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Abstract 

This study explores the emotional and social factors contributing to International students' 
success in an Australian research university. We were particularly interested in the students' 
sense of agency - what enables them to act with confidence as learners. We used memory-
work to focus on the social interactions and emotions involved in building successful self-
identities as students, both at home and abroad. Seven international postgraduate research 
students participated in the study and raised issues that have affected their confidence and 
success, both at home and abroad. Some of these have received little attention in the 
literature or in their induction programs. The issues include the high personal cost of 
competition; the weight of responsibility towards family, colleagues and workplaces at home; 
the need to maintain a successful self-image despite their self-doubt and lack of confidence; 
and the need for early academic validation in a foreign research culture. What the students 
had believed were individual and private issues, held in silence, came to be recognised by 
the group as common experiences. As a result of their participation in study, the students 
are already changing private and public awareness of some of the socialisation that can 
inhibit their success. 

Introduction 

International postgraduate research students, especially scholarship winners, generally 
arrive in their new Australian universities with a background of very successful academic 
achievement. They bring with them high expectations (Kiley 1997). They themselves, and 
their families, friends, colleagues and employers expect them to perform as well as they 
have done in the past. The facts of international students' dislocation and disruption to 
learning on arrival in a new culture have been widely discussed. Distance from family, 
difficulties in communicating in English, moving from an academic culture of respect for 
knowledge and teachers, rather than critique of texts and teachers, and so on, have all been 
proposed and debated (see, for example, Ballard 1987, 1995; Chapman et al 1988; Kinnell 
1990; Mullins et al 1995; Pearson and Beasley 1996; Biggs 1997; Chalmers and Volet 1997; 
Hawthorne 1999; Kember and Bow 1991; Todd 1997). 

In this study, however, we have focused on the students' sense of agency - what enables 
them to act with confidence as learners. It is the construction of self as a successful student 
that we wish to elucidate here by exploring the connections between emotions and agency 
in learning. We have looked at the emotions and social interactions that build and deplete 
successful self-identities, as postgraduate research students make the transition from one 
academic and social culture to another. Our methodology, memory-work, is one that 
privileges students' voices through the sharing of significant experiences which reveal the 
beliefs and emotions involved in the achievement of their goals. 



Memory-work 

Memory-work is based on the recall of actual experiences and the meanings people invest in 
those experiences. The significance of a memory is generally due to the strength of the 
emotions experienced in the events and the meanings attributed to them. The process of 
memory-work involves participants in reflecting on, discussing and theorising past events 
which are remembered for their significance. The methodology is based on the theory that 
what is remembered is significant, problematic, unfamiliar or in need of review, and that 
'memories are subjectively significant events which play an important part in the construction 
of self' (Crawford et al 1992 p37). The event itself is less important than the meaning that is 
negotiated in the remembering. As Fivush says, 'Emotions are a critical link between what 
happened in the past and what that event means for the self' (our italics; Fivush 1994 p137). 

We undertook this study to gain not only a better understanding of what can facilitate 
international students' success, but to facilitate the development of the students' own sense 
of agency. The memory-work methodology we chose was developed by Frigga Haug et 
al (1987), a group of German feminist Marxists. Their focus was on their experiences with 
the goal of bridging the gap between theory and experience. Their purpose was to theorise 
how individuals both participate in and reproduce their own means of socialisation. They 
named this process 'subjectification', 'the process by which individuals work themselves into 
social structures they themselves do not consciously determine, but to which they 
subordinate themselves' (Haug, 1999, p59). By using a collective means of researching, the 
participants derive common meaning from their own individual experiences, and reflect on 
and analyse those experiences together. The research process itself, especially its collective 
nature, is purposeful in encouraging participants to reflect on their memories as a means to 
understanding their own subjectification, and thereby achieving greater personal agency. 

The memory-work process includes the collection and reading of written memories by the 
participants, discussion of the memories and analysis within the group, then the reappraisal 
of the analysis in the context of theory. The memories are written as narratives. While the 
narratives are of course 'subjective' rather than 'objective', the collective process of analysis 
encourages individual meanings to be shared and possibly renegotiated. In this sense, 
meanings can be seen as generalisable. The meaning of actions is found not only in the 
individual actor but in the common meanings which are negotiated in interaction with others, 
both at the time of the event in question, and at the time of collective reflection in memory-
work. 

In our study, we used the following guidelines for writing the narratives, as suggested by 
Crawford et al (1992:45): 

i. write a memory 

ii. of a particular episode, action or event 

iii. in the third person 

iv. in as much detail as possible 

v. without importing interpretation, explanation or biography. 

The use of detail and the third person are considered by most memory-workers to allow the 
writer a little distance from the event, and to reduce the tendency to explain during the 
writing, but sometimes participants prefer the first person, as will be seen later. To 



distinguish between excerpts from the narratives and excerpts from the discussions, below, 
the name of the writer is underlined. 

Theoretical approaches 

We used two theoretical approaches in analysing the written and taped data. The first is 
Haug et al's theory of subjectification, introduced above, which describes how we actively, 
albeit unknowingly, participate in our own socialisation. The second is a theory of emotion 
and learning (presented in detail in Ingleton 2000) that suggests the deep implication of 
certain social relationships in the development of confidence in learning. We elaborate this 
theory before moving on to discuss examples from the narratives and discussions. The 
discussion then focuses on relationships and emotions in the events students felt to be 
significant in their academic success, and how their sense of agency is affected in the new 
socio-cultural settings of an Australian university. 

Confidence, pride and shame 

A key to success is confidence. Confidence is theorised by sociologist Barbalet (1998) to be 
a powerful emotion with its basis in experiences of social relationships - relationships in 
which a person receives acceptance and recognition. Barbalet regards confidence as the 
'affective basis of action and agency' (p.88), for it foreshadows a willingness to act. 
Confidence functions in opposition to shame. Shame, anxiety or uncertainty have their basis 
in relationships in which a person experiences denial of acceptance or recognition. 
Salzberger-Wittenberg (1983) contends that as learning arises in situations in which we 'do 
not as yet know' or are 'as yet unable to achieve what we aim to do,' all learning invariably 
involves uncertainty, hope and fear (p.54). The possibility of acting with confidence, that is, 
having agency, in the myriad moments of the unknowable future in the classroom or 
university, springs from experiences of social relationships, both past and present. 
Relationships with significant others underpin emotions which influence participants' 
disposition to act or learn with various degrees of confidence, shame or threat. 

Recent scholarship has focused interest on the emotion of shame. (See, for example, Scheff 
1997, Kitayama, 1995, 1997, Giddens, 1991). Scheff describes shame as the 'master 
emotion' (p.20), basic to the dynamics of relationships in which pride accompanies solidarity, 
and shame accompanies alienation. He argues that 

shame is crucial in social interaction because it ties together the individual 
and social aspects of human activity as part and whole. As an emotion within 
individuals it plays a central role in consciousness of feeling and morality. But 
it also functions as a signal of distance between persons, allowing us to 
regulate how far we are from others (pp.13, 14). 

Shame is part of the process of social control (p.74) in families and the wider society, and as 
with pride and other emotions, is culturally shaped, varying in its associations and 
expressions. 

The social relationships of solidarity and alienation, arising from pride and shame, have 
been described by Scheff as fundamental to the 'social bond' (1991, 1997). In his theory of 
the social bond, he proposes that particular social relationships are basic to the development 
of individuals' identity and self-esteem. Self-esteem and confidence hinge on a cluster of 
'self-conscious emotions, particularly pride' (Kitayama 1991 p.524). Fundamental to self-
esteem is trust, built through the strength of the social bond. If the social bond and self-
esteem are high, one is disposed to act with the confidence of positive expectation. If they 



are low, and rejection and distance are experienced, one is disposed to act with negative 
expectation. 

Bonding is affected by emotions experienced in relation to authority figures early in 
schooling. Salzberger-Wittenberg and Osborne (1983) make an interesting analysis of their 
observations of classroom teachers returning to study after many years as professionals. On 
first entering their university classroom, these teachers-turned-students appeared to transfer 
onto their lecturers their early experiences with their own teachers: the emotions of hope and 
fear, love and rejection they had felt as young children. The emotions that were central in 
their early learning experiences were seen to continue actively into the present, making 
them feel, even as mature-age students, uncertain and fearful. 

The links between the social bond, pride and confident expectation as a learner are central 
elements in the following model of emotion and learning (Ingleton 2000). The model 
provides a useful framework for analysing the memories and discussions generated by the 
postgraduate students in the memory-work process. 

pride solidarity confidence 

social relationships disposition to learn 

distance threat shame 

Figure 1 Emotion and learning 

The arrows depict social relationships as the source of the emotions of pride and shame 
building up confidence in or threat to self-identity. From these emotions, decisions affecting 
positive and negative dispositions to learn are generated. 

The study 

The researchers invited international postgraduate research students, whose mother 
tongues were not English, to join the study. All were in their first year of candidature at 
Adelaide University and had undertaken a bridging program integrated into their research 
degree, coordinated by Cadman. The seven who chose to participate came from Egypt, 
India, Indonesia, Peru and Thailand. Three were female, four male, and not all were known 
to each other beforehand. We met with the group three times for three hours each time, the 
last meeting being followed by a shared evening meal. 

In the first session we introduced the students to the methodology and opened discussion on 
the topic 'An incident that made me believe I can succeed academically,' both in the home 
country and in the new Australian academic environment. After considerable discussion, the 
group broke up for about forty-five minutes while each person wrote about a memory of an 
incident in their home country. When the group reconvened for the second meeting, all read 
their narratives aloud. The group discussed and compared their experiences, clarifying 
aspects that may have been alluded to but not expressed, or omitted altogether, explored 
details, and prodded behind clichés to ensure thoughts and feelings were fully described. In 
the third session, students brought narratives of experiences of success in their new 
academic environment, then read and discussed those. In all, thirteen narratives were 
collected, seven on the first topic, and six on the second. The discussions were audio-taped 
and transcribed. The draft paper was circulated to all the participants for feedback and 
amendment and their suggestions were incorporated. In the excerpts below, the narratives 
are distinguished by the underlining of the authors' names (pseudonyms are used). 
Identifying features have been removed to protect confidentiality. 



The narratives 

The first set of narratives was written following discussion of the topic, An incident that made 
me believe I can succeed academically. In seeking to explore the genesis of pride and 
confidence as theorised in the model of emotion and learning above, we noted how 
integrally these emotions interacted with validation from significant others and personal 
performance. 

Academic success in the home country 

Mori: There is not actually a specific moment I recognised that I can be a 
successful person. It was accumulated inside me since my first year in 
primary school when I was one of the best students who has a good 
behaviour and a good manner. My teachers in school and my parents at 
home always fed me the feeling of success inside me. 

Dasi: That day when the result was out he was at a friend's place. He couldn't 
be at any other place to hear a good or bad result than to be at his own home 
so he rushed back. When he got into the home through the car shed door, he 
heard his mother calling out that you have made it. He couldn't believe it; he 
was standing there with disbelief and later it slowly settle down to him that he 
is really good and can do it. This kept him going for the rest of his career. 

These narratives illustrate the strong impact of family validation and academic validation on 
self-confidence. In the discussion that followed Mori said, 

Mori: It's not only grades, it's grades and your behaviour in the school, your 
relations with the teachers and...how you respect them, how you talk to 
them...how they talk to you... It was some kind of friendship between the 
teacher and the students, between the teacher and me. It make a realisation 
for you to get higher grades. It comes naturally.(1:422-452) 

Mori has an extraordinarily strong social bond involving school and home, parents and 
teachers, behaviour and intellect, to support his success. The seeming 'naturalness' of his 
confidence is built through the close relationships with primary carers - parents and 
teachers. Nera, below, articulates her pride in her own ability as part of her family's pride: 

Nera: I quite proud of myself. I could [succeed] because I came from 
academic family and my parents were excellent, like they got high distinction, 
number one in country, so we had that all the time. I tried to follow my 
parents' dream or aspiration, so every time I could achieve. (1:293-297) 

As adults, away from these supportive relationships, new connections are made. For Lari, 
below, however, in a new university in his home country, there is the need to create a social 
bond by establishing himself as part of a study group: 

Lari: It was in my earlier period of Master Degree. At that time, there were 
about 17 students sitting in the same class. We were given a homework by 
the teacher, and I asked some of my classmates to form a group of study to 
figure out the homework. However, they seemed to ignore my offer and said 
that we didn't need a group of study. Later, I knew that they made a group 
and I was left outside. This was really embarrassing for me and made me 
suddenly decide that I should prove to them that I could do the homework 
even better than them. Finally, when the semester ended, I got 3 marks of the 



subjects we had taken, among four subjects in total, which were higher than 
all the group members had got. 

Such is the need for solidarity that Lari is strongly motivated to prove himself after this 
rejection. (We learned later that after his success, he was not only included in the group, but 
that they paid his rent as well, to ensure they could study with him!) We also learned that he 
was 'left outside' because he came from a less prestigious university, a common form of 
exclusion, echoed by Tari, who felt alienated by her colleague, another international 
researcher: 

Tari: Her study room environment also does not support her in terms of 
friend. Her colleague look down her because she came from small city and 
has not experienced studying abroad yet. 

Being 'looked down on' is a threat to self-identity, and all the more so when familiar support 
networks are absent. 

The relationship between the social bond, pride and the student's motivation is strong. The 
following narratives link pride in achievement with a highly motivated disposition to learn: 

Nera: After finishing the first quarter of the ...program, I got a 'Dean's List' 
letter from the [US] University to certify that I was one of the very outstanding 
students of the University... The moment that I felt at that time was absolutely 
fantastic. It made me believe deeper in my capability to study abroad. 

Tari: Finally she got the results... and she said to her heart that she could 
study abroad. She was more pleased when she knew that all participants 
were more than 3 000 people and she was one of the 300 candidates who 
won it. This made her more confident that she could finish her Masters 
Degree. 

And from the discussion: 

Dasi: I got almost 100% marks so then I thought, 'So you can perform well.' 
Then when I finish my degree I have another State level exam. There are 50 
000 people writing and the first 300 will get in. The second time I got through 
...150 rank ... so that really motivated me - 'OK, you can; if you wish, you can.' 
(1: 224-231) 

Proof of ability is provided by the feedback from competitive external examinations. For 
scholarship winners especially, success through competition is the key to knowing how they 
measure up academically. Society has conferred academic validation through a public 
competitive process, an external building of pride and confidence. Self-belief is deep, part of 
self-identity as a student - 'It made me believe deeper in my capability', 'she said to her 
heart', 'if you wish you can'. External as well as family validation create a heightened 
motivation to succeed. Success through competition creates a highly visible arena for 
achievement and motivation. 

Before leaving the home country, the students' academic worth has been tested over and 
over, sometimes against enormous competition. But the very achievement of success brings 
heavy pressures and responsibility and a sense of indebtedness, both financial and 
personal. In the following account, competition challenges Kori's bonds with colleagues in 
her university department: 



Kori: The issue at that time was discussion about who should go abroad for 
further study. Kori said she would like to go. One senior staff said, 'If you 
would like to go you have to be strong enough in terms of English skill and I 
think it is very difficult - for someone who graduated a long time ago, so you 
think it careful.' She felt upset and tried very hard with her English because 
she stop it more than 5 years. 

The first report of TOEFL, she got only 490 and it is very low. She tried again 
until the third report, she got 550. Then she told her Dean that she got it 
already. Her Dean said, 'You are the first staff in our faculty who got TOEFL 
550 before you go abroad; even me I got only 500 when I went to America 
and two staff who just gone, they got TOEFL only 520 and had to attend 
English class for 6 months. Kori felt very proud of herself and got confidence 
back, after one colleague looked down on her. 

The existing bonds between Kori and her superior are threatened by Kori's interpretation of 
the senior staff member's comments as criticism: 

Kori: [When] one senior staff said, 'Your English is not strong enough', that 
means look down, you don't know enough...At that time, I feel lost face in 
meeting, at the, oh my god... (2: 238) 

Kori's competence is in question, and at the same time, her standing with her colleagues. 
This undermines her solidarity with her peers and her relationship with her head of 
department. There is even more at stake here - the status derived from an overseas degree 
compared with the same degree earned at home. A highly animated discussion unfolded: 

Kori: This senior staff, she is graduated in [home country]...and I'm much 
younger person in faculty. 

Dasi: When someone aspires to go [abroad] for the same degree and come 
back, then, ah, there might be fear, fear in this person ... 

Lari: Yeah, oh yeah, that kind of competition is there. 

Nera: Ahh, I have to say, ahh, it's bigger than that In [my] society, everything 
have to be competition. Everything! 

Kori: High competition! 

Nera: High competition! Even living, not only working! 

Kori: Everything! 

Nera: If you go, someone has to work for you. You have to think very 
carefully; if you go, who will work for you...If you go, someone has to support 
you as well. 

Kori: Some people think oh, you didn't work, but you've got money...and you 
come here and got another scholarship, that is like you're on holiday!...And 
the most important thing is image... 

KC: (To rest of group) Do you feel the sense of competition? 



Dasi: Not too different I think. 

Tari: Almost the same in my uni. 

Lari: In my institution, even worse, I think. Because the information about the 
scholarship itself...maybe we'll miss the information. Some, the staff who deal 
with scholarship information, it is nothing to do with him, we don't get access. 
If we have a relation for example, we might get access and then we will get 
the scholarship...(2:291-387) 

Competitive success changes relationships with bosses and colleagues, and brings heavy 
responsibility. The department may provide an ongoing salary, and require other staff 
members to cover the absent person for three years or more. There is the potential 
challenge to the senior, and in this case, older, academics, and the need to be seen to be 
hardworking and successful. Above all, image must be maintained - 'We always keep our 
image in ourself'. (Nera: 2: 30) 

The image of success is accompanied by intense pressure to perform well, 'to prove 
ourselves', and to make a good first impression: 

Dasi: When you have the first opportunity to present [the proposal] before 
your supervisor ...they'll be looking forward to things like how you present, 
how is my student. They are in the process of building up an image for you in 
their life, and we are concerned about that, and that gets attached with your 
image and all those things....The first impression is an opportunity. If you miss 
that opportunity you may have to wait another one or two months... In 
research we don't get an opportunity...to regularly prove yourself. [With 
exams] always you'll be assessed...In research you are not at all seen in 
public. (3:164-197) 

...other people at home, they know our history at least....Your professor, 
supervisor might have validated your certificate, and nobody else knows who 
you are and how capable you are, so you have to show others that, 'OK, I 
know this stuff', that itself takes time. (2:108-110) 

The pressure to prove oneself is there from arrival, but it takes time to reach the stage of 
having one's academic performance evaluated. That time is one of high anxiety: 

Nera: Yeah, it's very difficult...I can say, we are under pressure when we start 
here.(2:429-31) 

Academic success in the new country 

Until now, academic success has come through visible benchmarks: years of competition, 
passing exams, winning scholarships, and proving oneself by being placed in the top 
percentile. Academic success has been accompanied by validation from parents, teachers, 
professionals creating a strong self-identity of successful academic ability. However, the 
transition to a new culture and academic environment disrupts both the markers of success 
for academic ability and one's academic identity. In the new socio-cultural environment of 
postgraduate research the students experience a shock to the image of themselves as being 
successful academically. 



Kori: The other good thing is orientation week because you impressed, you 
excited a new thing, but when we started university and talk with my 
supervisor and I got a shock. 

Lari: I got a shock, before I started the academic activity. You know, I came 
here, no friend, no friends, nothing I know,...I've no idea where's the 
university or where to go. (3: 550-558) 

Dasi: And then, the cultural difference like what to do, what not to do, which 
language will we use, the way you call us... And they have their own natural 
speaking, and their own kind of interaction, so when you come down here 
and get a foot in your department, you don't know how to get into that 
conversation. (2: 94-99) 

Nera: You know, you feel deeply, deeply of suffering or get confusion, if you 
come to another country, everything is new to you. (2: 113-115) 

They have no familiar measures of success and no immediate sources of validation and no 
way of entering into everyday conversations, much less of expressing how they feel. Many 
experience negative feedback and have no way of judging their own competence: 

Nera: My first time to study abroad, in English, ...you cannot say [if you are 
doing well]. I didn't have a clear picture at all when I start off with my living, 
my studying here, my friends, and homesick. Everything, oh, transition. So 
you cannot tell by yourself. So you cannot tell if you go on the right track...So 
you need someone to tell you, 'OK, you did well.' (2:64-70) 

Kori: The time for her research proposal was coming... she spent a lot of 
times for preparing the presentation. She felt as if a soldier going to a war as 
result would be either dead or alive. 

Apart from positive feedback from her supervisors and academic staff, she 
got kind voice from one colleague attending at the seminar as she said, 
'...your project is so great and it is only eight months you have done quite a 
lot.' Kori felt that she got more acceptance from her colleagues. Her 
confidence increased and she felt as she is one of the academic staff at the 
department. 

Until the first departmental seminar presentation, students may find themselves in a vacuum, 
with neither academic nor personal recognition. After 'going to a war' -the gruelling test of 
the first departmental presentation - Kori wins the positive feedback of supervisors and 
colleagues. With their acceptance, she feels she now has a place in the department. 
Inclusion creates a leap in pride and confidence. 

Kori: She felt as if a visitor or temporary student. With this situation, 
insufficient English skill and different culture, she felt uncertain, uncomfortable 
and inferior sometimes. She tried so hard to get acceptance from her 
supervisors and colleagues. 

The first departmental seminar, perhaps some months into the candidature, may yield the 
first sign of success. Until then, many students have no form of external validation to replace 
the familiar stepping stones to success. During this time, it is easy to lose self-judgment, an 
important aspect of agency: 



Dasi: Because [at home] we have a target to aim at, you can aim then fire at 
that, if you don't have a target how do you see within yourself?...You can't fire 
at it. 

Lari: When you come to this place, like we don't have any kind of a 
competition, is very very decrease in competition, like we don't have a group 
of people...and like we are trying to prove ourselves and competition is within 
ourselves. (3:1463-1500). 

Lari: [In my country] before we can start to carry out a research we need to 
make and defend the proposal around the professors and experts in the field. 
So if we fail to defend the proposal, we can't do the research. But here, my 
supervisor will let me start to write the thesis itself...even though he's still 
reading the proposal....What makes me afraid of this, I'm not sure, because 
I'm not sure is what will happen in the next years...Up to now I haven't got any 
comment of my supervisor yet and I have already written two 
chapters...(3:425-439) 

And so these students feel that although they have been set a task they have no target, a 
destination but no pathway, a void in which there is no feedback. Amid uncertainty, they 
have no way of gauging how they are performing. In the new academic and social 
environment, the bases of success have disappeared, leaving the students temporarily 
stripped of their academic identity, feeling alienated and fearful. 

CI: Everybody is looking at you. And if you fail? 

General exclamations: Retire!...No option!...No way, no way! ...In fact, you 
cannot fail!...If I fail I have to leave... 

Lari:I think I agree with Juan, we need to prove it, like if we fail, if we fail here 
it's ......it's very difficult to imagine what can we do when we back in our home 
country. 

Tari: In my previous life I always succeed, so if I lose this one! No, I couldn't 
say to my friends, to my parents, you know. So everything you have to keep 
in a high level. 

Dasi: Like, fear of first defeat. (2: 411-429) 

Agency 

The feelings of fear and uncertainty, and the lack of successful achievement so far, had 
been held in silence, hidden from others. None of the students had shared them before. 
Trusted support systems had not yet been built, they did not possess the everyday language 
for speaking about such things, and there would be shame or loss of face in admitting doubt 
and fear. The students commented that they had never before talked about, or heard 
discussed, the suffering they were experiencing through the shame of not performing well; of 
being looked down on; of the weight of responsibility they carried to maintain their public 
image of success at all times; and of the impossibility of going home without success. They 
were silent themselves as they did not have the language, the self-permission or the 
solidarity of trusted relationships in which to express their feelings while dealing with new 
academic, social, interpersonal and personal pressures. Until the memory-work sessions, 
they had carried their thoughts and feelings alone. Now they were shared, and now the 



students could re-evaluate many of the expectations they had of themselves in the light of 
that sharing. 

Members of the group suggested that the silent issues be aired publicly, so that new 
international students, and the institutions enrolling them, should appreciate their impact and 
find ways to respond. 'We need someone to tell the story and tell the way to solve the 
problems,' said Nera. (3:1604) We asked the group to take the opportunity to do just that by 
making a joint presentation at the upcoming international conference, Quality in 
Postgraduate Research: Making Ends Meet, in Adelaide, 14 April, 2000. Five members of 
the group did this. During the conference, one member spoke about the research on the 
radio station Adelaide 5UV, and subsequently the group published a joint article in the 
Australian universities paper, Campus Review, June 7-13, 2000. This article was later 
modified for inclusion inHigh Flyers, the 2000 edition of the Adelaide University Overseas 
Students' Yearbook. 

Through the research process itself, the students developed their own voices and the 
confidence to speak publicly, thereby overcoming to some degree aspects of the 
socialisation that had rendered them silent. As the final session closed, Dasi remarked 
on '...the basic honesty with which I think the group has acted, because they really want 
something to be changed' .(3:1581) The recognition by the group of the personal and 
emotional components of their academic experiences allowed them to reflect with some 
confidence on their own agency, integrating and giving voice to their hitherto silent or 
unspoken issues. The research process had revealed commonalities that had been hidden 
by the need to maintain face, one of the powerful effects of subjectification for international 
research students. 

Conclusion 

In this study, we have focused on the social interactions that build and deplete pride and 
confidence, through the emotions involved in building successful academic self-identities. 
International postgraduate research students wrote about and discussed experiences which 
built their self-identities and agency as successful students, both in their home countries and 
abroad. They described how, in their home countries, acceptance, recognition and support 
came from family, friends and teachers, from successive good performances in 
examinations, and from intense competition for top results, all feeding a strong desire to 
achieve. They left their home countries with pride and confidence, with high expectations of 
future academic success. 

In the transition to research at an Australian university, however, their identities as 
successful students were severely challenged. They spoke of having to 'prove themselves' 
all over again, feeling they were unknown, unrecognised, and without support. Gone were 
the familiar and frequent markers of success such as regular assignments, exam results and 
positive feedback. Instead there were unfamiliar requirements, new ways of relating to 
supervisors, departmental staff and colleagues, and for some no feedback or negative 
feedback. Instead of being successful, they felt isolated and uncertain, and after a semester, 
some reported they had felt no success at all. The transition into a foreign postgraduate 
research culture posed a severe threat to their self-identities and their agency as successful 
learners. 

By focusing on emotions, we have foregrounded some of the elements that shape confident 
academic self-identities. The students have voiced some of the deeper hopes and fears that 
they identify with success: the need for recognition of who they are and what they can do, for 
acceptance into their new academic community, and perhaps most strongly of all, their need 
to meet their obligations to family, colleagues, institutions and friends. It is a deeply held 



matter of pride and identity to maintain an image of success, a form of subjectification that 
makes it very difficult to negotiate the transition from one culture to another. 

The very sharing of these early experiences in the first year of their research degree enabled 
the students to speak about their loss of agency without losing face. Clearly the results of 
this project, and the ways in which the memory-work methodology facilitated students' 
engagement in the deeper processes of their learning, have significant implications for 
teaching in international contexts. We suggest that postgraduate education programs work 
away from curriculum models of induction and apprenticeship towards the development of 
active, student-centred learning contexts. Pedagogies need to be theorised to involve 
students at the level of their identities as students, as for example, in Pennycook's 
'pedagogy of engagement' (1999 pp339-41). At the chalkface, programs and activities 
should include an emphasis on the integration of experience, emotion and academic 
identities into the specific learning tasks required. Learning should be encouraged in 
consciously supportive environments where the over-arching goal is to facilitate the sharing 
of self-reflexive, personal involvement rather than the 'transfer of knowledge' from expert to 
novice (see Cadman 1997, 2000; Cargill et al 2000). In this way common meanings can be 
recognised and voiced, and students' agency greatly enhanced. The hesitation and 
resistance which often inhibit learning are noticeably reduced, and in the postgraduate 
research context, the outcomes can be positive both academically and personally. 
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