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Teacher educators pursue overseas higher education qualifications for better career 
opportunities in their respective institutions. However, the initiatives are not always met 
with the habitus and doxa to complete the desired degree as failures might impact their 
career development and lead to potential identity changes. This study attempts to reveal 
the stories behind overseas education failures shared by higher education teaching staff. 
A narrative approach was employed to explore further social, academic, and professional 
impacts experienced by the staff. Eight participants were purposively recruited to gain 
maximum variation and data richness. They were requested to complete written narrative 
frames to illustrate their stories. Data from this instrument were used to construct semi-
structured interview questions in the subsequent phase. Relevant academic and 
corresponding documents were also examined for corroboration. The results 
demonstrate that preparations in terms of academic, socio-cultural, and financial 
arrangements are crucial to those who aspire to pursue doctoral degrees overseas. 
Adaptation to academic and cultural life and relations with supervisors might contribute 
to the successful progression of the study. Further, family and social support from the 
surrounding environments are also essential in restoring their self-confidence. This study 
contributes to a novel insight into the essence of academic and non-academic 
preparations for those intending to pursue overseas doctoral studies.  

 
Introduction  
 
Overseas doctoral degrees are known to have certain advantages over their domestic 
counterparts in terms of opportunities that welcome the doctoral holders upon returning 
to their home countries. This is especially true for teacher educators who have been 
employed in higher education institutions prior to attending the program. Recent studies 
have shown that returnees with overseas doctoral degrees are highly valued for respected 
positions in academia (Huang & Jung, 2024; Li et al., 2023; Shen & Jiang, 2023) as well as 
reported to have an increased likelihood of establishing research partnerships with their 
previous supervisors (Hazell et al., 2025; Jiang & Shen, 2019; Kaur et al., 2022). For 
teacher educators developing their careers as members of university staff, this means a 
promising incentive to move up the career ladder, as they would benefit from highly 
regarded structural positions and international research collaborations. Unfortunately, the 
same studies also reported the opposite is true for domestic doctoral degrees, and even 
tougher for those pursuing overseas doctorates, yet unable to complete them. With the 
prestigious positions occupied by doctoral degree holders, those who do not complete 
their studies would be much disadvantaged.  
 
These cases of doctoral attrition should be of deep concern to university management, 
faculty, and policy-makers. Although meticulous recruitment processes are employed by 



62 Narratives from Indonesians who withdrew from an overseas doctorate 

universities to select doctorate candidates, attrition from doctoral programs has remained 
high for several decades (Alves et al., 2024; Glorieux et al., 2024; Phan, H. P., 2024). This 
high dropout rate seems strange, especially given the great importance of doctoral study to 
research, education, leadership, policy, and professional practice. It is difficult to argue 
that admitted doctoral students are talented and competent candidates after successfully 
earning their bachelor and masters degrees. However, it becomes a concern for many that 
some of them experience intense feelings of intellectual inadequacy and subsequently 
worry that their professors or peers will consider them academic failures.  
 
Understanding overseas doctoral education success is particularly important as only 
around half of the candidates who enter doctoral programs complete the degree 
(McKenna & Van Schalkwyk, 2024). So far, research has tried to reveal how determinants 
like advising (Hazell et al., 2025), candidate characteristics (Cardoso, 2024), and other 
measures such as grades and test scores (Grainger et al., 2024) may have an impact on the 
success of doctoral education. From these studies, the term success may have a range of 
meanings, from annual persistence to high academic achievement or degree completion. 
Different disciplines seem to show different rates of success. In the fields of science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), candidates normally complete at 
higher rates than those in social sciences or humanities (Bair & Haworth, 2004; Sowell et 
al., 2008; Nettles & Millett, 2006). These studies also confirm that degree completion and 
its relation to such socio-demographic variables as gender and ethnicity vary.  
 
Professional competencies are also reported in the literature to have a role in graduate 
student success. The individual enrolled in graduate programs is also a growing 
professional (Cardoso, 2024), learning the skills, knowledge, habits of mind, values, and 
attitudes of the chosen field (Li, 2024). Although quantifiable measures such as GPA, test 
scores, retention, and graduation rates may indicate success and professional and 
attitudinal competencies, students’ attitudes toward the subject matter or professional 
development are also desirable but are typically more qualitative measures of success (Yu, 
2024). 
 
Commonly, international students aim for linguistic and societal improvement. However, 
often more pragmatic reasons emerge among those who study abroad. Another aspect of 
complexity is the different perspectives of the stakeholders on the motivation and 
purposes of overseas education endeavours. In relation to this, Sun et al. (2024) 
discovered that individual differences in motivation outcomes were related to students’ 
purposes and goals in their efforts to study abroad. Hence, although many studies have 
examined the concept of success from almost every possible perspective, its definition 
remains vague. Questions also remain about the causes of the successes and failures in the 
journey to earn the degree. The current study, however, opts to examine the latter to learn 
from the different sides of the story by examining their habitus1 and doxa2. 

 
1 After Pierre Bourdieu, "habitus refers to dispositions, attitudes and values that shape an individual's actions and 
perceptions of the world" (Ramsey, 2024. in Simply Psychology, https://www.simplypsychology.org/pierre-bourdieu-
habitus.html 
2 After The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, doxa is "Opinion, frequently contrasted with real knowledge in classical 
philosophy", https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780199541430.001.0001/acref-9780199541430-e-
990 
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Theoretical frameworks 
 
Doctoral attrition 
 
There have been several theories that attempt to explain the cause of doctoral attrition. 
An influential, and consequently widely critiqued, synthesis is Tinto’s (1975, 1993) classic 
integration theory. This theory concerns two types of integration which are driven by the 
students’ commitment to achieve their academic objectives and to develop a sense of 
belonging in the institution. The levels of commitment would determine how the students 
establish their academic integration and social integration, and in turn, their chance of 
retention. As one of the earliest theories on student attrition, it has been met with several 
criticisms including the emphasis on students’ own determination without considering the 
role of the institutions, the lack of psychological perspectives in approaching the 
subjective nature of social integration, the reliability of the notion of integration itself as 
the determinant of retention, and that it expects the students to integrate with the new 
community by creating a new identity, which subsequently dissociates them from their 
own community. 
 
Another widely cited theory is Astin’s (1984) involvement theory which values how much 
a student devotes their physical and psychological energy to the college experience. This 
does not only concern the academic involvement during the class, but also extracurricular 
activities, student organisations, or even simply frequent interactions with fellow students 
and faculty members. His theory related involvement to higher levels of satisfaction, 
which is featured as the theoretical basis of the next theory. Bean (1980) developed the 
causal model to explain student attrition which emphasises the notion of satisfaction. This 
approach argues that the degree to which being a student is viewed positively affects the 
level of institutional commitment. If the reception is mostly positive, the state of being a 
student itself could bring “a pleasurable emotional state” (Bean & Bradely, 1986, p. 398) 
which adds to Tinto’s (1975, 1993) theory in which the roles of a student involve both the 
academic and social facets of their university experience. Al Hassani and Wilkins’ (2022) 
research, for one, has shown that this theory can explain their findings on the significant 
positive relationship between indicators of satisfaction and student retention. 
 
These earlier theories share the same weaknesses with Tinto’s (1975, 1993) theory that 
more recent research attempted to see the phenomenon from the wider perspectives of 
social psychology. One such perspective is the self-determination theory which focuses on 
the innate psychological needs that facilitate the natural processes of healthy psychological 
development (Beck, 2019). These needs include autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
(positive, secured relationships), all of which function in conjunction with each other. 
Despite the name which suggests an emphasis on the students’ own intrinsic motivation, 
it acknowledges the importance of a supportive environment for intrinsic motivation to 
flourish and prevent attrition. 
 
Another theory based on social psychology is the attribution theory (Weiner, 1995) which 
highlights the beliefs and understanding of the student as well as the institution. This last 
theory is interesting not because of its underlying concept, but for the results of some 
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studies utilising this theory to explain doctoral attrition. Recent studies (see Feizi et al., 
2024; Holbrook et al., 2024), for instance, tried to gain insights on doctoral attrition from 
the attributions provided not only by the students but also by the institution (i.e. PhD 
program leaders, and faculty members). Their studies all result in notably different 
attributions between the students and the institution. From the perspective of the 
institution, they attribute the reasons for attrition to the students’ own lack of skills or 
capacity, something internal, uncontrollable, and relatively stable. Meanwhile, viewed 
through the lens of the students, they attribute the attrition to the institution with their 
inadequate training or lack of support for their personal well-being. This was evident in 
the way the faculty members were unaware of the students’ attributions related to 
marriage, children, or financial situation. This calls back to the self-determination theory, 
in which such a mismatch may lead to the deficit of an autonomy-friendly learning 
environment. This in turn risks the students developing an imposter syndrome in which 
empirically competent students are led to believe that they are inadequate when threatened 
by attrition. 
 
Further descriptions of the cause of doctoral attrition are still mainly influenced by Tinto’s 
(1975, 1993) classic work with some interesting insights taking on the other theories (see 
also Caruth, 2015; Maddox, 2017; Rigler et al., 2017). Identity seems to have a place at the 
essence of these descriptions. Yet, there has not been a noteworthy mention of its role in 
the bigger scheme. This study considers these theories with an emphasis on agency being 
the foundational guidance to understand this phenomenon leading to identity formation. 
 
Identity construction 
 
Benson et al., (2013) highlighted that identity is a historically changing, complex notion 
with a distinct relevance to ways of thinking about the ‘self’ and its interactions with an 
evolving world; narratives of the self, therefore, hold a vital part in the growth of 
individual identities. The problem with defining the notion of identity is partially an issue 
of separating it from related concepts involving the self, subjectivity, and social roles. 
Perceptions of identity also vary in line with broad theoretical views that overlap across 
fields and terminologies. Adopting a post-structuralist view of identity, Benson et al. 
(2013) classified six facets of identity (Table 1). 
 
Benson et al. (2013) adopted various constructs of identity that accept six different ways 
of using the term. First is the embodied identity which recognises that the self is attached 
to a certain body and such attachment allows us to recognise people as individuals who 
reside in that body. The movement of the embodied self to new experiences of setting, 
people, and patterns of language and cultural practice makes it possible for the mobility of 
the identity, including overseas study. The reflexive identity refers to a complex web of 
different attributes, some observable like images, emotion, and private talks, but most are 
dispositional, such as competencies, capacities, and authority. Thus, the relocation of the 
embodied self abroad is likely to test reflexive identities in two ways: first, by examining 
the self-capacity in foreign situations (habitus); and second, by disrupting the self-
conceptions of such capacities (doxa). 
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Table 1: Six facets of identity (Benson et al., 2013) 
 

Facets Terms Descriptions 
Facet 1 Embodied identity The self as a mobile point of perception located in a particular 

body 
Facet 2 Reflexive identity  The self’s view of the self, incorporating self-concept and 

attributes and capacities 
Facet 3 Projected identity The self as it is semiotically represented to others in interaction 
Facet 4 Recognised identity The self as it is preconceived and recognised by others in the 

course of interaction 
Facet 5 Imagined identity The self’s view of its future possibilities 
Facet 6 Identity categories 

and resources 
The self as it is represented (by self or others) using established 
social categories and semiotic resources 

 
In contrast to reflexive identity which deals with the ‘inner’ self, Harré and Moghaddam 
(2003) defined the projected identity as public representations of the ‘outer’ self. Overseas 
education is likely to be influential, not only on how the self-projects identities to new 
individuals in new surroundings but also on how such identities are to be projected 
through foreign languages and other cultural variables. Recognised identity, meanwhile, is 
the counterpart of projected identity referring to the ways that the latter is understood and 
responded to by other people. Such interactions could potentially become an ongoing 
exchange of identity-related signs and signals, particularly in overseas academic settings. 
There is a potential gap between the self-intention to project certain identities through a 
second language and the recognition of these by others (colleagues, classmates, 
supervisors, and staff).  
 
Future goals, aspirations, or anxiety may emerge as an aspect of identity construction 
when they are incorporated into the self-concept. Imagined identity is a term to refer to a 
conception of who one might become that is overlaid across their conception of who they 
are now, seeking to gain recognition for identities that match these reflexive perceptions 
of self. In overseas education, such identities are related to what one expects or would like 
to become in the new foreign setting. Finally, the term ‘identity categories and resources’ 
is defined as the realms in which individual and social identities are discussed. These 
include categories that describe people in terms of gender, age, socio-economic status, 
origin, and ethnicity, along with attributes that define professional, social, and family roles.  
 
To shed light on the direction of the current study, motives, problems, and aspirations of 
overseas higher education from several regions of the world are explored. Different from 
the widespread belief that sees education as social and intellectual capital gathering, Waters 
et al. (2011) demonstrated that hedonistic reasons for the pursuit of overseas education 
featured strongly in British young people’s stories. Some of them wanted to escape the 
UK, especially due to the inflexibility of British higher education; the perceived flexibility 
of a liberal arts education in North America was very attractive. Their research showed 
that, for a lot of British students, the strategic accumulation of cultural capital was not the 
main motive. 
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In terms of fine-tuning to life, Burns (1991) found that compared to local Australian 
students, the overseas group had remarkably bigger problems adjusting to academic 
requirements, particularly in managing the demands of a program which included study 
methods, learning autonomy, language barriers, engagement, and time management. The 
overseas students demonstrated greater degrees of different stress indicators than the local 
students. More academic and psychotherapy backing and resources for this growing intake 
of overseas students are ultimately suggested. In the same vein, more studies (Brooks & 
Waters, 2009; Molesworth et al., 2009) examined international students’ motivation to 
their enrolment in overseas universities. Student admission to overseas higher education is 
triggered by such factors as second chances, global circuits of higher education, 
experiences of travel, and labour market outcomes (Brooks & Waters, 2009). Meanwhile, 
student enrolment in overseas higher education is also feasibly masked by practical 
prospects for international students to be in part market consumers rather than critical 
scholars (Molesworth et al., 2009). 
 
This narrative study re-arranged the displaced, disjointed, and multiple identities together. 
The coherence of one’s identity lies in the coherence of the stories of one’s past, present 
and future, told to oneself and others. From a narrative psychology perspective, self-
narratives are not constructed by the subject only but are part of a social ‘self-making’ 
process. Bruner (2001) argued that it is strongly influenced not only by one’s own 
interpretations of self but also by the version of others’ interpretations. 
 
To the best of our understanding, there has been limited research exploring the failures of 
overseas students in the Indonesian context, moreover with teacher educators as 
participants. Previous studies are also still less conclusive in identifying the causes of the 
failures of international students. Further impacts of the failures have also been loosely 
researched, if any. Such conditions open a space for further empirical inquiry to ensure 
the dearth, limited, and mixed knowledge that can be addressed academically. Therefore, 
our study is necessary to fill this gap in the literature on international student mobility and 
overseas education success. 
 
Method 
 
Research design 
 
Our study employed narrative inquiry (Barkhuizen et al., 2013) which is concerned with 
the content and the context of the narratives. In other words, the experiences of the 
candidates and how they understood them were explored and analysed by coding and 
categorising themes that emerged from the data. At the same time, the context of the 
stories was considered. The study employed Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-
dimensional space of narrative inquiry: temporality, sociality, and place. To capture these 
realms, details of the participants’ lives prior to the departure, during overseas education, 
and post-homecoming were scrutinised.  
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Participants and context 
 
Eight teacher educators (henceforth, participants) who withdrew from their overseas 
studies were recruited purposively (Table 2). To participate in the study, each of them was 
asked to fill in a consent form, write a brief narrative frame, and participate in interviews 
at least twice for about an hour per session including academic document verification. The 
first author in this study asked each participant to tell his or her overseas education 
journey, including (1) reflections on deciding to study abroad; (2) struggling experiences in 
the study process; and (3) discontinued experiences. All of them were asked to describe 
how these accounts have shaped their doctoral identity dynamics. In addition, the 
researchers and participants also had continuous communications apart from the 
interviews, such as emails and text messages. 
 

Table 2: Participants’ details 
 

No Pseudonym Age Gender Major Current employment 
1 Mona 42 F Arts Teacher educator 
2 Donny 38 M Linguistics Teacher educator 
3 Sissy 48 F Language education Teacher educator 
4 Rina 42 F Accounting Teacher educator 
5 Nina 37 F Language education Teacher educator 
6 Freddy 40 M Education Teacher educator 
7 Kato 52 M Civic education Teacher educator 
8 Sever 53 M History Teacher educator 

 
Data collection and analysis 
 
The research data were garnered from participants' stories from January to May 2024 
which were framed by means of the selected models of narrative inquiry. A narrative 
frame adapted from Barkhuizen and Wette (2008) was employed to initially obtain 
individual stories from each participant. The adaptation was in the form of content and 
delivery in which the current research disseminated the narrative frames online to the 
participants to capture their stories. Each participant filled three frames which tell (i) their 
prior condition before departure; (ii) their stories while studying overseas; and (iii) their 
reactions after returning to their home country. The gathered data were then analysed and 
coded to identify the themes concerning the motives, causes, perceptions, and feelings 
experienced by the participants in their attempts to earn an overseas doctoral degree. The 
identified themes were further used for formulating semi-structured interview questions to 
gather further information. Interviews were conducted face-to-face individually for 
around 60 minutes using both English and Indonesian languages interchangeably, with 12 
questions on motivational, emotional, aspirational, practical, and micro-political issues. 
Additionally, data were also collected from the participants’ artifacts such as study reports 
and other official documents relevant to their study.  
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Rigor and credibility 
 
Since this research explored failing experiences among ex-doctoral students from a 
particular faculty at a single institution, drawing broad generalisations about the 
participants’ stories and experiences must be done carefully. To provide credibility, we 
asked them to check the interview transcripts and the online narrative frame respectively 
to increase and verify accuracy. Credibility is also accomplished by employing direct 
quotes to authenticate the data and eventually the findings (Merriam, 2009). To increase 
transferability, that is the degree to which the results may work in other settings, our study 
represented the data and participant experiences using thick, rich descriptions in several 
direct quotes (Creswell, 2007). Readers can, therefore, determine what the findings mean 
through their own experiences with the phenomenon. 
 
Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) noted the change in the relationship between the inquirer and 
the studied as the most noteworthy swing in narrative studies. Further, Clandinin and 
Connelly (2000) argued that good rapport with the participants is vital in what narrative 
researchers do in a study. Their presence in the field will likely take on roles other than a 
nonparticipant observer and it may influence what happens, but a more comfortable and 
subtle understanding of the phenomenon is possible as the relationships are trusting and 
lasting. Thus, the present researchers' position as the participants’ colleagues would fit this 
type of study in terms of inquirer-participant relations.  
 
Findings 
 
The narrative analysis has led to habitus and doxa issues which are split into three 
temporal conditions based on the stories told by the participants. First is the pre-departure 
habitus that brought about impacts on the second stage (e.g., sense of agency) while the 
participants pursued their degrees overseas (e.g., new field facing symbolic power). Their 
responses to the disappointing experiences varied but could be examined through several 
identities of post-home return. 
 
Pre-departure preparation 
 
Coming from different social and academic backgrounds, the participants prepared for 
their doctoral education differently. Two of them, Mona and Rina, who had previous 
overseas experience took it easy while others had to do a few things to make sure their 
living overseas was unproblematic. Donny as a husband and a son of an ailing mother had 
to make sure that his wife and mother could live without any problems before his 
departure. Thus, until three days before departure, his focus was on building a new house 
closer to his wife’s workplace and comfortable for her mother. Donny shared that: 
 

So, for three months before my departure, I was busy building a house, preparing for my 
family that I was about to leave, you know. Hence, I was very tired as until 3 days before 
the departure we were still busy with moving into our new house. 
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Unlike Donny, another participant, Sissy, encountered different expectations in her pre-
departure preparation. She shared in the interview:  
 

In my opinion, the others were more difficult (requirements), the Malaysian university 
was too, then suddenly this Mazudie (a university in Australia) was so simple. 

 
Sissy’s statement reflects a pragmatic view of education endeavour which she attempted to 
do despite her lack of overseas experience. As a result, she found difficulties in managing 
her expectations as her supervisor considered her as a poor academic writer. Sissy thought 
that everything would be OK as her potential supervisor did not pay attention to her 
research proposal draft previously.  
 
Other participants tried to attend an English course to improve their communication 
skills, but they still found it difficult to convince their supervisors that they could 
complete their studies. However, these different ways and levels of preparing for their 
tertiary education played an important role in the way they faced academic and social 
reality in the destination country.  
 
In terms of preparation, some participants seemed to lack planning, which caused a gap in 
expectation between what they believed and the real demand from the overseas campuses. 
Others looked overconfident with the ease of entrance and early reception by the 
supervisors. The rest were relying on the pre-departure English course which they 
believed would have improved their communication with their respective supervisors. 
 
The doctoral journeys 
 
As most of the participants went to different Australian universities, they mostly 
experienced the same system of education despite minor variables. Normally, Australian 
higher education institutions offer two types of doctoral programs, namely Doctor of 
Philosophy (PhD) and Professional Doctorate (Doctor of Education, EdD). Both varied 
in their working loads with the former normally full research while the latter is often a 
combination of coursework and research. The variation usually also causes variation in the 
lengths of the study and written theses. The education system also allows students to enrol 
as full-time or part-time students with implications for workload and program duration. 
Part-time students normally complete a doctoral program in seven years because the 
workload is spanned over a period of fourteen semesters.  
 
The eight participants in our study were in PhD programs meaning that they had to 
complete the program in four years in accordance with the scholarship provider’s 
conditions. As they arrive in the destination country, international students normally live 
in temporary accommodation for a few weeks while looking for a permanent one 
comfortable and affordable for them. Nina, for example, arrived in Melbourne and lived 
in her supervisor’s house for about two weeks before he said, “I can only afford two 
weeks no more than that”. His statement shocked her as she thought it was not that easy 
to find a permanent accommodation in Melbourne. She was culturally stunned by such 
expression which she never expected to come from him. This could be the first impact on 
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their relationship which eventually became a distanced rapport. Although offering an 
international student free accommodation for two weeks might be a generous act from 
the supervisor’s cultural perspective, Nina seemed to perceive that differently.  
 
Such a cultural gap also happened to Donny who lived temporarily in an expensive 
unheated room during a cold Australian winter, which later led to his hearing problem. 
Fearing financial hardship, he opted to move away farther for more affordable 
accommodation because his supervisor did not demand a regular meeting for 
consultation. “Yeah, it took almost two hours, for me to reach campus”, he said. As a 
result, he rarely went to campus and remained home to study independently. This, later, 
led to his feeling of solitude which drove him to find a casual job and join some 
discussions relevant to his research topic on a neighbouring campus. Feeling desolate by 
the treatment of his uncaring supervisor, Donny attempted to re-examine his expectations 
and what the supervisor demanded. Once, he thought his applied research proposal was 
sufficient for his doctoral program, but the supervisor never stated explicitly the 
shortcomings in terms of synthesising literature and theories. His supervisor, instead, 
focused on his academic writing which he considered as ineffectual input. Such a feeling 
was shared by Mona, Sissy, and Rina, reflecting the gaps in communication and academic 
perspective between the two parties (supervisors and students). 
 
Sissy, who came to Sydney with a very high expectation of returning home with a PhD, 
also experienced problems with her supervisors. They frontally told her that her writing 
was “not up to standard” and wanted her to improve that independently. She tried to seek 
help from her housemate (coming from the same hometown and institution) who she 
thought was selfish and uncaring with her problems. “Whenever I asked her to help me, 
she always said that she was very busy with her own project and domestic affairs. You 
know, …. she lived with her husband and two kids”. Yet, Sissy did not stop there, she 
tried to ask for help and suggestions from other colleagues in the Indonesian community 
there. In our interview, she finally realised that everyone had their own problems overseas 
and that added pressure to her anxiety as she felt so lonely and really needed help and 
support from her surroundings. 
 
Based on the narratives told by the participants, a shared pattern can be drawn in relation 
to their preparation and progress in their pursuance of a doctoral degree (Figure 1). First, 
lack of preparation in terms of academic, socio-cultural, and financial facets eventually 
ignited further problems in their overseas lives. The problems were amplified by the 
inability to form a good relationship and clear-cut communication with their respective 
supervisors. As a result, they could feel lonely and neglected, moreover when socially they 
lived in a totally foreign environment. 
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Figure 1: Critical elements of shared narratives 
 
Home return 
 
Returning home was difficult for Kato who could not complete and earn his doctoral 
degree. He had to take some time away from his colleagues as he felt ashamed and down. 
However, like the other participants Mona and Sissy, he finally realised that it was his self-
perception that detached him from the friendly and supportive office environment. These 
participants’ fear was not non-existent, it was just in their minds as gradually they could 
mingle with their office mates. Some of their colleagues even invited them to participate in 
several academic activities like research and community development. Probably, out of the 
eight participants, only Rina felt that her office environment (people in charge of her 
career development) was not supportive since they kept postponing her activation status. 
Rina narrated that: 
 

I have potential, I feel I have the potential, but ... Why do they treat me as if I were 
useless? They might have thought I had been so stupid as I failed in the (doctoral) 
program. Probably, that was the reason why they did not involve me since then. 

 
Hence, she opted to focus on her culinary business which grew fast with family support. 
The growth has made her busy and ignores all the unfavourable experiences she 
encountered overseas and in her office. Life has changed for her as her aspiration to 
become “the youngest professor in Accounting Education” has faded away. Transferred 
to the vocational program from the education department, Rina admitted that she could 
act as a mentor for her students in business through a combination of theory and practice 
unlike in her previous department.  
 
Another participant, Sever could even earn his professorship in history despite several 
previous failures in his masters and doctoral stages. He seemed to prove that persistence is 
the key to success with all his stubbornness in achieving what he wanted in education and 
career. His principle is worth noting: “…. to prove myself that whatever I did was not 
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useless although I failed to get (some of) the degree(s)”. Since his previous failures, he 
admitted that he became a very productive writer which helped him in his academic career 
advances as a lecturer. 
 
Those two examples from Rina and Sever are likely to divulge what type of person each 
participant was in terms of achieving goals. After the experience, some of them resisted 
ceasing and remained keen on pursuing a doctoral degree in their home country or 
overseas. They believed that the previous failures were not due to their intelligence but 
more to the complication of situations involving poor and uninformed preparations, 
unexpected encounters with supervisors, and unpredicted socio-cultural conditions in the 
destined campus/country. Yet, their stories prove that successes can come from different 
paths, and failures in the past are just parts of the process. 
 
Discussion 
 
The present study investigated failures in the participants’ PhD study abroad experiences 
through a narrative approach. The findings extend the literature on study abroad 
experiences with novel insights into different causes, perspectives, and expectations. As 
previous research has indicated, the most traumatic experience in a study abroad was the 
preparation stage (see Alisic et al., 2024; Jalilifar & Mayahi, 2023; Mokbul, 2022; Nori & 
Vanttaja, 2023; Yan & Poole, 2024). In our study, we learnt how Donny, Sissy, and Nina 
faced a problem with their adaptation to the new place overseas. A recent study by Hajar 
et al. (2025) identified pre-departure preparedness as one of two two problems unique to 
international students, the other being an English language barrier. Other research also 
revealed that English language proficiency has been the most widely cited problem by 
international students (Tseng et al., 2024). The importance of preparation has not been 
sufficiently reflected in the literature and is seldom adequately acted upon by universities 
and government agencies responsible for recruiting international students, particularly in 
Australia (Yan & Poole, 2024). The narratives from Sissy, Donny, and Rina demonstrate 
that the information provided has been unsatisfactory and imprecise, thus creating 
unnecessary problems at a time when their agency may be threatened. Students 
undertaking international education may experience a new set of risks and hazards that 
result from their efforts as part of shared cultural understandings and practices that are 
built on socio-academic expectations and encounters (Li, 2024). 
 
Phan (A. N. Q., 2024) revealed that pre-departure information about the destination 
country can minimize students’ uncertainty and may increase their expectations of a 
closely matched experience. Impressed by their move to a foreign country, unprepared 
students often do not realise what adaptation is required until after their arrival. Even with 
their overseas experiences and excellent English, Mona and Nina in the present study still 
struggled in their doctoral education. Phan’s study further explored 18 Vietnamese PhD 
students’ imaginative geographical destinations in their doctoral study. His work informed 
the students’ complexities of imagination and expected reality in terms of the country’s 
destination. This indicates that pre-departure preparation is necessary to equip the 
students with not only linguistic skills but also a socio-cultural understanding of the 
destination country. 
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Another crucial moment for international students was when first arrived in their 
destination country. There was little information available as to how they found their way 
from the airport to their accommodation. Although Nina lived with her supervisor for the 
first fortnight and had a previous overseas education, she did not know about the free 
airport pick-up service provided by the campus and further admitted that finding 
affordable and comfortable accommodation in Melbourne was not easy. Moreover, she 
still regarded the city where she studied in Australia as less cozy compared to her previous 
overseas experience. Nina’s vulnerable experience was echoed in the previous literature by 
Yan and Poole (2024), voicing the fact that as an academic outsider, international students 
may suffer from their first arrival in English-speaking countries. 
 
The following key period for international students is the orientation in which they can get 
a lot of information regarding the city and campus life. Nina attended the orientation and 
sounded very articulate with her English as she spent two years in the United States 
previously. She also joined the campus tour where she could witness the buildings, 
activities, and campus history explained by the student volunteers. Most participants 
attended the orientation as similarly reported by The ISB Project 2010 (Varghese & Brett, 
2011) which suggested international students’ satisfaction rate for campus orientation. 
However, its effectiveness on students’ retention and success in higher degrees remains 
questionable.  
 
As they began to settle in the destination country, the next challenges faced by the 
participants were more complicated. There seemed to be a mix of financial, social, and 
academic problems encountered by all participants regardless of their experience and 
linguistic competence. Such complexities have been warned as ‘delayed success’ in the 
journey of PhD study (Phan, H. P., 2024). In fact, our research participants, Sever and 
Kato, had to look for a casual job just to make sure that they had enough money to pay 
the rent and food as they brought their families. Meanwhile, Donny got a casual job to kill 
his loneliness because his supervisors rarely interfered with his progress. Side jobs are 
likely to become common activities among male participants, especially when they bring 
their families overseas.  
 
Social problems, in contrast, seem to be faced more by female participants like Sissy’s 
feelings for her housemate’s family or Rina who never got along with her housemates. As 
conditions did not meet their expectation, they seemed to problematise matters that 
should have been anticipated before departure, like food sharing and religion-related 
matters. Rina’s decision to pray in a mosque which reduced her reading and writing time 
caused a dispute with her supervisors because she could never meet their expectations 
about reading a certain number of articles. In terms of such a supervisory relationship, 
continued support from supervisors has been confirmed as an essential part of PhD 
students’ journeys (Anttila et al., 2024). However, such experiences were not found in our 
study, though this small matter could amplify into a bigger problem later if it is not well 
managed by both parties.  
Recent literature (see Almlöv & Grubbström, 2024; Huang & Jung, 2024; Shen & Jiang, 
2023) has reported that doctoral students often recognised a discrepancy between 
themselves and their expectations in terms of the wrong department, problems with 
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supervisors, and unclear career options leading to student attrition. The literature has 
revealed that doctoral students and supervisors do not necessarily have shared views of 
what entails a successful doctoral process (Triastuti et al., 2023). Students have often been 
found to highlight the importance of social support and interaction with researchers 
during doctoral studies (Kaur et al., 2022). In addition to this, Pinto (2024) found that 
supervisors have emphasised funding resources and student qualities such as motivation 
and independence, as key factors in finishing a doctoral degree. The role of supervisors is 
crucial in doctoral studies. They help navigate doctoral students’ identity formation 
through transformative criticism and strategic recognition (Bao et al., 2025). Despite this, 
students’ self-disclosure exclusively enhances their relatedness to supervisors (Khosa et al., 
2024). 
 
Conclusion 
 
Overseas education is attractive for those who wish to learn different insights, enhance 
academic profiles, and expand international networks. Yet, it could be the opposite when 
unpredictable and unfavourable experiences emerge. Our study has shown that relying on 
intelligence only does not suffice the demand for overseas doctoral education. It takes 
more than that, in other words, those who wish to study overseas must equip themselves 
with academic, socio-cultural, and financial back-ups. These will help them to deal more 
effectively with unfavourable and unpredictable situations in their academic, social, and 
financial lives. Supportive environments in the overseas accommodation (family, 
roommates and friends) and in the home country (e.g., family and colleagues) are crucial 
in the aftermath. Viewed from classic integration, social psychology, or the attribution 
theories, the participants' rebounds have shown a diverged pattern: some could move on 
easily and proceeded with their next challenges, others seemed to still be haunted by the 
failure, while the rest tried to reorient their future by focusing on another challenge in 
their lives. Encountering different discourses, their identities are likely to be tested 
whether to stick with their original plan or to reorient into a new career and life path. 
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Appendix 1: Narrative frame 1: “Before leaving for overseas study” 
 
This is the part where you can tell us why you decided to continue your study.  
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this important research project on Overseas 
Education Experience.  
 
The following is a Narrative Frame used to gain information about your thoughts on your 
experience. 
Rest assured that all stories you provide will be kept in the strictest confidentiality. 
 
Instructions: (1) Read the whole page BEFORE starting to write. (2) Write a coherent 
narrative, i.e. link each idea to the next like you would tell in a story. 
 
Being a lecturer brought me a feeling of ______________________________________ 
because __________________________________________________________ 
Initially, I thought I __________________________________________________ 
 
My knowledge and competence were still _____________________________________ 
 
As a new lecturer, I tried to _____________________________________________ 
 
I looked at my colleagues like ____________________________________________ 
because they ________________________________________________________ 
 
Then, I decided to pursue a higher degree overseas because  
_________________ _______________________________________________ 
 
At that time, I thought a higher degree would __________________________________ 
 
I imagined that when I finished studying I would return to Indonesia and  
_________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 2: Interview questions 
 
Pre-departure program 
 
1. How did your social and academic background influence your preparation for 

pursuing a doctoral degree overseas? 
2. What specific steps did you take to prepare for your academic journey abroad? 
3. Did you feel adequately prepared for the academic, socio-cultural, and financial 

challenges you faced? Why or why not? 
4. How did previous overseas experience (or lack thereof) shape your expectations for 

studying abroad? 
5. What role did family responsibilities play in your pre-departure planning? 
6. How did you manage your expectations regarding academic supervision and 

institutional requirements before leaving? 
7. In retrospect, what aspects of your preparation would you have changed to better 

align with the reality of studying abroad? 
 
The doctoral journey 
 
1. What were your initial experiences upon arriving in your host country? 
2, How did you adapt to the academic environment and expectations at your university? 
3. Can you describe your relationship with your supervisor? What challenges did you 

encounter in communication and feedback? 
4. Did you experience cultural differences in academic interactions, and how did you 

navigate them? 
5. How did your living situation affect your academic progress and overall well-being? 
6 Did you experience feelings of loneliness or isolation? If so, how did you cope with 

them? 
7. What strategies did you use to improve your academic writing and research skills? 
8. How did financial considerations impact your experience and academic progress? 
9. What kind of support did you seek from peers, communities, or academic resources? 
 
Home return 
 
1. How did you feel about returning home after completing (or not completing) your 

doctoral studies? 
2. What challenges did you face in reintegrating into your professional and social 

environment? 
3. How did your colleagues and institution respond to your return? 
4. Did your perception of your academic and career path change after your overseas 

experience? 
5, For those who did not complete their PhD, how did you cope with that outcome? 
6. Have you pursued alternative career paths or academic achievements post-return? If 

so, how? 
7. What lessons did you learn from your doctoral journey that you would share with 

future students planning to study abroad? 
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