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East Asia (including South East Asia and North East Asia) 
has seen systematic changes in higher education as its 
major universities adapt to international trends and remain 
relevant to national priorities. By staying globally engaged 
with significant government funding, East Asia’s major 
universities have rose rapidly in the international rankings 
(Huang 2015a, b; Marginson 2007; Mohrman et al. 2008; 
Postiglione 2015). They have restructured their capacity to 
provide teaching and research, diversified their curriculum, 
promoted multiculturalism on campus, increased the num-
ber of international students, and intensified and upgraded 
their doctoral student programmes (Ho 2014). Leading East 
Asian economies like Japan, Singapore, South Korea, Tai-
wan, Hong Kong, and the Chinese mainland are experienc-
ing a demographic shift which rebalances the sources of stu-
dent enrolment. In this context, talent migration has become 
more pronounced with expanding linkages of international 
students who graduated from their host universities (Rosen-
zweig 2008). Universities recruit an increasing number of 
overseas faculty from a wider net of countries. They have 
also increased their English language based training, as a 
way of increasing research output (Byun et al. 2013).

While doctoral education has been embedded within 
these changes, its significance has been supported by a 
national economic narrative of research and development. 
As East Asia’s economic development moved beyond its 
low wage, labor intensive phase, the state narratives of 
economic restructuring placed expectations on universities 
to drive innovation by increased attention on the training 

of researchers (Wong 2013; Soofi 2016). This training is 
imagined to result in the staffing of three important sectors. 
First, doctoral training is important for the support of key 
industries which are the backbone of the country’s economic 
development and international economic competitiveness as 
the labor intensive industries move into countries with lower 
labor costs. Second, the training of young scientists becomes 
a key for start-up ventures which deploy research break-
throughs for new product development. Third, universities 
continue to look at home and abroad more actively for the 
staffing of its new generation of academics to improve on its 
reputational ranking (Postiglione 2013).

Collectively, these trends point to the growing importance 
of understanding the role and impact of doctorial training 
in Asia. If doctoral training is going to have its anticipated 
impact in the advanced economies of East Asia, it is impor-
tant to build an understanding of the leading universities’ 
preparatory process to train and prepare future researchers 
and scholars. This includes the students’ own socialization 
experiences and their internalization of professional norms 
and practices. Such an understanding should examine the 
nature of the doctoral programme in terms of the course-
work, the social milieu, and university facilities (Gibbs et al. 
2015; Faupel-Badger et al. 2015). This requires an analysis 
of the transformative experience of being through the doc-
toral program and its effects in the shaping of student out-
looks. A key element in the doctoral program is the nature of 
the supervisory process and the contrast in the supervisory 
mentoring process and peer learning.

Nevertheless, academic research on doctoral training is a 
relatively new arena and doctoral training has been consid-
ered a black-box in the field of higher education studies in 
East Asia because much of policy effort has been focussed 
on undergraduate education. Because of relative weakness 
in graduate education as well as higher preference towards 
foreign degree holders, universities in this region relied for 
too long on doctoral training on the Western universities. 
However, after the initial phase of economic take-off ended, 
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and as the era of international ranking of universities began, 
the Asian economies began to see the need for supporting 
research intensive universities and doctoral education and 
training.

This special issue looks into the black-box of doctoral 
training through collaborative initiatives by selected leading 
research universities in East Asia: The University of Hong 
Kong, National University of Singapore, Peking University, 
Seoul National University, and Tsinghua University. The 
research team has been working for 3 years (2015–2017) to 
understand and analyze doctoral training. The seven papers 
included in this special issue address key aspects of doctoral 
education programmes which researchers, policy makers and 
incoming graduate students would do well to consider. The 
special issue features seven papers based on author-collected 
survey data that examine student aspirations, programme 
evaluation and satisfaction, and anticipation of labor market 
entry and career plan.

As top research universities become increasingly compet-
itive in attracting and recruiting the best graduate students 
in respective disciplines and programmes, they will need to 
be more strategic about the reasons for student satisfaction 
regarding what their programmes can offer.

The overview paper by Shin and colleagues highlights 
the changing higher education landscape in East Asia and 
the role of national governments, academics, and students 
in the shaping of the research intensive university in Asia. 
We thank to Professor Eunyoung Kim for data collection 
and analysis of the US case research university reported in 
this overview article.

The study by Shin and colleagues found that socio-cul-
tural factors, motivation, and job market perspectives are all 
critical for levels of graduate students’ satisfaction with their 
program. However, socio-cultural factors are discussed from 
cultural contexts in Korea where closed academic network is 
a serious issue in academia as well as in the larger society.

Jung looked at the process through which students learn 
professional skills, values, and norms in their doctoral pro-
gram. Her analysis shows how supervisory style influences 
doctoral students’ professional competencies. Interestingly, 
the type of professional can have a positive impact on atti-
tudes rather than only on task- or idea-oriented skills.

Shi and her colleagues argue that the transformation of 
doctoral education features two simultaneous processes: aca-
demic professionalization and scholarly socialization. Insti-
tutional environment, academic advisors, and more impor-
tantly the interaction between these factors and individual 
students play the key roles in the transformation.

As indicated in the literature review, the training of 
doctoral students has been underpinned by a strong state 
narrative. Academics and university officials alike point 
to the importance of recruiting high quality graduate stu-
dents. However, whether doctoral students live up to the 

expectations of governments and universities which recruit 
them depends heavily on how they see their career plans.

The choice of career pathways depends on broad discipli-
nary opportunities. Using two survey datasets, Ge and Ho 
show how STEM students in East Asia are likely to receive 
better funding when the status of the doctoral programs 
is the result of government to government agreements as 
well as direct government funding of applied science and 
technology research, STEM students also experience bet-
ter facilities, better research internship opportunities dur-
ing the doctoral programme, and correspondingly, a wider 
range of career plans which include academic and industry 
job prospects.

But how do doctoral students themselves evaluate their 
own competencies and in what ways do their evaluations 
shape their career plans? Horta examines how doctoral stu-
dents evaluate their skill competency and how this relates 
to their career plans and choices. He finds that those who 
evaluate themselves higher on research skills are more likely 
to choose academic jobs while those who see themselves as 
having stronger management and teaching skills are likely 
to choose jobs outside of academia.

Within the United States, the academic job market has 
shrunk with fewer tenured and tenure-track posts and an 
increased use of part-time faculty. The quality and value of 
graduate education has come into question in conjunction 
with high attrition rates in doctoral education. The study 
by Kim and colleagues drawing on the insights provided by 
Social Cognitive Career Theory, show how doctoral com-
petency, learning experience, and the organizational culture 
of graduate schools influence doctoral students’ interests in 
pursuing an academic career.

Turning to China, the study by Shen and his colleagues 
find that there is a notable differentiation between gradu-
ates’ employment preferences and the actual outcomes. The 
proportion of employment in academic institutions is much 
lower than expected, particularly among female graduates. 
The significant influencing factors of PhD graduates’ actual 
employment are gender, university ranking, and personal 
academic achievements.

As a collection of papers on graduate student training, 
these articles in the special issue provide a systematic analy-
sis on the student perspectives of doctoral programmes at top 
research universities. Specifically, the special issue examines 
the learning process in the doctoral programmes and how 
different factors contribute to how students assess the skill 
sets they acquire. Their socio-economic status, disciplinary 
backgrounds as well as their experience in the doctoral pro-
gramme in turn shape their career expectations.

As research universities in Asia have increasingly inter-
nationalized, the number of international faculty will con-
tinue to grow. The second part of this special issue examines 
the characteristics of selected universities in China, Japan, 
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Korea, and Malaysia. Other aspects of internationalization of 
higher education in the Asian region have been studied, such 
as international mobility of students, academic programs, 
and campuses, and inter-regional collaboration in teaching 
and research activities (Altbach and Balan 2007; Corley and 
Sabharwal 2007). However, despite rapidly growing num-
bers of international faculty in Asian universities (Huang 
2014, 2015a, b), little is known about them. Therefore, this 
section analyses and discusses key personal, educational, 
and professional characteristics of international faculty who 
have been hired in four Asian colleges and universities in 
China, Japan, Korea, and Malaysia. The analysis included 
their roles in these countries, their views of relevant aspects 
of higher education, and the impact associated with the pres-
ence of international faculty in university campuses in Asia. 
The data collection for these studies included interviews, 
case studies and national surveys of international faculty, as 
well as analysis of national policies.

Wu and Huang mainly use relevant findings from case 
studies of four leading universities in Shanghai and explore 
key characteristics of international faculty in China by dis-
ciplines, age, and gender. Further, their study also discusses 
why international faculty came to these universities.

Li and associates examine the “transnational capital” 
of “Thousand Youth Talent Scholars” (a national program 
which is led, financed and implemented by the Chinese gov-
ernment to attract top-level talents or scientists to Chinese 
universities from all over the world). The study found that 
scholars under this scheme are highly productive, transfer-
ring the knowledge, skills, social networks, and resources 
obtained overseas to enhance their career development.

Based on main findings from interviews with six Korean 
faculty in senior manager positions of a research focused 
university, Shin and Gress explore how international fac-
ulty experienced changes in their academic careers after they 
joined a research focused university and how Korean faculty 
members perceive these changes.

Huang collected and analyzed data on the main charac-
teristics and roles of international faculty at Japanese uni-
versities. His study divides all international faculties into 
three broad groups: those from Asian societies, those from 
North America, and European countries, as well as the 
Pacific region, and others. By making this key division, the 
study identifies their personal, educational, and professional 
characteristics, time allocation on teaching, research, social 
service, and other academic activities, and major work roles 
they play in their respective affiliations.

Wan and Sirat examine the issues of recruitment, integra-
tion, and retention of international academics in three public 
research universities in Malaysia. First, Malaysia aspires for 
its higher education to be relevant, externally refereed, and 
respected globally. Second, international academics, who are 
non-Malaysian citizens, made up an important part of the 

talent pool. Third, a typology of international academics in 
Malaysian universities is proposed to enable a more focused 
deliberation of the continued recruitment, integration, and 
retention of international academics.

Collectively, the doctoral student and faculty perspectives 
explored in this set of papers point to the growing interna-
tionalization, productivity, and mobility experienced by East 
Asian research universities as they continue to deepen their 
approach to internationalization, and take a leading role in 
shaping the global academy in the decades to come.
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