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Abstract
In Australia, only two-thirds of doctoral students finish their degrees, with underrep-
resented students completing at even lower rates. Students who successfully com-
plete still experience many challenges throughout their degrees. In this narrative lit-
erature review, we use preparation and readiness for the doctorate as a framework 
to examine how students are prepared for studies at the doctoral level, the challenges 
they experience, and the support that universities provide. We also weave our own 
stories of the doctorate to demonstrate how the issues raised in the literature play 
out for doctoral students. Our findings suggest that how students are prepared for the 
doctorate remains under-researched, with much of the literature focusing on issues 
that emerge once students commence, and the supports that are provided in response 
to these challenges. A future focus on preparation may provide insight into how 
institutional processes can better support doctoral students to successfully complete 
their degrees.

Keywords Doctoral preparation · Academic readiness · Higher degree by research · 
Research education · Transition pedagogies

 

Fabi: For my first day as a PhD student, I bought a nice new shirt because I wanted 
to look the part (the part I imagined I needed to play at least). It felt important to 
be a PhD student, with a great career ahead of me. ‘I am ready for the challenge, 
and I look really nice in my silky orange shirt. That’s a good start’. I enrolled in 
every single workshop available to HDR students because I was a good student. 
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I had always been the ‘good’ student with good grades, and I was convinced that 
if I just kept doing what I had always done before I’d be fine. It was not long 
after that first day that reality started to sink in. I felt lost and realised that I was 
completely out of my depth. I had to work with theory. It was a PhD, Doctor of 
Philosophy. Philosophy is in the very name of the degree, yet I had zero training 
in philosophy or how to work with theory to a high level. It quickly became clear 
that the preparation I received in my Master’s was child’s play compared to what 
was now expected of me. And even within the PhD program, apart from generic 
workshops, there was no formal way to learn how to work with theory.
Ailie: On my first day of the PhD, I did my workplace health and safety induc-
tions, was shown the fire exits, got my photo taken for an ID card, was introduced 
to the other students in the office, and finally, allocated a computer space. I sat 
down, turned on my computer, and stared at the screen. Now what? Google ‘How 
to write a PhD’? Instead, I went into the only database I knew and started plug-
ging in terms relating to my topic, downloading a handful of papers that looked 
interesting. I dropped in to see one of my supervisors, a junior academic. She 
gave me some advice, I smiled, she wished me well, and I went home again. It 
was several weeks before I met my whole advisory team, and so I kept myself 
busy attending workshops run by the Student Services Centre. I scribbled notes 
and applied what I’d learnt straight away. I went back to my computer and drew 
up a table to tabulate my readings. I printed and highlighted and filed my print-
outs, labelling anything that I found challenging ‘philosophy’.

 In Australia, only 25% of full-time Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) students complete 
their degrees ‘on-time’, and 33% never graduate. Underrepresented students com-
plete at even lower rates (Department of Education, 2018). The Australian PhD is 
the highest qualification available, and the government funds students’ enrolments 
for up to four years (Department of Education, 2021). Given this slow rate of com-
pletion, in this paper we review the literature on how doctoral students are prepared 
for studies at the doctoral level, the challenges they experience, and the support that 
universities provide. We analyse this literature through the framework of prepara-
tion and readiness for the doctorate. In the United States (US), discussions on doc-
toral preparation often refer to curriculum within the PhD program (e.g. Eisenhart & 
DeHaan, 2005). However, students’ level of preparedness before they commence the 
doctorate remains under-researched, and this is the focus of this narrative literature 
review. The narrative review has a double meaning here: we also weave our own 
stories of the doctorate to demonstrate how the issues raised in the literature play 
out for doctoral students. Reading these narratives through the framework of prepar-
edness reveals the relationship between the challenges we each experienced; rather 
than treating these as single issues, as they so often are in research literature.

Doctoral education research is a large and diverse field. In this paper, we review a 
segment of this literature that relates to doctoral students’ preparation and readiness. 
We used the following search strings to interrogate OneSearch databases:

• (PhD OR Doctora* OR ‘Postgraduate research’ OR HDR OR ‘higher degree by 
research’) AND (prepar* OR readiness OR pathway* OR entry)
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• (PhD OR Doctora* OR ‘Postgraduate research’ OR HDR OR ‘higher degree by 
research’) AND (support OR issue OR challenge OR problem OR training)

The literature review we present here is not systematic, rather it explores relevant 
literature through the lens of doctoral preparation and readiness. We draw on inter-
national literature, but prioritise Australian studies, given the differences in doctoral 
education in different countries (for example, in the United States students undertake 
coursework and a comprehensive examination as part of their PhD; in Scandinavia, 
students are employed by the university and undertake little if any required curricu-
lum). We have structured this literature review based on the common progression 
students take through the doctorate: the motivations to apply, the pathways students 
take into the doctorate and the preparation offered within these pathways, the chal-
lenges–both academic and psychological–that emerge when students commence, 
and finally, the personal characteristics and supports that enable students to succeed. 
In each section, we share some of our own stories that relate to the topic at hand.

Defining doctoral preparation and readiness

‘Doctoral preparation’ has received some attention in previous literature, namely in 
discussions about the types of preparation doctoral students should receive to pre-
pare them in their future research careers (e.g. Young, 2001). This theme was a com-
mon occurrence in the literature that we reviewed, and it is clear that the doctoral 
students have many competing demands placed on them. There are debates about 
the types of research training that students should be exposed to (e.g. Eisenhart 
& DeHaan, 2005) and students’ preparation to work in epistemologically diverse 
research communities (e.g. Pallas, 2001). Additionally, concerns have been raised 
about disciplinary requirements for doctorally-trained workforces (e.g. Carr & Gal-
vin, 2005), government ambitions for industry collaborations and training (e.g. 
Owens et al., 2019; Valencia-Forrester, 2019), transferable skills (e.g. Milos, 2019), 
and better preparation for later university teaching and research (e.g. Jepsen et al., 
2012; Schwartz & Walden, 2012). Given the number of demands on PhD students’ 
time, it seems pertinent to consider how students are prepared to do their primary 
task: that is, to undertake a major research project culminating in an independent 
research thesis.

In contrast to the current literature on doctoral preparation, here we focus on the 
types of activities that prepare doctoral students to complete this task. In doing so, 
we turn to the broader educational literature on academic pathways and transition 
pedagogies (Kift, 2015). Academic readiness is a broad term used to explain the 
status of students transitioning into new educational environments, such as school-
leavers starting university (Porter & Polikoff, 2012). Whilst academic readiness is 
often measured through standardised achievement measures (Porter & Polikoff, 
2012), qualitative understandings of academic readiness incorporate content knowl-
edge, academic behaviours, meta-cognitive and learning strategies, and knowledge 
about the learning environment (Reid & Moore, 2008). Preparation is thus the activ-
ities that enable academic readiness. Here, academic preparation and readiness are 
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reference points to explore how predoctoral and doctoral curricula develop the aca-
demic behaviours, knowledge, dispositions, strategies, and skills that are required 
for doctoral level studies.

Entering the doctorate

Motivations for the PhD

Fabi: I knew I wanted to teach, and I knew I didn’t want to teach children. I had been 
an English as an Additional Language teacher at a private language college for a few 
years and I understood that teaching in that industry would be unsustainable for me 
financially long term. I also wanted a challenge and to go beyond what I had been 
doing until then. It then occurred to me that teaching at university sounded like a 
path I wanted to take. I was towards the end of my Master of Applied Linguistics at 
that point and an academic career seemed appealing to me. I checked what was the 
requirement to become a lecturer and found out that a PhD was a must.

In researching preparedness, we found a range of studies exploring students’ motiva-
tions for undertaking a PhD. Students are driven by personal motivations, such as a 
love of learning, an interest in research and a personal challenge; social motivations, 
such as being encouraged by family or academic teachers to engage in research; and 
professional motivations, such as broadening career opportunities or developing pro-
fessional knowledge (Guerin et  al., 2015; Naylor et  al., 2016; Skakni, 2018; Steh-
lik, 2011). Guerin and colleagues (2015) suggest that students negotiate intersecting 
motivations at different stages of their candidature. Some students, particularly those 
from underrepresented backgrounds, often have additional motivations. In a study of 
Indigenous Australian postgraduate research students, for example, making research 
accessible and beneficial for students’ communities were key motivators, as was the 
importance of having Indigenous researchers setting the agenda for Indigenous peo-
ples (Barney, 2018b). These students also discussed the importance of being encour-
aged to apply by teaching staff, and previous research experience. In the United States, 
engaging with Latinx professors was particularly motivating for first-generation Latinx 
students (Bañuelos & Flores, 2021). These professors were also able to provide experi-
ential knowledge to support students in their applications, such as sharing information 
about scholarships for low-income students. Motivations are included in assessments 
of students’ own motivation, personal circumstances, and understanding of the applica-
tion process (e.g. DeWitty et al., 2016; Syed et al., 2020) as a way to measure personal 
(rather than academic) readiness.

Whilst motivations may not relate directly to academic preparedness, understanding 
the reasons students choose to enrol in a doctorate provides context for students’ mind-
sets as they commence their degrees. It would also appear that students’ experiences 
in earlier degrees contribute to the decision to undertake doctoral research, and it is to 
these degrees that we now turn.
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Preparation in qualifying degrees

Ailie: I didn’t know it at the time, but the pathway I took to the PhD was ‘tra-
ditional’. A four-year undergraduate which culminated in an Honours year, and 
I was deemed ready to take on the highest degree the country offered – a PhD. 
But my Honours experience was something more akin to factory farming than a 
scholarly endeavour. A hundred and thirty students were each assigned a supervi-
sor and enrolled into specialist seminars that explored ever increasingly specific 
and applied knowledge. Our research methodology course focused on advanced 
statistics, our lecturer promising that we would be more knowledgeable than 
99.9% of the population. To this day, I’m still not sure what bootstrapping is, and 
nor did it help me to write a thesis.

We also found in the literature a small body of Australian research that describes 
the pathways that students take into the PhD, which is vital to understanding what 
preparation best supports doctoral students. Traditionally, the primary qualification 
for an Australian doctorate has been an Honours degree (Kiley et al., 2009). Whilst 
some disciplines offer Honours degrees embedded within the four-year coursework, 
in most fields an Honours is an end-on degree, that is, a distinct fourth year com-
pleted after three years of undergraduate study (Shaw et  al., 2013). In one study, 
supervisors suggest that an Honours degree prepares students with time manage-
ment skills, practice in thesis writing and the ability to communicate research find-
ings, giving a solid preparation for further postgraduate research; and students view 
their learning as a ‘vital precursor’ (Kiley et al., 2009). Honours students in an end-
on degree also show more evidence of research preparedness, with higher levels of 
self-efficacy, motivation, a better understanding of the research environment and an 
orientation towards research (Shaw et  al., 2013). However, universities and disci-
plines have considerable differences in prerequisites, curriculum and assessable 
components (Kiley et al., 2011). This variability makes it difficult to assume readi-
ness for research. In a series of interviews with Honours coordinators, Kiley et al. 
(2011) report that it was often the Honours supervisors’ role to teach research skills, 
but with far less support than is provided for PhD students. Furthermore, surveyed 
Honours students report that the requirement to acquire new knowledge is high, 
making it difficult to balance with the need to produce new knowledge (Manathunga 
et al., 2012). Some of these students are required to complete high loads of course-
work and assessment that do not relate to their research project.

In addition to Honours degrees, Australian students are increasingly entering the 
doctorate through a variety of pathways. Bourke et  al. (2006) report 46% of stu-
dents having an Honours qualification, with the rest entering through coursework 
and research master’s degrees. Kiley and Cumming (2014, 2015) argue for more 
research to identify Australian pathways to the doctorate, and further investigation 
of the training provided to students in their earlier degrees. They found that students 
who enter a PhD following a coursework Master’s with a minor research thesis tend 
to feel somewhat prepared for PhD research (Kiley & Cumming, 2014), a sentiment 
not matched by PhD advisors (Baglin et al., 2017; Drisko & Evans, 2018; Kiley & 
Cumming, 2015). Rather, advisors see a coursework Master’s as an unconventional 
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pathway to the PhD, only suitable for high achieving students. Nonetheless, student 
data from a range of Australian universities suggest that students with a prior Mas-
ter’s degree complete their PhDs earlier than students with an Honours entry quali-
fication (Bourke et al., 2006). International studies suggest that coursework Master’s 
degrees can be a productive environment to teach research, with supervision and 
students’ intellectual motivation the best predictors of self-reported research skills, 
rather than students’ personal backgrounds (Drennan & Clarke, 2009). Given the 
inconclusive outcomes in this small group of papers, more research is required to 
understand how qualifying degrees can prepare future doctoral students to complete 
doctoral studies.

However, insight into a fuller conceptualisation of PhD-readiness can be found 
in international case studies of preparatory programs for underrepresented students. 
One study by Williamson (2016) reports that a first year PhD program that prepares 
African women for doctoral studies has had a positive effect in fostering solidarity 
and academic identities for the women enrolled. The focus on identity is also promi-
nent in the United States, where several universities have trialled preparatory pro-
grams to encourage Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino and Native American 
students, as well as students with disabilities, to enrol in PhD programs. These pro-
grams range from first-year undergraduate programs (Luedke et al., 2019), to sum-
mer research intensives (Martinez, 2018; McCoy & Winkle-Wagner, 2015; Salerno 
et al., 2017) and one-year pre-PhD programs (Hall et al., 2016).Whilst most of the 
reported programs focus on building a scholarly identity, similar to Williamson 
(2016), they also report a range of outcomes including improved self-efficacy, disci-
plinary knowledge, research and academic skills, academic communities, and con-
fidence in navigating professional environments. Most of these studies are limited 
by only incorporating immediate and self-reported evidence, with a notable excep-
tion. Hall et al.’s (2016) full year program for biomedical students offered a com-
prehensive curriculum, with 91% of students matriculating into a competitive PhD 
program. Here, students were taught how to quickly and critically analyse scientific 
literature, received laboratory skills training, prepared for the entry examination, 
developed an individual learning plan with a mentor and the program director, and 
received tutoring for a biomedical skills course. These students reported increased 
self-efficacy for scientific research and had a high retention rate in the PhD program 
(95%). The range of activities offered in this program may provide useful to map-
ping an understanding of curriculum that can support PhD readiness, given the chal-
lenges that doctoral students face throughout their degrees.

Fabi: I made up my mind and started working towards getting accepted into a 
PhD. I enrolled into the pre-requisite research methods and dissertation units and 
worked very hard. However, I was confused about the research methods course 
as I felt it was quite vague. With the dissertation unit, it was a massive challenge 
getting a full research project completed in one semester, but it was exciting being 
able to ‘do’ research. Managing to get this project done was a major motivator 
for me. I did not only complete the project but also achieved a High Distinction 
and received a full scholarship for the PhD program in Education that I had cho-
sen. This was a proud moment. As an immigrant, writing in my second language, 
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knowing that I had done well in the Master’s thesis, gave me the confidence to 
believe that I was ready for the challenges of a PhD. Little I knew that I was about 
to have the shock of a lifetime.

Challenges in the doctorate

Research and institutional challenges

Ailie: Some of the challenges I experienced can be explained by changing dis-
ciplines, and working in research traditions that were very different from the 
ones I had trained in. It took me a year or two to understand that there were 
different traditions of research with different underlying assumptions. It wasn’t 
until I later began supervising students myself that I could really articulate 
the fundamental epistemological differences between positivist, interpretivist, 
critical and post-structural schools of thought. There was so much to learn, a 
whole new set of language that revealed a way of thinking. I was absorbing the 
lessons as quickly as I could, but there was always another word or concept 
around the corner, and everybody else seemed so sure that they knew what 
they were talking about.

While students’ preparation for the PhD has received little research attention, the 
challenges that students face during their doctoral degree have been well docu-
mented, highlighting potential areas to improve preparation. Research to date has 
identified gaps in students’ knowledge and skills for several of the key capabili-
ties that are needed to successfully complete a PhD. These include investigations 
of research skills (Bamgboje-Ayodele et al., 2016), academic reading and writing 
(Ma, 2021; McAlpine, 2012), challenging disciplinary conventions (McDowall 
& Ramos, 2018), statistics (Baglin et al., 2017), academic integrity (Mahmud & 
Bretag, 2013), and library search literacies (Warburton & Macauley, 2014). In an 
Australian study, Bamgboje-Ayodele et al. (2016) analysed the limitation sections 
of PhD theses and interviews with final year students to explore the challenges 
students faced during their degrees. Research-related issues–such as problems 
with methodology and how to conduct a study–were central in the findings. How-
ever, the data revealed other areas of concern for students, such as insufficient 
resources, supervisor availability and information about university processes, as 
well as personal challenges including work-life balance, isolation and cultural 
mismatches. Similar non-academic issues that can hinder students’ progress are 
more widely documented in the literature (e.g. Due et  al., 2015; Son & Park, 
2014; Velander et  al., 2021; Zeivots, 2021). Interviews with first-year doctoral 
students show how academic, self-organisational, institutional, and social fac-
tors can create high levels of stress and anxiety as students move from previ-
ous degrees to a more independent doctorate (Hockey, 1994). Learning to manage 
one’s emotions and self-perception as a doctoral student becomes a challenge that 
students must negotiate in their first year (Green, 2016).
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The types of challenges that students experience are emphasised in studies 
investigating the experiences of students who have traditionally been underrep-
resented in academia, or in their disciplinary fields. For these students, there has 
been a particular emphasis on personal factors in the literature, suggesting that 
finance, isolation and outside-of-university responsibilities may impact these stu-
dents more. For example, in an investigation of success factors, Barney (2018a) 
identified key obstacles affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander postgradu-
ate research students’ completion: social isolation, financial pressures, being first-
in-family, and complex family and community responsibilities. Similarly, women 
completing their doctoral studies in STEM disciplines have added responsibili-
ties of balancing financial and caring duties, often resulting in slower completion 
rates (Velander et  al., 2021). For culturally and linguistically diverse students, 
particularly those who move countries to enrol in their studies, isolation com-
pounds with the challenges of negotiating new academic, cultural and linguistic 
environments (Due et al., 2015; Son & Park, 2014; Zeivots, 2021). This research, 
with its emphasis on the personal and social, illustrates the complex issues out-
side of the university which impact students’ progression.

Fabi: I started reading and trying to figure out what to do. I borrowed all the 
methodology books I could find. I sat, I read, I struggled. I had the self-regulation 
and discipline to manage my time, to get things done, to work hard, but I just 
didn’t know what to do. I could write academically but I didn’t know how to cre-
ate the ‘original contribution to knowledge’ that was expected of me. I wanted to 
give up. But I’m not the type of person who gives up easily. The Master’s helped 
very little, the workshops were too generic, the initial support from supervisors 
was there but limited by restrictions with time. Looking back today, I realise that 
too much emphasis is put on the relationship with supervisors. It’s unrealistic to 
expect that supervisors (with multiple priorities) can be the central and some-
times only source of support to students. I could not expect this from them. I 
know they assisted me as they could at the time.

Mental health challenges

 

Ailie: Sitting quietly before a supervision meeting became a habit as I calmed 
myself down and steeled myself up for another hour of feeling out of my depth, 
legs pedalling below the surface to keep myself afloat as I smiled and nodded and 
took notes as my supervisors directed me to concepts and theorists that I didn’t 
understand. I stopped drinking coffee, aware that the continuous knot in my chest 
wound itself tighter with chemical stimulation. And I took on work, and volun-
teering opportunities, and service roles, all allowing me to avoid working on my 
thesis. I needed the work. I was scraping by with a half dozen casual teaching 
contracts and private tutoring sessions. I couldn’t afford to say no to paid work.
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Fabi: The other people in the office, in our little PhD factory as we called it, were 
going through similar motions. The ones further ahead in their degree would encour-
age the newbies, and that collegiality was a lifeline in those early dark days. I sat, I 
read, sometimes I cried. And that feeling on my chest, like someone was pressing it 
down and constricting airflow, started growing little by little. The constricting feel-
ing on my chest soon became part of my daily life. It took me a while to understand 
that wasn’t healthy. It was not until much later and with a lot of work that I started 
to heal from that weight on my chest. I kept going, I sat, I read. Theory was still not 
within my grasp. I felt inadequate. ‘Maybe I’m not cut out for this,’ I told myself 
multiple times.

 Given the multiple and diverse challenges that doctorate students face, a growing area 
of research investigates mental health and well-being as central aspects of students’ 
experiences. A well-documented consensus in this body of literature is that doctoral 
students are at a considerable higher risk of poor mental health compared to the general 
population (Hazell et al., 2020) and that the doctorate itself contributes to poorer men-
tal health outcomes (Mackie & Bates, 2019). Here, a range of risk factors are at play, 
including students’ relationships with supervisors, finances, and their institutional and 
personal supportive systems (Berry et al., 2020; Hazell et al., 2020; Mackie & Bates, 
2019; Sverdlik et al., 2018), social isolation (Hazell et al., 2020), and perceived career 
prospects (Byrom et  al., 2020; Mackie & Bates, 2019). Hazell et  al.’s (2020) meta-
analysis established that overall, women doctoral students are more likely to experi-
ence poor mental health outcomes, with smaller studies suggesting that males are more 
likely to experience isolation outside of the university yet experience less anxiety in 
their studies (Usher & McCormack, 2021). Berry et al. (2020) suggest that this combi-
nation of personal, social, and institutional factors exist in a delicate balance.

In addition to institutional and social factors, students’ preparation for doctoral stud-
ies appears to have a relationship to their wellbeing. In a survey of doctoral students 
in the United Kingdom (UK), those who felt well prepared for their studies were less 
stressed (Byrom et al., 2020). Similarly, UK doctoral students suggested that an empha-
sis on students receiving better training and development in research skills would be 
useful to support their mental health (Jackman et al., 2021). Here, it is clear that there 
is a relationship between the types of challenges detailed in the research literature and 
wellbeing. While many of the proposed interventions seek to support students’ mental 
health literacy and coping strategies (Schmidt & Hansson, 2018; Waight & Giordano, 
2018), being better prepared for doctoral studies may alleviate some of the risk factors 
influencing doctoral students’ poor mental health.

The focus on challenges that doctoral students face (whether these be research-
related, personal, institutional, or issues of mental health and wellbeing) has been a 
prominent focus of doctoral education research in recent decades. Reading this liter-
ature through the lens of academic readiness and preparation suggests that a diverse 
preparation is needed for students wanting to enter doctoral degrees, drawing together 
research-related skills and capacities, an understanding of how to navigate institu-
tional and degree related systems, building the supervisory relationship, and the 
potential to build communities of support, amongst others. To extend this mapping of 
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the preparation required by doctoral researchers, we now turn to the support offered 
throughout the degree.

Getting through the doctorate

Personal characteristics

Ailie: I found strategies to keep myself going. A post-it note above my desk 
reminded me that if it was easy, everyone would do it. I often took time to look 
back on where I came from, amazed at how much I had learnt in a few short 
years. I ran. I maintained work and friendships outside of the university, which 
gave me some perspective which was missing at the tender age of 26. I read 
books on writing and slowly realised that motivation followed action (Gardiner 
& Kearns, 2010), and that nobody is ever ‘in the mood’ to write difficult things 
(Deveny, 2016)–that one had to, simply, start. I also re-formed my understanding 
of what a doctorate was–not a Nobel Prize, but an apprenticeship in research, an 
education, an opportunity to move my field along in a small step, not a giant leap.

Given the challenges that PhD students face throughout their candidatures, there has 
been a decades-long movement to better understand the factors that help students 
to persist and complete. This research helps us to further map the preparation stu-
dents require to work at a doctoral level. In light of institutional pressures to ensure 
that doctoral students completed, studies in the 1980s (predominantly in the United 
States) tried to identify the characteristics and commonalities of students who per-
sisted in their studies, particularly those from underrepresented backgrounds (e.g. 
Clewell, 1987; Nettles, 1990). These studies mostly focused on demographic indi-
cators, as well as students’ experiences within their research degrees. In the 2000s, 
more qualitative research tapped into advisors’ knowledge of the characteristics of 
successful doctoral students. Lovitts (2008), for example, interviewed experienced 
advisors to identify the personal characteristics that predict distinguished comple-
tions: ‘practical and creative intelligence, informal knowledge, perseverance in the 
face of frustration/failure, tolerance of ambiguity, self-direction, a willingness to 
take risks, and intrinsic motivation’ (p. 323). These indicators are reflected in other 
studies (e.g. Skakni, 2018). In both of these studies, the authors note the difference 
between a coursework Master’s and a PhD, with one interviewee in Skakni’s study 
noting that ‘between the master’s and doctoral levels, there’s a whole flight of stairs’ 
(p. 933). However, many students, including students in Australian universities, do 
not appear to enter their degrees with the epistemic openness (that is, being open to 
uncertainty and complexity) that predicts more constructive metacognitive strategies 
(Cantwell et al., 2017).
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Communities of support

Fabi: Towards the end of my first year, I met a group of PhD students from dif-
ferent disciplines all working with decolonial theory. This was a turning point 
because it felt that finally I started to receive the preparation that I needed for 
my PhD. Most of the people in the group were further ahead in their degrees and 
had trained in Philosophy. We were reading complex texts and sitting together to 
unpack theory and think how we could apply it to our research. This community 
feeling of mutual help and intellectual engagement was unlike anything I had ever 
experienced. Looking back now, these relationships and collective intellectual 
work were fundamental to help me finish my degree. The decoloniality group was 
also a lifeline because it opened my eyes to a whole new way of thinking aca-
demically. For the first time I was curious about theory and to find out that there 
are many paradigms and ways of writing that were unfamiliar to me.

In addition to personal characteristics, other studies have focused on supervisory, 
institutional and project factors that influence students’ completions. In a review of 
research related to completions, Sverdlik et al. (2018) suggest that whilst supervisory 
relationships are considered to be the most influential factor, the university environ-
ment plays a major role by socialising students into research cultures. Support can 
also come from outside of the research environment. Alongside strong supervisory 
relationships and other students, Indigenous Australian postgraduate research stu-
dents report family support and Indigenous student support centres as key elements 
in their success (Barney, 2018a). Similarly, PhD students in England draw on family, 
friends, and sport to build their resilience (McCray & Joseph-Richard, 2020).

Ailie: Somehow, I scraped through. I realised that if I was experiencing these 
challenges, then other people were too. As the student representative, there was 
an opportunity to respond systematically. My colleagues and I surveyed the 
broader student body, and established a series of workshops to answer some of 
the questions we had about theory, method, data. I joined several reading and 
writing groups, where we would read theory and share drafts of our writing. Far 
from the blind leading the blind, these groups provided friendship and working 
relationships with students and staff who had a better understanding of the issues 
I was grappling with. I sat and listened and learned. I tried out different ideas. We 
organised visiting academics and symposia, where we could invite in the very 
theorists whose work we were using. I read philosophy with a colleague who had 
trained in that discipline. I attended postgraduate workshops run by my disci-
pline’s national research society. These were never quite aligned to where I was in 
my journey, but provided insight into a range of complex issues.

University support services

There has also been an institutional response to the challenges raised in the litera-
ture. Universities’ attempts to boost their rates of successful completion has been 
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well documented. Academic writing has been a key area of concern in research, per-
haps because of its central role in doctoral completion. Initiatives such as multidis-
ciplinary writing groups (Cuthbert et al., 2009), peer reviewing workshops (Batty & 
Sinclair, 2014), thesis writing groups (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan & Nielsen, 2018), 
writing for publication (Cargill & Smernik, 2016) and writing improvement/feed-
back program (Hey-Cunningham et al., 2021) have received positive feedback from 
participating students and advisors. Whilst most of this research measures impact 
through participants’ self-perceptions, Tynan and Johns (2015) were able to dem-
onstrate an increase in writing capacity using a standardised measure following a 
6-month program of tailored language support for English as Additional Language 
students.

Academic support extends beyond writing. Library consultations to support the 
development of literature research skills (Warburton & Macauley, 2014), individu-
alised learning plans (Ayers et al., 2018), foundational statistics workshops (Cronley 
et al., 2019), and mentoring programs (Brown et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2018; Moore 
et al., 2020) are among other initiatives that have shown promise in improving com-
monly required capabilities after doctoral students commence their programs. The 
initiatives explored in this body of research also seemed to be important sources 
of social support, an aspect recognised as significant for students’ progression and 
well-being. Much of the research also emphasises the importance of socialising stu-
dents into their academic identities when theorising the learning students undertake 
in a doctorate degree (e.g. Cuthbert et al., 2009; Guo et al., 2018; Kwan, 2009).

The student support initiatives and programs that universities offer suggest insti-
tutional issues with students’ preparation for the doctorate. The initiatives are reme-
dial and aim to address the gap between the level of preparation and the expected 
level of students’ capabilities in the doctoral curriculum. In other words, this previ-
ous research has examined programs that emerge as a response to challenges after 
students commence their PhD. By mapping the issues that arise, we hope to begin 
formulating a program of reform, whereby universities can more systemically pre-
pare students with an aligned curriculum prior to (or early in) their degrees, decreas-
ing the need for remedial interventions.

Fabi: For the first time since my first day, I felt that I could drop the mask that I 
was trying to create, the PhD student mask. The one that reads the right people 
and writes in a contrived way but that gets over the line. Slowly my confidence 
boosted, and I started experimenting with alternative and creative ways of writing 
academic texts and reading theorists that were more suited to my work (McDow-
all & Ramos, 2018). I realised that I had to look for my own preparation to be in a 
position to complete the PhD.

Conclusion

Ailie: I remember the day that my supervisor called me as I was on the bus, head-
ing towards the university on a chilly winter’s morning. She had read my the-
sis, and wanted to talk to me about it. Holding down the emotional wall, I lis-
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tened intently, finally pausing her to ask, Is it a thesis? After a brief moment, 
she replied, Yes, it’s a thesis. If I wanted to submit in the coming days, it was 
examinable, but she recommended I take the time to make further changes and 
edits, to strengthen the core and clean the argument. The day before I submitted, 
I re-wrote the conclusion, again, still not sure how to wrangle what I had written 
into a final statement, where everything I learned felt anything but final.

Many students experience personal and academic challenges throughout their doc-
torates, and these degrees are marked by a high attrition rate internationally. In this 
paper, we explored the research related to doctoral students’ eventual success or fail-
ure: how doctoral students are prepared for studies at the doctoral level, the chal-
lenges they experience, and the support and characteristics that help some students 
to persevere. Much of the literature we reviewed focuses on issues that emerge once 
students commence, and the supports that are provided in response to these chal-
lenges. On the other hand, the systematic investigation of students’ academic prepa-
ration and readiness prior to the PhD and its relationship to completion remains an 
under-examined area of research. Further investigation of preparation for the doc-
torate may provide insight into the challenges doctoral students experience as well 
as how institutional processes can better support students. The current literature 
does, however, provide direction as to what types of readiness and preparation are 
required for the doctorate. In mapping the previous research, we were able to estab-
lish that what PhD students need to be successful is multi-faceted, as are their expe-
riences throughout their degrees. Students’ dispositions, meta-cognitive strategies, 
research skills and disciplinary knowledge contribute to their success, as does their 
ability to read, think, and write critically in their disciplinary field. Students’ abil-
ity to navigate sources of social support, supervisory relationships, and institutional 
environments also influences their progression. While the current research mostly 
treats these factors as fragmented, isolated and unrelated issues (similar to Sverdlik 
et al.’s (2018) findings), preparation may better demonstrate the complex interrela-
tionships between student and institutional factors.

What is already clear is that preparation for doctoral level studies must be robust, 
given the combination of academic, affective, psycho-social and socio-emotional 
factors at play. While students may have little control over shaping external factors, 
preparation may give students more agency in mitigating some of the challenges 
they may face. Where previous research has investigated the issue of student suc-
cess or failure retrospectively, a focus on preparation would instead centre on the 
responsibilities that institutions have to set students on a pathway for success in the 
doctorate.

Whilst this review is an initial step in a broader program of research into the 
question of preparation for the doctorate, we suggest that the evidence provided 
here already provides guidance to university educators looking to support doctoral 
students more systematically. In particular, those with responsibility for pathways 
into doctoral research, including Honours, Master’s by Research, and increasingly 
coursework Master’s programs, can start to analyse and renew their own curricula 
to better align them with the needs of doctoral students. Such an analysis would 
need to cover the range of factors: what research skills are developed through the 
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preparatory program? How can educators embed opportunities to practise reading 
and writing with different theoretical frameworks? What curricular elements can 
help to develop the personal dispositions and emotional regulation strategies that 
characterise successful researchers? How can students start to build academic com-
munities within their fields? How do students learn to take on feedback and critique? 
By better preparing students for studies at the doctoral level, it may be possible to 
lessen the challenge for both students and advisors to bring students up to speed in 
the initial years of the doctorate, and to instead open more space for the new genera-
tion of researchers to exceed.

Fabi: It was hard. I sat, I read, I talked, I wrote, I cried. In the blink of an eye, I 
was in my third year. I managed, I made it to the finish line. I wrote my 200 + page 
thesis. I am a doctor now. I developed a love for theory. I battled chronic back 
pain and anxiety for the year after finishing the PhD. I had to do some deep dig-
ging and healing work to get to a better place. I wonder how things would have 
been different if I had received a more robust preparation before going into the 
PhD? What would this preparation look like to foster a healthier PhD experience?
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