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1 Doctoral Students’ Identities 
and Emotional Well-being 
in Applied Linguistics
Introducing the Collection 
of Autoethnographies

Bedrettin Yazan, Ethan Trinh, and 
Luis Javier Pentón Herrera

Introduction

In this chapter, we introduce the volume to our readers by answering five ques-
tions that pertain to its purpose and content. We chose to use our individual 
voices to engage in a conversation by bringing in our own experiences as current 
(Ethan) and former (Luis and Bedrettin) doctoral students and to introduce the 
solo and collaborative autoethnographies in the total 12 contributions. Before 
moving on to the five prompts that facilitate our conversation, we would like 
to add a note which usually comes toward the end of the introduction. That 
is, we are very thankful to the authors for their contributions, especially in the 
form of autoethnographies, which require additional commitment, deep reflec-
tion, and courage. At varying levels, contributors asserted agency to engage in 
“practiced vulnerability” (Spry, 2011, p. 167) in their autoethnographies by 
narrating critical life experiences as doctoral students in order to examine the 
cultures, politics, societies, and discourses that surround the doctoral education 
in applied linguistics. All three of us entirely enjoyed working with colleagues 
who chose to make their stories public, and their voices heard/audible via this 
volume. Below you will read the conversational text we engaged in after we had 
 completed the final reviews of all chapters.

How Has the Idea for This Book Emerged? Why Is It 
Important to Have a Volume Like This One?

ETHAN: This idea emerged after Luis and I finished a kitchen table conversation 
(Trinh & Pentón Herrera, 2021) where we discussed the toxic environment 
in academia and how we could not find a sense of belonging and identity in 
doctoral programs. There are multiple factors making academia toxic, such as 
abusive relationships, professors taking credit for doctoral students’ academic 
works, fighting over the order of authorship in publication, the lack of sup-
port systems that leads to anxiety, pressure, and stress, and the list goes on.  

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003305934-1
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At the time, Luis had just graduated from his Ph.D. program, while I was a 
first-year doctoral student. The doctoral program for us was lonely and tre-
mendously detrimental to our mental health, especially for me because I was 
experiencing an abusive relationship with a white professor in the program. 
I was told that my writing was not valued; I was asked who was going to care 
about “Who is Ethan?” if I shared my personal experiences in writing.

After this incident, Luis and I came together, walked a queer meditation 
together virtually, and inquired, “Who gives anyone the power to deem 
someone’s thoughts, ideas, and writing as more or less important?” (Trinh & 
Pentón Herrera, 2021, p. 26). As a queer, immigrant, and doctoral student 
of color, I had to learn how to navigate academia by myself. Navigating aca-
demia involves how to choose words to speak carefully and eloquently, how 
to advocate for myself, how to speak against those who are in power (in this 
situation, the power holder was a tenured, senior, established white professor), 
and how to find a space of belonging, trust, and safety with one another while 
maintaining and keeping pride in my own identities. Therefore, I thought 
about expanding notions of counter/critical storytelling (Pentón Herrera & 
Trinh, 2021) in exploring the stories of courageous doctoral students who 
share their stories with the world and make a unique case for future studies.

LUIS: As Ethan shared above, this idea came from a conversation we had for 
what eventually became our first collaboration together. During this time, 
Ethan and I were both in very vulnerable spaces because I had just graduated 
from my Ph.D. program, which had left me completely drained mentally, 
physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Throughout my Ph.D. program (from 
2014 to 2018), I had been working a full-time job as a high school English 
for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) teacher, and I was also working 
two, sometimes three, part-time jobs in addition to my full-time job to make 
ends meet. At the same time, I was becoming increasingly active in research 
and publication because, while browsing through academic job postings one 
day, I realized that academic publications were a vital requirement for consid-
eration. Further, I was serving in different institutions and organizations to 
bolster my curriculum vitae (CV) and to show my potential employers that I 
was a leader and someone they could count on to accomplish any task needed.

All of these activities took a toll on my personal, physical, and mental 
well-being and transformed my life. To this day, I cannot remember when 
was the last time I took a day off and I did not feel guilty about it, or when 
I just took some time to enjoy, as the Italian say, dolce far niente, roughly 
translated into the sweetness of doing nothing or sweet idleness. Since I 
began my Ph.D. journey back in 2014, my life and mentality have changed 
into a state of producing – I have to continuously produce to be consid-
ered “good enough.” I always wondered if my feelings and experiences 
were unique and isolated. Perhaps, I thought, I am a lonely island feeling 
this way because of who I am: a refugee, first-generation, queer individual 
who was not supposed to be who I am, or achieve what I have achieved. 
And yet… I wondered, would others be interested in sharing their stories if 
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we provided a space? The interest Ethan, Bedrettin, and I received when we 
disseminated the “Call for Proposals” for this edited volume reflects that, 
indeed, there is interest in sharing stories about doctoral journeys. More 
importantly, I learned that I am not a lonely island in academia and that the 
Ph.D. journeys – albeit different for each individual – are stories that deserve 
more scholarly attention and care.

BEDRETTIN: Based on what you both just shared, I think we can say that the 
idea has emerged from our own identities and past experiences, very similar 
to most ideas in qualitative research. I was not there when you two came 
up with the idea since you let me join when you just started calling for 
chapter proposals. However, I really liked the idea right away because I had 
been thinking and researching for a while about the identity transition or 
transformation I was expected to go through during my doctoral education. 
I was reflecting on the identities I was constructing and enacting when I was 
an international doctoral student who was working with language teacher 
candidates as part of my assistantship duties. I knew that by leaving my job 
as an English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher in Turkey and moving to 
the United States (US), I was starting a journey to become an educational 
researcher, a language teacher educator, and a potential university faculty. 
Or at least that was the goal I had in mind, in which I invested energy and 
time. Those five years in the Ph.D. program (2009–2014) have been form-
ative for me to construct my identity, by negotiating and interrelating mul-
tiple I-positions (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011), such as international graduate 
student, graduate teaching assistant, instructor of the record, mentee, and 
advisee, among others. As I was studying teacher candidates’ transforma-
tion into teachers by constructing their identities in the teacher education 
program, I was thinking about what kind of professional I was transforming 
into through my education in the Ph.D. program.

Additionally, as both of you discussed in your answers, it is important 
to have a volume like this one in which colleagues share their stories to 
address the neoliberal, oppressive discourses/cultures that tend to circulate 
in the learning/performing spaces of academia. Bringing in those stories, I 
think the chapter authors demonstrate how identity negotiation is an inev-
itable part of doctoral education (Hall & Burns, 2009), involves intense 
emotional labor, and intersects with agency, imagination, and investment. 
That way, the volume is responding to the call that Donato (2017) made in 
his chapter, in Barkhuizen’s edited volume, for more research on doctoral 
students’ professional identity construction, which has not received much 
attention so far, especially in applied linguistics.

What Do We Want to Accomplish in This Book?

ETHAN: There are a couple of things I want to accomplish in this book. First and 
foremost, the voices of doctoral students are significantly important, espe-
cially for those who work in the field of applied linguistics. I am a language 
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learner, and I have learned that in order to find a space of belonging in this 
toxic, hierarchical, ivory tower known as academia, I have to learn to chal-
lenge my own thinking and positionality. We have previously discussed the 
toxic academic environment in our queer conversations (Pentón Herrera 
et al., 2022; Trinh & Pentón Herrera, 2021), feeling rushed and pressured 
to produce work for neoliberal universities where the mental health of doc-
toral students is overlooked and under-researched. In addition, as I was 
navigating academia myself as a language learner, the challenges doubled, 
tripled, and oftentimes quadrupled in terms of the lack of an academic lan-
guage and support system, financial barriers, imposter syndrome, “native-
versus-non-native” in writing for Western academic publication, so on and 
so forth. However, as I have consistently stated in my work, in order to 
change the present, let’s start with the self (Trinh, 2020, 2021a, 2021b). 
Self is a complicated, ongoing changing system and materials that are sit-
uated with other relationships and, therefore, continuously negotiates and 
reshapes our understanding of reality. My self is embedded in reality. Self 
is represented through voice. Voice is no longer a taken-for-granted con-
cept, but is “partial, incomplete, and produces multiplicities and excesses of 
meaning and subjectivities” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 4). Therefore, this 
book comes to look for multiplicities of forms of voices of doctoral students 
in the field of applied linguistics.

The second purpose is to build a community of doctoral students in 
applied linguistics. Having the privilege to edit this edited volume has 
allowed me to experience different emotions and feelings. I have felt hap-
piness, anger, frustration, solidarity, community building, and love, among 
others which I will not be able to name with the limits of language. The con-
tributors of this volume have left their stories within me, providing me with 
an opportunity to explore how the feeling of intersectionality is expressed 
in autoethnography (Trinh, 2020) and a hope for future scholars of color 
like me to rewrite our narrative and identities (Trinh, 2021a). This edited 
volume will not be the last in the process of highlighting the stories of doc-
toral students, I believe. Instead, this volume will see a social transformation 
where students’ stories are no longer struggling by themselves, but they all 
come together through auto/duo/collaborative-ethnography. Through the 
work in this edited volume, doctoral students, as well as their advisors, have 
demonstrated the power of their solidarity, perseverance, and courage in 
supporting one another to go through the doctoral programs. Not only do 
they rewrite, re-think, and critique what happened, but they also weave the 
theories to think with them, analyze past events, reflect on what they plan to 
do for their futures, and offer wisdom for future doctoral students in applied 
linguistics. This project will lay the foundation for the community of doc-
toral students to come together, grow and thrive, and allow emotions and 
criticality to lead the way in the process of navigating doctoral programs.

LUIS: As Ethan shared above, academia and the field of education have become 
places devoid of emotions and humanity. In higher education, specifically, 
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colleagues and institutions are often evaluating you based on how many 
publications you have, in which top-tier journals you published, and if you 
are the first and/or solo author. These superficialities have become academic 
norms to the level that the sacrifice of scholars’ well-being is expected, and 
there is little conversation about the effects of this unsustainable culture on 
people’s lives. In academia, we have forgotten that Ph.D. students, profes-
sors, and scholars are, first and foremost, human beings with families, issues, 
and lives outside of work. In this book, I hope to create a space where Ph.D. 
students and scholars share their stories so we can learn from and think 
with them. At the same time, I believe in the power of story telling, which 
humanizes realities and experiences. As such, I hope this book becomes 
a center of candid conversations where Ph.D. programs, and academia at 
large, can be used for academic discourse, reconceptualized from a lens of 
sustainability, humanity, and care, and placed into institutional policymak-
ing and considerations.

BEDRETTIN: Based on your answers and adding mine, I can tell that this 
 current volume is going to contribute to accomplishing the goal of human-
izing doctoral education in applied linguistics. My inner critic goes on to 
ask: Are you saying that doctoral education is inhumane right now in 
applied linguistics? What I mean is that the discourses that are shaping 
academia or being and becoming a researcher in our field tend to position 
doctoral experience and students in inhumane ways. I believe that contribu-
tors in this volume are pushing back against those discourses through their 
autoethnographies.

I see the role of editors as that of servants who are doing the brokering or 
negotiating between chapter authors and the publisher to secure publication 
space in which colleagues can narrate their stories with their own voices to 
share with the scholarly community of applied linguistics. In this edited vol-
ume, contributors, individually and collaboratively, narrated and analyzed 
their stories in their chapters. And those stories have led and will continue 
leading to conversations on multiple levels. On one level, colleagues engaged 
in a conversation with themselves and their co-authors or critical friends as 
they conducted the autoethnographic research by bringing in their personal 
experiences from their doctoral education. On another level, I, as one of the 
editors, had conversations with contributors when we were reviewing their 
chapters and preparing them for publication in this volume.

These editorial conversations were very educative for me because they 
led me to engage in critical reflection on my own experience as a former 
doctoral student and a current faculty who is mentoring new researchers. 
Because I view myself as an ongoing learner of how to mentor doctoral 
students, this critical reflection was invaluable for my professional growth, 
although it caused delays in my timely reviews at times. Apologies to chapter 
contributors! On yet another level, I hope and believe, primarily based on 
the power of autoethnography (Spry, 2001), that readers will be engaging in 
a critical reflection as they read the solo and collaborative autoethnographies 
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showcased in this volume. Autoethnographic writing should be resonating 
with the reader. As well as its writing, the reading of autoethnography is 
emotionally charged and speaks to the core of the reader’s identity.

Besides, this volume will contribute to making autoethnography a better- 
known qualitative research method that has its own unique affordances to 
explore the self, the other, and cultures within the sociopolitical context. 
Autoethnography has become more recognized and visible in the  circles 
of applied linguistics in the last decade (Keleş, 2022a). Although there 
has been an increasing number of journal articles, edited books (and their 
editors) have been more accepting and inclusive of autoethnographies. As 
a method, we thought it would be a good choice for colleagues who are 
 narrating and analyzing their experiences as doctoral students.

How Do We See the Connections among Identity, 
Emotions, Well-Being, and Agency in Doctoral 
Students’ Lives?

LUIS: In recent times, my research has allowed me to become increasingly aware 
of the interconnected nature among identity, emotions, and well-being (e.g., 
Pentón Herrera & Martínez-Alba, 2022). In my own work, I have learned 
that you cannot genuinely separate emotions from identity and well-being 
or vice versa because they are each other’s sustenance, and one cannot exist 
without the other (Pentón Herrera et al., 2022). Similarly, agency or the 
capacity to act within continually shifting contexts over periods of time 
(Priestley et al., 2015) is, in my view, the external manifestation of people’s 
inner negotiations and understandings of their identities, well-being, and 
emotions. Thus, inner tensions and realizations of identity, emotions, and 
well-being shape people’s perceptions, strongly influencing their capacity to 
exert agency (i.e., to act) in their environments.

In this edited volume, we were able to witness the interplay among inner 
tensions and realizations of identity, emotions, and well-being, and its 
influence on people’s capacity to exert agency in their doctoral journeys. 
For example, in Chapter 2, James Coda candidly reflected on his experi-
ences navigating the doctoral program with imposter syndrome. In James’ 
autoethnographic inquiry, it is evident that inner tensions such as identity 
(i.e., how he saw himself), emotions (i.e., anxiety, nervousness), and well-be-
ing (i.e., hidden (dis)abilities) directly affected his capacity or choices to 
act in different environments, including discursive acts. Another example 
comes from Oksana Moroz’s poetic autoethnography in Chapter 7. Through 
her poetic storytelling, realizations of identity, emotional labor, and well- 
being  tensions culminate in displays of agency, which is evidenced by her final 
message urging the academic community “to explore and interrogate their 
own identities, experiences, events, and spaces to find those inner dimen-
sions and power that will keep you afloat in the ocean of everyday problems, 
tasks, and pressures with the help of autoethnographic writing” (p. XX).
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ETHAN: The connections among identity, emotions, well-being, and agency in 
doctoral students’ lives are inevitably inseparable. In my work, I have used 
emotionality and affect as a starting point to introduce my intersectional 
identities into sharing a story. My own identities as a Vietnamese non-binary 
accented queer immigrant, (language) teacher educator, and doctoral stu-
dent of color have informed and paved the way for me to think, write, and 
see the world(s). However, I would like to emphasize that self does not exist 
by itself; instead, I see the self existing in an inseparable relationship with 
other human beings and materials through critical discourses. As Karen 
Barad (2003) puts it, “Language matters. Discourse matters. Culture mat-
ters” (p. 801). Every “thing” turns to matter and thus challenges cultural 
representation discourse, which, in this edited volume, pushes us to re-think 
the concepts of identity, emotions, well-being, and agency from applied lin-
guistics doctoral students’ experiences and perspectives. These concepts are 
no longer universally accepted, but they have a space to reconstruct and 
renegotiate their meaning in the discourse with self and others. Specifically, 
in order to further understand the role of emotions and well-being, an over-
looked factor in language learning and teaching (Benesch, 2017; Pentón 
Herrera et al., 2023), the doctoral students’ lives are a perfect example to 
think about how to examine emotions not only by individual characters but 
also by relationships and social contexts that each individual is coexisting.

Collaborative autoethnography creates a safe, critical, and dialogic 
space to engage, examine, and make sense of everyday life experiences 
(Pentón Herrera et al., 2022; Yazan et al., 2022; Trinh & Merino, 2021). 
In this edited volume, the sense of community building and support 
emerges through collaborative autoethnography. For example, in Chapter 
6, Soyoung Han, Seongryeong Yu, and Yun-Chen Yen, three former K-12 
teachers from South Korea and Taiwan, and current international doctoral 
students in the United States, engage in a collaborative autoethnography 
to examine their transitioning journeys and elaborate on how they came to 
recognize our responsibilities as transcultural pracademics in a socially, cul-
turally, and linguistically diverse context. Through the process of reflective 
practices in repositioning and reexamining who they are in the US-centered 
context, they came to value the importance of their own cultural assets and 
experiences that could contribute to the community and thus appreciate the 
liminal spaces where their “in-betweenness” become a valuable resource.

Another excellent example of community building and support is written 
by Iuliia Fakhrutdinova, Nasiba Norova, and Vannessa Quintana Sarria in 
Chapter 12. The authors beautifully discuss strategies such as mindful com-
petition, a multipurpose cooperative strategy to advance ideas, avoid con-
frontation, negotiate leadership, and co-construct knowledge. For them, 
the collaborative work becomes a pathway for transformative learning to 
occur and nurture them, junior scholars, graduate students, and strong 
international women studying in the United States, to challenge the toxic 
publish-or-perish academic culture. While Iuliia, Nasiba, and Vannessa hold 
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accountability for each other as colleagues and friends, Jia Gui, Shu-Wen 
Lan, and Luciana C. de Oliveira, in Chapter 11, highlight how mentoring 
plays a significant role in scholarly activities, especially in publications and 
presentations, during their journeys as international doctoral students in 
the United States. They discuss how the mentorship has played a role in 
development as scholars at different stages in their careers as well as critique 
academic cultures, specifically the culture of peer review. Their chapter 
concludes with recommendations for international doctoral students and 
advisors. These three chapters shed a light on how collaborative work in 
a form of friendship and mentorship allows doctoral students to critically 
examine the role of emotions, agency, well-being, and identity from multi-
ple perspectives.

BEDRETTIN: Identity as a concept, depending on how we conceptualize it, 
lends itself to finding its conceptual interconnections with the agency, emo-
tional well-being, and investment. I am familiar with the ongoing literature 
on identity in language teacher education (Benesch, 2017; Mercer, 2021; 
Miller et al., 2018; Varghese et al., 2016) to which I also had the chance to 
contribute (Yazan & Peercy, 2018). Viewing learning as identity, I would 
like to argue doctoral education involves and requires identity negotiation. 
Entering the program with our language teacher or teacher-researcher or 
practitioner identities, we aim to become researchers of applied linguistics 
and perhaps language teacher educators, too, which does not mean that we 
need to completely forgo our teacher identity. Our other social identities, 
surrounded by discourses of culture, language, religion, gender, sexual ori-
entation, age, and (dis)ability, among others, are inseparable from this pro-
fessional identity we construct, which is very poignantly discussed in most 
of the chapters (discourses of socioeconomic status, LGBTQ+, (dis)ability 
in Coda’s Chapter 2, identities of transnationalism and translingualism in 
Keleş’s Chapter 5, discourses of gender and transnationalism in Moroz’s 
Chapter 7).

In that process of identity construction, we emotionally respond to how 
we are positioned within the institutional discourses or in broader soci-
opolitical or sociocultural discourses, through our interactions with pro-
fessors, fellow doctoral students, and others. We also become vulnerable 
in the transitory period of negotiating a new professional identity, because 
there is always more to learn, and becoming an expert in a specific research 
topic and method takes a long time. Whether or not we can assert agency 
(restricted by contextual conditions) in charting the contours of our profes-
sional identity also involves emotional responses. What kind of researcher of 
applied linguistics we would like to become informs our agency and emo-
tional responses. When we assert agency to make a decision to invest our 
energy in a certain learning activity, our initial agency should be supported 
by an ongoing commitment to that activity, which makes us even more vul-
nerable to further emotional labor. That is, in constructing a new identity, 
our emotional well-being is almost always at stake.
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I think this volume could draw attention to this complex identity work 
in doctoral education and encourage further collaborations and support 
groups among doctoral students, which is exemplified wonderfully by 
Fakhrutdinova et al. in Chapter 12. In their chapter, Iuliia, Nasiba, and 
Vannessa discuss how their collaborative work led them to engage in trans-
formative learning and empower each other when learning to navigate the 
landscape of academia as junior scholars of applied linguistics in the United 
States. Drawing from multiple data sources (social media posts, Zoom 
meeting screenshots, iMessage texts, Google Doc comments), this collabo-
rative autoethnography examines how those three scholars supported each 
other as “strong international women who went through different divergent 
challenges to be part of academia and challenge the toxic publish and perish 
academic culture” (p. 211).

What Makes Doctoral Education Challenging?

LUIS: Doctoral education typically represents the highest level of education 
offered by institutions of higher education around the world. As such, 
graduates of doctoral programs are expected to have highly specialized 
knowledge and abilities in their fields, making them the presumed leaders 
of tomorrow (Woldegiyorgis et al., 2020). This, of course, adds much 
pressure to doctoral students because they are expected to be increasingly 
proactive in research while often educating other graduate and undergrad-
uate students, indirectly shaping the future of the nation (Woldegiyorgis 
et al., 2020). In addition to this, there is an unwritten rule that students 
are expected to become aware of and learn from the hidden curriculum 
during their doctoral studies. As defined by Elliot et al. (2020), the 
hidden curriculum in doctoral education is the “unofficial (and informal) 
channels of genuine and useful learning that can be acquired within and 
outwith both the physical and metaphorical walls of academia” (p. 4). 
Accessing the hidden curriculum as a source of learning is, of course, not 
easy for everyone, and oftentimes people in positions of power use the 
hidden curriculum as a source of oppression or abuse against minoritized 
doctoral students.

Two examples in our book that remind me about the hidden curriculum’s 
effects on doctoral students are Chapter 8, by Farah Ali, and Chapter 10, 
by Carlo Cinaglia. In Chapter 8, Farah Ali critically examines the effect of 
hierarchical structures and power relations within academia. In her autoeth-
nographic account, the hidden curriculum is used against her by her faculty 
mentor or, in her own words, “the abuser.” Ali’s chapter is a perfect example 
of how the hidden curriculum can be used against doctoral students by 
those in positions of power, creating power inequities that affect women 
and minoritized individuals like herself. On the other side of this conversa-
tion, we have Carlo Cinaglia’s autoethnographic account of how he was able 
to access the hidden curriculum to learn lessons “outside of the program 
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handbook,” as his chapter title indicates. Throughout Cinaglia’s chapter, we 
learned about the potential of accessing the hidden curriculum for doctoral 
students as they develop their identity and learn a few strategies to deal with 
doctoral life and responsibilities.

BEDRETTIN: Relying on colleagues’ autoethnographies in this volume, I 
think the challenges stem from the transition and transformation doctoral 
students experience into a new realm of discourses that comes with ide-
ologically laden hierarchical structures and uneven/asymmetrical power 
relations. That is, starting the doctoral program, students are expected to 
become “successful” in a new community of practice and seek full mem-
bership in this community (Wenger, 1998) where their activities are mod-
erated by new discourses and identity positions. Positioned as legitimately 
peripheral members or newcomers, doctoral students construct their profes-
sional identity. Doctoral students encounter challenges in their endeavors to 
become “full” members of this community in which certain practices are 
valued more than others (e.g., “top”-tier journal article vs. book chapter). 
Learning the rules of this complex game with a lot of high-caliber players 
(I do not mean to reduce the entire process of researcher identity develop-
ment to a game, but for the sake of analogy) and learning how to play that 
game “successfully” (e.g., becoming academic writers in English), students 
might need to navigate new learning environments and get through numer-
ous challenges, trials, and tribulations even. For example, Farah Ali writes 
her autoethnography to explore one of the most challenging experiences in 
Chapter 8. As Luis reviews above, she uses the metaphor of “walking on 
eggshells” to describe her doctoral education experience, which included 
bullying and an abusive relationship with her advisor, who took advantage 
of the inequitable power relations.

The whole Ph.D. experience becomes even more challenging for interna-
tional students who leave their homes to move to another country with a 
different language and culture to pursue their doctoral studies. For exam-
ple, Tan’s autoethnography in Chapter 3 shares “insights as an international 
Ph.D. student [that] could help the field understand the hardships under-
gone by this particular group, especially when ‘silence’ and ‘timidity’ seem 
to shadow the personal struggles” (pp. 36–37). Tan also uses the metaphor 
of video game and gaming “to shatter the stereotypical view of academic life 
as boring, dull, and daunting” (p. 38) and concludes that “[i]n academia, 
we are also constantly analyzing the ‘game situation,’ gauging our abili-
ties and diving into unfamiliar waters” (p. 45). Challenges of international 
doctoral students become more prominent in Rothe’s (Chapter 13) and 
Keleş’s (Chapter 5) autoethnographies. Narrating his experiences (flooded 
apartment, getting a divorce, and withdrawing Green Card application) as a 
doctoral student in German studies, Rothe discusses “three common soci-
ocultural factors” that led to challenges for him: “(1) financial strains, (2) 
the effects of a politically discouraging environment for studying in the 
United States, and (3) dire job market prospects” (p. 221). Keleş shares 
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his autoethnographic poetry, which he calls “Mystory,” and examines the 
in-between spaces he has experienced back in Turkey as a college student 
and in Alabama as a doctoral student. He relies on Bagga-Gupta’s (2017) 
sunrise, moonrise, and earthrise metaphors to make sense of his differing, 
evolving conceptual approaches to understanding identities and experiences 
in the process of becoming a transnational scholar. While he enjoys the 
in-betweenness in his transnational identity, he has experienced challenges 
regarding being, becoming, and belonging in the social and academic spaces 
he has traversed over years.

ETHAN: As both of you have mentioned above, doctoral students face chal-
lenges with the hidden curriculum and deal with ideologically laden hierar-
chical structures and uneven/asymmetrical power relations while living in 
in-between spaces. However, in this volume, doctoral students in applied 
linguistics have shown that they are struggling with the pressure of writ-
ing and publishing in Western-based journals, the lack of faculty support, 
and mental health struggles. When I wrote a collaborative autoethnogra-
phy with Luis and another friend of mine, Manny (Pentón Herrera et al., 
2022), we exposed our vulnerability about feelings and emotions such as 
burnout, stress, fear, insecurity, anxiety, depression, and the lack of insti-
tutional support during our journeys. We, thus, suggested implications 
to explore doctoral students’ journeys at the micro-, meso-, and macro- 
levels to think about self-exploration and fluid identities, the promotion of 
well-being incorporated in the coursework, and the diversity and accommo-
dation throughout the journeys. From our critique and discourses, the roles 
of emotions and well-being were centered on and highlighted to see their 
importance in supporting doctoral students to overcome challenges in the 
program. The list of challenges is not exhaustive, but the question requires 
further examination: What can researchers, institutions, faculty/staff, and 
policymakers do to minimize the mental challenges of doctoral students 
while supporting them to finish the program?

The chapters in this edited volume have shown the unique challenges 
faced by doctoral students in applied linguistics. For example, Xiao Tan, 
in Chapter 3, describes his struggles in the writing-for-publication pro-
cess from a non-English speaking background, especially as he discusses 
the unequal power relationship between the reviewers and the author. 
Tan also shares how his mentoring experience made him “question the 
implicit assumptions that associate mentors with authority and truth” 
(p. 45). Mentorship is continuously emphasized in Chapter 4 (by Yoo) 
and Chapter 11 (Gui et al.) to illuminate how impactful the guidance of 
mentor and mentee could be in the scholarly identity of doctoral students 
throughout the programs. Further, Han and colleagues (Chapter 6) and 
Cho (Chapter 9) have shown their powerful self-reflection to reject static 
ways of positioning themselves and think with their identities emotionally 
and fluidly in integrating, developing, and retelling the scholarly identity 
to the world.
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Why Do We Have Autoethnography 
as the Sole Method in This Volume?

LUIS: Autoethnography has become a recent increasingly adopted and accepted 
methodology in applied linguistics (Keleş, 2022a), with many books and 
articles showing this trend (e.g., Fallas-Escobar & Pentón Herrera, 2022; 
Pentón Herrera et al., 2022; Simon-Maeda, 2011; Solano-Campos, 2014; 
Stanley, 2017; Trinh, 2020, 2021a; Trinh & Merino, 2021; Yazan et al., 
2020; Yazan et al., 2022). Its popularity is partly due to the realization that 
ethnographic truths are inherently partial and incomplete (Clifford, 1986), 
and there is also fear of misrepresentation in both qualitative (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2018) and quantitative research (Wyly, 2014). New generations 
of scholars are turning to autoethnographic inquiry because it allows their 
voices to be shared authentically, while also taking control of their stories, 
as shown by Rothe in Chapter 13. Although I am well aware that some 
scholars might dismiss autoethnographic inquiry due to it being considered 
“navel-gazing,” the reality is that, to date, I have yet to read a theoretically 
sound manuscript that discredits autoethnographic research as methodo-
logically unsound. In my view, those who are firmly against autoethno-
graphic inquiry are resisting an impending change in the field.

Circling back to the question, Why do we have autoethnography as the sole 
method in this volume?, my first response is, “Why not?!” Autoethnographic 
work is enlightening both for the researcher and for the field. In practical 
terms, “autoethnography involves prolonged (re)interpretation of multi-
ple texts (written and visual) in relation to one’s own self, yet simultane-
ously in ways that engage and challenge readers to reflect on their own 
meaning- making process” (Simon-Maeda, 2011, p. 16). It is this personal 
connection within the author(s) and between the author(s) and readers that 
makes autoethnographic inquiry appealing (Chang, 2008) and humanizing 
(de Souza Vasconcelos, 2011). Also, in my personal view, autoethnography 
allows researchers to engage in scientific inquiry that actually results in per-
sonal growth. What I mean by personal growth is that autoethnographic 
inquiry allows researchers to expose their vulnerabilities and learn and heal 
from their stories (Trinh, 2020, 2021a; Trinh et al., 2022), hence becom-
ing more emotionally intelligent in the process. Traditional approaches to 
research use participants as sources of data, and there is little opportunity for 
researchers and participants to solidify a caring relationship for one another 
or to help each other become more emotionally intelligent and self-aware.

In this volume, my vision is to bring autoethnographic inquiry front 
and center and to provide a space where contributors can take control of 
their stories, validate their experiences, share their authentic voices, and use 
their inquiry as a source of personal and professional growth. The chapters 
enclosed in this edited volume are raw, authentic, and the most accurate rep-
resentation of each author’s stories and voices. At the same time, their stud-
ies showcase and reveal unique tensions and topics that doctoral students in 
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the field of applied linguistics contend with. In unison, all of these chapters 
and voices will prove highly relevant to institutions of higher education sup-
porting the successful trajectory of present and future doctoral studies.

ETHAN: I love Luis’s response to the question: Why not?! I echo what Luis 
shared above because autoethnographers “seek difference rather than sim-
ilarity, absence rather than presence, the local rather than the universal, 
and the fragmented rather than the whole” (Kaufmann, 2014, p. 102). The 
difference, the absence, the locality, and the fragmentation in autoethno-
graphic inquiry contribute to the elements that research is missing. I person-
ally think that autoethnography is a powerful approach to disrupting and 
conquering the dualistic Cartesian way of doing and thinking. Specifically, 
autoethnography guides me to inquire: Where are voices and representations 
of Others located? How can the stories of Others be told differently? How can 
stories of Others be theorized publicly, fearlessly, and emotionally while main-
taining and highlighting their authenticity and criticality? How is the absence 
of Others alerting us? These are the questions that open multiple ways of 
thinking and doing, and if you allow me to say, queering, academic research 
in applied linguistics. I think using autoethnography in this edited volume 
uplifts and centers on the voices and representations of those who are over-
looked, unheard, and unseen in applied linguistics: doctoral students.

BEDRETTIN: I will connect this question to my earlier response, where I noted 
that doctoral education involves identity construction or that we should 
view academic experiences as identity work, as well. We know scholars of 
professional identity in language teaching converge on the argument that 
teachers’ practice, learning, emotions, agency, and commitment are intri-
cately intertwined with their identities. And we need to understand how 
ideologies operate in shaping the identity positions available in communities 
(Block, 2007; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). Therefore, I think autoeth-
nography stands out as a method with its affordances to open up conceptual 
and empirical windows into doctoral student life and to examine, problema-
tize, and hopefully subvert discourses/cultures that surround and patrol the 
borders of being and belonging in academia. The very reason why colleagues 
with realist ethnographic orientation critique autoethnography is actually 
one of the strengths that chapter contributors relied on in this volume. This 
critique attends to the fact that autoethnographers gather the data from 
their own personal experience (very much relying on memory; see Chang, 
2008; Keleş, 2022b) and analyze those data themselves to better under-
stand the relationship between the self, the other, and cultures/discourses. 
The strength is that the autoethnographer is the only person who has the 
access to the data they are collecting, mining, and generating from their life 
history to engage in autoethnographic research, and the autoethnographer’s 
lens to approach the analysis of their personal data is shared by nobody. In 
this collection of autoethnographies, colleagues relied on this strength in 
differing ways to scrutinize the complexities of doctoral education with a 
focus on various dimensions.
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For example, Cho’s autoethnography in Chapter 9 focuses on the first 
two years of her doctoral studies and examines her socialization into the aca-
demic community of applied linguistics as an international doctoral student. 
She specifically views cognitive/emotional dissonance as a catalyst in her 
development as a teacher-researcher in applied linguistics. She then argues, 
“Those emotional reactions, such as surprises or feelings of being con-
sumed, arise from taken-for-granted norms (e.g., ‘I must), which show how 
emotions are integral to culturally intertwined discourses” (p. 135). With 
regard to the strength I noted above, Cho had unique access to her emo-
tional struggles and her reactions to those struggles, and her analysis could 
provide another dimension to her complex experience in the Ph.D. program. 
Additionally, in Chapter 4, Yoo’s autoethnography examines her professional 
identity construction as a researcher in applied linguistics in the two-and-
a-half-year period of her doctoral education. Yoo finds the following three 
points of transformation orientation in research paradigms and methods, 
scholarly identity, and research interest in second language writing. Looking 
at her own experience with her unique autoethnographic lens, Yoo unpacks 
the ways in which those transformations were facilitated/influenced by scaf-
folding from the faculty mentors, her advisor’s nurturing approach, her racial 
positionality, and multiple institutional roles she took on.

Completing our responses to the five prompts, we (Ethan, Luis, and 
Bedrettin) are happy to let you begin your autoethnographic reading expe-
rience here. As you scroll down or turn the pages of this book, the autoeth-
nographic storytelling of colleagues with uniquely diverse backgrounds, 
identities, and aspirations will capture you and pull you into an emotionally 
and cognitively reflective process. Whether you are planning to apply for a 
doctoral program, or you are an early, seasoned, or former doctoral student 
or a faculty mentor for doctoral students, the chapters will resonate with 
you at differing levels during that reflective process. Thereby, hopefully, 
this volume will contribute to the efforts of humanizing doctoral education 
experience in our field and beyond.
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