them are high. In contrast, the 

female participants are more concerned about the quality of their family life and their 

children’s education than career development prospects. Unlike the women in Lee and 

Kim’s (2010) study whose decision to return to Korea to work after doctoral PhD studies is 

greatly influenced by family members, many women in my research express a preference 

to stay on in Australia although their husbands are living and working in Vietnam. Some 

women decide to live and work outside of Vietnam, expecting their husbands to support 

and follow them.  

This requires complicated negotiations within the family. However, it also indicates that 

their transnational experiences have enabled these women to break free from the 

traditional frame for a woman to be subordinate to the men in the family. The 

transnational experience has offered them the opportunity to strive for a new standing in 

the family and in the society: it has unsettled traditional modes of gender relations. At the 

same time, it should be noted that there might be major differences in the socio-economic 

situations between Vietnam and Australia or elsewhere that also contribute to these shifts 

in gender expectations. For example, when women and their families decide to relocate, it 

means their husbands support and follow them abroad or, as often happens, the husbands 

have to accept a lower social status in another country. This can upset the balance of 

gender relations. However, many students begin to regard Australia or some other 

countries as a source of aspirational life, a ‘land of triumph’.  

Hence, in a whole range of ways, the transnational experiences of doctoral students are 

mediated by gender relations and expectations and the determination to renegotiate 

these. Most notably, their transnational experiences, which often broaden the 

participants’ future imaginaries leading them to having a different vision of life, undermine 

the traditional gender roles for both men and women but in ways that vary. Furthermore, 

the doctoral experiences in a transnational space contribute to the ‘disembedding’ of 

many women’s imaginaries (Taylor, 2004) to a social life in which they no longer view 

themselves as subordinates of men. This ‘disembedding’ involves “the growth and 
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entrenchment of a new self-understanding of social existence” (ibid, p. 50) through which 

to imagine their future after the doctoral studies.  

Narratives of imagined futures  

The students’ narratives of their imagined futures provide further accounts of the 

complexities of agency and professional identity development. As their social imaginaries 

expand to become (more) global and multiple, the students develop a richer sense of 

possibilities for their life and career. In working out these possibilities, many are 

constrained by various political, social and personal factors. However, they keep redefining 

their agency by being tactical and flexible to pursue their strategy into the future. The ways 

in which they think about their individual and collective traditions change and, arguably, 

become much more focused on the individual rather than the collective (Nilan, 1999). A 

few already had some sense of importance of being an individual but this individualism 

becomes stronger. By weighing the opportunities and challenges that the future might 

bring to both professional and personal life amid the national socio-economic and political 

conditions in Vietnam and elsewhere, many students choose to be mobile rather than 

return to Vietnam right after their studies. This demonstrates, as Lee and Kim (2010) argue 

in a study of South Korean doctoral recipients in the US, the influence of Western 

democracy through putting more value upon individual gain and financial prosperity, at 

one level, and into a new blending of Western and traditional norms, on another level. In 

this case, according to Lee and Kim, factors such as job opportunity, job security, salary and 

reputation become more important than cultural affinity. However, my interviews suggest 

that, for many participants, self-development, social security, education for children and 

environment are more important factors that lead them to decide to stay on in Australia or 

move to a third country. Wider strategic interests thus permeate their imaginaries and 

drive their calculations for future life and career.  

My fieldwork shows that an evolving sense of agency within the transnational space 

contributes to reshaping the Vietnamese doctoral students’ understandings of locality and 

sense of belonging. The ways in which they think about their future become inflected by 

their transnationalised imagination. This imagination is, however, not individualised but is 

influenced by the phenomena of the globalised ‘network society’ (Castells, 1996) through 
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the flows of images, information and people that the students encounter throughout their 

Australian sojourn. These encounters are a product of a whole range of diverse people and 

ideas, not only in academic settings but also within popular culture. 

Before coming to Australia, the students already had a ‘global social imaginary’ of the 

future that led them to come to Australia in the first place. However, this sense of the 

future imaginaries, then, was mostly confined within the national boundary. The interview 

narratives show these imaginaries to be dynamic and changing throughout their studies. 

Towards the end of doctoral studies, these become increasingly globalised: so much so 

that they tend to display propensity towards ‘flexible citizenship’ (Ong, 1999). Before 

coming to Australia, for example, only a minority of the participants had an intention to 

migrate. However, later, mobility is calculated more strategically for career development 

on a global scale and for citizenship opportunities as well. Many students express a 

willingness to live anywhere that can offer them life opportunities. This sense of flexibility 

and multiple possibilities is demonstrated even among those participants who plan, or 

have returned, to work in Vietnam. For many of them, however, being in Vietnam does not 

mean that their impact and the value they create will just lie within the national border but 

can potentially be global. As a result, transnational connectivity is desirable within their 

aspiration about the future. Their identities have been re-constructed, to varying degrees, 

and become transnational. This conclusion is consistent with Vertovec’s (2009) view that, 

for an increasing number of people, mobility has the potential to ‘transnationalise’ space, 

both the places to which people gravitate and the places they leave since the two places 

become inextricably connected, not only culturally and economically but also politically.  

Accordingly, this study thus supports and further extends Tran and Vu’s (2017) concept of 

agency for becoming in the context of transnational education mobility. According to Tran 

and Vu, agency for becoming is embedded in their imaginations of future aspirations and 

transformations of ‘space of possibles’ (Marginson, 2014) for themselves and/or a wider 

community in their home/host country through transnational education and involvement 

in social activities. However, my interview data suggest that the imagination of multiple 

future possibilities fuels the students’ acts of agency itself, and not only the other way 

round. Moreover, as they enact this form of agency while imagining their futures, a sense 

of struggle and resistance come into play. The students’ sense of agency is emboldened by 
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their stronger sense of professional identity. They become more open and flexible about 

their future because they believe that they have developed a more sophisticated 

professional identity. 

In this way, this research contributes to the current stream in literature on international 

students which critiques stereotypical assumptions about international students based on 

their supposed cultural characteristics or positions them as passive recipients of education 

in the host country (Marginson, 2014; Montgomery & McDowell, 2009; Tran, 2011, 2016). 

It analyses and demonstrates how Vietnamese international students actively imagine and 

choose to embark on the doctoral pathways to advance themselves professionally, how 

they enact their agency in forging their personal and professional identity during and 

beyond their studies, against an emerging and often unexpected set of political, social and 

personal conditions within the transnational space. It echoes but extends an understanding 

of previous depictions of international students not only as ‘self-forming’ or change agents 

(Marginson, 2014; Tran, 2016; Tran & Vu, 2017) but also as “world-making collective 

agents” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009, p. 35).  

This research also contributes to the globalisation and education literature by paying more 

attention to the subjectivity of people within the expanding space of its influence. It shows 

that the way the doctoral students imagine their futures and how they act upon their 

imagination contributes to global processes, not only the other way round. It points to the 

importance of seeing globalisation as a phenomenon that is not ‘a pre-given thing, existing 

outside of thought’ as some scholars argue but as a set of social processes that are ever-

changing products of human practices (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009). This necessarily implies a 

more dynamic and emergent notion of identity formation, both personal and professional, 

which, for doctoral students in transnational settings, involves renegotiating particular 

cultural traditions and expectations and imagining a sense of the future that is driven by an 

emboldened sense of agency. 
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Summing up 

This thesis has shown how, as a result of their transnational experience in Australia, 

Vietnamese doctoral students reconstruct their professional identity in various 

heterogeneous ways. All of them, upon entering doctoral programmes, were early-career 

or mid-career lecturers and professionals and, therefore, had already developed a 

professional identity of some kind. After their doctoral experience, at one level, this 

identity becomes much clearer, more flexible and more sophisticated. Nevertheless, at 

another level, many participants’ doctoral experiences prove to be uncomfortable and 

contested. This is because, on the one hand, they now find themselves becoming more 

academically and professionally competent and confident; they come to better understand 

how they are located within their professional community, as well as the value they can 

produce for the national and the global academic community. Accordingly, they have a 

better sense of possibilities for future careers and lives.  

But, on the other hand, many students have to negotiate the tension between multiple 

and increasing layers of belonging and identities. Often, they are subjected to degrees of 

confusion about either working in Vietnam or seeking opportunities in Australia or other 

countries. They weigh different possibilities amid various political, economic, social and 

personal constraints and opportunities. Even those who decide to return to Vietnam often 

try to figure out how they are going to fit back into and advance professionally in a highly 

bureaucratised national setting. Nevertheless, many of those who decide to reside outside 

of Vietnam are not oblivious to national expectations. Precarity and uncertainty are quite 

common feelings. These dilemmas lead them to continuously construct and reconstruct 

their identity through time and space. In this way, the transnational space that they 

inevitably come to occupy can be an agonising space, in which the dilemmas of identity are 

constant.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

These findings, in my view, have profound implications for the Vietnamese government 

and other stakeholders that provide Vietnamese doctoral students scholarships and the 

Australian universities who host their studies. Most of the students interviewed for this 

research came to Australia fully aware of a set of expectations articulated in various 

policies. The Vietnamese government policies highlight, for example, the role that 
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graduates are expected to play in human resource development considered necessary for 

Vietnam’s economic and social development. Similarly, the Australian government couches 

its support for the Vietnamese doctoral students in terms of development assistance in 

providing the much-needed research training that Vietnam needs. This research has 

shown, however, that the motivations that the students have in taking up these 

scholarships vary greatly and are not necessarily linked to these governmental objectives. 

Advice from family, friends, colleagues, previous lecturers/supervisors, as well as their 

previous academic experience, strongly affects the students’ desire for studies overseas. 

The findings of this thesis are therefore relevant to these stakeholders as well. Teachers 

and academics at earlier levels of studies, in particular, are important as role models and 

inspiration for their students.  

Moreover, what this research has shown is that the social imaginary of the Vietnamese 

government is not static and has changed from being regionally focused (within the Soviet 

Bloc) to becoming more globalised. The Vietnamese government’s policy of sending people 

out to various countries for professional and academic advancement around the world 

indicates that it already recognises that the world is becoming increasingly globalised and 

that, to survive and thrive in such a world, Vietnamese researchers need to be 

transnationally connected. Embedded in this policy is an aspiration that the students the 

government sends abroad would gain global exposure plus appropriate knowledge and 

skills to assist in Vietnam’s participation in the global economy and knowledge systems 

upon their return. The government realises, however, that the transnational exposure 

cannot be expected to produce guaranteed outcomes. The growing level of confidence 

that students have in exercising their agency means that, while they might feel obligated to 

make a contribution to Vietnam, they do not view returning to live and work in Vietnam as 

the only way of doing this. In this way, they resist the perceptions and fears of ‘brain 

drain’, believing instead that, in an increasingly globalised world, they can make 

contributions to Vietnam from anywhere in the world.  

Consequently, the emergent social imaginary of the Vietnamese students becomes 

disembedded from a nationally specific space: they begin to imagine themselves as 

differently located in the social world. About twenty years ago, few Vietnamese students 

would have been able to imagine undertaking a doctorate in a country like Australia. 
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Therefore, few people would have been able to imagine the multiple future possibilities for 

themselves that they can now. The transnationalisation of space has transformed the 

experiences and aspirations of these doctoral students, in ways that are both exciting and 

uncomfortable. The students are often pulled in different directions by the Vietnamese 

state, by their friends and family and by their own sense of what opportunities lie ahead 

for them. This contributes to the competing imaginaries the students have of their future 

lives and careers. It also results in a situation in which some students find themselves in a 

constant state of anxiety, especially when thinking about their future and possible 

mobility. Thus, the transnational space is indeed a difficult space that should not be 

romanticised (Rizvi, 2010). Given this, the Vietnamese government needs to better 

understand what it can realistically expect from the students it sends abroad for research 

training and consider how it might utilise the intellectual resources they represent while 

inhabiting a diasporic space.  

By embracing and facilitating ‘brain circulation’ to reverse the impact of brain drain (Hugo, 

2003; Vertovec, 2007), the Vietnamese government could not only retain PhD graduate 

returnees but could also attract PhD graduate non-returnees and individuals in the 

Vietnamese diasporic community around the world to repatriate. The government could 

actively establish connections with the skilled Vietnamese diasporic community to 

capitalise on its skills, expertise and networks for economic, scientific and social 

development through research and training collaborations, outsourcing parts of projects 

that can be done more rigorously and with higher quality in other countries or encouraging 

temporary return visits or ‘virtual returns’ over telecommunication systems. Research 

shows that, if the emigration of tertiary educated persons is counterbalanced by the 

feedback effects of associated remittances, investment, technology transfer and trade, 

then sending countries can, in fact, benefit from these non-returnees rather than suffering 

from a loss of human resources (Szelényi, 2006). 

Another implication of this research is that Australian universities can do much to address 

student anxieties by, for example, effectively addressing the gap between doctoral 

programmes and the job market. Students often feel abandoned by their host universities 

upon the completion of their degree and are often concerned about their employability. 

More links with industries need to be established, better equipping the students with 
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different skills for future employment both in and outside academia. Australian universities 

can also enhance Vietnamese doctoral students’ experience by doing more to promote 

cross-cultural communication and socialisation in the way students feel most comfortable 

which is through their involvement and contribution. For example, they can create more 

opportunities for the students to engage in community, civic and international services on 

campus. As has been shown by this research, the students invariably want to contribute 

more to the university and broader local and global communities. So, opportunities need 

to be created which enable them to establish fruitful connections for future personal and 

professional lives. Many universities in Australia have attempted to support undergraduate 

students to become better integrated but such initiatives are often inappropriate for 

research students who require a distinctive set of support activities.  

Supervisors of international doctoral students need to recognise that the students from 

Vietnam bring with them rich socio-cultural and professional capital, internalised 

individual, and in many cases collective, aspirations and dreams for a different life and 

career, thus possessing strong motivation and commitment to study. Supervisory practices 

need to take account of, and capitalise on, students’ life and work experience instead of 

‘infantilising’ them, treating them as if they are ignorant or lack basic skills and professional 

histories. A reciprocal approach to supervision is highly recommended in which learning is 

from both sides (Tran, Nguyen, & Green, 2017). Supervisors need to understand, respect 

and empower international students instead of the one-way process whereby it is students 

who are adapting to the supervisors or the host institutional cultures. 

In addition, the aspirations relating to transnational connectivity of both the returnees and 

non-returnees imply that much can be done by both the Australian universities, 

professional organisations and the government of Vietnam. That many PhD returnees want 

to develop transnational connections with the international research community can have 

potential for initiatives to create and promote alumni networks within universities or to 

engage them in the mainstream of their research disciplines. Similarly, the government of 

Vietnam needs to become more active in supporting these initiatives so that these 

returnees do not feel disconnected from the international professional community. 

Besides, many participants in this study who were reluctant to return to Vietnam, along 

with returnees, expressed their concern about corruption, nepotism and bureaucracy 
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within the public sector. Therefore, in order to attract, retain and motivate talented and 

committed professionals to stay in the country and contribute, the government needs to 

seriously combat these transgressions. At work, remuneration and promotion structures 

should be more merit-based and transparent.  

Based on the analysis presented in this thesis, a number of issues could be taken up in 

future research. First, the return and re-integration experience of the PhD graduates can 

be methodologically investigated so that more resources can be efficiently allocated to 

mobilise the support they need as well as maximise the benefits they can bring to the 

community. Second, more research can be done, phenomenologically and longitudinally, 

to learn about the lived experience, motivations and aspirations of Vietnamese PhD 

graduates who decide to migrate after their studies. Third, although this study did not 

primarily focus on gender aspects of the international Vietnamese doctoral students’ 

experience, gender has proven to be a salient topic that deserves further exploration. 

Future research centring on the gendered dimension of either this group of students or 

within the Vietnamese transnational flow of skilled migrants can further conceptualise the 

gender implications of transnationalism in the case of Vietnam. Lastly, a comparative study 

between different groups of international PhD students in the same or different contexts 

would provide meaningful insights into whether or not, and to what extent, cross-border 

educational sojourns in the transnational space have different impacts on the experience 

and future imagination of different national groups of students. 
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APPENDIX 1 – Table of participants demographic information 
 

No. Name Gender 

 

Age Profession Field of study Locations 
(States) 

Study abroad  Scholarship 
funds 

Working 
experience 

Marital 
status 

Candidature 
status 

1 Duc M 38 Government 
officer 

Geo-spatial 
Science 

Vic MA - Japan AAS 12yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

2 Huy M 36 University 
lecturer 

Architecture 
and Design 

Vic MA - Australia MOET 10yrs Married 
Children 

Year 3 

3 Hong F 29 Government 
officer 

Business 
Management 

Vic MA - UK COCCP 5yrs Married Year 3 

4 My F 35 Junior 
researcher 

Bio-medical 
Science 

QLD No MOET 9yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

5 Linh F 35 University 
lecturer 

Education QLD No AAS 10yrs Married 
Children 

Thesis 
submitted 

6 Khanh M 30 University 
lecturer 

Education QLD MA - Australia MOET 6yrs Single Thesis 
submitted 

7 Minh M 38 University 
lecturer 

Sociology QLD MA - US COCCP 12yrs Married 
Children 

About to 
submit 

8 Nhu F 37 University 
lecturer 

Law QLD MA - UK MOET 10yrs Married 
Children 

Thesis 
submitted 

9 Anh F 36 University 
lecturer 

International 
Relations 

ACT MA -Singapore Endeavour 9yrs Single About to 
submit 
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10 Hung M 37 Junior 
researcher 

Public Policy ACT MA - EU Endeavour 10yrs Married Thesis 
submitted 

11 Hoang M 35 University 
lecturer 

Political 
Science 

NSW MA - Australia Endeavour 9yrs Married 
Children 

Graduated 
for 1 year 

12 Binh M 42 University 
lecturer 

Management Vic No COCCP 17yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

13 Phuong F 31 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - Australia Australian 
University 

5yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

14 Huu M 35 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - EU Endeavour 9yrs Single Just 
graduated 

15 Tram F 42 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - Australia Endeavour 16yrs Married 
Children 

Thesis 
submitted 

16 Ly F 38 Junior 
researcher 

International 
Relations 

NSW MA - Japan AAS 12yrs Married 
Children 

Just 
graduated 

17 Tai M 31 NGO worker Pharmacy Vic MA - Australia Australian 
University 

5yrs Single Thesis 
submitted 

18 Cuong M 32 University 
lecturer 

Finance Vic MA-South Korea AAS 6yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

19 Hue F 37 University 
lecturer 

Education QLD No MOET 12yrs Single 
mother 

Just 
graduated 

20 Lan F 38 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - Australia Australian 
University 

12yrs Married 
Children 

Graduated 
for 2 years 
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21 Chau F 38 University 
lecturer 

Linguistics WA MA - Australia Endeavour 13yrs Married 
Children 

Just 
graduated 

22 Kieu F 41 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - Australia Australian 
University 

16yrs Married 
Children 

Graduated 
for 2 years 

23 Thinh M 48 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - Australia AAS 23yrs Married 
Children 

Graduated 
for 1 year 

24 Bich F 38 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic MA - Australia MOET 13yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

25 Thuy F 49 University 
lecturer 

Library 
management 

Vic MA - US AAS 24yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

26 Huyen F 35 Business 
woman 

Environmental 
Toxicology 

Vic MA - US Australian 
University 

6yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

27 Hai M 38 University 
lecturer 

Economics ACT MA - Australia AAS 12yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

28 Van M 38 University 
lecturer 

Engineering Vic No COCCP 13yrs Married 
Children 

Year 3 

29 Phong M 31 Industry Engineering Vic MA - Australia Australian 
University 

7yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

30 Ha M 38 Junior 
researcher 

International 
Relations 

NSW MA - Australia AAS 13yrs Married 
Children 

Graduated 
for 1 year 

31 Viet M 39 Government 
officer 

Climate 
Change 

Vic No COCCP 14yrs Married 
Children 

Thesis 
submitted 
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32 Le F 40 Government 
officer 

Finance Vic MA - Australia Endeavour 15yrs Single 
mother 

Just 
graduated 

33 Quang M 27 Industry Engineering Vic BA - Australia Australian 
University 

2yrs Married Year 4 

34 Quynh F 36 University 
lecturer 

Public Health QLD MA - Australia Endeavour 11yrs Married 
Children 

Graduated 
for 1 year 

35 Thai M 38 University 
lecturer 

Engineering Vic MA - Australia Australian 
University 

13yrs Married 
Children 

Just 
graduated 

36 Thanh F 33 University 
lecturer 

Education Vic No Endeavour 9yrs Married 
Children 

Thesis 
submitted 

37 Ngoc F 37 University 
lecturer 

Human 
Resource 
Management 

Vic MA - Australia COCCP 11yrs Married 
Children 

Year 4 

38 Thu F 31 University 
lecturer 

Linguistics SA MA - Australia AAS 7yrs Single Thesis 
submitted 

Note: Pseudonyms are used. 
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APPENDIX 2 – Plain Language Statement 
  

Becoming professional researchers: An exploration of the experiences of 

Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia 

Responsible researcher: Prof. David Beckett 
Co-researcher: Dr. Victoria Millar 
Student researcher: LiLy Nguyen 

 
Plain language statement 

You are invited to participate in the above research project, which is being conducted by 

Prof. David Beckett and Dr. Victoria Millar (supervisors) and Ms. LiLy Nguyen (research 

student) of the Melbourne Graduate School of Education at The University of Melbourne. 

This project will form part of Ms. LiLy Nguyen’s PhD thesis, and has been approved by the 

Human Research Ethics Committee. 

The project 
 
The purpose of this research is to investigate the learning experiences of international 

Vietnamese PhD students in Australian universities, and how their identity emerges from 

and is shaped by such experiences. It endeavours to capture the process students undertake 

in becoming an independent researcher within their discipline and explore what influences 

this transformation given the current changing global labour market for doctoral graduates 

and the Vietnamese context of development.  

What we are asking of you 

We wish to interview you about your learning experiences during your doctorate in 

Australia. The interview will be semi-structured and open-ended, and will include some 

questions about how you perceive and experience doctoral learning in Australia; what 

opportunities and/or challenges you encounter, and how you embrace those opportunities 

and tackle the challenges; what influence the whole learning process and what you aspire to 

be in the future. 

With your permission, the interview will be audio-recorded so that we can ensure that we 

make an accurate record of what you say. When the tape has been transcribed, you will be 

provided with a copy of the transcript, so that you can verify that the information is correct 

and/or request deletions. We estimate that the time commitment required of you will not 

exceed 60 minutes. 

Data confidentiality and retention 

We intend to protect your anonymity and the confidentiality of your responses to the fullest 

possible extent, within the limits of the law. Your name and contact details will be kept in a 
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separate, password-protected computer file from any data that you supply. This will only be 

able to be linked to your responses by the researchers, for example, in order to know where 

to send your interview transcript for checking. In the final report, you will be referred to by a 

pseudonym. We will remove any references to personal information that might allow 

someone to guess your identity; however, you should note that as the number of people we 

seek to interview is very small, it is possible that someone may still be able to identify you. 

Once the thesis arising from this research has been completed, it is possible that the results 

will be presented at academic conferences and published in academic journals. The data will 

be kept securely at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education for five years from the 

date of publication, before being destroyed. 

Please be advised that your participation in this study is completely voluntary. Should you 

wish to withdraw at any stage, or to withdraw any unprocessed data you have supplied, you 

are free to do so without prejudice.  

If you would like to participate, please indicate that you have read and understood this 

information by signing the accompanying consent form. 

Further Information 

Should you require any further information, or have any concerns, please do not hesitate to 

contact either of the researchers at:  

Prof. David Beckett: d.beckett@unimelb.edu.au, 93707082 

Dr. Victoria Millar: victoria.millar@unimelb.edu.au, 9035 3751 

Ms. LiLy Nguyen: thin2@student.unimelb.edu.au, 040140918 

Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are welcome to contact 

the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne, on ph: 8344 

2073, or fax: 9347 6739. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:d.beckett@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:victoria.millar@unimelb.edu.au
mailto:thin2@student.unimelb.edu.au
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APPENDIX 3 – Interview Consent Form 
 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANT 
 

Project title 

Becoming professional researchers: An exploration of the experiences of 

Vietnamese doctoral students in Australia 

Responsible researcher: Prof. David Beckett 
Co-researcher: Dr. Victoria Millar 
Student researcher: LiLy Nguyen 

 
You are asked to read the attached Plain Language Statement about this research project, 

then indicate below your agreement to participate in an interview and for that interview 

to be audio-taped. 

 

1. I have read the attached plain language statement describing this research project and 

my part, and have agreed to be interviewed for the project. 

2.  I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project. 

3. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw my participation 

at any time, including the right to quote my interview material. 

4.  I acknowledge that the project is for the purposes of research. 

5. I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be 

safeguarded subject to any legal requirements. 

6. I understand that there is a small risk in that the relatively small number of interviews 

conducted for this study may jeopardize the absolute protection of my identity. 

7. During my interview (please tick one): 

  I consent to this interview being audio-taped; or 

  I do not consent to this interview being audio-taped 

 

Name: ________________________________________   

Signature: ___________________________________ 

 

Date: _________________________________________ 

 



275 
 

APPENDIX 4 – Interview guide 
 

Project title 

Becoming professional researchers: An exploration of the experiences of Vietnamese 

doctoral students in Australia 

Responsible researcher: Prof. David Beckett 
Co-researcher: Dr. Victoria Millar 
Student researcher: LiLy Nguyen 

 
Interviews will follow an approach based on semi-structured and open-ended questions that 

generate narratives, with the aim of understanding the interviewees’ motivations for 

studying a PhD, experiences during their doctorate in Australia and post-PhD plans. 

 

General, academic and occupational background of the interviewee: 

1. Thinking about your life in Vietnam before coming to Australia for the PhD study, can 

you tell me some of the highlights/challenges you had? 

2. How did you become a PhD student as you are now? Why? 

Doctoral experiences: 

3. Before arriving in Australia, what did you expect learning in Australia would be like? 

In what way is Australia different from your expectations? 

4. Could you tell me what you think is the most challenging part of your PhD study? 

(academic, research, personal). Give me some examples. (follow-up questions: Why 

do you think you have had those challenges? How did you deal with them? What 

have you learnt from those experiences?) 

5. How have you changed as a result of the PhD time in Australia? 

6. Without naming the individuals, can you identify the most influential people to your 

learning here in Australia?  

7. What does “research” mean to you now? Is it different from what it was before?  

8. Has your experience in Australia changed your sense of where you belong in the 

world? How? 

Imagining the future: 

9. What’s your plan post PhD? 

10. How do you see yourself in 5-10 years’ time?  

11. Let’s build up a picture of success for you in 5-10 years. Where do you think you 

would be? With whom? Why? 

12. How do you expect things to play out? (What opportunities and challenges will you 

have?) How does Vietnam figure into your plan? 
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APPENDIX 5 – Number of visa applications granted by top 

ten countries from 2016 to 2018 
 

Number of Foreign Affairs and Defence Sector visa applications granted from 2016 to 2018 

in and outside Australia by citizenship: 

 

 

Source: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-

visa-trends-2016-18.pdf. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-visa-trends-2016-18.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-visa-trends-2016-18.pdf
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Number Postgraduate Research Sector visa applications granted in and outside Australia by 

citizenship from 2016 to 2018 

 

 

Source: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-

visa-trends-2016-18.pdf. 

 

 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-visa-trends-2016-18.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/statistics/student-visa-trends-2016-18.pdf
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