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Abstract: Early doctoral student sustainable development plays a pivotal role in promoting doctoral
education quality contextually. However, there are few studies analyzing the challenges and strategies
of early doctoral student sustainable development. Thus, this study explores how various elements
might have affected early doctoral students’ academic adaptation in a specific higher education
institution context. The multiple data, including a narrative inquiry and a semi-structured interview,
were examined to uncover 44 early doctoral students’ academic and living experiences on campus. It
was found that some early doctoral students are facing great pressure from social relations, daily life,
study groups, and academic requirements. Due to a lack of understanding of the doctoral education
system, early doctoral students are often isolated after entering the new environment. Their current
situation does not meet their initial expectations, and it is difficult to balance academia, work, and life.
As a result, they lack social contact and cannot integrate into the team, the community, and learning
community. Along with findings, we suggested that students should also actively participate in
various academic exchange activities and research projects to continuously learn interdisciplinary
knowledge and improve interdisciplinary ability. In addition, the supervisor should create a healthy
learning environment and to guide, and supervise doctoral students to participate in exchanges and
scientific research; doctoral students should pay attention to the quality of learning and academic
communication to stimulate their self-development. Lastly, we present the discussion and conclusion.
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1. Introduction

As one important component of the sustainable graduate education development,
doctoral education as the highest level of education in China, at present, is an important
driving force to improve national comprehensive strength and core competitiveness [1].

However, doctoral students face many problems in daily campus life, which are mainly
manifested in a lack of ability, psychological problems, and academic performance. The
research and countermeasures to these problems have become an important part of current
doctoral education research. There are not abundant studies on early doctoral students’
academic development, especially in China. Along with the above, this study aims to
explore the early doctoral students’ experience and attitudes towards doctoral education in
China’s world-class disciplines. It is divided into several parts: the first part explores the
multiple studies on doctoral student development worldwide; the second part examines the
doctoral student development in China’s context; the third part discusses the methodology
used in this study; and the fourth and fifth part present the findings and discussions in
this study.

2. The Multiple Studies on Doctoral Student Development Worldwide

The doctoral students also have shortcomings in scientific research creativity. Re-
stricted by academic tradition and political and economic factors, foreign doctoral students
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lack the courage to break the thinking pattern and practice beyond the academic training
plan [2,3]. They can only carry out scientific research activities under the established aca-
demic framework but cannot provide full play to their creativity and subjective initiative to
make their own feedback and unique changes to the learning environment. Low partici-
pation in doctoral education is one of the typical educational problems faced by foreign
doctoral students. In terms of improving the innovation ability, educators should support
the innovation practice of doctoral students and help them to achieve constructive inno-
vation results. Both the university and tutors should regard doctoral students as capable
innovation subjects and provide them with intellectual support and academic guidance.
They can broaden academic communication channels by learning paper writing through
social media to make teaching more effective. Finally, it helps doctoral students to realize
the unity of personal behavior and social expectations and encourages academic innovation
and creativity in doctoral education [4,5].

There are many concrete and practical steps to increase PhD participation. The public
should provide students emotional support, praise and affirm doctoral students through
the communication of an academic ecological network and external verification, and en-
hance their sense of identity to the academic community [6,7]. Form a communication
network that meets the special academic needs of doctoral students, change competition
into cooperation, and improve the overall academic atmosphere of the society. The uni-
versity should set up a part-time doctoral system to provide doctoral students with more
understanding, more freedom of choice, and social welfare support; improve the supervi-
sion and assessment institutions, in terms of strict academic requirements, while providing
flexible handling of life needs; and improve the organizational culture construction, ac-
tivities, and lectures to enhance the ideological construction and professional quality of
doctoral students. The supervisor should play the main role, carry out scientific research
activities with doctoral students, provide suggestions for doctoral students to integrate into
scientific and educational activities, encourage peer collaboration, and build a harmonious
and progressive academic community. Doctoral students can also adjust their learning
state and enhance their learning participation through simple and effective methods such
as self-reflection, cycling, and social activities. In the teaching process, educators should
promote doctoral education in five respects: improving project management efficiency;
encouraging students to integrate into the discipline community; encouraging students to
question, analyze, and develop critical thinking; encouraging students to open their minds
and develop themselves; and developing a healthy teacher–student relationship, so that
students are full of enthusiasm, are motivated, and care about their work [8–10].

3. Doctoral Student Development: China’s Context

There are many studies on doctoral student development in China, from multiple per-
spectives. Specifically, in terms of doctoral students’ comprehensive ability, the innovation
ability, interdisciplinary research ability, and transferability of Chinese doctoral students
are considered hot topics in doctoral student development studies [11,12].

Regarding innovation ability and innovation thinking, at the macro level, the lack of
originality of doctoral dissertations in China is particularly serious due to multiple factors,
such as educational philosophy, faculty, the supervision mechanism, and the cultivation
mode. On the individual level, due to the lack of an individual professional foundation
of students and a lack of interest in learning, the original contribution of their papers is
relatively lacking, which is reflected in the fact that it is difficult to break students’ thinking
patterns when discussing academic issues; a lack of execution ability to transform inno-
vative thinking into innovative projects in academic practice; and when writing a paper,
innovation is not promoted in topics, materials, research methods, research conclusions,
and other aspects. Regarding interdisciplinary ability, the curriculum of doctoral students
in China is still dominated by disciplinary and professional knowledge, and there is not
enough interdisciplinary curriculum. However, the comprehensive application of interdis-
ciplinary knowledge is indispensable in the actual paper-writing process. For example,
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students need knowledge of psychology to better design questionnaires, and economics
to analyze data results. However, the reality is that it is difficult for doctoral students to
share interdisciplinary knowledge, and there is a lack of academic communication and
a fragmentation of courses, which make it difficult for doctoral students to internalize
knowledge of other disciplines, resulting in a lack of interdisciplinary research ability. In
addition, China’s doctoral education focuses too much on a single academic dimension
and lacks diversified development and vocational ability training, resulting in weak trans-
ferability and tacit knowledge-acquisition ability. First, Chinese doctoral students do not
pay enough attention to ideological and moral dimensions, a sense of responsibility, and
other personal qualities, and thus they cannot meet the requirements of the labor market
in terms of diverse development ability, social participation, social service ability, and
professional quality. Secondly, the focus of training deviates from the needs of society. The
transferable ability of doctoral students refers to academic ability and social comprehensive
ability, which can be quickly transferred to different working and learning situations. Tacit
knowledge refers to students’ internal thinking mode; beliefs; and mind, which need to be
acquired by attaching importance to comprehensive development, comprehensive quality
improvement, and the whole process of cultivation [13–15].

However, this requirement is contrary to the development status quo of China’s
one-sided emphasis on academic achievement and neglect of comprehensive quality and
vocational ability cultivation, which leads to the weak transferability and tacit knowledge
acquisition ability of doctoral students in China. In psychology, there is a lack of edge psy-
chology, low interest in scientific research, and knowledge anxiety among doctoral students
in China. First, marginal psychological problems are serious. It is common for doctoral
students to lack a sense of belonging and identity with regard to their own group, and there
are deviations in self-cognition, such as unclear positioning, inadequate efficacy, self-doubt,
and lack of interest, accompanied by excessive ego, contradiction and irritability, inferiority,
and negativity. Second, knowledge anxiety is common. Knowledge anxiety refers to a
sense of crisis regarding a lack of knowledge reserve, an inability to produce knowledge,
and an inability to meet the needs of diverse talents in society. The fierce competition and
great pressure of doctoral education led to students’ psychological reactions such as an
eagerness for success, and self-denial. At the micro level of individual doctoral students, as
mentioned above, the problems and countermeasures faced by individual doctoral students
in education are the common focus of doctoral student development. In terms of research
topics with less overlap, domestic scholars pay more attention to research on the scale of
doctoral training and the effect of doctoral education on the country, such as the effect of
regional differences and the structural optimization of postgraduate education on economic
growth rate, or the effect of the graduate education scale on national innovation capacity.
In addition, domestic professional doctoral education research has gradually become a hot
topic. Foreign scholars’ research topics are more diverse, such as student supervision and
the burnout of perception, the relationship between diversity measures to explore the cog-
nitive theory, sex phobia in doctoral education, the promotion of global science discourses,
the entrepreneurship education (by a Chilean doctoral student) of the potential impact of
the non-commercial research environment, the political inequality of doctoral education,
and a comparative study on the social experiences of high- and low-grade doctoral students.
Both national and international research attaches great importance to the research of the
doctoral student group, the supervisor group, the doctoral training system, and doctoral
career training, and most of them use literature analysis, questionnaire surveys, interviews,
and data analysis to carry out specific research. In terms of other topics, China focuses more
on the relationship between doctoral education and the country and society at the macro
level, but foreign research content is richer, focusing more on the micro level. In terms of
research trends, the research topics of doctoral students tend to be diverse. The research
focus has shifted to the whole process of doctoral training, doctoral training system, and
educational reform. The reference of relevant foreign research has been strengthened; the
number of research groups has increased, focusing on the cultivation of professional doctors
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and female doctors. At the same time, the research on the innovation ability and training
quality of doctoral students has become a hot topic, and the research mode has gradually
changed to the coexistence of countermeasure research and empirical research [16–18].

4. Methods

Narrative inquiry. Narrative inquiry was applied in this study to explore the detailed
context in a real-world situation. It aimed to offer a more in-depth understanding of
interviewees’ perceptions and experiences in a real-life context. The narrative inquiry
concentrated on exploring the cultures, interests, and experiences of participants through
contacting scholars and interviewees. We conducted this study in a one of the “double
first-class universities” in China. The selected university is a key and comprehensive
university, which is directly under the Administration of the Ministry of Education.

Descriptive analysis. The gender of the interviewees in this study is 1:3, including
13 male and 31 female. The age of the respondents ranged from “Post 85” to “Post 95”.
The youngest student was only 24 years old, and the overall average age was 27.3 years
old. Most of the students come from normal universities and comprehensive universities
all over the country, and a few of them graduated from overseas universities. A total
of 8 majors are enrolled in the select group, which are comparative education, teacher
education, history of education, the principles of education, education policy and education
law, special education, preschool education, and vocational and technical education. The
communist Party of China (25) and the Communist Youth League (10) accounted for the
overwhelming majority, along with members of the Jiu SAN Society and the Democratic
League, and four people. There were two Hui students and one Tujia student among the
participants. There were also three international students from Turkmenistan, Cameroon,
and Vietnam.

The selected world-class disciplines. In this study, we have chosen education as
one of world-class disciplines to explore the doctoral students’ experience of their early
doctoral campus life. The selected department has the national key disciplines of first-level
education, 13 doctoral degree programs, 15 master’s degree programs, and 5 undergraduate
programs, among which special education and educational technology are featured by
the Ministry of Education. It has a total enrollment of 2317 full-time students, including
530 undergraduates, 664 academic master’s students, 148 full-time professional master’s
students, 304 doctoral students, and 85 international students.

5. Findings

Along with interviewees, we found that some early doctoral students are facing great
pressure from social relations, daily life, study groups, and academic requirements, which
results in the diversion or withdrawal of doctoral students. Due to the lack of understanding
of the doctoral education system, early doctoral students are often isolated after entering
the new environment. Their current situation does not meet their initial expectations, and
it is difficult for them to balance academia, work, and life.

5.1. Social Contact in the Learning Community

As a result, they lack social contact and cannot integrate into the team, the community,
and the learning community. Some interviewees pointed out that,

“I graduated from S University with a master’s degree. I am from L, H province.
Now I have just come to Beijing Normal University to read doctor’s degree, and I
feel the pressure is quite big. I have chosen five courses in total this semester. I
have been studying pedagogy for my master’s degree. My goal this semester is
to write two small papers, which I hope can be published. As far as I know, our
doctoral students majoring in basic theory have postponed their graduation, and
almost none of them graduate within 3 years. Many of my peers in the same major
got their PHDS in 6 years, so I felt a lot of pressure. Worrying about whether I’ll
graduate on time.” (THY-020).
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5.2. Academic and Life Troubles during Doctoral Education Period

During the interview, many early doctoral students encountered different kinds of
academic and life troubles during their doctoral education period. We found that, at the
same time, their relationship with their supervisor; a lack of communication, interest, and
motivation; and difficulty in finding meaning among early doctoral students also led to
depression and other negative feelings. One early doctoral student indicated that,

“I am not accustomed to the life of being a doctoral student. I learned from
the reunion that most of doctoral students have been doctors for six years and
hardly graduated on time. So, I want to graduate early and as late as possible.
I also contacted my tutor, who advised me to read more books and not worry
about writing my thesis and graduation. But I am still anxious about graduation,
after all, I hope I can graduate early. Although I am in the first year of my
doctorate, I have already begun to consider the topic of my doctoral thesis. I hope
to study Japanese universities for my doctoral thesis, especially the history of
Japanese education development after the Meiji Restoration. But all our students
study the United States and Britain. My advisor also studied the history of
American education. Therefore, I still worry about the support and guidance of
my supervisor for my doctoral thesis. I also have a twin brother who is also a
PhD student. So, my family pressure is relatively big. That’s a big factor in why I
want to graduate early.” (YED-32).

This kind of low participation is manifested as self-inefficiency, cynicism, and study fatigue.
At the same time, the excessive control or alienation of the academic community increases
the negative experience of doctoral students and weakens their enthusiasm for learning.
When the interaction with the academic community becomes a destructive friction or
personal sacrifice is necessary, the doctoral student loses a sense of belonging and is forced
to conduct research on his own, which leads to the doctoral student’s lack of academic
guidance and funding, difficulty in completing their thesis, and difficulty in starting their
career, all of which constitute a vicious cycle. In the training program, foreign doctoral
students also have the disadvantage of overemphasizing academic achievements. Blindly
pursuing academic achievement reduces doctoral students’ happiness and social welfare,
leading to their psychological burnout and their loss of interest in scientific research. In
addition, some interviewees discussed the student–tutor relationship as follows:

“I feel under a lot of pressure. At the same time, I feel that it is very difficult to
meet the requirements of teachers, because I am a cross-major, not pedagogy, so I
feel it is difficult to learn pedagogy content. I plan to take more courses and read
some classic books on pedagogy in the first year of my doctoral degree, to lay
a solid foundation for my pedagogy research in the next semester. At the same
time, I feel that the classmates around me are excellent, compared with them, MY
academic pressure is greater. My heart wants to graduate on time, preferably in
3 years. At the same time, I am an only child, now 28 years old, and I feel even
more anxious when my family starts pushing me to get married. All my college
friends already have kids, and many of them have second kids. I felt a greater
sense of urgency to finish my studies.” (FRT-329).

5.3. Pressures from Doctoral Academic Performance

Along with the interview, many early doctoral students mentioned that for their
doctoral academic performance, the status of their doctoral thesis publication is not opti-
mistic, and the postponement of graduation is common. In environments where there is an
emphasis on academic research, early doctoral students are also eager to achieve results,
excessively pursue the quantity of academic publication rather than quality, and pursue
publication speed rather than accuracy, which compromises academic integrity. In addition,
publishing academic work is an inevitable task for PhD students who lack interdisciplinary
academic backgrounds, international education, and research experience. For example, in
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selected world-class disciplines, we found that the postponement rate for doctoral students
in China’s world-class universities is close to 40%, and more than 10% of them delay for
more than two years, which has a negative impact on doctoral academic development,
career choice, mental health, and financial support. One early doctoral student argued that,

“My PhD is in teacher education. In general, I feel that my PhD life is only
about study, besides study and study. Compared with the doctoral life, I feel the
postgraduate life is more abundant. I started to attend the academic conference
of my tutor in July today and do projects with my tutor. The task of scientific
research is quite heavy. Especially since living in changing dormitory, I feel
particularly tired and bumpy on the road. I feel more comfortable living out
of the house. I live near the school now. My short-term academic plan is to
complete small papers and apply for interdisciplinary projects. Although I have
failed to apply for scientific research projects twice in the postgraduate stage,
I am still applying for projects in the doctoral stage. I hope I can graduate
on time, because my tutor is not in Beijing, but in Zhuhai all the year round.
We organize a biweekly reading group on the methodological learning and
qualitative research of doctoral research. However, I seldom interact with other
students and attend private parties. I didn’t think about graduating in 3 years.
Don’t put too much pressure on yourself. Oneself want step by step oneself go,
oneself good depression. 4 years to 4.5 years of graduation is ok. There is only
one student in our major who graduated in 3 years. The influence of master tutor
on me. I have a boyfriend, 4 years younger than me. I am from Shandong. All
my friends are married, and my boyfriend is studying for a master’s degree. He
was going to study Comparative education in England. My family and mother
are urging me to get married soon. I am now facing the dual problems of study
pressure and emotional pressure.” (QER-321).

5.4. Inbalances in Work, Study and Social Life

In addition, the difficulties faced by early doctoral students in terms of balancing
work; study and social life; the tension between teachers and students; the lack of external
academic support; their own weak academic foundation; the lack of diverse development
ability; and their own psychological problems hinder the progress of thesis writing and
aggravate the phenomenon of postponement. One interviewee indicated that,

“When I just got the doctor’s admission notice, I was under great pressure and
wanted to do something in this field. I felt even more pressure at the beginning
of my doctorate term because my roommate worked hard, which brought me
invisible great pressure. Sometimes peer pressure can be overwhelming. My
doctoral research direction is to do the interdisciplinary of vocational education
and educational informatization. However, my doctoral supervisor does not
understand vocational education and information technology, so I am worried
about whether he can guide me to graduate successfully in the doctoral thesis
stage. Now I really hope to graduate on time in 3 years. In addition, I found that
the circle was very small. There was no one to communicate with me at ordinary
times. Most of the time, I was wandering alone in the library, dormitory, and
classroom. I seldom communicate with others about my study and life problems.
Overall, my PhD life so far has been depressing.” (WHT-231).

6. Discussion and Conclusions

Along with the above findings, we found that in the Chinese context, cultural factors
play an important role in influencing early doctoral students’ attitudes towards the chal-
lenges and strategies of their early doctoral sustainable development, especially compared
with those of Western countries [19,20]. Compared with Western countries, and due to
thousands of years of development, China has created a rich and splendid culture. The
Chinese culture is the spiritual pillar for continuous development. In the process of the
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formation and development of the “common culture” and “common psychology” of the
Chinese nation, it is the great thinker and educator Confucius who played the most impor-
tant and influential role. China’s traditional culture emphasizes authority and learning.
From school to family, “supervision education”, “obedience education”, and “teaching
and receiving education” only require rote memorization and passive acceptance. In the
process of seeking knowledge, the conclusion of predecessors is often repeated more than
one’s own thinking, which negates the initiative of human beings as cognitive subjects
with regard to objective existence. Along with the above, it is not easy to understand the
challenges and strategies of early doctoral student sustainable development [21,22].

Based on the results of the interview, we found that, to improve the ability of in-
novation, early doctoral students should understand the history of the subject and the
method of academic questioning, provide full play to the spirit of innovation, broaden the
breadth of their answers to established research questions through brainstorming and peer
collaboration, clarify the accuracy of their answers through mind mapping, and then carry
out innovation practice. At the same time, faculty members also need to match doctoral stu-
dents’ academic needs and emotional needs and increase their positive emotions regarding
innovation and exploration. In terms of the improvement of doctoral students’ interdisci-
plinary ability, the higher education institutions should create a healthy interdisciplinary
learning environment, optimize the interdisciplinary curriculum of doctoral students, carry
out teaching guided by scientific research practice, promote communication and cooper-
ation between disciplinary departments, build an interdisciplinary academic exchange
platform, and realize the mutual sharing of knowledge of different disciplines [23].

Regarding the impact of psychological problems, such as anxiety and the demotivation
of PhD students, students’ psychological and spiritual problems have been of concern [24]
but no solution has been found. As a hot topic, students’ psychological problems “have
been widely paid attention to in the field of higher education in recent years [25]. Many
PhD students complain that it is difficult to write dissertations and find jobs and feel their
life has lost its meaning. As a special group in term of higher knowledge, when facing
a variety of pressures, some doctoral students are anxious; some are depressed; some
are unable to bear the burden and drop out of school; and some even want to end their
lives to free themselves, like trapped animals. Apparently, PhD students are in a mental
health crisis [26].

Compared with previous published studies regarding doctoral education development
and reform, this study offers a specific lens through which to explore early doctoral students’
academic and living experiences on campus. It was found that some early doctoral students
are facing great pressure from social relations, daily life, study groups, and academic
requirements. Based on the literature review and results above, we found some key similar
findings, such as the lack of understanding of the doctoral education system; the difficulty
of balancing academia, work, and life; and a lack of social contact with the team, the
community, and learning community [27,28].

To address the above problems and challenges of early doctoral students, we propose
several effective solutions to deal with relevant concerns and questions. Students should
also actively participate in various academic exchange activities and research projects
to continuously acquire interdisciplinary knowledge and improve their interdisciplinary
ability. In terms of the diversified ability of cultivation, the university should broaden the
way by which doctoral students participate in school governance, improve their political
consciousness and professional quality through party-building activities, and enhance their
academic ability through project participation. Doctoral students themselves should also
actively participate in social practice and volunteer activities to enhance their awareness
and ability to contribute to society [29]. In terms of transferable ability and tacit knowledge-
acquisition ability, schools should perfect additional and integrated curriculum design and
evaluation systems [30].

In addition, the supervisor should create a good learning environment and guide and
supervise doctoral students to participate in exchanges and scientific research, and doctoral
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students should pay attention to the quality of learning and academic communication, to
stimulate their self-development. In terms of psychology, schools and tutors should reason-
ably arrange the difficulty and content of courses; pay attention to academic training; and
provide humanistic care to doctoral students to help them establish correct self-recognition,
cultivate healthy psychology, and stimulate their academic interest and enthusiasm. Tutors
and students should also cultivate a positive interactive relationship, so that students can
receive social support in a positive academic community and establish their own academic
goals and aspirations through the improvement of transferable abilities [31–33].

Regarding publication, the higher education institutions should build a diversified
academic evaluation system; not make excessive, rigid requirements in terms of the number
of papers, consulting reports, projects, patent inventions, and other forms of assessment;
at the same time establish a diversion mechanism to improve the quality of doctoral stu-
dents’ work. The supervisor should clarify the main position of education and provide
doctoral students with more comprehensive scientific research guidance. Doctoral students
themselves should also establish correct cognition, focus on improving the quality of their
research papers, and improve their research and writing abilities through interdisciplinary
learning and academic exchanges. To prevent delay, the four aspects of society, school,
supervisor, and funding are indispensable. The society should construct a macro envi-
ronment and a system supporting doctoral education in the whole process of enrollment,
teaching, and graduation examination. The school and the supervisor should improve
the academic level of the doctoral students through a personalized guidance and tracking
support system, provide them with financial subsidies, guarantee their welfare, and devise
courses according to the characteristics of the discipline and students. At the same time,
the school should improve the accountability and incentive mechanism of the supervisor
and establish a benign interaction between subjects [34,35].

In addition, this study also provides future implications and is significant with regard
to the doctoral sustainable education development context [36–40]. This study offers
both a narrative inquiry and a semi-structured interview to explore early doctoral students’
academic and living experiences on campus [41–43]. This study offers practical implications
on how various elements might have affected early doctoral students’ academic adaptation
in a specific higher education institution context. Effective strategies and suggestions have
been provided to enrich the field of doctoral educational sustainability practically [44–46].
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