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Research suggests that identity development is a crucial dimension of the doctoral
student experience. This study explores what identity formations doctoral students
exhibit in the doctoral journey and how these formations affect their experiences in the
process of achieving a doctorate. The methodology employed was within the qualitative
paradigm and adopted an inductive narrative approach to investigate the experiences of
doctoral students. The article reinforces the claim that supervision is crucial to doctoral
students’ development of a professional scholarly identity. Its importance is inherent in
better understanding the challenges and critical points of departure faced by doctoral
students in the process of establishing themselves as academics. It brings to light the
issue of supervisors’ role in enhancing motivation and independence and also the role of
academic communities in identity development of doctoral students.

Introduction
Identity development of doctoral students entails challenging and emotional experiences
such as isolation, alienation and loneliness. The process of doing a doctorate is their first
step into becoming academics ((McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009). In this process they are
faced with issues concerning autonomy and independence and a quest for competence
(Jones, 2013). This could be a critical factor in the students’ route in doing a doctorate
(Jazvac-Mrtek, 2009; Baker & Pifer, 2011). However, they are not alone in this experience.
They are in a supervisory relationship which is a process of negotiation and part of
identity formation. This could be critical in enhancing successful participation in the
doctoral community (Hall & Burns, 2009). This study explores what identity formations
doctoral students exhibit in the doctoral journey, and how these formations affect their
experiences in the process of achieving a doctorate (Baker & Lattuca, 2010).

Theoretical perspectives
The nature of identity has raised fundamental queries among researchers in the late 20th
century (Henkel, 2005). It has been argued that there is no ‘fixed, or permanent identity’
… Identity is a ‘moveable feast … formed and transformed continuously’ (Hall, 1987, p.
598). Hall (1990) argued that authors writing on these topics embody multiple possible
identities that might be contradictory. Gee expanded on this idea and claimed that a
person’s identity is connected to how they are positioned in society; hence it is bound to
change, depending on the situation and the context (Gee, 2006). These notions are
articulated in Day’s definition of identity as ‘a composite consisting of competing
interactions between personal, professional and situational factors’ (Day et al., 2007, p.
106).
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Yet, individuals control their identity by constructing ‘who they want to become, based on
their social and academic goals’ (Hall & Burns, 2009, p. 52), or by filtering identities to
match their beliefs in what will benefit them most in a particular context (Bullough, 2005).
Thus identity construction is ‘a continuous and reflexive process of internal-external
dialectic of identification’ (Jenkins 1996, p. 20; Leshem, 2016, p. 136), or as Akkerman and
Meijer defined it, ‘multiple I-positions’ (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011, p. 315).
Another aspect which was developed by Holland et al (1998) and then adopted by
Swennen et al (2010) is the anthropological approach which conceives identity as ‘figured
worlds’. These worlds are ‘socially produced and culturally constituted activities’ (Holland,
et al. 1998, pp.40-41). They argued that individuals live in different ‘figured worlds’ which
represent processes of transitions they experience and might not overlap. Identity is
therefore represented differently in these worlds bound by place, status and power in that
particular world.
Mezirow’s theory of ‘transformative learning’ defined identity as a shift in frame of
reference (Mezirow, 1996). Illeris elaborated on Mezirow’s definition, by looking at it
through a wider perspective of identity which includes cognitive, emotional and social
dimensions, and is also ‘the link between the individual and its practical, cultural, social,
and societal environment’ (Illeris, 2014, p.161). Illeris further proposed that motivation is
central to identity formation but cannot be enforced. There must be a strong motivation
for transforming elements of identity, however, it can be overwhelming when it is
regressive rather than progressive. Both processes can be seen as a learning
transformation (Illeris, 2014).
In the process of the doctoral journey, doctoral students are at a transition phase of
developing new roles (Cast, 2003) and forming new identities (Leshem, 2017). In this
transition phase, students might be more sensitive to the ‘self’, and also, how they are
defined by others’ expectations (Colbeck, 2008). They might accept or reject roles
expected of them (Stryker & Burke, 2000), but accepting a role would change their
internalised identity and cognitive framework of how to interpret new situations (Colbeck,
2008). This may have an effect on external behaviours (Colbeck, 2008) and affect the
interaction between the supervisor and the doctoral student (Leshem, 2016). The
transition state might also create conflict between identities and expectations, and lead to a
feeling of stress (Colbeck, 2008), ‘being stuck’, unable to make progress, and ‘akin to a
blockage in understanding’ (Trafford & Leshem, 2009, p.311). The student might
experience ‘uncertainty about the identity of self and purpose’ (Meyer & Land, 2006, p.
22) and in van Gennep’s terms, ‘liminality’ (van Gennep, 1960). Meyer and Land (2006)
described it as a ‘threshold’ to new understandings. This is reinforced by Wisker et al. who
described the process as ‘identity construction, rites of passage, tensions and resolutions’
(Wisker et al., 2010, p. 16). Passing through this threshold the student ‘acquires
transformed capabilities’ (Trafford & Leshem, 2009, p. 311) from which there is no return
to the pre-liminal experience (Keefer, 2015; Leshem, 2016). However, this is an important
developmental phase where change takes place and can influence one’s identity as a
developing researcher (Trafford & Leshem, 2009).

Leshem

171

The development of an identity as a professional independent scholar and researcher is
crucial for a doctoral student (Council of Graduate Schools, 2005). However, as already
mentioned, the student embodies multiple identities when entering the doctoral journey
and some identities will inevitably be prioritised by the extent of commitment to each
identity (Stryker & Burke, 2000). This in itself is a transition from one professional role to
another, and might be quite a challenge for doctoral students who enter the doctoral
journey possessing already well-defined and appreciated professional identities. They
might discover that the assets they bring with them are not as respected as they had
expected (Hall & Burns, 2009).
In the same vein, students enter the supervisory relationship with preconceived ideas of a
researcher identity. These ideas might not comply with supervisor’s values, or remain
implicit in the supervisory relationship (Leshem, 2016). In this form of relationship,
students might adopt identities which cause them to experience marginalisation and
dissatisfaction (Robinson, 1999). Thus the interaction between the supervisor and the
student, and the style of supervision, have a powerful effect on students’ engagement,
motivation and retention (Ives & Rowley, 2005). Both supervisors and students need to
identify their perceptions of ‘researcher identity’ and how they negotiate between their
embodied identities. When the supervisory relationship is based on negotiation and
dialogue, where the student can construct a researcher identity with the help of the
supervisor, it will bring about productive professionals (Hall & Burns, 2009). This is
supported by Pyhalto et al. who noted that differences of perceptions between doctoral
students and their working environment may even influence students’ completion of the
degree process (Pyhalto, Vekkaila & Keskinen, 2012).
These theoretical perspectives formed the research framework; thus, in order to learn
about doctoral students’ experiences in the doctoral journey through the lens of identity,
the following research questions were derived:
• What identity formations do doctoral candidates manifest in the doctoral journey?
• How do these identity formations affect doctoral students’ experiences in the process
of doing a doctorate?
This study enhances the understanding of the development and shaping of doctoral
students’ scholarly identity and its effect on the supervisory relationship.

Methodology
In order to investigate the experiences of doctoral students, this study adopted an
inductive narrative approach (Leshem, 2016, 2017). The epistemological foundation is that
in storying ourselves it is possible to ‘remake experience and to construct identities
through our own and others’ stories’ (Clandinin & Connelly, 1990, p.252). The use of
interviews allowed the participants to tell about their perceived realities of doing a
doctorate, and ‘to understand their own life… to learn who they are and who they are
becoming’ (Laboskey & Cline, 2000, p. 36). However, the study represents personal
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narratives ‘situationally rooted in cultural contexts, scenes and events that give meaning to
action’ (Bauman, 1986, p. 3). The narratives embody individual experiences and they do
not ‘mirror the wider world’ (Bold, 2012, p. 30; Ye & Edwards, 2017) Thus the aim of the
study was not to generalise about profiles of doctoral students but to gain insights on the
lived experiences (Merriam, 1998) and to offer insights that might be further investigated
by other researchers in other contexts (Leshem, 2017).
Participants

The study took place in Israel and South Africa during 2015-2016. A purposeful sample
included ten doctoral students who were at different stages in their doctoral studies. Five
students were colleagues of the researcher and familiarity facilitated access. The other five
students were participants in a professional development workshop conducted by the
researcher. Two students were at their final stages and near submission of their thesis; the
other students were midway in their process. The students represented different
disciplinary fields in the social sciences and were on PhD programs in different
institutions supervised by different supervisors. Although the students came from two
different countries, the aim of the study was not to compare between the two contexts but
to provide multiple perspectives and thicker data on lived experiences of doctoral
students.
Methods

Interviews of 60-70 minutes were conducted with each student who told their personal
stories relating to issues of the reason for embarking on a doctorate and experiences along
the journey - supervisory relationships, critical incidents, transitions, dilemmas and
conflicts (Leshem, 2017). The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Given ethical
considerations, all names assigned are pseudo names and details that could reveal identity
of participants were changed or omitted. The participants were notified that data would be
used in published work and have given their informed consent. All the ten stories were
analysed to arrive at the journey routes identified. However, due to lengthy narratives of
the candidates and the importance of providing thick description (Geertz, 1973) and rich
contextual detail (Hewitt-Taylor, 2002), five stories were chosen to be presented in the
article and represent the routes. The cases were chosen on the basis of their richness of
description.
Analysis

The analysis draws on inductive recursive cycles of reading and identifying themes of
identity related to students’ experiences (Creswell, 2013). The first phase entailed the
analysis of each story as a separate case. The description of the case of each participant is
presented and then followed by interpretation based on the theoretical perspectives. In
the second phase, a cross case analysis was conducted and three different journey routes
were identified and further analysed to identify main themes within the routes, to arrive at
profiles of doctoral students on their route to achieving a doctorate.
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David
David is in his late forties. He was a secondary school teacher for a number of years and is
currently a lecturer at an education college. He is in his final stages of his Ph.D. journey.
He is married and has three children. Being a ‘doctor’ was not his dream life. He stated:
I am a teacher more than a researcher, it does not fit my personality.

He decided to embark on the venture, as he wished to gain tenure at the college. When I
asked David for a metaphor which depicted his doctoral journey, he responded without
hesitation:
Germinal, Emile Zola’s book on the coalminers in the 19th century! I am deep inside now
and I have changed! This venture has shortened my life not in a year or two but in a life
time!

David explained that in essence he is a very organised person who favours a systematic
time schedule. The process does not align with his expectations and personality. Feedback
is delayed and when it finally arrives, the changes are endless and he has to start all over
again.
It is like a vicious circle. I am 46 years old, I cannot change. It paralyses me and right
now I am stuck!

He added that a doctorate is something ‘unhealthy’ for him and he would not recommend it
to his best friends. When I asked him to elaborate on what had changed after all, he
responded that he had experienced deep learning but,
... to sit for days in the library and talk with articles, is interesting, yet not my cup of tea.
One has to go on with his life. I would have never embarked on this journey had I
known how it would affect my life.

David explained that he was pushed to the edge doing something he does not like. He
usually likes to interact with people and the loneliness of sitting in the library and being all
alone in this journey has destroyed his joy of life.
He described his relationship with the supervisor as ‘ambivalent’. She is a very pleasant
person but he does not feel she is a guide who has influenced his way of thinking:
... on a personal level, I really like her, but professionally, she has not given me what I
needed. I feel that we have both failed in establishing an effective relationship.

He is sure that his supervisor might also be frustrated at the unsuccessful process, but she
never shared her feelings with him. He concluded:
She might have learned a lot about me, but not with me.
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David admitted to be an enduring person. When things do not come easy, he perseveres.
He is a slow reader and yet chose history as his discipline although it entails a lot of
reading:
I turned it into an advantage and likewise in the doctorate, but it seems not to work that
well’. [David concludes] I do not feel I am wiser but I might be more knowledgeable. I
wish to contribute to society and most doctorates do not! As a teacher in school, I can
have a tremendous influence on people. When I finish my doctorate I might make a
significant contribution to knowledge, but I am more interested in making a contribution
to society at large.
Interpretations

In David’s story, we recognise two main dimensions of his figured worlds: ‘the self’, as an
internal world and the ‘doctorate’ as the external world. Each of these worlds exposes a
web of identities which are constantly on the move.
The internal world of ‘self’ includes David’s core identity. He is a family provider, a
teacher at heart, organised, resilient and social. The external world of the doctorate
manifests itself in activities which go counter to David’s internal world. He feels that he
cannot provide for his family, according to how he is positioned by the world around him
(Gee, 2006; Colbeck, 2008). He likes to work with people but the role identity of a
doctoral student assigned to him by the academic community obliges him to sit in the
library and ‘talk to articles’. This isolates him from his social environment and creates
feelings of loneliness and bitterness. He feels that he is missing out on things, as he would
like to be a teacher and contribute to society, rather than to the academic world of
knowledge. He is resilient, but feels stuck, frustrated and at a dead end, on the verge of
giving in; yet, he has changed and experienced deep learning. In his relationship with his
supervisor, he is divided between his personal appreciation for her as a ‘nice person’ and
her mal-functioning as a supervisor on the professional level. This creates an odd sense of
closeness and yet detachment.
David’s story exhibits multiple I-positions (Akkerman & Mekjer, 2011) which are in
conflict and are pulled in different directions (Jenkins, 1996). He feels that he was pushed,
by force of situational factors into a world which does not align with his personality and
dreams of what he wants to become (Gee, 2000/2001). He experiences an identity
conflict when the internal voices of his core identity and the external voices of the
doctorate world create contrasting expectations and thus a feeling of stress (Colbeck,
2008). This feeling of uncertainty where David is ‘wavering between two worlds… neither
here nor there… betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed…’ (Turner,
2011, p. 167) may exhibit features of ‘doctoral liminality’ (Keefer, 2015).

Ann
Ann is in her early forties, has five children and is currently teaching in a high school and
also lecturing at an education college. She is in the third year of her PhD. Ann is a
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researcher at heart. She will always look for something to investigate. When Ann was
studying for her masters in physics, her supervisor suggested that she should proceed
directly to a doctorate as she was an outstanding student. However, Ann wanted to be a
teacher, started teaching in a high school and got immersed into teaching children with
special needs. This experience enchanted her and evoked lots of questions, which later
resulted in her research topic. Ann went for her love for education. She found a
supervisor in the field who found her topic interesting, but the supervision contract had
not been finalised. She said:
Let’s start and see how things proceed, we will then decide whether we adopt your
theory or mine.

Ann was quite complacent about it. She delved into her supervisor’s books and
participated in her sessions.
This was enlightening! I loved her way of thinking, her thoroughness, her unambiguous
approach. I suddenly found what I needed most.

Ann explained that her supervisor accepted her as she was. They worked as a team:
I am a thinking person, I tend to change my mind quite often… at one instance I felt she
was going to give up on me… she is quite an opinionated person and might have quite
extreme reactions, yet she is open, sensitive and is able to withdraw and say: you were
right and I was wrong. Our relationship has ups and downs and we both laugh about it
but out of appreciation.

Ann admitted to have learned a lot from it. She has been using many of her interpersonal
skills as a teacher to manoeuver relationships with her supervisor and critical friends. She
described her journey as a ‘learning adventure’:
I am not sure how I see myself: a researcher? a teacher? a lecturer? I like them all equally.
But whatever I choose to do, the doctorate will help me, as I am learning all the time. It
is sheer pleasure, amazing, dynamic and I am determined to enjoy it all along.

Her supervisor urges her to write and publish, but Ann is reluctant:
I want to enjoy myself. I do not want to enter any whirlpool of tension.

And yet, she is now writing jointly with her supervisor, enjoying it tremendously and quite
flattered to be her supervisor’s co-author.
Interpretation

The route to a doctorate was inevitable for Ann. She embarked on the doctorate due to
her investigative nature of a ‘researcher’. However, when she had to decide what her area
of investigation would be her identity as a ‘teacher-researcher’ and her supervisors’
contrasting expectations of a ‘physics researcher’ caused some confusion. However, Ann

176

Identity formations of doctoral students on the route to achieving their doctorate

filtered her identities to match her belief in what will benefit her desire most. At this stage,
Ann’s identity as a ‘teacher researcher’ became the salient identity.
Ann reached the ’Aha’ moment when she found a supervisor who ‘suited’ her personality
and accepted her as she was and also captured Ann’s enthusiasm by her knowledge. They
often disagreed but learned to accept each other. Both Ann and her supervisor found the
contradictions challenging. In a sense, they were different and yet so much alike. Ann was
granted the independence of thought she needed and yet, the supervisor as the 'authority
of knowledge' was always in the back of her mind. They both identified the strengths and
weaknesses of each other and turned it into a mutual learning process. Ann embodies
many identities, as she mentions above, but while Stryker (1968) stated that individuals
organise their identities in a hierarchy by level of commitment, so that one identity is more
salient than others, Ann developed a sense of shared meanings across the different
identities and integrated them all (Burke, 2003).

Kate
Kate is in her late forties. She is a historian who was working in an academic institution as
an administrator. She is married, with three teenage children and is in the initial stages of
her PhD journey.
A doctorate was not on my agenda. However, when I finished my masters and took a
break from academic work I started to miss it. I was captivated by my topic of
investigation. I felt there is much more to be investigated. I submitted my doctoral
proposal and received a lot of praise and encouragement.

Kate is doing her doctorate for her own self-satisfaction. Her enthusiasm is outstanding.
I feel like I am on a roller coaster. There are days when there is a breakthrough and there
are days when I am quite ‘down’ as I am unable to express my ideas properly, or I do not
exactly find what I am looking for.

Kate finds it difficult to cope concurrently as a mother, an academic administrator and a
researcher. Her doctorate though has become almost more important to her than her
work:
The doctorate fills me emotionally and intellectually.

She identifies herself as ‘a researcher’, though she embodies multiple identities:
I am a historian who discovers new historical events which have never been investigated.
There are lots of mines in history. This is an enormous challenge. It is a feeling of
elation, happiness, success and a huge contribution to humanity. I always feel I am giving
up on something… time with the family. They are very disappointed when I do not join
them on weekend trips. At work, I also feel that I am not the same person. I am less
involved emotionally. The doctorate has gained my utmost attention and significance.
These are very delicate balances that I have to cope with and do not know how.
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Her relationship with her supervisor is infrequent. She initiates the meetings and they
entail mainly encouraging feedback. She has not figured out how to manage the
relationship with her supervisor because she does not feel that her supervisor is needed at
this stage of her doctorate. She feels that the considerable feedback she gets from her
peers in the doctoral forums at the university and also from presentations at conferences
cater for her needs. When she feels she is at a blurry stage, the supervisor puts things in
order. Kate is a perfectionist and is still unsure of herself. She needs things to be perfect
before sharing.
To my question of how she sees herself when she is awarded the PhD, Kate responded:
I am not thinking about the future. I am enjoying the present. I will not continue with
my current job but right now the process is the challenge and I avoid thinking about
what I’ll do next.
Interpretation

Kate entered the doctoral journey out of internal motivation. She was purely interested in
her research. She was avid to discover why there was this gap in knowledge and why has
nobody ever before investigated something which, in her opinion, could shed light on a
crucial concept in history. Kate struggles to balance between her multiple role identities
within the family, her social position at work and her doctoral identity as a researcher. Her
core identity as a ‘perfectionist’ inhibits her from approaching her supervisor on a regular
basis and she finds socialisation with other academic groups enriching. As part of Kate’s
role identity she holds high expectations towards herself and likewise towards her
supervisor who in her internal schemata is classified as the ‘know-all expert’ to whom she
would refer only when she feels ‘it is perfect’. Yet, this state of mind grants Kate
independence which allows her to maintain the pace that suits her personality. Kate’s
functioning in different role identities creates a feeling of temporariness and transience.
She seizes the moment of enjoyment of ‘what it means to be who one is’ (Burke, 2003, 1),
but her hierarchy of commitment has changed. She is in the process of crafting her
professional identity.

Loraine
Loraine is in her fifties. She was an elementary school teacher for 15 years and is currently
working at an education college. She has submitted her thesis and waits for the results.
I feel like Alice walking down holes and tunnels and secret alleys not knowing where
they lead to and if they ever end. On the road there are stops and hitches and only at the
end of the tunnel I see the lighthouse.

Loraine embarked on her doctorate out of practical reasons – to keep her job. She likes to
learn at her leisure time, but not under pressure. Loraine does not feel she is a researcher!
I am only now starting to understand what research is. I feel that this is not a field I feel
comfortable with although I am independent all along the journey. I did not know how
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to use my two supervisors. We met twice a year and the meetings were always very
pleasant, but I felt confused. They each worked differently but always gave me the
feeling that I am on the right track. What bothered me was the contribution… so, what
will I say at the end… I felt I had so many gaps which I could not fill. They urged me to
continue writing.

Loraine has learned a lot from the process. She is still undecided about her ability to write.
I never thought I had something important to say… I look around and I see people
talking eloquently about things they do not know much. I envy them! I have so much to
say, but am afraid to talk.

She wants to see herself as a researcher, but this would never be something major in her
life.
I am an educator. In education I feel strong, with my two feet on the ground.

Loraine wants to go out into the world with her research, but she does not know how to
do it. She was very lonely all along, sitting days and nights writing and thinking that
whatever she produced was not good enough. Looking back, she appreciates her
supervisors who did not pressure her and let her proceed according to her pace.
I managed to have a life outside the doctorate, be with my family, enjoy them. It suited
me.
Interpretation

Loraine is doing her doctorate due to practical and status motives. She seems to identify
herself as a member of the social group of educators and this is where she feels most
confident. Her role identity as researcher is externally defined by others’ expectations
(Colbeck, 2008). She does not identify with the discourses of the research community, due
to her lack of self-confidence to ‘belong’. She refers to people in this same social group as
‘others’: those who always know what to say. This identity ambivalence is also reflected in
her interaction with her supervisors who did not push her or impose any values that fitted
their conceptions of researcher identity. This approach suited her pace and yet she felt
lonely. It seems that Loraine is enjoying the independence of controlling her time and
different roles, but feels a bit lost and would still appreciate some guidance.

Theodora
Theodora joined the academy in 2014 and registered in 2016. She is in her early thirties
and decided to embark on a PhD because she wanted to be an expert in her own area and
also due to the university requirements. Theodora was one of the participants in a
doctoral workshop for supervisors and candidates. She is in her initial stages of the
journey and expressed herself moderately. She thought it would have been very effective if
her supervisor joined her in the workshop. She said:
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I wonder whether the relationship would be the same. She has her style. I have
knowledge now she does not have. I feel that the approach to supervision on my side
would be different. I have seen things from different perspectives.

To my question whether she would share her insights with her supervisor, Theodora said
that this would be inappropriate and it should come from her superiors.
I think the community/the senior lecturers should do something about the training of
supervisors. I am in the place where I would be reluctant to do it. I am sure my
supervisor will be receptive to new ideas, but it might sound as if I am challenging the
way she is supervising me.

Theodora said that before coming to the workshop and meeting other colleagues from
different places, her whole approach to the doctorate was, just a ‘get it done’ thing.
I am so motivated now, it is astonishing. It is no more a requirement, but an avid
eagerness to find out about my research issue. I have changed! I am seeing my
contribution not only from a localised perspective, but from a bigger global perspective.
Interpretation

Theodora is in the doctoral program due to external social expectations of becoming a
doctorate. This probably influenced her internal motivation to be recognised as an expert
in her field. She was seeking a defined professional role identity. What characterises
Theodora’s story is her first experience as participant in a community of novice and
veteran researchers learning together. This seemed to have transformed how she feels
about the journey. Through the participation in a social group she became associated with
the ‘research lexicon’ of the ‘community’. The knowledge she acquired provides an ‘entrée
into a community’ (Baker & Lattuca, 2010, p. 812) and development of a role identity.
Theodora has a dilemma regarding her supervisor. She feels that now there is less
alignment between her and her supervisor’s values and conceptions about supervision and
doing a doctorate. In her cultural community, the expectations from the supervisors and
the labels they are assigned as the ‘knowledge base’ and ‘the authority’ would not let her
expose her new knowledge. She is in conflict with her role identity as being ‘abreast of
knowledge’ and yet, being ‘just a student’.

Putting it all together: Routes and themes
The study is a small-scale study advancing theory that emerged from an inductive
approach to the research based on narratives of doctoral students. The analysis of the
cases identified three different routes to the doctoral journey: 1. the unmotivated students;
2. the highly motivated and goal-oriented students; and 3. the practical students. The
routes are characterised by different identity formations experienced by the doctoral
students and their implications for the supervisory relationship.
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Route 1: The unmotivated students

These students embarked on the doctoral route due to external constraints, mainly
pertaining to policy requirements. They usually do not identify themselves as researchers.
The struggle to balance between different ‘I positions’ or ‘figured worlds’, is frustrating
and causes a state of uncertainty and loneliness. Some are on a solitary individual route,
finding themselves at a liminal stage of ‘paralysis’ and ‘attrition’, as in David’s case. He
crosses ‘a threshold’ and enters a new zone of shifting identities and ‘a transformed
internal view’ (Meyer & Land, 2003, p. 1). Using Bridges’ construct, this is a
developmental state of cognitive and emotional turbulence which needs nurturing at the
neutral zone (Bridges, 1991). At this stage, the supervisors’ role is to negotiate identities
and to build on the ‘cultural capital that agents bring with them to socialization processes’
(Hall & Burns, 2009, p. 55) could be crucial. In David’s case, he is in need of explicit
guidance and support, but the supervisor’s conceptions of identity remains implicit and
causes David to experience a feeling of failure. Thus, implicit or explicit socialisation
patterns can have negative or positive effects on the students’ identity as researchers.
Route 2: The highly motivated and goal oriented students

Students on this route use their professional identity and expertise to initiate a dialogic
supervisory process and facilitate transitions; they integrate different identities which may
alleviate the tensions in the process. Ann and Kate have to shift from a position of great
capital as teacher or administrator respectively to a less familiar capital of doctoral
researcher, their reconceptualisation of their identities is less unsettling. Ann’s neutral
zone is a space where she ‘experiments’, observes, reflects and becomes aware of her selfidentities. Her supervisor is more explicit about her socialisation patterns and is more
collaborative. Kate is struggling between her different role identities, but has no doubts
about ‘who and what she wants to be’. While Ann is moving fast due to a collaborative
supervisory discourse, Kate is ‘living the day’ and is determined not to push it or rush it
(Bridges, 2004). Her liminal state is typified by uncertainty and slow, contemplative and
investigative movements towards progress. She nurtures on random feedback from
academic colleagues, but needs the space of independence to herself. Her supervisor
respects her need for independence and refrains from imposing guidance. Thus
supervisors’ sensitivity, to the students’ needs and reciprocal negotiations, facilitate
positive interaction.
Route 3: The practical students

Students on this route study for a doctorate out of practical reasons, as the doctorate is
the route to academic career and status. However, the analysis exemplifies tensions
between different positioning of identities (Gee, 2006), which lead to a desire for
independence and yet a need for guidance and at times a power relationship. Loraine is
quite ambivalent in defining ‘who she is’ and ‘where she would like to get to’. She is not
ready to enter a research community and yet feels that this is what is expected of her ‘by
others’ (Gee, 2006). She is at a stage now where she wants to nurture her role identity of a
researcher and needs guidance, but also wants to preserve her independence to do it at her
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own pace. Theodora’s positioning of identities is different. Her scholarly identity
development has emerged from participation in social networks, publishing, attending
conferences and gaining the skills and the practices of the social community (Ibarra,
Kilduff & Tsai, 2005). While such involvement is key to becoming a member in an
academic community (McAlpine, Jazvac-Martek & Hopwood, 2009), she experiences
tension between her performance as an academic and her ‘assigned’, or assumed identity
by her supervisor, as student. The socialisation patterns in her case are hierarchical where
the supervisor is the knowledge authority (Holland et al., 1998).
Students might experience conflicting conceptions of identity with supervisors’ identities
within their figured worlds. While students might reconceptualise their identities and enter
the academic community through different socialisation activities, they are reluctant to
position themselves as such. This might hinder guidance and support in the supervisory
process, as they would be reluctant to ‘challenge’ the supervisor. Explicit
acknowledgement of identity conflicts through negotiation and reconciliation is crucial for
both the student and the supervisor in order to avoid negative feelings.

Implications
Doing a doctorate is a stepping stone to developing scholarly academic competences
(Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Trafford & Leshem, 2012). The process entails identity
development experiences which have been acknowledged by other researchers (Hall &
Burns, 2009; Baker & Pifer, 2011; Leshem, 2016; Frick & Brodin, 2019). According to the
evidence, students’ ‘figured worlds’ embody experiences, indicating their identity capital.
In their new role as ‘doctoral students’ they have to embody new identity capital which
demands reconciliation of multiple roles and conflicting experiences, and has a social,
emotional, and cognitive effect on the students and also on relationships with the
supervisor (Leshem, 2016). The effects could be challenging experiences and also ‘positive
emotions’ or ‘pleasures’, as described by McAlpine and Amundsen (2009). They could
have an effect on students’ motivation or lack of motivation, supporting Illeris’s claim that
transformation cannot occur without motivation (Illeris, 2014).
According to the Council of Graduate Schools (2005), transition to an independent
scholar is an integral part of the process of doing a doctorate. This can be a ‘tenuous’
process for many students (Gardner, 2008, p. 347). The above dimensions, as illustrated in
the narratives, raise some questions for further thoughts: What is the supervisors’ role, in
enhancing or sustaining students’ motivation? How sensitive are they to students’ identity
transitions and change of roles? How are independence, guidance, space for
contemplation, experimentation, notions of power and status, perceived or exploited by
students and supervisor? These themes seemed to be influential on doctoral students’
progress along the journey.
A given figured world may privilege certain behaviours and norms; yet, conceptions might
not overlap (Hall & Burns, 2009). The cases of the doctoral students exemplify meeting
points of tension between figured worlds and attitudes: supervisors who interpret ‘less
contact’ as ‘independence’, supervisors who perform as equal partners and supervisors
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who are implicit in their expectations. Students may have different interpretations of these
attitudes, which can be a hindrance for some, and a space for experimentation and
development for others. Furthermore, this surfaced the question of how much do
supervisors recognise and acknowledge their students’ critical junctions of transitions,
thresholds or liminal zones? (Leshem, 2016). Identifying these notions might facilitate
supervisory relationships for students’ and supervisors (Keefer, 2015; Lepp et al, 2016)
and have practical implications for planning doctoral programs and workshops.
This study illustrates the complexity of the doctoral students’ routes to achieving a
doctorate through their personal narratives and experiences. It demonstrates relational
tensions pertaining to cognitive and emotional competences which are significant for
developing an identity of an academic scholar. It supports recent studies which claim that
the PhD process is ‘a highly personal, demanding and often passionate process, involving
biographical construction of identity…’ (Strandler et al, 2014, p. 71). Respondents also
recognised the value and contribution of belonging to communities of practice to
overcome perceived isolation and liminality (Wenger, 1998; Leshem, 2007). The different
routes also highlight the indispensable role of the supervisor in mediating identity
formations students struggle with. The literature confirms the importance of the
supervisor’s role; yet, the notion of identity formation is mostly focused on the doctoral
student. More research on how supervisors position themselves at different phases in the
supervisory relationship and how identity manifests itself in their figured worlds, would
add another aspect to existing knowledge on doctoral identity formations and on the
emotional aspect (Wisker & Robinson, 2012) of supervisory relationships on the route to
becoming doctorate.

References
Akkerman, S. F. & Meijer, P. C. (2011). A dialogical approach to conceptualizing teacher
identity. Teaching and Teacher Education, 27(2), 308–319.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2010.08.013
Austin, A. E. & McDaniels, M. (2006). Using doctoral education to prepare faculty for
work within Boyer’s four domains of scholarship. New Directions for Institutional Research,
129, 51-65. https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.171
Baker, V. (2009). Towards a theory of doctoral student professional identity development:
A developmental networks approach. The Journal of Higher Education, 80(1), 1-33.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2009.11772128
Baker, V. L. & Lattuca L. R. (2010). Developmental networks and learning: Toward an
interdisciplinary perspective on identity development during doctoral study. Studies in
Higher Education, 35(7), 807-827. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070903501887
Baker, V. L. & Pifer B. J. (2011). The role of relationships in the transition from doctoral
student to independent scholar. Studies in Continuing Education, 33(1), 5-17.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2010.515569
Bauman, R. (1986). Story, performance and event. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bold, C. (2012). Using narrative in research. London: SAGE.
Bridges, W. (1991). Managing transitions: Making the most of change. Reading, MA: AddisonWesley.

Leshem

183

Brown, B. (2004). Discursive identity: Assimilation into the culture of science and its
implications for minority students. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 41(8), 810-834.
https://doi.org/10.1002/tea.20228
Bullough, R. V. (2005). Being and becoming a supervisor: School-based teacher educators
and teacher educator identity. Teaching and Teacher Education, 21(2), 143-155.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2004.12.002
Cast, A. D. (2003). Identities and behavior. In P. J. Burke, T. J. Owens, R. T. Serpe & P.
A. Thoits (Eds.), Advances in identity theory and research (pp 85A-102). New York: Kluwer
Academic/Plenum. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-9188-1_4
Clandinin, D. J. & Connelly, F. M. (1990). Narrative, experience and the study of
curriculum. Cambridge Journal of Education, 20(3), 241-253.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764900200304
Colbeck, C. L. (2008). Professional identity development theory and doctoral education.
New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 113, 9-16. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.304
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among the five approaches.
3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Council of Graduate Schools (2005). The doctor of philosophy degree: A policy statement.
Washington, DC.
Day, C., Sammons, P., Stobart, G., Kington, A. & Gu, Q. (2007). Teachers matter: Connecting
work, lives and effectiveness. Berkshire: Open University Press.
https://www.questia.com/library/119858708/teachers-matter-connecting-work-livesand-effectiveness
Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity, youth and crisis. New York: Norton.
Frick, B. L. & Brodin, E. M. (2019): A return to Wonderland: Exploring the links between
academic identity development and creativity during doctoral education, Innovations in
Education and Teaching International, https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2019.1617183
Gardner, S. K. (2008). "What’s too much and what’s too little?": The process of becoming
an independent researcher in doctoral education. The Journal of Higher Education, 79(3),
326-350. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2008.11772101
Gee, J. P. (2000/2001). Identity as an analytic lens for research in education. Review of
Research in Education, 25, 99-125. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1167322
Gee J. P. (2006). Self-fashioning and shape-shifting: Language, identity, and social class. In
D. E. Alvermann, I. A. Hinchman, D. W. Moore, S. F. Phelps & D. R. Waff (Eds),
Reconceptualizing the literacies in adolescents’ lives (2nd ed) (pp. 165-185).
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2006-05037-009
Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures. London: Basic Books.
Van Gennep, A. (1960). The rites of passage. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Green, B. (2005). Unfinished business: Subjectivity and supervision. Higher Education
Research & Development, 24(2), 151-163. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360500062953
Hall, S. (1990). Cultural identity and diaspora. In J. Rutherford (Ed.), Identity: Community,
culture, difference. London: Lawrence and Wishart.
https://muse.jhu.edu/chapter/1328234
Hall, S. (1992). The question of cultural identity. In S. Hall, D. Held & T. McGrew (Eds),
Modernity and its futures (pp. 274-325). Cambridge: Polity Press.

184

Identity formations of doctoral students on the route to achieving their doctorate

Hall, L. A. & Burns, L. D. (2009). Identity development and mentoring in doctoral
education. Harvard Educational Review, 79(1), 49-70. https://www.hepg.org/herhome/issues/harvard-educational-review-volume-79-issue-1/herarticle/_669
Henkel, M. (2005). Academic identity and autonomy in a changing policy environment.
Higher Education, 49(1-2), 155-176. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-004-2919-1
Hewitt-Taylor, J. (2002). Evidence-based practice. Nursing Standard, 17(14-15), 47-52.
https://search.proquest.com/openview/7209bb9d426aff2f0dc96d29b7963b54/1?pqorigsite=gscholar&cbl=30130
Holland, D., Lachicotte, W. S., Skinner, D. & Cain, C. (1998). Identity and agency in cultural
worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
https://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674005624
Ibarra, H., Kilduff, M. & Tsai, W. (2005). Zooming in and out: Connecting individuals
and collectivities at the frontiers of organizational network research. Organization Science,
16, 359-371. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0129
Illeris, K. (2014). Transformative learning and identity. Journal of Transformative Education,
12(2), 148-163. https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344614548423
Ives, G. & Rowley, G. (2005). Supervisor selection or allocation and continuity of
supervision: PhD students’ progress and outcomes. Studies in Higher Education, 30(5),
535-555. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070500249161
Jazvac-Martek, M. (2009). Oscillating role identities: The academic experiences of
education doctoral students. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 46(3), 253264. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703290903068862
Jenkins, R. (1996). Social identity. London: Routledge.
Jones, M. (2013). Issues in doctoral studies - forty years of journal discussion: Where have
we been and where are we going? International Journal of Doctoral Studies 8, 83-104.
https://doi.org/10.28945/1871
Keefer, J. M. (2015). Experiencing doctoral liminality as a conceptual threshold and how
supervisors can use it. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 52(1), 17-28.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2014.981839
Labaree, D. F. (2003). The peculiar problems of preparing educational researchers.
Educational Researcher, 32(4), 13-22. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X032004013
Laboskey, V. K. & Cline, S. (2000). Behind the mirror: Inquiry based storying in teacher
education, Reflective Practice, 1(3), 359-375. https://doi.org/10.1080/713693163
Land, R., Meyer, J. H. F. & Smith, J. (2008). Editor’s preface. In R. Land, J. H. F. Meyer &
J. Smith, (Eds.), Threshold concepts within the disciplines (ix-xxi). Rotterdam: Sense.
Lepp, L., Remmik, M,. Leijen, A. & Leijen, D. A. J. (2016). Doctoral students’ research
stall: Supervisors’ perceptions and intervention strategies. SAGE Open, July-September,
1-12. https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244016659116
Leshem, S. (2007). Thinking about conceptual frameworks in a research community of
practice: A case of a doctoral programme. Innovations in Education and Teaching
International, 44(3), 287-299. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703290701486696
Leshem, S. (2014). How do teacher mentors perceive their role, does it matter? Asia-Pacific
Journal of Teacher Education, 42(3), 261-274.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359866X.2014.896870

Leshem

185

Leshem, S. (2016). Doctoral students identity: Does it matter? In L. Frick, V. Trafford &
M. Fourie-Malherbe (Eds.), Being scholarly: Festschrift in honour of the work of Eli M Bitzer
(pp.135-143). Stellenbosch: SUN MeDIA.
Leshem, S. (2017). Dancing identities on the route to becoming ‘doctor’. Presentation at
European Conference on Educational Research (ECER), Copenhagen, Denmark.
Lin, A. M. Y. (2008). Modernity, postmodernity, and the future of "identity": Implications
for educators. In A. M. Y. Lin (Ed.), Problematizing identity: Everyday struggles in language,
culture, and education (pp.199-220). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
McAlpine, L. & Amundsen, C. (2009). Identity and agency: Pleasures and collegiality
among the challenges of the doctoral journey. Studies in Continuing Education, 31(2), 109125. https://doi.org/10.1080/01580370902927378
McAlpine, L., Jazvac-Martek, M. & Hopwood, N. (2009). Doctoral student experience in
education: Activities and difficulties influencing identity development. International
Journal for Researcher Development 1(1), 97-109.
https://doi.org/10.1108/1759751X201100007
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
Meyer, J. & Land, R. (2003). Threshold concepts and troublesome knowledge: Linkages to ways of
thinking and practising within the disciplines. ETL Project Occasional Report 4, University
of Edinburgh. http://www.etl.tla.ed.ac.uk/docs/ETLreport4.pdf
Meyer, J. H. F. & Land, R. (Eds.) (2006). Overcoming barriers to student understanding: Threshold
concepts and troublesome knowledge. London: Routledge.
https://www.routledge.com/Overcoming-Barriers-to-Student-UnderstandingThreshold-Concepts-and-Troublesome/Meyer-Land/p/book/9780415374309
Meyer, J. H. F. & Land, R. (2005). Threshold concepts and troublesome knowledge (2):
Epistemological considerations and a conceptual framework for teaching and learning.
Higher Education 49(3), 373-388. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-004-6779-5
Mezirow, J. (1996). Contemporary paradigms of learning. Adult Education Quarterly, 46(3),
158-172. https://doi.org/10.1177/074171369604600303
Pyhältӧ, K. Vekkaila, J. & Keskinen, J. (2015). Fit matters in the supervisory relationship:
Doctoral students and supervisors perceptions about the supervisory activities.
Innovations in Education and Teaching International 52(1), 4-16.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2014.981836
Pyhältő, K., Vekkaila, J. & Keskinen, J. (2012). Exploring the fit between doctoral
students’ and supervisors’ perceptions of resources and challenges vis a vis the
doctoral journey. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 7, 395-414.
http://ijds.org/Volume7/IJDSv7p395-414Pyhalto383.pdf
Robinson, C. (1999). Developing a mentoring program: A graduate student’s reflection of
change. Peabody Journal of Education, 74(2), 119-134.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327930pje7402_10
Strandler, O., Johansson, T., Wisker, G. & Claesson, S. (2014). Supervisor or counsellor? Emotional boundary work in supervision. International Journal for Researcher Development,
5(2), 70-82. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRD-03-2014-0002
Stryker, S. (1968). Identity salience and role performance. Journal of Marriage and Family,
30(4), 558-564. https://doi.org/10.2307/349494

186

Identity formations of doctoral students on the route to achieving their doctorate

Stryker, S. & Burke, P. J. (2000). The past, present, and future of an identity theory. Social
Psychology Quarterly, 63(4), 284-297. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2695840
Swennen, A., Volman, M. & van Essen, M. (2008). The development of the professional
identity of two teacher educators in the context of Dutch teacher education. European
Journal of Teacher Education, 31(2), 169-184.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02619760802000180
Trafford, V. & Leshem, S. (2009). Doctorateness as a threshold concept. Innovations in
Education and Teaching International, 46(3), 305-316.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703290903069027
Trafford, V. N. & Leshem, S. (2012). Stepping stones to achieving your doctorate. Maidenhead:
McGraw-Hill Open University Press.
Turner, G. (2015). Learning to supervise: Four journeys. Innovations in Education and
Teaching International, 52(1), 86-98. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2014.981840
Turner, V. (2011). The ritual process: Structure and anti-structure. New Brunswick, NJ: Aldine
Transaction.
Wisker, G. & Robinson, G. (2012). Picking up the pieces: Supervisors and doctoral
"orphans". International Journal for Researcher Development, 3(2), 139-153.
https://doi.org/10.1108/17597511311316982
Wisker, G., Morris, C., Cheng, M., Masika, R., Warnes, M., Trafford, V., Robinson, G. &
Lilly, J. (2010). Doctoral learning journeys: Final report (pp. 1-61). London: Higher
Education Academy. https://www.brighton.ac.uk/_pdf/research/education/doctorallearning-journeys-final-report-0.pdf
Ye, L. & Edwards, V. (2017). A narrative inquiry into the identity formation of Chinese
doctoral students in relation to study abroad. Race Ethnicity and Education, 20(6), 865876. https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2017.1294570

Professor Shosh Leshem lectures at Kibbutzim College of Education, Israel and
Middlebury College, Vermont. She is an Associate Researcher at Stellenbosch University,
South Africa. Her interests are doctoral education, the nature of doctorateness,
supervision, teacher education and language acquisition. She is co-author of the book
Stepping stones to achieving your doctorate.
Email: shosh-l@zahav.net.il, leshemshosh@gmail.com
Please cite as: Leshem, S. (2020). Identity formations of doctoral students on the route to
achieving their doctorate. Issues in Educational Research, 30(1), 169-186.
http://www.iier.org.au/iier30/leshem.pdf

