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Abstract: Student-University Identification (SUI) of virtual students in higher education is one
area of identity that receives less attention. This study aimed to explore the SUI of a purposive
sample of five virtual students studying Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) at the
Ph.D. level in Iran. Investigating SUI in higher education among virtual TEFL Ph.D. candidates
potentially contributes to demystifying a complex relationship of factors, such as cultural
experiences, linguistic backgrounds, and online environment challenges. Using phenomenology,
the study investigated the identities of the participants by thematically analyzing semi-structured
interview data. The findings revealed the participants’ various ways of identifying with a
university, the subsequent consequences of identification, and the obstacles preventing them to
develop SUI. The findings indicated that several factors at play are unique to doctoral candidates.
The faculty prestige, research-based concerns, and nature of online media were identified to be
crucial aspects of SUI for the TEFL Ph.D. students. Universities are thus advised to provide
appropriate direction for virtual candidates. The study also found that some students perceived a
lack of competence in TEFL, which, in turn, acted as a barrier to their SUI. To alleviate this
problem, further research needs to identify what is lacking in teacher education university
programs and what initiatives are required to improve TEFL students’ professional development
and help them become confident English teachers.
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The mere idea of being a part of a group engenders a sense of ethnocentrism (Hogg, 2016).
Therefore, social categorizations, and hence social identities, are fundamental building blocks
of understanding one’s self. Student-University Identification (SUI) is the extent to which
students define themselves in terms of their university values and affiliations (Ashforth et al.,
2008). Simply put, a feeling of attachment to the university is called SUI (Balaji et al., 2016).
According to Social Identity Theory (SIT), students who strongly identify with their universities
are likely to develop a firmly established sense of oneness with their universities (Tajfel, 1978).
Research has shown that a higher SUI is associated with numerous benefits for students, such
as widening their social networks (Ashforth et al., 2008), improving their academic
achievements (Wilkins et al., 2016), and fostering positive behavioral intentions (Balaji et al.,
2016; Wilkins & Huisman, 2013).
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Not only do students benefit from a strong SUI, but universities also take advantage in
several ways. First, to maintain their competitiveness, universities need to build an enduring
relationship between the institute and students (e.g., Balaji et al., 2016; Schlesinger et al., 2017;
Trullas et al., 2018; Yao et al., 2019). Second, SUI supports promising intentions and attitudes
towards universities (Ashforth et al., 2008; Duesterhaus & Duesterhaus, 2014) which results in
higher reputation. Third, it increases the students’ donation giving (Ashley, 2018), and hence,
financial power of institutions to proliferation.

Given the rewarding outcomes of SUI for both students and universities, exploring the
antecedents and consequences of SUI has attracted much attention in different fields, especially
management, business, marketing, psychology, and education (e.g., Abdelmaaboud et al., 2021;
Balaji et al., 2016; Schlesinger et al., 2017). However, no relevant research has been undertaken
with a focus on either Ph.D. or TEFL students. This gap needs to be filled due to several reasons.
First, taking advantage of interdisciplinary opportunities is what the field of TEFL seems to be
lacking (Mirhosseini et al., 2022). Second, as one negotiates a sense of self through language,
TEFL university students who speak English as a foreign language have a venue to relate to a
larger number of communities. The added element of different languages and cultures may affect
their identities (Li, 2021; Salemi & Abadi, 2022). Third, it is argued that for adaptation and
achievement in higher education, SUI plays an important role (McAlpine, 2017). Fourth, online
learning environments may create challenges and tensions in understanding of academic life,
building rapport, provoking motivation (Kaufmann & Buckner, 2019; Kaufmann & Vallade,
2020), identification struggles (Cutri & Mena, 2020), and finally keeping their social and
classroom identities apart (Dennen & Burner, 2017). Lastly and most importantly, higher
education aims to cultivate TEFL students’ professional socialization and academic identity.
Students’ academic identities are created in negotiation with values, standards, and belief
systems of higher education institutions (Henkel, 2005). However, without knowing about the
antecedents, consequences, and barriers of SUI, reaching this goal would be impossible. Nor
would it be feasible for higher education institutions to improve their branding and university
image which guides students’ confidence and performance (Abdelmaaboud et al., 2021). There
should be a concerted effort to provide a comfortable environment in which students can get the
best of education to their full potentials. Altogether, besides giving hints on how to support
educational development, investigating SUI in higher education among virtual TEFL Ph.D.
candidates may demystify a complex relationship of involving factors in identification, such as
cultural experiences, linguistic backgrounds, and online environment challenges.

Ph.D. candidates face many challenges during the doctoral journeys (Li, 2021). These
challenges might be strengthened or weakened by many factors, including government policies
and varied educational setting (McAlpine, 2017). For example, a student may feel discomfort
and face inner conflicts because of a new environment. In this case, the following adaptations,
attitudes, and strategies that doctoral students adopt in response to that challenged self might
change students’ identities. This perspective often draws from SIT and communities of practice
(Wenger, 1998). Theory of Wenger (1998) defines identification as a way of learning to become
a member in a given community of practice. Membership in a group in which people, sharing
similar professional expertise and interest, interacting with each other to achieve common goals
is the main prerequisite to construct identity. Similarly, SIT theorizes that identity is developed
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through membership in social categories determined by the society which are interrelated with
regard to power and status (Tajfel, 1978). These theories both assume that the environment
entails particular cultural norms, attitudes, and behaviors, and individuals act based on the
requirements of a certain environment to fit in.

McAlpine (2012), relying on a five-year research program, has reconceptualized a view of
doctoral student’s identity that included students’ agency, the interplay between the academic
and personal aspects of students, and the effects of students’ pasts and imagined futures. This
theoretical framework was called identity-trajectory. The major arguments in such perspective
are that students create their own histories in enacting their intentions. Further, identity is
situated within past experiences and desired imagined careers. More importantly, it highlights
institutional influences in the process of doctoral students’ identification (McAlpine, 2012).

Such line of thinking underscores a situated perspective to doctoral students’ identity in
which the role of universities is prominent. In this regard, identification is a process of
reconciliation of memberships in multiple communities of practice. As online media has the
potential to change the nature of communication and work (McAlpine, 2017; Salimi &
Banitalebi, 2023), and thus the type of students’ practices and memberships, online learning may
represent confrontations, negotiations, and reconciliations absent in face-to-face learning.
Encountering such situations, students’ assimilations to the norms of the new environment may
affect their identities in general and SUI in particular. SUI was introduced to identity research
by Mael and Ashforth (1992) to specifically take into account the process by which students
establish their identities through constructing a self-image associated with a particular
university. Although research in this area is not scarce, a marginal stream of studies has focused
on higher education (Stephenson & Yerger, 2014) as well as antecedents and consequences of
SUI (Balaji et al., 2016). In a study, Abdelmaaboud et al. (2021) explored the effect of SUI on
student’s advocacy intentions, including engaging in inspiring communications about the
university, recommending it to others, and supporting it. Data were collected from 718
respondents through questionnaires. Considering this relationship both directly and indirectly
through students’ satisfaction and trust, they found SUI as an influential factor in students’
advocacy intentions. In other words, a higher SUI was manifested in participants’ satisfaction
and trust which consequently led to more supportive behaviors. Also, the role of gender in the
relationship between SUI and advocacy behaviors appeared to be significant in their study.

Previous literature has identified some factors as antecedents of SUIL Balaji et al. (2016)
postulated a model of SUI antecedents and consequences in higher education. Based on this
model, they developed a questionnaire having SUI antecedents and supportive behaviors ordered
by levels of intensity, ranging from suggestions for improvement to participation in future
activities, as the SUI consequences.

In a similar vein, studying the antecedents of SUI, Hawass (2020) examined the impact of
a mediating factor, passion to learn, on the interrelationships between SUI and student-professor
interaction as well as the association between SUI and university reputation. The results
confirmed a direct positive effect of reputation on SUI. Moreover, passion to learn was found to
be mediating the association between SUI and student-professor interactions.

Some scholars believe that even not having direct interaction with an organization,
individuals are able to develop a sense of attachment and self-concept in relation to that specific
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organization (e.g., Wilson et al., 2008). In this respect, components of SUI among high school
prospective university students were investigated by Wilkins and Huisman (2013). Results
showed that when prospective higher education students perceived higher prestige and similarity
with a university, they experienced a stronger SUI, leading to positive behavioral intentions.
Other studies also considered the potentials of other elements on SUI, such as the influence of
organizational socialization on SUI (Medina-Craven et al., 2020) and the association between
SUI and brand identification (Fazli-Salehi et al., 2019).

This small aggregate of earlier research, however, has been concerned with predictive
components of SUI and to a lesser extent the consequences of SUI. Unfortunately, studying the
barriers to SUI seems to be left unnoticed in existing literature. As a result, impeding factors of
SUI have not been identified and this may hinder the efforts of taking proper initiatives to
enhance SUI. Unless the barriers are identified, the areas in need of reconsideration and
improvement to work through SUI would not become unfolded.

The principal role of technology in identity studies deserves more attention (Norton & De
Costa, 2018). Technology mediates self-expression by multiple means it offers (Klimanova,
2020). There have been calls and concerns to explore whether distance learning is capable of
keeping students together as a community (Chatham-Carpenter, 2017; Kaufmann & Vallade,
2020; Reedy, 2019). Although there has been discussion over the constraints and advantages
virtual environments create for doctoral students (e.g., McAlpine, 2017), the case of SUI has not
been appropriately investigated for online doctoral university students.

Further, previous research mostly embraced quantitative methods such as questionnaires to
study SUI. As students’ experiences are shaped by multiple influences in the social contexts,
adopting a deterministic approach to understand their experience as an objective reality seems
faulty. Qualitative analyses, instead, attempt to detail, discover, and demystify situations
(Kumar, 2018). Therefore, adopting such a perspective can deepen our knowledge about the
procedures students take to identify with a university.

Interestingly, the context of the present study and its participants may also provide new
insights into the intersection of education and identity. Both private and state universities in Iran
operate under the codes of the Ministry of Higher Education that maintains tight control over
the teaching methods and content of textbooks (Mirhosseini & Khodakarami, 2015). Since
context plays a significant role in the identification, it would be stimulating to consider an
educational setting in which language students are in demand for sufficient global culture
(Rashidi & Najafi, 2010) and experience several challenges in doctoral education (see Hemmati
& Mahdie, 2020 for a summary). To this purpose, the present study engaged in an exploration
of SUI in Iranian university students studying TEFL online. The following research questions
were proposed:

1. What are the antecedents of SUI for virtual TEFL students at Ph.D. programs?
2. What are the consequences of SUI for virtual TEFL students at Ph.D. programs?
3. What are the barriers to SUI for virtual TEFL students at Ph.D. programs?
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METHOD

Conceptualizing students’ experiences with university in a virtual setting as a phenomenon
can open new horizons to specify the roles language, technology, and policy play in building
SUI. Phenomenology in its interpretive type aims to characterize and interpret the essence of a
contextualized experience as a phenomenon (Smith & Osborn, 2003). Interpretive
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) enables researchers to collect rich details of subjects’
contextual experiences (Smith et al., 2009). In this study, qualitative data were gathered through
interviews and supplemented by memoing.

Participants and Research Setting

A purposive sample of five virtual Ph.D. candidates studying English-related majors in
private and state universities in two cities in Iran was chosen to take the interviews. Emphasizing
on collecting rich enough data rather than a large sample size, IPA usually has a sample of three
participants (Smith, 2004) without seeking any point of theoretical saturation as in grounded
theory (Gill, 2020). A sample size of three to six may allow the researchers to engage with each
individual case long and deep enough so as to generate an elusive perspective of divergence and
convergence in the phenomenon of interest (Smith et al., 2009). As individuals’ construction of
lived experiences is mediated through their social and contextual backgrounds (Klimanova,
2020), an introduction of the study context can facilitate sense-making and interpretation.

Teacher education in Iran is mainly the responsibility of private and state universities. TEFL
programs offer coursework at BA, MA, and Ph.D. programs covering various facets of English
language teaching, such as linguistics, teaching methodologies, and assessment. TEFL MA
students need to undergo some stages to get acceptance from a university for a Ph.D. program.
First, they have to obtain an acceptable score in the Iranian National University Entrance Exam.
Then, depending on their achieved scores, they may select some universities. After that, they
will be invited to have interviews with the target universities, and final Ph.D. candidates will be
selected among the interviewees. Ph.D. programs usually take five years, and during their first
two years, TEFL Ph.D. candidates take several theoretical courses. Upon passing the required
courses, they will choose their supervisors and work on their dissertations.

This study intended to collect data from participants having enough experience with their
universities. To make sure of it, students beginning the second year of university were chosen.
Students at Ph.D. levels can easily understand the content of interviews in English. Therefore,
the proficiency levels of students were not scrutinized. As gender was found to be an influential
factor (Abdelmaaboud et al., 2021), the researchers excluded men to have a homogeneous
sample. Females have been reported to develop stronger levels of identification (Abdelmaaboud
et al., 2021) and consequently are more informative and able to add insights into the picture.
Another affecting factor on SUI was reported to be university status (Fazli-Salehi et al., 2019).
Having that in mind, the researchers chose students of differing university status.

Three participants were studying at a top-ranking state university while the other two were
studying at a low-level private university. They had differing years of experience with their
universities. One individual in each group chose to study in the same university for higher
education. The sample of this study, although not statistically, may represent typical identities
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of students at Ph.D. level in Iran; students at top and lower-in-rank universities with either
precedented or unprecedented contact with their universities. All participants shared the same
experience of graduating and studying in the discussed education system. The participants were
between the ages of 26 to 34 with varying teaching experiences. One of the participants
(Participant C) had almost one year of teaching experience although others were more
experienced (Table 1).

Table 1. Demographic Information of the Participants

Participants | Age | Experience with their universities | University status | Teaching experience
A 26 8 years high 3
B 28 2 years high 4
C 33 2 years high 1
D 34 4 years low 10
E 30 2 years low 5
Instruments

Student-University Identification Questionnaire

The first instrument of this study was used to choose the potential sample of students for
the following interviews. The questionnaire, adopted from Mael and Ashforth (1992), is a six-
item 5-point Likert type scale, ranging from ‘1’ strongly disagree to ‘5’ strongly agree. The
reliability and validity of the scale were reported to be acceptable (with Cronbach’s alpha of .83,
Mael & Ashforth, 1992). The questionnaire was developed drawing on SIT (Mael & Ashforth,
1992), which has been widely used in several studies on SUI (e.g., Balaji et al., 2016; Fazli-
Salehi et al., 2019).

In this questionnaire, the higher the students’ scores, the stronger their SUI would be
assumed. Participants’ scores were calculated based on the total average of ratings ranging from
1 to 5. Normality of data was checked. The data were supplemented by the respondents’ answers
to the final open-ended questions asking about their relationship with their universities. Positive
answers were regarded as indicating high SUI. It took 10 minutes of their time to complete the
questionnaire. Among 36 respondents, five candidates were selected based on their scores
(average score: ‘5°, with positive answers to the final questions) and agreement of participation.
The questionnaire data only provided a descriptive summary of the participants to retrieve the
sample.

It should also be noted that although low SUI students (those whose average scores on the
SUI questionnaire was near the lowest point, i.e., ‘1°) could possibly better inform the barriers
of SUI, the researchers exclude this group to have a congruous sample. Moreover, the main
reason behind choosing high SUI participants was to have informative participants who could
provide ample information regarding what facilitated their SUI (i.e., antecedents), and how SUI
affected their performance (i.e., consequences). Obviously, students with low SUI could not
illuminate what they have not experienced and inform the study regarding the antecedents and
consequences of SUI. Additionally, as high SUI students have gone through potential difficulties
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on their way to building strong identification with their universities, they could better enlighten
the barriers of SUL

Semi-Structured Phone Interviews

Since face-to-face interviews were not possible because of COVID-19 pandemic, this study
used phone interviews to collect qualitative data. Semi-structured interviews are the most
suitable instruments in carrying out an IPA (Smith, 2004) as they facilitate exploratory
investigations. That said, semi-structured phone interviews were used in this study. The
interview items were constructed by the researchers and further inspected through checklists by
two content experts and a university professor majoring in Applied Linguistics for the sake of
content validity. Following the principles of phenomenological interviews (Smith et al., 2009),
interviewers first gained background information about the students. Further, they engaged in a
dialogue whereby subsequent questions were modified in light of the students’ answers.

Procedure

First, the online version of the questionnaire along with a brief description of the study was
sent to a Telegram (a social networking application) group in which TEFL Ph.D. candidates
shared academic information with each other. Among 36 volunteers who completed the
questionnaire, those who met the requirements and agreed for interviews were invited to have
phone interviews. Prior to being interviewed, the respondents were informed that their answers
will only be used for the study and remain confidential. Permissions were also obtained to
digitally record and then transcribe the interviews. All interviews were conducted over phone
calls from July to August 2021. A second session for further clarification was arranged when
needed. Despite being allowed to use either English or Persian, the interviewees preferred to use
English.

Semi-structured phone interviews were conducted, audio-recorded, and transcribed. The
students were required to answer the questions based on their experiences of and attitudes
towards the university they were studying at the time. The duration of the interviews ranged
between 30 and 60 minutes for each session covering a range of questions centered on SUI.
Following Lofland and Lofland’s (1999) suggestion, memos were generated immediately after
each interview.

Data Analysis

For selecting the sample, quantitative data from questionnaires were used. Thirty-six
students completed the questionnaire. Finally, five female Ph.D. candidates with high SUI
consented to take part in the study for phone interviews.

After selecting the participants, analysis of qualitative data was performed in several steps.
In this analysis, the four suggested stages of [PA (Smith & Osborn, 2003) were closely observed.
Firstly, the emerging themes capturing the essence of the respondents’ experiences were
identified. Then, in a search for patterns and connections, the themes were clustered together to
generate master themes. Thirdly, an iterative analysis of other transcripts was conducted to
modify the obtained set of master themes. Lastly, a table of themes was attained through a blend
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of abstraction and interpretation of the researchers with reference to the extracted verbatims (See
Table 2 under the Findings section). The interviews were carried out by one researcher and, as a
validity check (Groenewald, 2004), the other researcher made sure that the essence of the
interviews has been captured precisely by checking the transcripts. By analyzing the interview
data, this study identified antecedents, consequences, and barriers to identification that TEFL
Ph.D. candidates faced.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Findings

To examine the data, the researchers categorized the themes and subthemes under 3
categories: (1) antecedents; (2) consequences; and (3) barriers of SUI. To demonstrate each
(sub)theme, an account of the analysis supplemented with extracts from the transcribed
interviews is given. Table 2 gives a summary of themes and subthemes.

Table 2. Themes and Subthemes of Students’ Interviews

Antecedents Faculty Prestige

e The quality of interaction between academics and students
e Professors’ area of specialty

e The educational history of the faculty

University Prestige

¢ International reputation

e Image

Consequences Behavioral

e Positive word-of-mouth
e Further engagement
Affective

Barriers Online Classes
Educational System

Antecedents

Faculty Prestige

Concerning the antecedents of SUI, respondents were asked to explain how their senses of
being a virtual TEFL Ph.D. student of “X” university emerged. The analysis showed that central
to this perception was the perspective that their university faculties maintained a high standard
of'academic excellence in some aspects. It seemed that, for Ph.D. students, university reputation
played a less significant role. Instead, various aspects of particular faculties of focus were given
much more weight. Almost all participants referred to the superiority of their universities by
mentioning one or more points specific to their university faculties. This included, as shown in
Table 2, friendly interaction between academics and students, providing specific area of
specialty, and the educational history of the faculty. Extract (1) explains the faculty prestige
theme:
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(1) #...But the reason I did the same (chose the same university) for doing a Ph.D. was different.
Now all the professors knew me very well and I found them caring and accessible. Professor X, for
example, was constantly motivating me to further my studies. Whenever I reached out for help, he
was always there for me during my MA and BA. As I know the professors, I mostly see eye-to-eye
about common classroom issues. That I could build rapport with them is what makes me happy about
this university. (A)

To Participant A, her past experience with professors encouraged her to develop rapport
and consequently a stronger sense of attachment to the university. She referred to characteristics,
such as being helpful, ‘caring’, ‘accessible’, and ‘motivating’ to describe the positive
interactions she had with the professors in previous programs. This points to the situatedness
feature of the doctorate within prior experiences.

Similarly, Participants B and C mentioned professors’ areas of specialty as the main reason
for their SUI, shown in Extracts (2-3).

(2) #The first thing that came to my mind when I wanted to choose a university for Ph.D. program
was its faculty members. I tracked the research interest and published works of each of them. Then,
I decided to select University X. This university is well-known in the area of Y.... It also happened
to be my area of interest.... I had gained enough expertise and enthusiasm to continue this branch
of research and I wanted to do it where professors manifested a quality mastery of the subject. (B)

(3) #1 did it because of Professor X. He is working on the subject matter of my interest and academia
knows him as a high-profile figure in Z by his publications. (C)

As can be observed in Extracts (2) and (3), the issues of knowledgeability and popularity
mattered to students. Both participants used adjectives, such as ‘well-known’and ‘high-profile’,
to refer to the desirability of the universities and professors’ mastery of the subfields. Moreover,
discussing faculty theme, participants particularly referred to individual members in the faculty
of their universities when they complimented the history, achievements, and peculiarities of the
university. In other words, talking about the accomplishments of their universities, individuals,
such as Participant C, did not bring up issues of development and structure of the institutions
rather they put forth the name, and specialty area of faculty members, and more specifically,
how the members have glowed up with their impressive research publications in their area of
specialty.

As for the last subtheme, the educational history of the faculty, Participant E argued that
the faculty of her university had ‘achieved lots of awards’, actively participated in several
‘national and international communities’, and had ‘some connections with universities abroad’.
She explained that she valued her particular university because the faculty ‘left a good name to
remember’ and she recognized the university by faculty’s contributions to the field.

University Prestige

Respondents, to a lesser extent, also mentioned university prestige as another antecedent of
SUIL They pointed out international reputation and distinguished image from competitors as
factors constituting the university prestige. Extract (4) illustrates the issue:
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(4) #Even internationally, it is respected...having today s online advancements, online environments
made it more accessible to have webinars and workshops... I am pleased that my university holds
the largest number of such events annually. Because they invite many prominent scholars in different
field, and nobody says no to them. I suppose post-doc opportunities would be easy targets. (B)

Participant B argued that ‘post-doc opportunities’ were possible for her because the
university had international recognition. She also referred to the effects of Internet-based
advancement that facilitated having academic events at international levels. She further argued
that her university invited ‘many prominent scholars in different fields’ to participate in such
events as keynote speakers, and because of the university reputation the scholars agreed to take
part in those “webinars and workshops”’. That was what made holding ‘the largest number of
such events’ possible for the university.

In Excerpt (5) Participant C referred to the university image as another antecedent:

(5) #Our university is the Y rank among the universities in Iran. Many aspects distinguish it from
other universities, like some top journals that carry the title of this university. (C)

Participant C felt proud of her university because she believed that there were several
features that made this university distinguishable. In this excerpt she referred to two of them,
namely its ranking, and several ‘“top journals’ sponsored by this specific university. Another
participant (Participant E) also argued that graduating from her university, she would be ‘a Ph.D.
graduate from X university’ who would have a great chance of future employment. She
mentioned that it was because people thought ‘highly of this university’.

Consequences
Behavioral

Scrutinizing the data, the researchers came up with two major themes under which
consequences could be organized, namely affective and behavioral. Affective consequences
indicated how students felt and conceptualized SUI, while behavioral consequences had direct
association with individuals’ behaviors. SUI appeared to have two behavioral consequences.
First, the primacy of SUI in further engagement with university was identified as the main
subtheme in behavioral category. Students acknowledged that they would be willing to cooperate
as teaching- or research-assistants in their university. Participant A explained in Excerpt (6) that:

(6) #I perceive my destiny as interweaved with the university. I assume that after graduation,
hopefully, I will work here as an assistant professor. (4)

The sense of attachment to university and its subsequent outcome on the students’ imagined
future can be observed in Excerpt (6). Participant A made a reference to the university by the
word ‘here’ to show her desire to be a future professor at X university, not elsewhere. Similarly,
Participant E mentioned that 7 feel cozy working with my university professors’. She further
explained that this was ‘the path through which I can mutually benefit the university and myself .
To enhance the research productivity of university was one of her future visions. Her references
to the ‘path’ and ‘mutually benefit’ represented her attempts to align her identity with her future
actions.
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Other behavioral consequences were categorized under positive word of mouth
subcategory. This subtheme was identified in the accounts of two of the participants, such as
disseminating a positive word of mouth about the university, suggesting it to new candidates in
social media, posting stimulating materials on social network sites, and following university
channels on Instagram and Telegram (two social networking applications). These aspects were
more related to the virtual nature of their experiences. For instance, one of the participants
mentioned in Excerpt (7) that:

(7) #..1 am an active Instagram user. Recently, my followers asked about my opinion about X
university. I shared some posts naming all its advantages and tagged university pages. (C)

As can be seen in Excerpt (7), online classes opened the door to increased awareness of
social media sites and groups. Not only do the individuals claimed to follow their university
pages on the social media, but they also asserted that they would support their university by
sharing positive words about it.

Alffective

Participants’ commitment to university was manifested affectively in all cases as well. For
those who had experiences of studying for Bachelor’s or Master’s degrees, their experiences
associated with education in the same universities led to positive feelings such as loyalty and
familiarity. Excerpt (8) can clarify the point:

8) #X university is more of a home to me, considering my history with it. It is like I feel responsible

to its related issues... I just like the atmosphere of my university. Its beautiful campus makes me feel

comfortable. As I was a student here before, I am familiar with different parts of the university like
the back of my hand. (A)

For participant A, her sense of belonging to university was reflected in her feelings of
responsibility to university issues. Her situated experience, familiarity with the environment,
made her view her university as ‘home’ and feel ‘comfortable’.

Barriers

Online Classes

Interviewees provided insights into what factors could be counted as barriers into SUI in
their experiences. The researchers classified these challenges into two themes. First, barriers
geared toward difficulties with online classes. To respondents, a limited representation that did
not fit their different roles was counted as a stumbling block of SUI. Participant B expressed her
dissatisfaction with such issue in Excerpt (9):

(9) #1 cannot even recall my classmates’first names! They don t know me either! We never talk about
ourselves. We only have time to talk for maybe 10 minutes about course subjects. It is like we are
robots in online classes. (B)

Her reference to ‘robots in online classes’ and ‘talk about ourselves’ indicated that she
needed more intimacy and recognition by her classmates. More generally, her complaint could
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be implied as a demand to get a wider connection with other Ph.D. students in the same
university, and to be identified as a university community. Furthermore, she implicitly
highlighted the teacher-centered approaches by university professors that deprived them from a
voice in virtual classes by mentioning that they had ‘maybe 10 minutes’ of the class time.

Educational System

The second theme of barriers, educational system, underscored the gap between education
and practice. One of the students argued that what they received at university as teacher
education program was not fulfilling and that made them distance themselves from the
university. She explained in Excerpt (10):

10) #A4s a Ph.D. student of university X, it is expected that we become proficient English teachers. 1
keep asking myself after all these years of studying at university: am I a qualified English teacher?
I don t think so... I wish they could prepare us for being a real English teacher. All these books and
materials do not help in practice. (E)

The participant referred to ‘As a Ph.D. student of university X’ to underscore what is
required to be an acceptable X university student. The mismatch between the aims of the
university as an institute for teacher education and the ending results of it prevented Participant
E to identify more strongly with her university. She had a sense of incapability as an English
teacher, and she considered the university responsible for this problem. More importantly, she
expressed her dissatisfaction with the materials which were ineffective in helping teachers in
TEFL classrooms.

Discussion

The data analysis identified several antecedents, consequences, and barriers for the SUI of
Ph.D. TEFL candidates in virtual classes. The findings revealed that university faculties, having
distinctive characteristics, act as the main antecedent of SUI. Every individual’s account of their
university experiences pinpointed the role that the faculty of language in their universities played
in their identification. This means that the perceptions of faculty stand at the center of
determining SUI in Ph.D. candidates’ perspectives. This factor has been ignored in previous
research on SUI that considered the specificities of faculties under the umbrella terms of
university prestige or brand knowledge (Balaji et al., 2016; Fazli-Salehi et al., 2019). Such
overlook can be justified by the differences in the samples recruited in different studies. It seems
that faculty issues gain more attention for Ph.D. candidates. Networking, the relationships
between students and their supervisors, peers, and scholars, constitute doctoral students’ identity
(McAlpine, 2012).

Such justification accounts for and is exemplified by the contrary findings of Hawass
(2020). Hawass (2020) indicated that student-professor interaction was not significantly
correlated with SUIL The sample of Hawass’ study was comprised of undergraduate students.
Undergraduates might not demand professors’ guidance beyond their teaching and rarely for
term projects, while Ph.D. candidates require technical and specialized feedback on research
projects. Needless to say, affinity, cognizance, and strategy in professor-student relationships
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affect the quality of learning experience (Kaufmann & Buckner, 2019; Kaufmann & Vallade,
2020) which directly or indirectly influences students’ perception of university and consequently
their levels of identification (Medina-Craven et al., 2020). Those who had prior experiences with
the same university pinpointed that their past experiences helped in building rapport with
professors, a component also included in McAlpine’s (2012) model of doctoral students’ identity.
The identity-trajectory model underscores that the academic is situated within personal
experiences. Past experiences influence present experience of the doctoral programs, and how
students develop their identities (McAlpine, 2012).

Moreover, in line with earlier studies (Balaji et al., 2016; Fazli-Salehi et al., 2019; Hawass,
2020; Schlesinger et al., 2017), university prestige also appeared to have a role in students’
identification with their universities in the present study. For Ph.D. candidates the recognition
of university at national and international levels, which was exemplified through academic
events, was found to be strongly associated with their SUIL. Intriguingly, this factor did not appear
in the accounts of low-rank university students. It seems logical that university brand is more
related to top universities whose students feel distinctiveness more tangibly. That might be why
universities are advised to brandification and declaration of their achievements (Balaji et al.,
2016; Wilkins & Huisman, 2013; Yao et al., 2019).

Further, the consequences reported in this study were more or less similar to those found in
several non-virtual studies, such as further engagement and positive feelings (e.g., Balaji et al.,
2016; Trullas et al., 2018). However, they happened to be more specific to Ph.D. candidates in
the case of this study. For instance, participants clearly stated that they would plan to conduct
more scholarly research projects and contribute as university professors in future. As students
identified with their universities, they tried to imagine their future merged with their universities.
McAlpine (2012) rightly pointed, prior experiences, in general, and especially university
experiences in this study, influence the students’ investment in the doctoral programs and their
imagined futures.

Concerning the barriers of SUI, the participants pointed out two main barriers. The
interviewees argued that there were contextual limits to the information that they could provide
about themselves in online classes. This is justifiable considering that people categorize others
depending upon the first context they encounter. Provided that this context offers limited
information, a person may happen not to be classified under a potential category that people
have never noticed (Dennen & Burner, 2017). Dennen and Burner (2017) exemplify the issue
through explicating the case of a student who initially identifies a person as a classmate. Not
having a fuller picture of the setting, the student would never detect other aspects of the person’s
identity and continues classifying him under the same initial category of the classmate (Dennen
& Burner, 2017). Moreover, considering the teacher-centered approaches prevalent in Iran
(Eslamdoost et al., 2020), the students would not be given a proper voice to depict their
identities. This point is reinforced by the last subtheme of barriers, educational system.

The last subtheme, educational system, refers to the inadequacies of teacher education
programs in Iran. A sense of belonging to a supportive learning community would result in
successful and fitting identities (Ashforth et al., 2008). In this regard, appropriate direction and
professional support from universities and professors are required to ease professional
development in students as potential English teachers. In absence of institutional assistance and
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mentoring, students encountered difficulties building their identities (Li, 2021; McAlpine, 2012)
and stronger senses of SUI. Additionally, as in Hemmati and Mahdie (2020), the sociocultural
constraints of the context were manifested in barriers to university identification. However, they
were mainly reflected in students’ perceived lack of competence in functioning as an English
teacher. They mentioned that the content of textbooks and teaching materials were not helpful.
Apparently, to some of the participants, a shortage of mastery over TEFL kept them to truly and
proudly accept themselves as TEFL Ph.D. candidates of a university. In other words, nurturing
a strong student-university identity was entangled with relating to an image of a competent
teacher for TEFL Ph.D. candidates. As the term “TEFL university student” is self-explanatory,
reifying oneself as a member of the TEFL university student community embeds in itself a
realization of both being an English teacher and a university student. Therefore, it is sensible
that feeling incompetence in TEFL is followed by a weaker sense of SUI.

The present study shed light on how SUIs were occasioned in a context where ideological
and political impediments have long affected students’ English learning. Participants of the
current study voiced their concerns over their lack of language teaching competence, stemming
from the improper policies of language teaching (Eslamdoost et al., 2020; Mirhosseini &
Khodakarami, 2015). Indeed, the perceived image of a TEFL Ph.D. candidate with flawless
knowledge and skill over TEFL hampered their way towards growing stronger SUIs and
identifying as a confident representative of a university as TEFL students. However, similar to
Hemmati and Mahdie (2020), despite several problems, students’ identification with their
universities was still worthwhile to them. This premise is based on evidence that strong SUI can
result in positive effects, such as positive word-of-mouth, that benefit students and the university
alike. Several students admitted that they would be willing to serve as teaching assistants or
research assistants at their university, which means that being part of the university community
was important to them.

CONCLUSIONS

In this study, the researchers carried out a phenomenological study by scrutinizing how
Ph.D. candidates make sense of their individual selves in virtual university classes. The findings
revealed their various ways of identifying with a university, the subsequent consequences of
identification, and lastly the obstacles preventing Ph.D. candidates to develop SUL

This study contributed to a conceptualization of the complex process of identity
construction of TEFL Ph.D. candidates as university students in virtual classes. It elucidated that
striving for a proper representation of various aspects of their identities, the students believed
that online environments restraint their identification, and they might need to work harder to be
recognized as virtual students of a university. This urges a need to, firstly, see constructions of
identity as essentially evolving, reactional, and dialogical as students need space to negotiate
and depict their identities (Li, 2021; McAlpine, 2012). Second, providing room for forging
connections is deemed necessary for online students. However, interaction alone is not sufficient
(Kaufmann & Vallade, 2020). Students need to feel a sense of belonging to their classes, subject
matter, instructors, and fellow classmates. Therefore, universities are advised to allow such
opportunities for interaction and connection to alleviate these problems. To do so, holding



Salimi & Banitalebi, Demystifying Student-University Identification among TEFL Candidates 111

discussion groups to ask the students’ opinions about decisions made in the universities can be
helpful. A distinctive aspect of this study is its disclosure of the nuances that SUI creates at the
Ph.D. level. Although high levels of SUI resulted in affinity and responsibility similar to other
studies, for Ph.D. candidates, consequences as well as antecedents revolved around more
academic conceptions. The values of research bases, academic events, professorate
opportunities, etc. were more prominent in this study. Given the global competitive pressure
among universities to attract more applicants (Balaji et al., 2016; Fazli-Salehi et al., 2019;
Medina-Craven et al., 2020) in general and the desire for greater research proliferation in
particular, this study has noteworthy implications for universities. In other words, not only does
university identification have the common stated consequential benefits for universities, but it
also implies more significance to universities holding Ph.D. programs given the potential for
high SUI students to engage in and enhance academic productivity of the university.

The current research also hopes to have implications for researchers seeking to perceive the
full implications of identification. A new dimension of identity, SUI, was introduced to the field
of TEFL aspiring to open doors to profound understanding of identity. Identification is generally
a multifaceted process. The development of student social identity, in this case, SUI especially,
is affected by a multitude of factors. This study with TEFL Ph.D. candidates illuminated the
prominence of academic aspects of SUI. Similar studies with TEFL students at other levels, such
as undergraduates, may provide insight into the development of SUI at other levels, as well as
provide a framework for reaching a comprehensive understanding of the development of SUI.
Moreover, this study found that perceived lack of competence in TEFL acts as a barrier to SUL
To alleviate this problem, further research needs to identify what is lacking in teacher education
university programs and what initiatives are required to improve TEFL students’ professional
development and help them become confident English teachers.

This study suggests that SUI in higher education is relatively less investigated, yet
significant, concept with important consequences for universities. More specifically, it posits
that different individuals can experience a variety of feelings, thinking, and acting, and there
might be interplay between them. As such, this area warrants further investigation to include the
role of individual differences such as age, social status, and gender to understand how these
factors may mediate or shape SUI. Additionally, this study with a slight number of participants
restricts generalizability. Further research could account for this limitation. Finally, the findings
of the present study revealed some differences between students studying at universities with
differing status. This can also be the topic of future studies aspiring to expose and remedy the
barriers of SUIL
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