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SHAPING THE ACADEMIC IDENTITY
OF DOCTORAL STUDENTS:
CRITICAL FACTORS AND INFLUENCES

The article examines how doctoral students in Kazakhstan develop their academic identity as future
scholars. It explores critical factors that influence this process, including institutional, personal and socio-
cultural elements. The research aims to understand how doctoral students’ academic identity develops
throughout their PhD journey and to assess the role of mentorship, academic self-efficacy and interna-
tional networks in shaping their identity as scholars. A mixed-method approach was employed, involv-
ing a survey of 150 doctoral students and semi-structured interviews with 20 participants. The results
indicate that academic self-efficacy increases as students progress through their doctoral programs, with
those in later stages exhibiting greater confidence in publishing and research. Mentorship was identi-
fied as a critical factor, with students who had constructive interactions with their supervisors reporting
higher self-efficacy. Additionally, international exposure, such as attending conferences and collaborat-
ing with foreign researchers, significantly contributed to students’ academic identity. However, dispari-
ties were noted between disciplines, with students in the natural sciences experiencing more structured
support and higher self-efficacy compared to those in the humanities and social sciences. These findings
highlight the importance of providing strong mentorship and increasing opportunities for international
engagements, particularly for students in fields with fewer resources, to better support the development
of academic identity.

Keywords: academic identity, doctoral students, academic self-efficacy, mentorship, mixed-meth-
ods approach, publishing challenges.
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,A,OKTOpaHTTapAbIH, AKaAEMMUSIADBIK TYAFACbIH KAAbINTACTbIPY:
CbiHM DAKTOPAAP MEH dcepAep

Makanrapa KasakcraHaarbl AOKTOPAHTTapAbIH OOAALLAK, FAAbLIMAAP PETIHAE aKaAEMMSIAbIK, TYAFa-
CbIH KaAail AaMbITaTbiHbl KapacTbipbiAaabl. OA OCbl MpoLecke acep eTeTiH MaHbI3Abl (DAaKTOpAApAbI,
COHbIH, ilIHAE MHCTUTYLUMOHAAADIK, YKEKE XXOHEe SAEYMETTIK-MOAEHN SAEMEHTTEPAI 3epTTeiiai. 3epT-
Tey AOKTOpaHTTapAbliH PhD AokTOpaHTypacbiHa Tycy GapbiCbIHAQ aKAAEMMSIAbIK, COMKECTITiHIH, KaAai
AAMUTbIHbIH 3€pTTEYre XXoHe TOAIMIepAiK, akaAEMUSIAbIK, ©63iH-631 TMIMAIAIK >XKOHe XaAblKapaAbIkK, >Ke-
AIAEPAIH OAQpPAbIH FaAbIM PETIHAE >keKe 6acbiH KaAAbINTACTbIPyAaFbl POAIH Gararayra OarbliTTaAFaH.
Apanac aAic KOAAAHbIAABI, OFaH 150 AOKTOPAHTTbIH, CayaAHaMachl XkaHe 20 KaTbICYLbIMEH >KapTblAai
KYPbIABIMABIK, Cyx0aT Kipai. HaTuxeAep CTyAeHTTEPAIH AOKTOPAbIK, OaFAapAaManapbiH asgkTaraH ca-
MbIH aKaAEMUSIAbIK, ©3iH-631 TMIMAIAITIHIH apTaTbiHbIH KEPCETEAl, aA KeiHri KeseHaeriaep 6acna >xaHe
FbIAbIMU 3€PTTEYAEPre YAKEH CEHIM apTaAbl. TOAIMIepAik MaHbI3Abl hakToOp peTiHAE aHbIKTAAAbI, OMAT-
KEHi KeTeKLIiAepiMEH CbIHAAPAbI KapbIM-KaTblHAaCTa GOAFaH CTYAEHTTEP >KOFapbl ©3iH-63i TMIMAIAIK
TypaAbl xabapAaabl. CoHbIMEH KaTap, KOH(DEPEHLIMIAAPFA KATbICY JKOHE LIETEAAIK 3epTTeyLliAepMeH
bIHTbIMAKTACTbIK, CUSKTbl XaAbIKAPAAbIK, 3KCMO3ULMS CTYAEHTTEPAIH aKapAEMUSAbIK, epeKkLIeAiriHe aim-
TapAbIKTal bIKMaA eTTi. AAaiAa MOHAEP apacbiHAAFbI albIpMALLbIAbIKTAP 6afKaAAbl, >KapaTbIAbICTaHy
FbIABIMAQPbIHbIH, CTYAEHTTEPI N'YMAHUTAPAbIK, XX8HE 9AEYMETTIK FbIAbIMAAPMEH CaAbICTbIPFaHAQ Kypbl-
AbIMABIK, KOAAQYAbI XX8He ©63iH-631 TUIMAIAIKTI XOFapblAaTaAbl. ByA HeTMXXeAep KyLWTi TOAIMrepAik-
Ti KAMTaMaCbI3 eTYAiH >X8He akaAeMMSAbIK, COMKECTIKTI AaMbITYAbl XKaKCbIpak, KOAAQY YLIiH, acipece

68 © 2025 Al-Farabi Kazakh National University



K.C. Lawrence et al.

pecypcTapbl a3 caraAapAaFbl CTYAEHTTEpP YLUIH XaAblKapaAbIK iC-LLapaAapFa KATbICY MYMKIHAIKTEPIH
KEHENTYAIH MaHbI3ABIAbIFbIH KOPCETEAI.

TyiiH ce3aep: akaAEMUSIAbIK, COMKECTIK, AOKTOPAHTTAP, akaAEMUSIAbIK, ©3iH-631 TMIMAIAIK, TOAIM-
repAik, apaAac saictep TaciAi, 6acna MmaceAeAepi.
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®opmMmupoBaHMe aKaAeMUU4YeCKOH MAEHTUHHOCTH AOKTOPAHTOB:
BaKHelLLMe haKTopbl U BAMSIHUS

B cTaTbe paccmMaTpmBaeTcsl, Kak CTYAEHTbl AOKTOPAHTYpbl B KazaxcTtaHe hopMMpyIOT CBOIO akaAe-
MMYECKYI0 MAEHTMYHOCTb Kak OyAylive yyeHble. B cTaTbe paccMaTpuBaloTcs BaxkHerlumne hakTopbl,
BAMSIIOLLME HA 3TOT MPOLECC, BKAIOYAS MHCTUTYLIMOHAAbHbIE, AMMHOCTHbIE M COLIMOKYAbTYPHbIE IAE-
MeHTbI. LleAb nccaepoBaHms — MOHATb, Kak (DOPMUPYETCS akapemMmyeckast MAEHTUYHOCTb AOKTOPAHTOB
Ha NPOTsXKeHUU Ux 06yUYeHUs B aCMpPaHType, U OLLEHUTb POAb HACTABHMUECTBA, aKaAeMMUUECKON Camo-
03(PPEKTUBHOCTM N MEXAYHAPOAHBIX CBA3€ei B (DOPMMPOBAHUM MX MAEHTUUYHOCTM KaK y4eHbIX. bbiA
MCMOAb30BaH CMELLIAHHbIV MOAXOA, BKAIOHAOLWMI onpocC 150 AOKTOPAHTOB M MOAYCTPYKTYPMPOBaHHbIE
MHTepBbio € 20 yyacTHMKamMK. Pe3yAbTaTbl MOKa3bIBAIOT, YTO akapAemmnyeckas caMo3pekTMBHOCTb Mo-
BbILLIAETCS MO MEPE NMPOXOXKAEHUS CTYAEHTaMM AOKTOPCKMX MPOrpamm, a Te, KTO HaXOAMTCS Ha boAee
MO3AHUX 3Tanax, MpPosBASIOT GOAbLLYIO YBEPEHHOCTb B My6GAMKAUMAX U MCCAeAOBaHMsX. HactaBHu-
4ecTBO ObIAO OMPEAEAEHO B KaueCTBE KPUTMUYECKOro (PakTopa: CTYAEHTbl, KOTOpble KOHCTPYKTMBHO
B3aMIMOAEMNCTBOBAAM CO CBOMMM PYKOBOAMTEASIMM, COOOWAaAn 0 6oaee BbICOKOW caMoahheKTUBHO-
ctn. Kpome TOro, MexxAyHapoAHbIn OMbIT, TAaKOW Kak nocelleHne KoH(epeHUmnin 1 COTPYAHMYECTBO
C 3apy6eXkHbIMN MCCAEAOBATEASIMW, B 3HAUUTEAbHOW CTEreHu Croco6CTBOBaA (POPMMPOBAHMIO aKa-
AEMUYECKON MAEHTUYHOCTU CTYAEeHTOB. OAHAKO ObIAM OTMEYUEHbI PA3AMUMS MEXAY AMCLMIAMHAMM:
CTYAEHTbI, U3yyvalolle eCTECTBEHHbIE HayKM, UCTIbITbIBAAM GOAEE CTPYKTYPUPOBAHHYIO MOAAEPIKKY U
6oAee BbICOKYI0 CaMO3((PEKTUBHOCTb MO CPABHEHMIO CO CTYAEHTaMM, U3yUaioLLMMK T'yMaHUTapHble U
COUMaAbHbIE HayKW. DTU pe3yAbTaTbl MOAYEPKMBAIOT BAXKHOCTb 06ECreyeHns HaAEXKHOrO HaCTaBHM-
YyecTBa M PACLLUMPEHMS BO3MOXKHOCTEN AASI MEKAYHAPOAHOIO B3aUMOAEMCTBUS, OCOOEHHO AAS CTY-
AEHTOB B 0OAACTSIX C OFPaHMUYEHHbIMU PECYPCAMM, AASI AYYLLIEN MOAAEPIKKM PA3BUTUS aKAAEMUYECKOMN

NAEHTUYHOCTWU.

KAroueBble caoBa: akKapeMnyeckad MAEHTUYHOCTb, AOKTOPAHTbI, akapAeMnyeckad CaMOZ—)(b(,beKTVIB—
HOCTb, HACTaBHN4YeCTBO, CMeLLAHHbIN NMOAXOA, I'lpO6AeMbl I'Iy6Al/lKaLI,l/ll/l.

Introduction

Kazakhstan’s higher education system has un-
dergone transformative changes. According to the
Ministry of Education and Science of Kazakhstan,
the number of doctoral students has increased steadi-
ly since 2010, when Kazakhstan became the first
Central Asian country to join the Bologna Process,
which aimed to align national educational standards
with the European Higher Education Area (Aydar-
bekova, 2018). By 2020, the number of PhD stu-
dents in Kazakhstan reached nearly 7,000, a marked
increase from earlier years when doctoral education
was less developed and opportunities were more
limited (Mukhanova, 2020).

It is worth mentioning that many universities
faced difficulties in adapting to the new PhD require-
ments, with many institutions initially continuing to
use the old Soviet model. It was not until 2010 that
the country fully transitioned to the PhD system, a

shift driven by the negative impact of privatiza-
tion, national innovation policies, and Kazakhstan’s
membership in the European Higher Education Area
(EHEA, 2020). Despite this, issues such as corrup-
tion in doctoral education, the questionable quality
of academic programs, and low research output per-
sisted (Mouraviev, 2012).

Nevertheless, to further boost the develop-
ment of higher education, the Kazakh govern-
ment initiated several programs. One of them was
launched the State Program for Education and
Science Development 2020-2025, which focuses
on strengthening research capacity and fostering
collaboration between universities and industries.
This initiative is critical for ensuring that high-
er education institutions in Kazakhstan not only
meet international standards but also contribute to
the country’s integration into the global knowl-
edge economy (Tazabek, 2018; Kuzhabekova
et.al, 2019).

69



Shaping the Academic Identity of Doctoral Students: Critical Factors and Influences

Literature review

The academic identity of doctoral students as
emerging researchers is often framed as scholar
identity, which plays a crucial role in their educa-
tional journey. Developing academic identity re-
quires recognition and validation from the intellec-
tual and institutional networks that doctoral students
navigate. Within these frameworks, students are
expected to showcase their expertise in a particular
discipline, reinforcing their legitimacy as emerging
scholars (Cotteral, 2015).

While some scholars in higher education make
distinctions between the terms scholar, researcher,
and academic, these differences are not always
explicitly defined. As a result, in determining the
search terms for this study, these potential differ-
ences are considered as minor, recognizing that all
three concepts may be relevant to researcher devel-
opment and are frequently used interchangeably. It
is also important to note that early literature search-
es indicated that a considerable amount of work ad-
dressing academic identity did not explicitly use the
term “identity”. Instead, these studies focused on
concepts like academic integration, which describes
the process by which individuals integrate into aca-
demic communities and develop research skills.

This process not only affirms their academic ca-
pabilities but also shapes their self-perception and
confidence as contributors to their fields. As they
engage with mentors, peers, and academic commu-
nities, the support and feedback they receive play a
crucial role in their development, helping them to
refine their identity as researchers and to feel more
integrated within the academic landscape. As a re-
sult, studies show that PhD students who identify
strongly with their academic roles are more likely
to persist in their studies, produce high-quality re-
search, and engage meaningfully in their academic
communities (Bair & Haworth, 2004; Garnder,
2009). These students often report a greater sense of
belonging and commitment to their fields.

A strong connection between self-efficacy and
academic identity is well-documented in educa-
tional research, highlighting how perceptions of
one’s abilities can shape the process of developing
an academic identity. Self-efficacy is defined as an
individual’s belief in their ability to achieve goals
or perform tasks successfully (Bandura, 1997).
High levels of self-efficacy are often linked with a
stronger academic identity. According to Cotterall
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(2015), academic identity involves doctoral students
seeing themselves as legitimate members of their ac-
ademic community, a process that relies heavily on
their confidence in performing ley scholarly tasks.
Therefore, academic identity emerges through the
validation of one’s scholarly activities and contribu-
tions to the academic community, which are closely
tied to one’s self-efficacy in these areas.

Research highlights that mentorship provides
doctoral students with a framework to develop
their academic identities through guidance, support
and feedback. Students who engage with mentors
report higher levels of confidence in their research
abilities and decision-making skills (Beauchamp &
Thomas, 2023; Holt & Wilkins, 2023; Fischer &
Lee, 2023; Morgan et.al 2023; Santos & Marinho,
2023). Mentors often facilitate networking oppor-
tunities, connecting doctoral students with other
scholars, professionals, and resources in their field.
Research indicates that these connections can lead
to collaborative projects, job opportunities, and in-
vitations to conferences, enhancing students’ vis-
ibility in their academic community. Moreover,
the PhD journey can be emotionally taxing, with
many students experiencing feelings of isolation,
anxiety, and self-doubt. Mentors can provide emo-
tional support, helping students manage stress
and maintain motivation. A study emphasizes that
mentorship relationships characterized by trust and
open communication contribute significantly to the
mental well-being of doctoral students. Another
recent findings suggest that students with active
mentorship are more likely to publish their work
and present at conferences, which are crucial for
academic success.

Moreover, the lack of proficiency in academic
English, insufficient methodological training in in-
ternational research practices, and tensions between
Soviet-educated and newly-trained PhDs reinforced
the perception that Kazakhstan’s adoption of the Bo-
logna Process was primarily an attempt to align with
global standards. For instance, by 2013, only 33.1%
of PhD graduates (223 individuals) were employed
in research, with many leaving academia (Ibraev
et.al, 2015). Furthemore, the distribution of PhD
holders across fields was imbalanced, with more
graduates in social sciences than in the technical
fields that were crucial for the country’s economic
development (Amandegldyevich et. al, 2016).

Another modernization effort involved the es-
tablishment of Nazarbayev University, which oper-
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ates independently of state education standards and
collaborates with prestigious international universi-
ties. With 80% of its faculty recruited internation-
ally, the university is seen as a key driver for inte-
grating global educational best practices (Tazabek,
2018). However, some researchers argue that Ka-
zakhstan has not fully capitalized on the expertise of
Western-educated specialists, as domestic policies
remain largely unchanged (Mustoyapova, 2019).

In addition, the government has increased fund-
ing for doctoral programs and scholarships as of
2020 to boost research quality. These changes must
be understood within the broader post-Soviet con-
text. For instance, Russia and Belarus maintained
their Candidate of Sciences and Doctor of Sciences
system, while other countries like Tajikistan adopt-
ed PhDs alongside existing degrees. In Uzbekistan,
though PhD diplomas replaced Soviet-era titles, the
doctoral education process remained largely un-
changed (UZDOC 2.0, 2021).

To enhance global competitiveness, the gov-
ernment of Kazakhstan aimed to implement policy
changes related to research that align with interna-
tional advancements in scientific research. A key
focus of higher education reform has been the mod-
ernization of educational practices to meet interna-
tional standards, with the goal of training scientific
and teaching personnel (Agbo et. al, 2022). Accord-
ing to Ibraev et. al (2015, p, 79), Kazakhstan faces
a pressing need for more scientific personnes com-
pared to regions like West or Southeast Asia. They
highlight that the number of researchers per million
and per 10,000 economically active individuals in
Kazakhstan has been significantly lower than in
leading countries worldwide. For instance, in 2012,
the number of research employees per 10,000 mem-
bers of the economically active population in Ka-
zakhstan was just 26, markedly less than countries
such as Finland (217), Sweden (170), South Korea
(149), France (147), Germany (137), Japan (135),
and the UK (114).

Moreover, while much attention has been giv-
en to the technical aspects of doctoral training, the
personal experiences of doctoral students have re-
mained relatively underexplored. A prominent as-
pect of these personal experiences is the result of
contributing factors such as institutional policies,
challenges in balancing work and life, job demands,
and limited career opportunities beyond academia.

It is well studied the correlation of self-effi-
cacy and academic identity based on the of litera-

ture review, however there is a lack of research on
landscape of Kazakh doctoral students and well-
documented research to show that higher academic
self-efficacy are more likely to be linked with higher
level of international exposure and scholarly activi-
ties that shape their academi identity.

While the growth in PhD enrollments is a posi-
tive sign, challenges remain, particularly concern-
ing the quality of supervision and research publica-
tion requirements. According to Aitmykhanbetovs
(2019), many PhD students, especially in the hu-
manities and social sciences, struggle to meet in-
ternational publication standards and often face
language barriers, limiting their ability to publish
in high-impact journals. Yet its effects on academic
identity in emerging academic systems like Kazakh-
stan are not well understood.

Materials and method

The study employs a mixed-methods approach,
using both quantitative and qualitative data collec-
tion techniques to provide a comprehensive under-
standing of how doctoral students in Kazakhstan
shape their academic identity.

The study investigates two primary research
questions:

1. How do doctoral students’ perceptions of
their academic self-efficacy evolve throughout the
PhD journey in Kazakhstan, and what factors con-
tribute most to this evolution in shaping their aca-
demic identity?

2. What role does international exposure play in
shaping the academic identity of doctoral students,
and how does it interact with self-efficacy and pub-
lishing challenges?

The hypothesis of the study is that higher lev-
els of academic self-efficacy, facilitated by quality
mentorship and international exposure, positively
influences the development of a strong academic
identity among doctoral students.

A mixed methods research design was employed,
using both an online survey and semi-structured in-
terviews. This approach combines quantitative and
qualitative methods, that is because it was specifi-
cally chosen to verify and cross-validate the find-
ings of the study. Moreover, academic identity has a
multidimensional nature to study, so mixed methods
approach provides researchers to capture multifac-
eted processes of academic identity development
through surveys and interviews. A thematic analysis
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was also performed to identify prevalent themes in a
doctoral students’ feedback (Daniel, 2018).

The survey was run online by sending Google
Survey link with both closed and open-ended ques-
tions including the key dimensions of academic
identity such as perceived support from the academ-
ic community, engagement with research, academic
self-efficacy, and career aspirations. A structured
questionnaire was developed based on the literature
review of professional academic identity and re-
search on the landscape of doctoral education. The
responses were measured on a Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Initially a Multivariate ANOVA (MANOVA)
was performed with field of study, year of doctoral
study and institutional affiliation as the dependent
variables, while self-efficacy as the independent
variable. Descriptive statistics were used in or-
der to analyze the survey data, taking into account
the interactions between them. The application of
MANOVA in this quantitative analysis is consis-
tent with previous research in other studies (Daniel,
2018; Hope, 2013).

The interview was recorded and its transcripts
were analyzed using thematic analysis, following
the steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). This
process involves reading the transcripts, generating
initial codes, identifying themes, defining and nam-
ing themes, and finally compiling the report. The
main goal of the thematic analysis is to capture the
complex and detailed experiences of doctoral stu-
dents as it provides with more data to navigate the
development of their academic identity. Accord-
ing to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis
of interviews shows the effectiveness in revealing
context-specific insights into doctoral students’ ex-
periences.

Table 1 - MANOVA results with year of study (early, middle, final)

Participants:

The study involved 150 PhD students from ear-
ly, middle and final stages of their program from five
universities in Kazakhstan. Over half of participants
(55%) identified themselves in Social Science, with
over (15%) referred to Humanities, Natural Sci-
ence (18%), and Engineering (12%). Out of these,
20 doctoral students (4 from each university) were
selected for semi-structured interviews via Zoom,
based on their interest to participate and share the
diversity of their academic experiences. The inter-
view video was recorded with participants’ signed
consent form.

Results and discussion

Based on the survey and interview material,
the findings were grouped into 3 main themes such
as self-efficacy, international exposure and role of
mentorship. According to the survey data, 62%
of PhD students reported high levels of academic
self-efficacy in terms of carrying out research and
participating at international online conferences.
However, 38% of the participants indicated doubts
and lack of confidence in their ability to participate
and present their work in international academic
conferences and debates, especially among doc-
toral students in the earlier stages (the first and sec-
ond year) of the doctoral programs. According to
table 1, PhD students in their final year showed sig-
nificantly higher scores in academic self-efficacy,
which constituted a mean score of 4.5 on a 5-point
Likers scale in comparison with first- and second-
year students with M= 3.3. MANOVA results re-
vealed that the year of study had the main effect on
academic self-efficacy with F-statistics 13.46 and
p-value less than .001.

F-statistics p-value effect size (n?)
Dependant variables
1st 2nd 3rd 1st | 2nd | 3rd 1st | 2nd | 3rd
International conference participation 4.78 6.78 8.76 <0.001 0.23
Research confidence 245 6.43 8.67 <0.001 0.13
Publishing in international journals 4.56 7.78 8.95 <0.001 0.16
Academic self-efficacy 5.32 9.45 13.46 <0.001 0.24
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As for the results based on interviews, doctoral
students’ self-efficacy was highly correlated with the
academic support and feedback taken from mentor-
ship in an academic environment. Doctoral students
in their early stages emphasized the importance of
participating in international conferences and semi-
nars, which are the one of the requirements of de-
fending their degree. However, those participants
expressed their inconfidence and lack of navigation

towards how to position themselves in international
academia.

According to table 2, a positive correlation
was found between mentorship and academic
self-efficacy, showing r=.56 with p-value less
than .01, therefore, showing regular and con-
structive mentorship improves the doctoral stu-
dents’ confidence and belief in their academic
journey.

Table 2 — Positive correlation of the role of mentorship with academic self-efficacy

Mentorship qualit The proportion of PhD | Mean Self-Efficacy Correlation Probability value
P quatity students (%) M) ) ®)
Regular and constructive mentorship 68% 4.6 0.56 <0.01
Occasional or poor mentorship 32% 32 N/A N/A

According to the results of the survey regard-
ing the second theme, the role of mentorship, ap-
proximately 68% of respondents emphasized the
importance of mentors in academic environments
as a critical factor in developing academic identity.
Further, the interview results showed that regular
and constructive mentorship played a crucial role in
academic identity development. Those PhD students
who took part in international exchange programs
or presented papers with international scholars had
higher academic self-efficacy (M=4.6) in compari-
son with occasional or poor mentorship (M=3.2).
One participant said:

A) “I had difficulties in finding an international
journal to publish, because without guidance from
my supervisor I found only predatory journals, due
to which I lost half a year of waiting for my papers
to be published.”

Poor mentorship and occasional academic sup-
port from supervisors hindered the development of
academic identity among doctoral students. More-
over, some female students with additional work or
family burden mentioned the lack of networking op-
portunities. One student noted:

B) “Academic networking and engaging with
scholars from our country or from foreign countries
are the things that I needed during the program,

however, I did not know how to become part of such
a community. I needed to ask it from supervisor, but
he offered limited global research networks”

Thematic analysis showed that international
exposure and conference participation were impor-
tant in formation and developing academic identity
among PhD students of all stages. However, most
students mentioned insufficient engagement in
such a community limited their academic growth.
Moreover, the answers of interviews from stu-
dents from Natural Sciences and Engineering dif-
fered from those, who were from Social Sciences
and Humanities, in terms of broad opportunities in
collaboration and integration into global research
networks. The first ones had more international ex-
posure and resources for attending global confer-
ences.

The results showed significant differences in the
development of academic identity across different
fields of study. PhD students of all stages in the Natu-
ral Sciences and Engineering reported higher academic
self-efficacy (M=4.4) than from other fields (M=3.5
and M=3.7, respectively). According to table 4, as it
was mentioned in interview findings, students in Natu-
ral Sciences and Engineering had more engagement in
international collaborations (78%) than those PhD stu-
dents in Humanities and Social Sciences.
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Table 3 — Key themes from semi-structured interviews on academic identity formation

Theme Frequency of mention

Key findings

The role of mentorship 18 out of 20 students

-mentorship was frequently cited as critical in shaping
academic identity.

-Effective mentorship fostered professional development,
academic confidence, and networking.

Influence of institutional support

15 out of 20 students
and resources

-institutional support, such as access to resources and
guidance, was seen as inconsistent.

Challenges in balancing academic

and personal development 14 out of 20 students

-many students struggled with balancing academic
responsibilities (such as teaching and research) and
personal growth.

-limited support for work-life balance was a common
concern.

Additional insights 7 out of 20 students

-students without consistent mentorship expressed feeling
“lost” in the doctoral journey.

Table 4 — Comparison of Academic Self-efficacy and international collaboration across fields of study

Field of study Selfffcaey scoe internationslcolaboration
Natural sciences and Engineering 4.4 78%
Humanities 3.5 48%
Social Sciences 3.7 55%

According to the results, 78% of doctoral stu-
dents reported high levels of academic self-efficacy,
particularly regarding research and presenting their
work. More advanced students demonstrated signifi-
cantly higher self-efficacy scores compared to those
in the early stages of their programs. The strong cor-
relation between the year of study and self-efficacy
underscores the developmental trajectory of doc-
toral students. As they gain experience and receive
constructive feedback from their supervisors, their
confidence grows, reinforcing their scholar identity.

Research by Sverdlik et. al (2018) highlights
how strong mentorship relationships facilitate aca-
demic identity development by providing guidance
and support, thereby enhancing students’ confidence
and sense of belonging in their academic pursuits.
However, according to the results, over 60% of par-
ticipants in the study indicated that they had the au-
tonomy to select their PhD supervisors, while others
were either assigned supervisors or given a list of
available options to choose from. Some respondents
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noted that the low salaries of PhD supervisors hin-
dered their ability to dedicate adequate time for pro-
viding feedback to doctoral students. A recent study
found that doctoral students who receive regular
feedback from mentors are more adept at adapting
their research to meet academic standards. As for
this study, a significant portion of respondents man-
aged to connect with their PhD supervisors through
existing networks from previous research intern-
ships or through introductions from their local su-
pervisors. Most participants expressed satisfaction
with the quality of feedback received from their for-
eign supervisors, which substantially enhanced the
quality of their research. However, one respondent
pointed out challenges related to choosing the lan-
guage for writing their dissertation; opting for Eng-
lish could lead to complications during the defense
process.

Most students entering their doctoral studies
lacked prior publishing experience, which made the
process of writing articles particularly challenging.
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Some expressed that they had no opportunities to
publish during their doctoral program. A few stu-
dents, however, did manage to publish in journals
recommended by the Committee for Organisation
and Control in Education and Science of Kazakh-
stan, where the impact factor of a journal is a key
selection criterion. While the majority rated their
English proficiency as adequate for research publi-
cation, just under half felt their English skills insuf-
ficient.

An official from the Ministry of Education and
Science reported that in 2014, 10% of doctoral de-
grees in Kazakhstan were not awarded by disser-
tation committees due to candidates publishing in
predatory journals (Kuzhabekova et.al, 2019). This
finding raises serious ethical concerns regarding the
academic integrity of the doctoral education system
in Kazakhstan. Doctoral students who also worked
as teaching staff reported difficulties in fulfilling
the university’s research publication requirements,
despite years of teaching experience. Approximate-
ly half of the respondents sought assistance from
agencies that specialize in article publishing, with
some paying additional fees to expedite the publica-
tion process. Fulfilling the publication requirement
proves particularly difficult for doctoral students
whose advisors are not actively involved in publish-
ing in international journals, or for those who face
language barriers with English. However, many stu-
dents continue to struggle. Some attempt to meet the
requirement by drafting their manuscripts in Eng-
lish and paying for professional translation services.
Others resort to paying fees around $1000 to have
their papers published. This pressure has contribut-
ed to a rise in publications by Kazakhstani research-
ers in predatory journals, as well as participation in
questionable conferences.

The data indicated that international exposure
positively influenced self-efficacy and academic
identity, with participants who engaged in interna-
tional collaborations feeling more connected to the
global academic community. Prior research by Ku-
zhabekova and Mukhamejanova (2017) shows that
students who are part of well-established research
schools and make good use of international mobil-

ity funding are better able to meet these demands.
Moreover, the interviews reflected that students
who attended international conferences or partici-
pated in exchange programs gained insights into
diverse academic practices. It suggests that insti-
tutions should facilitate more opportunities for in-
ternational collaboration and exposure to broaden
students’ academic perspectives and enhance aca-
demic identity.

Conclusion

The results indicate that academic identity de-
velopment among doctoral students in Kazakhstan
is influenced by multiple factors, including aca-
demic self-efficacy, the quality of mentorship, and
exposure to international academic networks. Stu-
dents in the final stages of their doctoral studies and
those with strong mentorship and international ex-
perience demonstrate higher confidence and a more
established academic identity. Role of mentorship
and its high correlation with academic self-efficacy
(F=13.46, p<0.001) showed that high quality feed-
back from supervisors and engagement of students
into an international scholar environment signifi-
cantly enhanced the academic identity. Moreover,
18 out of 20 doctoral students’ interviews were stud-
ied using thematic analysis, and it was found that
mentorship fostered the shaping and development of
identity of research.

As for the second research question, dispari-
ties exist between fields of study, with students in
the Natural Sciences and Engineering (78%) ben-
efiting from more structured support and collabo-
ration opportunities in comparison with those who
pursued their programme in Social Sciences (55%)
and Humanities (48%). The study showed that there
is correlation between self-efficacy and publishing
challenges. The p-value increased as the doctoral
students progressed in their programme.

These findings emphasize the need for improved
mentorship and greater access to international aca-
demic networks, particularly for students in the
humanities and social sciences, to foster a stronger
sense of academic identity.
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