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Abstract 

This thesis presents a narrative study that explored 14 Malaysian women’s 

narratives of navigating careers in Malaysia following international study in New 

Zealand. The women were part of a Twinned In-Service Teacher Education 

Programme (TISTEP) — a collaboration between the Malaysian Government and 

New Zealand. These women studied at a New Zealand university from 1995 to 

1998, and then returned to Malaysia.  

 

The Malaysian Government invested significant funding in TISTEP in the 1990s, 

and more than 60 percent of the TISTEP participants were women. However, only 

a small percentage of these women were appointed to senior positions following 

their return to Malaysia, despite their teaching experience and international 

education. 

 

This study employed a narrative approach to explore how a small cohort of TISTEP 

women graduates made sense of their international studies and subsequent 

careers. The study was informed by a constructionist-interpretivist epistemology. 

Data were collected in Malaysia between September 2016 and January 2017 using 

photo-elicitation and semi-structured interviews. Women’s narratives were 

analysed using a narrative analytic approach, which attended to both chronology 

(how women made sense of their past, present and future), and to the themes that 

emerged within and across their narratives. The Kaleidoscope Career Model was 

used as an interpretive lens for examining how ‘careers’ emerged in the women's 

narratives. 

 

In this thesis, women’s narratives are considered chronologically in relation to 

their early career choices and decisions, international higher education 

experiences, interpretation of career challenges and enablers, and imagined future 

career trajectories. The women described parents and educators as key people 

who shaped their early career choices and decisions. The women’s narratives 

revealed unique transition experiences in New Zealand and highlighted specific 
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challenges they encountered. Challenges included navigating family, social and 

academic demands. However, the women spoke positively about their exposure to 

new ideas and practices, new knowledge systems and new ways of thinking while 

studying in New Zealand. Reflecting on their return to Malaysia, the women 

identified career challenges related to home and family and/or workplace 

demands. At the same time, they also described home, family and workplace 

support as enabling factors that contributed to career success. The women 

imagined their future career trajectories in two ways — as involving staying in the 

system or leaving the system. When reflecting on their career pathways to date and 

possible future careers, the women imagined ‘career’ and ‘success’ in ways that 

exceeded the conflation of income and labour, or public recognition and work.  

 

This thesis contributes to the existing literature on women educators’ career 

development in relation to their international education experiences. Specifically, 

it addresses a lack of attention to the career trajectories of TISTEP participants. It 

also addresses a lack of in-depth qualitative studies more broadly exploring the 

study experiences of non-Western women educators who studied in Western 

contexts before returning ‘home’ to work. In addition, this thesis addresses a lack 

of attention to non-Western contexts in literature on women and careers, 

highlighting how career theories grounded in Western contexts may be limited in 

their application to other contexts. The data considered in this thesis suggest a 

need to track the outcomes of international education for those who return ‘home’, 

and to address factors that may limit women’s access to career opportunities 

following investment in women’s education. While this thesis highlights the 

important role of mentors and sponsors in male-dominated work contexts, it also 

complicates simplistic notions of ‘career’ and ‘success’. In this regard, the thesis 

highlights the value of international education for its own sake, as a means for 

promoting personal growth, and new ways of understanding work and the world. 
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Chapter 1: Locating the thesis 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

This chapter provides an overview of the thesis, and the research project that the 

thesis describes. It begins with a brief introduction to the study (Section 1.1), 

followed by an introduction to the study context (Section 1.2), and its purpose 

(Section 1.3). Section 1.4 describes the significance of the study and my 

motivation to carry it out. Section 1.5 provides definitions of terms used. Finally, 

Section 1.6 includes an outline of the remaining chapters of the thesis.  

 

1.1 INTRODUCING THE STUDY 

This thesis describes a study which explored the experiences of Malaysian 

women educators who came to New Zealand to study for their bachelor’s degree 

through a Twinned In-Service Teacher Education Programme (TISTEP), and then 

returned to their home country, Malaysia, to work in the public sector (see 

Section 1.2.2). Since TISTEP involved huge public funding from the Government 

of Malaysia, there is a social obligation to find out the outcomes of such an 

investment (see also, Ball & Chik, 2001; Cuthbert, Smith & Boey, 2008). This 

thesis does not address the financial outcomes of TISTEP. Rather, it explores the 

impacts of international higher education experiences on Malaysian women’s 

careers. The thesis addresses an area that has received limited attention in 

literature published to date —women’s career pathways in Asian countries, and 

specifically, Malaysia (see Chapters Five, Six and Eight).  

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY: SETTING THE SCENE 

Before I discuss the research project in more depth, it is necessary to briefly 

outline some issues relevant to the study relating to women’s careers globally. 

There has been a marked change in the nature of work and the rise of women in 

the workforce over the past 30 years (Heilman, 2012). Recent shifts in the way 
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that careers and career developments are conceptualised suggest the need to 

address the lives, experiences, and issues of women in the workforce (O’Neil, 

Hopkins & Bilimoria, 2008). For example, Baruch (2006) argues that while the 

change in women’s career development is notable and widespread, women are 

still under-represented in many careers, and organisations are still male 

dominated (Burke & Major, 2014).   

 

While women have achieved notable progress in educational attainment and 

career advancement in many places (including Malaysia), research findings 

report that women’s representation in the economy, as well as in the public 

sector, remains low globally (Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 2011). Similarly, Hoobler, 

Lemmon and Wayne (2011) report that although women are now more visible in 

lower and middle management positions globally (and in Malaysia), they are still 

under-represented in upper management positions. People define career and 

career success differently (Bostock, 2014; Olson & Shultz, 2013), but Baruch 

(2006) argues that ‘climbing the hierarchy ladder’, high income, high status, and 

power are still defining factors of success for some people. 

 

There are different barriers limiting women’s access to senior positions. One 

common barrier, for example, is gender stereotyping (Booysen & Nkomo, 2010; 

Haveman & Beresford, 2012; Sealy & Singh, 2010). Other barriers include “lack of 

mentoring, lack of networking ... lack of opportunities for career advancement 

and personal development … work-life imbalance … lack of training for women’s 

leadership … and human resources policies” (O’Neil et al., 2008, p. 728). O’Neil et 

al. (2008) indicate that although these barriers might explain some of the overall 

patterns in women’s career development and access to senior positions, there is 

a need to be cautious in their use and interpretation as barriers impact upon 

men’s and women’s lives and careers differently.   

 

In Malaysia, the national context for this study, the latest statistics available show 

that 57 percent of Malaysian students enrolled in local universities, and 70 

percent of Malaysian students enrolled in foreign universities, are female 
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(Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education, 2015). In the local workforce 

population, 54 percent are women but only 21 percent of women are in 

managerial positions. An even smaller percentage (around 5 percent) of women 

are in senior positions (Ministry of Women, Family, and Community 

Development, 2014). 

 

The statistics above highlight some puzzling questions. Despite women in 

Malaysia now having better access to education and employment, why do they 

remain under-represented in senior management positions? What challenges 

and barriers limit women’s career advancement? Notably, relatively little career-

related research has taken place in ‘non-Western’1 contexts such as Malaysia 

(Sullivan and Baruch, 2009). I discuss this further in Chapter Two. 

 

1.2.1 The study’s context  

In 1948, the United Nations General Assembly declared that education was a core 

human right. Education was seen as crucial for narrowing the gap between men 

and women, and “with respect to social and economic opportunities … [as] a key 

to empowering women to become agents of change in economic, social and 

political spheres” (UNESCO, 2014, p. 59). In response to this declaration, in 1950, 

a development plan called the Malaysia Plan was developed. This aimed at 

managing the country’s socioeconomic development in a strategic and 

sustainable manner, to promote the welfare of all citizens (including women) 

through better educational attainment, and to improve the living conditions of all 

people (including women) in rural areas, particularly among low-income groups 

(Malaysia Economic Planning Unit, 2016). 

 

In 1989, the Government of Malaysia launched the first National Policy on 

Women, with a strong emphasis on the emancipation of women, particularly in 

education and the workforce. Although women in Malaysia were then more 

 

 

1 I explain my use of the terms ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ in Section 1.6, below. 
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visible in the labour force than was the case previously, the representation and 

status of women in social, political, educational, and economic life remained 

below desired levels envisioned by most women in Malaysia (Ministry of Women 

and Family Development, 2003).  

 

In 1997, the Government of Malaysia acknowledged the key role that women play 

in driving forward the national, social, political, and economic development 

agendas (including education), by developing another National Plan of Action. 

This was followed by another review in 2009, which led to both the National 

Policy on Women and the Plan of Action being re-evaluated to keep abreast of the 

contemporary challenges and changes that come with the development of the 

nation (Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development, 2014). 

Education and training, which are given high priority in relation to national 

modernisation and nation-building projects in Malaysia, have received significant 

annual funding under all versions of the Malaysia Plans, the National Policy on 

Women, and the Plan of Action.  

 

The most recent 11th Malaysia Plan (Malaysia Economic Planning Unit, 2016) 

continues the aim of intensifying and expanding the development of human 

resources in the country. This expansion refers not only to increasing the number 

of human resources but also the quality of the resources: “quantitative increase 

in capital and labour inputs, … also qualitative improvements in these inputs, … 

increasing the productivity of human resources through education and training” 

(Malaysia Economic Planning Unit, 2016, p. 163).  

 

Arguably, improving teacher education, which is of interest to this study, has been 

one of the most important tasks facing the Malaysian educational system since 

1956, from a human resource development perspective. It is important to 

improve the quality of teachers in terms of their knowledge and skills to ensure 

a strong foundation for students’ future learning. The Malaysian government has 

focused on improving and expanding teacher education in several ways, leading 

to more highly educated teaching personnel, and growth in the number of teacher 

education colleges and facilities (Malaysia Economic Planning Unit, 2016). 
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From 1991 to 2000, through its Sixth and Seventh Malaysia Plans, the Malaysian 

government introduced in-service courses for 165,600 qualified teachers. As part 

of this initiative, 975 teachers were sent abroad for further teacher education 

(Malaysia Economic Planning Unit, 2016). Among those who benefitted from the 

huge funds allocated to these Malaysia Plans were eight groups of educators 

(teachers and lecturers) from the Malaysian Ministry of Education ( MMoE) who 

were sent to New Zealand and the United Kingdom under the Twinned In-Service 

Teacher Education Programme, or TISTEP (Personal communication, MMoE 

Director, 2015).  

 

1.2.2 The Twinned In-Service Teacher Education Programme (TISTEP) 

TISTEP began in 1992 and ended in 1998, with three cohorts studying in New 

Zealand and five cohorts in the UK. The educators in TISTEP were female and 

male and were either English language teachers from various schools or Music 

lecturers from Teacher Education Institutions throughout Malaysia.   

 

TISTEP was aimed at developing educators’ knowledge and skills, not only in 

academic and intellectual areas, but also in other social-cultural skills. Through 

TISTEP in both New Zealand and the UK, eight groups of educators were able to 

achieve their bachelor’s degrees in Music Education and English Studies 

(Personal communication, MMoE Director, 2015). 

 

TISTEP scholarships were unique in Malaysia, in that they were awarded to in-

service teachers and lecturers. Previously, only pre-service teacher trainees or 

high achieving high school graduates received scholarships towards a bachelor’s 

degree at universities abroad; most were for science-related subjects, with a 

small number in arts and humanities. Pre-service teachers are student teachers 

who are still studying in teacher education institutions, and who do not yet have 

professional experience or a formal teaching qualification. However, TISTEP 

scholarships were offered to in-service teachers who had been in permanent 

service for a minimum of five years. The applicants were required to successfully 
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complete the Specialist Teaching Certificate Course — Teachers of English to 

Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), prior to TISTEP application. This course 

was undertaken over 12 months or one full academic year. Only applicants with 

excellent academic records and excellent work performance were selected to 

pursue the remaining 24 months of the degree programme in New Zealand or UK 

universities. Applicants’ active involvement in co-curricular activities was also 

taken into account in relation to their scholarship applications (Personal 

communication, MMoE Director, 2015 and with all participants in this study). 

 

A total of 975 participants were involved in TISTEP. Approximately 30 percent 

were men, and 70 percent women. TISTEP in the UK involved 900 educators, with 

180 participants in each cohort. The New Zealand cohort included 75 educators, 

with 25 in each cohort (Personal communication, MMOE Director, 2015). 

 

This thesis focuses on women educators who studied in New Zealand under 

TISTEP. I describe the study’s participants in Chapter Three. In total, 25 TISTEP 

educators studied in New Zealand each year from 1995 to 1998. (The programme 

ended after 1998 due to a lack of funding). In each year’s group, 20 participants 

were in the English Studies Programme, and five in the Music Studies Programme. 

These students were based jointly in a teacher education institution and 

university in a southern New Zealand city.  

 

Upon completion of TISTEP, the primary school teachers were appointed to 

secondary schools in Malaysia to meet the increased demand for university 

graduate teachers. The music lecturers were assigned to teacher education 

institutions. Some teachers were also promoted to departments in the MMoE. 

However, no formal data about the positions of TISTEP participants (both New 

Zealand and the UK cohorts) were available from the ministry.  

 

No evaluation was conducted on the outcomes of TISTEP, despite the level of 

investment in the programme (Personal communication, MMoE Director, 2015).  

Further, until now, there has been no research on TISTEP participants’ 

international higher education experiences, or the impact of their study 
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experiences on their subsequent career pathways. I initiated this research project 

to address this gap, with a specific focus on women. 

 

1.3 AIMS OF THE STUDY 

Two broad aims underpin this thesis. The first is to explore the international 

higher education experiences of Malaysian women educators (I also refer to these 

women as in-service teachers) who completed TISTEP in a New Zealand higher 

education institution. The term ‘in-service teachers’ refers to teachers who 

obtained their teaching certificates or teaching diplomas from teacher education 

institutions in Malaysia, and who were teaching in the Malaysian school system 

at the time of their studies. The in-service teachers who were selected to be part 

of TISTEP in New Zealand had at least five years of teaching experience in 

primary schools prior to studying in New Zealand.  

 

The second broad aim is to address the lack of attention to women’s career 

development in non-Western contexts. In this thesis, I focus on the narratives of 

14 TISTEP women educators, using a constructionist-interpretivist lens, to 

explore their work experiences across various organisational contexts in 

Malaysia, following a period of international study.  

 

1.3.1 Research questions  

This thesis reports on a doctoral research project conducted from 2015 to 2019 

that explored women’s international higher education experiences, and their 

subsequent career pathways. In line with the aims for this research project, the 

thesis addresses the following questions:  

 

1. What factors influenced mature Malaysian women educators’ early career 

choices and decisions? 

2. How do the women interpret their international higher education 

experiences in New Zealand? 
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3. How do the women currently make sense of their career pathways in 

Malaysia? 

4. How do the women define ‘career’ and ‘success’, now? 

5. How do the women imagine their future career trajectories? 

6. How might the women’s narratives inform our thinking about ‘non-Western’ 

women’s careers? 

 

1.3.2 Research Approach 

In this thesis, I report on a qualitative study which drew on a narrative approach 

to explore women’s interpretations of both their higher education experiences in 

New Zealand, and their subsequent career pathways. As a narrative inquiry, the 

thesis assumes “that people’s actions are always meaningful in some ways and 

that through the process of engaging with those meanings, deeper insights into 

relevant social processes may be gained” (Willig, 2017, p. 276).  

 

Methodologically, my theoretical understandings of a narrative approach shaped 

my research project. In brief, I chose narrative inquiry because it allowed me to 

access my participants’ thoughts and experiences, and it provided a platform for 

dynamic discussions with the participants (Byrne, 2017). Data (women’s 

narratives) were contextual, conversational, and retrospective, and were 

collected through photo-elicitation, using semi-structured in-depth narrative 

interviews.  

 

Through the analysis process, I sought to transform ‘messy’ data into meaningful 

stories (Kim, 2016; Webster & Mertova, 2007). This involved coding using NVivo 

software (Bazeley, 2007) and attending to participants’ narratives as a whole, and 

to emerging themes within and across their narratives, in order to excavate 

meaningful stories to (re)tell. I ‘read’ the women’s narratives in terms of the 

research aims and questions, the theoretical framework for the study, and the 

broader context within which the study was situated.  I describe my research 

methodology in Chapter Three.  
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In moving between the two broad aims of this study, the specific research 

objectives, and my participants’ narratives, this thesis aims to accomplish two 

goals. First, it explores the ways in which 14 women educators made sense of 

their personal and professional lives after studying in New Zealand and returning 

to Malaysia to work in educational contexts. Second, it draws connections 

between these women’s personal and professional lives, their past and present 

career experiences, and their future career trajectories and life plans. I elaborate 

below. 

 

This thesis foregrounds the voices of women educators who now live in various 

parts of Malaysia, and who have had varied career pathways. The ‘findings’2 of 

this study contribute to the literature on women’s career development by 

exploring the lived experiences of women who obtained their higher education 

in a Western context and then returned to a non-Western context to resume their 

careers in the public sector. The thesis also provides insights that may inform the 

work of organisations (including governments) concerned with women’s 

education and educational outcomes, and women’s career development. 

According to Mertens (2014), the purpose of knowledge construction is to 

support people to improve society. This thesis may also contribute to our 

understanding of the barriers to and enablers of women’s careers. Although 

based in Malaysia, the study may have relevance to other ‘non-Western’ and/or 

‘developing’ countries.  

 

1.4 SIGNIFICANCE AND MOTIVATION 

Before I describe my study further, it is necessary to explain my personal 

motivations for conducting this research project. I am from Malaysia, where I was 

 

 

2 My use of scare quotes here signals my understanding of ‘findings’ as a contested notion where 

in this study it refers to participants’ interpretations and my interpretations based on 

participants’ narratives (Scott, 1992). I elaborate on this point in Chapter Two.  
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a teacher in primary and secondary schools, a senior lecturer, and later a senior 

administrator in a teacher education institution. At the post-college level, I also 

worked in the Ministry of Higher Education and at a foreign embassy. My interest 

in studying women’s careers started when I was working as a teacher educator 

in Malaysia. I noticed the Malaysian public sector often left women out of the 

‘system’ even though they had contributed greatly. I must admit my level of 

awareness was rather low then, and I assumed there was not much women could 

do to change the situation. My interest in women’s careers following international 

higher education experiences grew when I worked as an Education Attaché at the 

High Commission of Malaysia in Wellington, New Zealand. I became interested in 

whether international education and international students’ experiences had 

much impact on Malaysian students, especially on women students’ subsequent 

careers. 

 

Preceding this research, I also encountered the belief among some Malaysians 

(and particularly from my participants) that women are regarded as second class 

citizens in Malaysia. According to this view, when a woman is ‘visible’ in an 

organisation, she is either ‘lucky’ to have been appointed to that key role, or she 

has connections within and outside the organisation. From my own experience in 

Malaysia, there seemed to be very few women appointed to leadership roles in 

the education sector, despite having exceptional leadership skills (see Chapters 

Six and Seven).  

 

I undertook this study as an insider and an outsider researcher. I am an insider 

because in 1995, I came to New Zealand to complete my bachelor’s degree 

sponsored by the MMoE under a TISTEP scholarship. During my bachelor’s 

degree programme in New Zealand, I was exposed to terms such as ‘gender gap’, 

‘gender bias’, ‘equality’, ‘women’s rights’ and ‘freedom of speech’ in my Education, 

Sociology, and English literature lectures. Although I had come across some of 

these terms before coming to New Zealand, I did not understand their relevance 

to me and my career at that time. However, after I returned to Malaysia, I became 

more aware of women’s issues. For example, in order to be eligible for overseas 

scholarships, both men and women had to go through a series of strict selection 
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processes conducted by the MMoE. However, upon their return, women were not 

necessarily able to access the same career opportunities as men. I was fortunate 

in my career advancement because various (mostly male) mentors supported my 

later career journey. Yet, other women I knew as experts in their fields, were 

unable to progress in their careers in the Malaysian setting. I found this situation 

very frustrating as I experienced similar challenges in the early stages of my 

career. I discuss these issues further in Chapters Four to Eight.  

 

As an outsider researcher, in undertaking this research, I sought to understand 

how women’s international higher education experiences shaped their careers in 

the Malaysian context. I also wanted to know what challenges and enablers 

women identified in relation to their careers and lives. I was interested in the 

(dis)connections between how women made sense of their lives and experiences, 

and the broader socio-political and policy contexts in which they lived and 

worked, and in the possibilities for change that women’s narratives suggested 

(see Hopkins & Bilimoria, 2008; Knörr, 2011).  

 

I undertook the study, aware that my own international higher education 

experiences would shape my interactions with the women, my reading of their 

narratives, and my engagement with the topic of study. In Chapter Three, I 

discuss the steps I took to manage my position in relation to the study as an 

insider-outsider researcher. 

 

1.5 TERMINOLOGY: DEFINITIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS 

There are several key terms in this thesis that need explaining from the outset. 

These are: ‘international’, ‘international higher education’, ‘voice’, ‘findings’, 

‘evidence’, ‘participants’, ‘women’, ‘educators’, ‘Malaysian English’, ‘Western 

contexts’, ‘non-Western contexts’, ‘culture’, ‘ethnicity’, and ‘religion’. I explain 

other terminology throughout the thesis.  

 

In using the term ‘international’, I refer to the location where my participants 

studied away from Malaysia, which was New Zealand. Interchangeably, the word 
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‘international’ also refers to being, living, or studying abroad. For example, where 

I refer to the impact of an international experience on women’s career 

development, I refer to their experiences during their stay in New Zealand.  

 

I use the term ‘international higher education’ in reference to tertiary education 

that international students receive abroad. For example, students from South-

East Asia, the USA, European countries or any other countries other than their 

own studying in New Zealand are considered as international students. I use the 

term ‘internationalisation of higher education’ more broadly in reference to the 

movement of knowledge, staff and students between countries, as well as to 

international cooperation and communication, international education and 

research,  and efforts to promote intercultural competence (Teichler, 2017). 

 

The term ‘voice’ refers to women’s narratives or stories, which were my primary 

sources of research data. I recognise that ‘voice’ is a contested notion in an 

interpretivist thesis. In my role as the initiator and writer of the research story, it 

is inevitable that the story produced will reflect my voice as much the 

participants’ voices (Byrne, 2017). In reporting on a narrative study, this thesis 

offers more than just the “subjective accounts of experience” of my participants 

(Denzin, 1997, p. 225); it offers my interpretations of my participants’ 

perspectives, voices and interpretations (Byrne, 2017), informed by relevant 

theoretical and contextually-based scholarship.  

 

When describing my research ‘findings’ or ‘evidence’, I refer to ‘narrative truth’, 

not ‘historical truth’ (Spence, 1982) or ‘positivist truth’ (Riessman, 1993). 

Narrative truth is participants’ truth, or truth based on their interpretations of 

events, and as such, it is inevitably partial and incomplete (Spence, 1982). 

Elements of narrative accounts may constitute historical truth in the sense that 

they recall events that actually happened (Spence, 1982). Positivist truth refers 

to the scientific ideal of truth based on a posture of descriptive realism or external 

criteria (Riessman, 1993). The findings or evidence in this thesis are participants’ 

interpretations of their own experiences, and my interpretations of my 

participants’ narratives or stories (Scott, 1992). While, as noted, my influence in 
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this research is unavoidable, I am cautious not to allow my voice to be “intrusive” 

(Lather, 1992, p. 91) in the interpretive process, and I want to ensure my 

participants’ narrative truth in honest, authentic and meaningful ways. 

 

In using the term ‘participants’, I refer to the women who participated in this 

study (I use the term ‘participants’ and ‘women’ interchangeably in this thesis). I 

use the term ‘educators’ more broadly, in reference to teachers and teacher 

education institution lecturers who were selected to attend TISTEP in New 

Zealand or the UK.  

 

In describing participants’ accounts, as much as possible, I keep their use of 

Malaysian English (ME), one of the many registers of spoken English used in 

Malaysia (Hei, 2002).  For example, to change a verb into a command or to soften 

its tone, speakers of ME use suffixes such as ‘lah’, ‘ma’, ‘ah’ and ‘kan’. For example, 

okay lah means ‘it is okay’; no problem ma means ‘there is no problem’; okay ah? 

means ‘is everything all right?’; test next week kan means ‘there will be a test next 

week, right or is it?’. In linguistic terms, these suffixes are considered as discourse 

particles, which do not change the semantic meaning of the sentence, but are used 

for logical functions, such as indicating tone.  

 

The term ‘Western contexts’ in my study refers to societies organised on the basis 

of Western European thinking and philosophies, and intellectual debates arising 

out of historical and social events occurring in Western Europe (see for example, 

Cousin, 2011; Crowley-Henry, 2007; Scheurich & Young, 1997). In this thesis, I 

use the term ‘Western contexts’ to denote the influence of the western social and 

cultural environment (Shiel, 2006) on women’s careers, lives and experiences, 

and how the women deal with these influences and the subsequent impact on 

their own world views (Szkudlarek, 2009).   

 

In contrast, I use the term ‘non-Western contexts’ to refer to societies, for 

example Malaysia, which are/were not organised on the basis of Western 

European thinking and philosophies before colonisation. 
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In this thesis, I understand the terms ‘Western contexts/non-Western contexts’ 

as dualistic terminology which may “capture a colonial bias in our thinking” 

(Cousin, 2011, p. 585), as the meanings associated with the terms may be unique 

to specific contexts (Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007; Delbanco, 2005). I also 

understand these as highly contested terms that mask considerable complexity, 

diversity, and ambiguity (Cousin, 2011). I use the terms ‘Western contexts’ and 

‘non-Western contexts’ in this thesis to describe particular groupings of 

countries, but I understand that these terms are socially constructed, and that 

they can also be seen as problematic (Anderson, 2008; Chawla & Rodriguez, 

2007; Kumashiro, 2006).  

 

In this thesis, I use the term ‘culture’ in reference to ethnic and religious affiliation 

(Ibrahim, 2007), and one’s way of life, practices (and expectations) of social 

norms and individual sense of belonging (Watson, 2002) in “naturally occurring 

ecologies” (Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007, p. 702). I also use the term culture to refer 

to “a collection of different categorical groups” (Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007, p. 

700). However, I understand that what is seen as ‘culture’ is highly situated, and 

that its forms and meanings are constantly changing in different contexts 

(Kumashiro, 2006).  

 

After Fullinwider (1996), I understand culture as including categories such as 

gender, class, ethnicity, race, religion, disability, sexual preference and age. 

Despite the issues associated with categories (like those listed above), in order to 

describe my participants, I need to use language that categorises. Kumashiro 

(2006) notes the irony that, even if we want to critique simplistic ways of 

categorising people, we are stuck with language that categorises. Similarly, 

Chawla & Rodriguez (2007) argue, even when we do not intend to categorise 

people according to culture or religion, we “feel compelled to align with one kind 

of orientation, doing what we do with race, religion, and other areas – bracket 

ourselves into definable categories” (p. 704). I use the term culture in this thesis, 

in acknowledgment of its relevance to Malaysia as a multicultural society, 

however, I recognise that it is a highly contested term (see for example Anderson, 



 

Chapter 1: Locating the thesis 15 

2008; Apte, 2001; Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007; Fullinwider, 1996; Hall, 2000; 

Ibrahim, 2007; Spencer-Oatey, 2012; Watson, 2002).  

 

Next, the term ‘religion’ — I use the term religion in reference to one aspect of 

culture (Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007), and as referring to people’s concern with 

matters, such as life and death, good and evil, merit and failure, or in other words 

the meaning and morality of life (Baumann, 1999). Constitutionally, Malaysia is 

considered a Muslim country with 69.3 percent of the population practices Islam 

(Malays), 22.8 percent Malaysian Chinese practices Buddhism and Christianity, 

6.9 percent Malaysian Indians practices Hinduism and Christianity, and the rest 

of the population (1.0 percent) practice Sikhism and other traditional religions. I 

explain the affiliation between ethnicity and religion in Malaysia with more 

caution below as these two aspects of culture are often considered sensitive and 

politically fraught in the Malaysian context (Ibrahim, 2007; Shamsul, 2001; Tan, 

2000). 

 

The term ‘ethnicity’ in Malaysia is closely related to cultural identity (Ibrahim, 

2007; Matondang, 2016; Tan, 2000). In this thesis, I use the term ethnicity in 

reference to cultural identity  - biological ancestry, ‘roots’, or one’s genealogical 

origins  (Ibrahim, 2007; Tan, 2000); one’s sense of self (Matondang, 2016); 

and/or the “naturally occurring ecologies” with which one associates (Chawla & 

Rodriguez, 2007, p. 702). Again, I recognise ‘ethnicity’ as a contested notion. In 

accordance to Article 152 of the Federal Constitution of Malaysia, a Malay 

ethnicity refers to someone who speaks the Malay language, practices the Malay 

culture and follows the religion of Islam (Chuah, Shukri & Yeoh, 2011, Ibrahim, 

2007; Shamsul, 2001). Similarly, a Malaysian Indian ethnicity is typically 

someone who speaks the Tamil (or Malayalam) language, practices the Indian 

culture and professes Hindu or Christianity as a religion. In the same manner, a 

Malaysian Chinese ethnicity refers to someone who speaks the Chinese language 

or dialects (mother-tongue languages), practices the Chinese way of life, and 

professes Buddhism, Taoism or Christianity as a religion (Ibrahim, 2007; Tan, 

2000). According to Ibrahim, based on these affiliations, culture is considered as 

“a heritage, fixed and never changing” (2007, p. 157). However, Ibrahim argues 
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the reality of Malaysia’s plural society is that the Federal Constitution of Malaysia 

permits its citizens the rights for religious freedom. In other words, one can 

convert from one religion to another (except for Malay Muslims) and yet one may 

maintain one’s ethnicity or cultural practices. Additionally, as a multicultural 

society made up of multiple ethnicities, Malaysia practices different rituals, 

festivals, culinary shows and customs (Matondang, 2016). Thus, tying one’s 

religion with one’s ethnicity (or culture) in Malaysia context is sometimes 

problematic (Ibrahim, 2007; Shamsul, 2001; Tan, 2000). Additionally, culture and 

identity (and religion) are “strongly believed to be rooted in ambiguity” (p. 697) 

and the complexities in these terms potentially can be understood by their 

patterns, not by focusing upon religion, culture (or ethnicity) as identity markers 

(Chawla & Rodriguez, 2007). 

 

Although culture and religious beliefs shape everyday life in Malaysia (Chuah et 

al., 2011; Ibrahim, 2007; Tan, 2000), they are not parameters that I focus on in 

my analysis of the women’s narrative accounts. I do not explicitly attend to these 

parameters for the following reasons. First, although, in my original protocol, I 

included questions aimed at exploring participants’ views of how culture and 

religion might have shaped their international education experiences and later 

careers, four participants told me that they were uncomfortable with my 

interview questions.  

 

Second, given the hierarchical nature of Malaysian society, my position as a Malay 

researcher and a senior government officer may have made women reluctant to 

discuss these matters.   

 

Third, my interviews took place at the end of 2016 and early 2017, when Malaysia 

was politically unstable. There was a change in government after 60 years of 

governance from the previous ruling party. Most Malaysians, particularly 

government servants, were reluctant to express personal views related to social, 

political, or cultural influences on education and on their jobs or careers. As an 

insider-researcher and a Malaysian government servant, I understood the 

women’s sensitivities, and therefore, dropped these questions from the interview 
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schedule. Additionally, given that I was required to return to government service 

after my doctoral study, that many of my participants were government servants, 

and that my thesis would be read by other government employees, I had to 

exercise caution when writing the thesis. I did not want to put my participants in 

a difficult situation in relation to the role of culture and religious beliefs in 

Malaysian social and political contexts, including education and public service. I 

explain this further in the Methodology Chapter. 

 

1.6 THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

This thesis consists of eight chapters. In this introductory chapter, I have 

introduced the study, explaining its context, and my rationale for undertaking it. 

In Chapter Two, the literature review, I provide a further contextual introduction 

by exploring relevant literature on international higher education and women’s 

careers. In this chapter, I discuss some ways in which women’s careers have been 

understood in the past, noting that most literature to date focuses on women in 

Western contexts, and much less, on women’s careers in non-Western contexts. 

However, where possible, I draw on literature from South East Asia, and 

specifically, Malaysia, to explore the diverse influences that shape women’s 

career choices and career development.  

 

Chapter Three explains the theoretical and methodological frameworks that 

guide my research approach. I begin by providing a broad overview of my 

ontological and epistemological stances. I justify my constructionist-

interpretivist position and note how I addressed ethical issues and ensured 

rigour throughout the study. In the methodology section, I explain how I collected 

my data and provide an account of the decisions made during the data analysis. 

 

In Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven, I present the findings and discussion. In 

Chapter Four, I consider factors that influenced participants’ early career choices. 

In Chapter Five, I discuss participants’ reflections on their New Zealand higher 

education experiences, and interpretations of how these experiences influenced 

their career pathways. In Chapter Six, I consider participants’ current career 



 

18 Chapter 1: Locating the thesis 

situations, paying particular attention to the factors they identified as having 

hindered their career development, and those they see as enabling their career 

success. In Chapter Seven, I explore my participants’ future career aspirations in 

relation to either staying in the system or leaving the system.  

 

Chapter Eight concludes the thesis. In this chapter, I revisit the findings discussed 

in the previous four chapters, considering how my findings answer the research 

questions and speak to the aims of this research. I also consider the limitations 

and the contributions of the study, and I make recommendations for future 

research. Finally, I offer a fledging theoretical model for understanding women’s 

careers in non-Western contexts. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

INTRODUCTION  

In this chapter, I review the literature on international higher education and 

women’s career development. Throughout the chapter, I draw mostly on peer-

reviewed journal articles published since 1990. I limit the research to this 

timeframe, as earlier research is likely to be less relevant to my study, given the 

changing nature of international higher education and women’s career 

development since then. Where possible, I draw on literature relating to teacher 

education and the Asia-Pacific region, but much of the literature reviewed in this 

chapter comes from Western contexts and a range of professional fields — not 

just teaching. This reflects a limitation of the current literature that my research 

seeks to address. 

 

Although my study is primarily concerned with the experiences of Malaysian 

women, I also draw on literature from New Zealand and the UK, since the eight 

cohorts of students involved in the Twinned In-Service Teacher Education 

Programme (TISTEP) studied in these two countries, as well as in Malaysia. To 

date, no published research has explored TISTEP, whether in the UK, New 

Zealand, or Malaysia. Also, no published research has examined any other study 

abroad programme involving mature3 Malaysian women or in-service teachers, 

although some research has been published that has examined the 1950s 

Colombo Plan and its outcomes. Therefore, this chapter both situates and 

provides a justification for my study.  

 

In order to identify literature that was relevant to my study, I used the library 

catalogue as well as online databases that index higher education and career-

 

 

3  I use the term mature in reference to women who are 25 years of age and older, as “adult 

students with wealth of (prior) experience” (Taylor, Marienau, & Fiddler, 2000, p. 7).  
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related research, such as EBSCOhost, Education Database (ProQuest), ERIC, 

Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and Web of Science. I started with a narrow search 

using terms such as ‘international students’, ‘women’s career’, ‘non-Western’, and 

‘Malaysia’. The searches only produced a few relevant studies. Then, I searched 

the more broadly, using terms such as ‘internationalisation’, ‘higher education’, 

‘twinning programme’, ‘teacher education’, in-service teachers’, ‘Western 

education’, ‘women’ and ‘gender’.  

 

My search revealed literature that explores internationalisation as a concept 

(Altbach & Knight, 2007; De Wit, 2015; Stromquist & Monkman, 2014);   

international education policy (Anderson, 2008; Robson, 2011); knowledge and 

education as international commodities (Altbach, 2015; Bashir, 2007); education 

quality, teaching and learning in higher education (Moeller & Catalano, 2015; 

Sayed & Ahmed, 2015; Sursock, 2015); global research, trends, and models in 

internationalised higher education (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley, 2019; Knight, 

2015; Kuzhabekova, Hendel & Chapman, 2015); and questions relating to 

internationalised higher education. These include students’ transitions into 

higher education, student mobility, and students’ experiences of learning and 

living abroad (Abrahams, 2014; Bamber & Tett, 2000; Guruz, 2011); international 

students as ‘mobile agents’ or people who put learning into practise ‘on the 

ground’ and engage with it actively in their respective contexts (Madge, 

Raghuram, & Noxolo, 2009; 2015); and intercultural orientation and 

acculturation in internationalised higher education (Gareis, 2012; Glass, Gómez 

& Urzua, 2014; Smith & Khawaja, 2011).  

 

I could not locate any literature that specifically explored Malaysian women 

students’ international higher education experiences, or their career pathways 

following international study. This is despite the fact that thousands of Malaysian 

women students have been educated abroad. I discuss this further in Section 

2.1.2.  
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2.1 LITERATURE ON THE INTERNATIONALISATION OF HIGHER 

EDUCATION, WITH A SPECIFIC FOCUS ON THE MALAYSIAN AND NEW 

ZEALAND CONTEXTS 

This section is structured into three sub-sections. In the first, I consider 

conceptions of the internationalisation of higher education. In the second, I 

discuss literature on the internationalisation of higher education, with a specific 

focus on the Malaysian and New Zealand contexts. In the third, I review literature 

that examines the outcomes of internationalised higher education for 

international students. Here, I also discuss literature that considers international 

higher education practices, benefits and challenges. 

 

2.1.1 The internationalisation of higher education 

There is no standardised definition for the internationalisation of higher 

education — different people interpret and define the term differently.  Teichler 

(2004) asserts that ‘internationalisation’ refers to border-crossing activities, 

students’ physical mobility, academic cooperation, and academic knowledge 

transfer, as well as international education and research. Knight (2008) defines 

the term internationalisation as “the process of integrating an international, 

intercultural, or global dimension into the purposes, functions, or delivery of 

post-secondary education” (p. 21). In 2015, De Wit and Hunter expanded on 

Knight’s (2008) definition as the intentional process of integrating an 

international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and 

delivery of post-secondary education, in order to enhance the quality of education 

and research for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to 

society (their emphasis). A decade later, Teichler (2017) referred to 

internationalisation as “curricular elements of study programmes aimed at 

fostering students’ competencies to act in international environments (for e.g. 

foreign language training, provision of knowledge on other countries or cross-

national features such as international law, international trade, international 

comparison and various activities aimed at contributing to international and 

intercultural understanding)” (p. 181). Other terms used in reference to the 
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internationalisation of higher education include ‘study abroad’, ‘transnational 

education’, ‘borderless education’, and ‘cross-border education’ (see for example, 

Andrade, 2006; Knight, 2015).  

 

In my study, I understand internationalisation broadly, in line with Teichler’s 

(2017) definition: in relation to the international knowledge transfer, the 

physical mobility of students between countries, international cooperation and 

communication (between countries and institutions of higher education), 

international education and research, and intercultural competence. Next, I 

review the literature on the internationalisation of higher education, with a 

specific focus on the Malaysian and New Zealand contexts.  

 

2.1.2 Literature on the internationalisation of higher education, with a 

specific focus on the Malaysian and New Zealand contexts  

Non-Western students may choose to study in Western countries for a variety of 

reasons. For example, a lack of access to higher education may be a key driver for 

students to study abroad (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Other factors that influence 

students’ decisions to study abroad may include “historical or colonial links 

between host and home countries … the availability of science or technology-

based programs, and geographic proximity between the two countries” (2002, p. 

82).  

 

Under the 1950 Colombo Plan, students from ‘developing’ countries such as 

Ceylon, India, and later, other countries across the Southeast Asia region  were 

offered scholarships to study in the UK and current or former UK colonies 

(Canada, New Zealand and Australia) during a period of post-WWII regional 

decolonisation (Healey, 2017; Rizvi, 2004; Tarling, 2016). Malaysia, the context 

of this study, has participated in the Colombo Plan since the 1950s (Healey, 

2017). Under the Colombo Plan, Malaysian students, along with students from 

Asian countries such as Thailand (Chalapati, 2007; Lavankura, 2013) and Korea 

(Jon, Lee & Byun, 2014; Moon & Kim, 2001; Shin, 2009) were sent abroad to 

English-speaking countries as a means to develop future leaders for the region. 
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Anecdotally, TISTEP — the outcomes of which are the focus of this thesis — was 

developed through relationships formed during the Colombo Plan era.  

 

As noted, thousands of Malaysian students have been educated abroad. For 

example, in 2017-2018, there were about 14,950 Malaysian students studying at 

various universities in the UK; 33,730 students in Australia; 8,271 students in the 

USA; and 935 students in New Zealand (Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education 

[MMoHE], 2018). However, in my search of the literature on the 

internationalisation of higher education involving Malaysians abroad, I found 

only one published study that focused on Malaysian women’s international 

education experiences, or on the impact of their international studies on their 

later careers. (One exception is) Anderson, Young, Blanch, and Smith’s (2018) 

study explores the ‘return’ experiences of beginning male and female teachers. 

This study found that international education shaped the teachers’ later work, 

but they experienced challenges associated with their teaching work in Malaysia. 

The challenges included short-notice placements in remote and rural schools 

with limited infrastructure, lack of collegial support, being out-of-place in their 

school communities, and teachers being tasked with ensuring student mobility in 

terms of learning outcomes and ranking information.  

 

After the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the higher exchange rate for Malaysian 

currency against the US dollar forced Malaysian students to pursue their higher 

education in Malaysia (Wilkinson & Yussof, 2005; Ziguras, 2003). Accordingly, 

the Malaysian government increased the number of public and private higher 

education institutions in Malaysia, resulting in a decrease in the number of 

Malaysian students being sent abroad (Tham, 2013). Additionally, by the mid-

2000s, Malaysia had become a key international education hub for developing 

countries (Aziz & Abdullah, 2013), and several Malaysia-based studies have 

focused on inbound international students’ learning experiences (Akida, 2008; 

Banumathy & Vinekswaran, 2010; Slethaug & Manjula, 2012; Yee & Mokhtar, 

2013). Malaysia-based studies that have been published have considered 

questions relating to transnational education; globalisation and the 

internationalisation of higher education; the challenges faced by different higher 
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education institutions; and staff competency in managing international students 

in higher education institutions in Malaysia (see for example, Ahmad, 2015; 

Akida, 2008; Sarjit, Morshidi, & Azman, 2010; Tham & Kam, 2008; Yee, 2014). The 

research to date has tended to focus on internationalisation involving 

international students in Malaysia, rather than internationalisation involving 

Malaysian students abroad. My study addresses this gap by focusing on women’s 

narratives of international study and post-study career pathways. Next, I turn to 

the internationalisation of higher education in the New Zealand context.  

 

In New Zealand, there was a rapid growth in the number of inbound international 

students from the late 1990s to 2016. Following legislative changes in 1989, 

higher education institutions were able to recruit and enrol full fee-paying 

international students(Collins, 2006). Numbers increased from 675 international 

students in 1989, to 62,600 in 2016 (Education New Zealand, 2017). This change 

reflected a shift from New Zealand’s participation in international higher 

education provision as a form of ‘aid’ under the Colombo Plan, to its development 

of an ‘export education industry’ (Collins, 2006). In 2016, export education was 

New Zealand’s fifth largest export industry, contributing NZD 4.5 billion to the 

national economy (Education New Zealand, 2017).  

 

Demographically, most international students in New Zealand come from Asian 

countries, including Malaysia (11%) (Education Counts New Zealand, 2018; 

Education New Zealand, 2017). Throughout the 1990s to 2016, students from 

China (45%), South Korea (20%) and Japan (17%) made up more than 80% of 

international students in New Zealand (Education Counts New Zealand, 2018). 

Previous studies have suggested that the main reasons students from Malaysia 

and other Asian countries are attracted to New Zealand include quality education, 

‘lenient entry requirements’, low foreign currency exchange and New Zealand’s 

image as an eco-friendly and safe location to study in (Campbell & Li, 2008; 

Education Counts New Zealand, 2017; Ward & Masgoret, 2004). In the next 

section, I review the literature on the outcomes of the internationalisation of 

higher education for international students, generally. 
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2.1.3 The outcomes of international higher education experiences for 

international students 

Literature that explores the outcomes of the international higher education 

experiences for international students reveals mixed outcomes. For example, 

Smith and Khawaja (2011) suggest that international students bring a range of 

benefits to the host country  such as substantial contributions to the host 

country’s economy (revenue from tuition fees, food, clothing, accommodation, 

transport, students’ visas and tax), scientific and technical research and 

international perspectives, and ethnic and cultural diversity (also see, Barnett, 

Lee, Jiang, Park, 2016; Lee & Rice, 2007; Stein & de Andreotti, 2016). However, 

international students also sometimes experience challenges which affect their 

education and well-being, including difficulties adjusting to unfamiliar situations 

in their host country (Anderson, 2008; Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010; Smith & 

Khawaja, 2011; Zhou & Zhang, 2014).  

 

Included in the growing research on international higher education experiences 

is scholarship on the beneficial outcomes for international students. International 

students tend to perceive that the quality of teaching and learning in foreign 

universities is better than the universities in their home countries (Mahat & 

Hourigan, 2007; Ramsden, 2003; Ryan, 2011). For example, international 

students in some studies have described Western universities as encouraging 

independent learning, critical thinking, student-centred activities, self-discovery, 

and problem solving (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Entwistle & Ramsden, 2015; Ramsden, 

2003). However, the literature listed here is asymmetrical as these studies 

explore the experiences of students who study in a limited range of contexts (e.g. 

Australia, Britain, Ireland, Sweden, and Switzerland). Additionally, quality audits 

and appraisal processes arguably drive attention to the quality of teaching and 

student programmes in ‘education provider’ countries (Biggs, 2001; Brown & 

Knight, 2012; Coates, 2005; Hill, Lomas & MacGregor, 2003). Resulting indicators 

such as ‘rankings’ may influence international students and stakeholders’ 

decisions when choosing to study (or to send students) abroad.  

 



 

26 Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Studies that focus on the benefits of international higher education experiences 

for international students in a wide range of disciplines suggest that students also 

benefit in terms of personal and professional growth (Green, Johansson, Rosser, 

Tengnah, & Segrott, 2008; Kulbok, Mitchell, Glick, & Greiner, 2012). For example, 

a multiple case study utilising semi-structured individual and group interviews 

and documentary analysis in the UK and Sweden found that nursing students 

described an increase in cultural awareness, as well as an increase in confidence, 

self-reliance and professional knowledge and skills (Green et al., 2008). Similarly, 

Kulbok et al. (2012), reviewed 23 empirical articles from 2003 to 2010 on nursing 

students. These revealed that international nursing students’ experiences in 

Western universities (the USA, UK, Finland, Netherlands, Germany, Australia, 

Denmark, and Sweden) provided them with insights into other models of health 

care delivery, opportunities to develop strategies for lifelong learning in nursing, 

and an increased appreciation of and sensitivity towards cultural issues and 

cross-cultural care in the home country after they returned from their study 

abroad.  

 

Studies involving students engaged in international higher education in other 

professional fields also suggest that international study offers a range of benefits. 

For example, pre-service teachers in international education programmes in New 

Zealand (Anderson et al., 2015; 2018), Honduras (Malewski & Phillion, 2009), 

and the USA (Willard-Holt, 2000; Willard-Holt & Bottomley, 2000) suggest that 

the outcomes of international education are useful in that they provide 

preparation for working in difficult environments upon the return ‘home’, 

improved language skills, exposure to quality teaching and learning activities, 

and raised awareness of unfamiliar cultural and local contexts. What is common 

among all these studies is that the international students have a more critical 

attitude towards practice-as-usual in their countries of origin and heightened 

interest in pursuing advanced degrees abroad in the future (also see Pence & 

Macgillivray, 2008).  

 

On the other hand, a number of studies also highlight significant challenges for 

international students. These include a mismatch between recruiters’ promises 
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and the actual delivery of international education (Lee, 2010; Lee & Opio, 2011), 

challenges with academic adjustment (Andrade, 2006; Ramsay, Jones, & Barker, 

2007; Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2014), and sociocultural acculturative stress or 

difficulties adapting to the ‘foreign’ environment of the host country (Gu et al., 

2010; Lee, 2012; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). I elaborate on these challenges below. 

 

One of the key challenges for international students when they arrive in a host 

country is a mismatch between recruiters’ promises and the delivery of 

international education. For example, a study in the USA by Lee and Opio (2011) 

reported a mismatch between international students’ academic expectations and 

the realities of university life. Sixteen Black and Arab African students described 

encountering an apparent underestimation of African students’ desire to learn, 

cultural and religious misconceptions, negative assumptions about their 

academic success, and negative stereotypes and discrimination about their race 

and region of origins. Lee and Opio (2011) also reported that most students noted 

that they consistently experienced isolation, exclusion, a lack of belonging and 

inferiority. They were labelled as “outsiders … unwelcomed foreigners” and faced 

“accusations of being associated with terrorists … threats to the host nation” (p. 

641).   

 

Academic adjustment can also be difficult for some international students. To 

illustrate, five studies found that first-year Asian, East and Southeast Asia, 

European,  African, and other international university students in New Zealand 

(Anderson, McGrath, Butcher, 2014; Lee, Farruggia, & Brown, 2013), the USA 

(Hirai, Frazier & Syed, 2015), the UK (Li, Chen, & Duanmu, 2010) and Australia 

(Ramsay et al., 2007), struggled with academic content and English language-

related skills. Specifically, students struggled to understand lectures due to the 

host country’s English language accent, lecturers’ vocabulary and speed, and 

tutors’ speaking speed or lack of input into the subjects taught.  

 

Other studies also suggest that many international students who study in English-

medium contexts for the first time struggle with understanding academic content 

and concepts. For example, scholars such as Andrade (2006), Lee et al. (2013), Li, 
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Chen & Duanmu (2010), and Senyshyn, Warford, and Zhan (2000) found that 

international students can struggle with listening to and understanding lectures, 

comprehending academic reading material, note-taking, engaging in oral 

communication, and academic writing skills in English. The outcomes of 

international education for international students in these studies included a lack 

of confidence in their English abilities, a fear of making errors, and stress and 

anxiety, which may also have inhibited their class participation. 

 

While most studies identify language-related skills as a key barrier that is widely 

felt by international students, other studies also highlight the challenges 

associated with transitional difficulties, and social and cultural problems in 

foreign lands (Carroll, 2002; Dawson & Conti-Bekkers, 2002; Hechanova-

Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen & Van Horn, 2002; Rajapaksa & Dundes, 2002). 

These challenges relate to international students’ distance from previous social 

supports such as family members and friends, leading to feelings of loneliness, 

homesickness, and depression, subsequently affecting their personal well-being, 

mental health and academic performance (see for example, Carroll, 2002; 

Dawson & Conti-Bekkers, 2002; Rajapaksa & Dundes, 2002).  

 

My study focuses specifically on mature-age, in-service teachers’ experiences in 

Western universities, and the impact of these experiences on their later careers. 

Some studies suggest that challenges faced by young (post-secondary education) 

and mature-age students (who have returned to study from employment and 

who may or may not have families) may be different. For example, studies have 

shown that mature-age learners may experience barriers such as social 

exclusion; language and cultural barriers; career-related, job-related and 

academic-related barriers; financial problems; and a lack of support services for 

students with families (Deggs, 2011; Kasworm, 2010; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; 

Waller, 2006). Such challenges may be specific to, or amplified for, mature-age 

learners because they are “in a different place in life and view the world and their 

future differently” (Kasworm, 2003, p. 9), and (international) higher education 

providers may fail to address “adult learners’ diverse identities, characteristics, 

and needs” (Pusser et al., 2007, p. 7). O’Donnell and Tobbell (2007) argue that 
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mature-age learners are heterogeneous — they may come to education with 

particularly diverse educational backgrounds, career experiences and family 

situations. Therefore, their challenges may be different from those faced by 

younger college or university students.  

 

Mature-age students studying abroad might also face complex challenges 

because they are managing multiple responsibilities. For example, women who 

are mothers may need to bring and care for their children while abroad, and at 

the same time manage their studies (O’Shea, 2007; Stone, 2008; Stone & O’Shea, 

2013). Additionally, some students might need to work part-time due to lack of 

financial support, either from their home country or their partner (Gale & Parker, 

2014; O’Shea & Stone, 2011; Stone & O’Shea, 2013).  

 

In my search of the international education literature, I found no published 

studies exploring the impact on mature-age women’s career development of their 

international education experiences. The available literature focuses on 

international students generally, and local mature-age students returning to 

universities. My thesis addresses this gap by focusing on mature-age women who 

engaged in international study while in-service teachers. I now turn to the second 

part of my review, which explores the literature on career theories and career 

issues with a specific focus on women.  

 

2.2 CAREER THEORIES AND LITERATURE ON WOMEN’S CAREERS 

I divide this section into four parts. First, I illustrate the contested nature of the 

term ‘career’ and explain the definition I draw on in this thesis. Then, I consider 

the notion of ‘career success’. Second, I consider career theories relating to 

women. Third, I discuss the Kaleidoscope Career Model as a theoretical lens I 

drew on to interpret my data. Notably, the literature in this section of the review 

focuses on Western, rather than non-Western contexts, due to a gap in the career 

literature in this regard. My thesis is partly intended to address this gap. Fourth, 

I explore literature relating to women’s careers: women’s early career choices 
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and decisions; challenges that hinder and/or enable women’s career 

development; and changes in women’s later life career trajectories.  

 

2.2.1 Definitions of ‘career’ and ‘career success’ 

Reviews of the careers field by Hall (2002), Patton and McMahon (2006, 2014), 

Patton, McMahon and Watson (2006), and Watson and Stead (2006) in various 

contexts reveal the contestation inherent in career definitions and theories. Like 

‘internationalisation’, the term ‘career’ is defined differently by different people 

in different fields. Without conceptual clarity, it is challenging to achieve 

consensus on what constitutes a career or a ‘successful’ career. Some scholars 

note that much literature on careers has tended to focus only on white Western 

middle-class male models of (linear) careers, assuming their universality to all 

peoples and contexts (Patton & McMahon, 2006, 2014; Patton et al., 2006; 

Watson & Stead, 2006). Watson and Stead note that the notion of what constitutes 

a career may differ across cultures and contexts. However, career scholars such 

as Hall (2002) and Patton and McMahon (2006, 2014) have attempted to map the 

(career) field, perhaps in the hope of establishing some kind of common ground 

among scholars and practitioners. 

 

Despite a lack of consensus on what constitutes a career, the body of literature 

that addresses careers from different disciplines continues to grow (Arthur, Hall, 

& Lawrence, 1989; Baruch, Szücs, & Gunz, 2015; Chudzikowski, 2012). Arthur et 

al. (1989) note that a lack of consensus is not surprising, given that careers have 

been studied across the social science disciplines, including psychology, social 

psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics, political science, history, and 

geography disciplines. Other examples include career studies in business and 

management (Chudzikowski, 2012; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006); medical 

and nursing contexts (Raha, Berman, & Bhatnagar, 2009; Stevens, Browne, & 

Graham, 2012); gender studies (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006; Spurk, 

Meinecke, Kauffeld, & Volmer, 2015); and academia (Kraimer, Greco, Seibert, & 

Sargent, 2019; Spurk et al., 2015). Baruch et al. (2015) argue that the careers field 
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has become more complex as a result, as theoretical and disciplinary 

understandings proliferate.  

 

Other terms further complicate the career literature. ‘Work’ is sometimes used to 

distinguish between situations where people are typically paid or unpaid for an 

outcome of a labour or service provided (Baruch et al., 2015; Patton & McMahon, 

2014). ‘Job’ and ‘vocation’ refer to specific work positions which may take various 

forms such as permanent full-time or part-time, or involvement in certain roles 

or organisations (Arthur et al., 1989; Patton & McMahon, 2014). ‘Career’ can be 

seen as the sense that people make of their work, job or vocation (Baruch et al., 

2015; Inkson, Dries, & Arnold, 2007; Patton & McMahon, 2014). Inkson et al. 

(2007) argue that although a person may have different jobs or occupations, a 

person has only one career. To put it differently, Inkson argues that the entirety 

of one’s experiences in distinct roles, different organisations, and in different 

contexts over the lifespan constitutes one’s career. 

 

Definitions of careers for men and women have until recently been considered 

independently. Patton and McMahon (2014) argue that, traditionally, men’s 

careers were assumed to be chosen during post-adolescence and to stay 

relatively constant throughout their lives, leading to upward mobility. In contrast, 

women’s careers were understood to be provisional, until women settled down 

to assume a “full time career of motherhood and homemaking” (p. 138). However, 

Poole and Langan-Fox (1997) argue that women’s careers are not confined to the 

concept of a full-time career of motherhood and homemaking. Although these 

notions have changed over the years, interpretations and definitions of women’s 

careers still reflect conflicting ideas and ideals (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006; 

Patton and McMahon, 2014). In this thesis, I conceptualise ‘career’ as a person’s 

work-related experiences over time, whether or not they involve a change in 

work patterns, or vertical advancement within organisations (Hall, 2002; Patton 

& McMahon, 2014). I consider this further in relation to my own data in Chapters 

Four, Six and Seven.   
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Like ‘career’, the term ‘career success’ has been defined in myriad ways in the 

literature. For the purposes of this thesis, it is useful to think about this term in 

two ways, namely, in relation to subjective career success and objective career 

success. Subjective career success is defined as “an individual’s internal 

apprehension and evaluation of his or her career, across any dimensions that are 

important to that individual” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 9). In other words, career (and 

career success) is understood as a subjective construction of the individual 

(Collin & Watts, 1996). Through this lens, ‘careers’ only exist because they are 

created by individuals, unlike jobs, work or occupations (Herr, 1992). Herr 

argues that subjective career success refers to how one makes sense of one’s 

career journey and that this sense-making may influence a person’s future career 

choice. Savickas (2002) also argues that, subjectively, ‘career’ represents the 

meaning of an individual’s occupation, rather than the occupation itself. 

 

In contrast, objective career success is defined as success measured on the basis 

of objective or social comparisons (Patton & McMahon, 2014). Objective career 

success tends to be described in terms of an individual’s organisational position, 

or promotions gained between positions (Arthur, Khapova, & Wilderom, 2005). 

So far, studies of objective career success tend to rely on key variables such as the 

number of promotions, salary increments, or scales of career satisfaction 

(Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001; see also Turban & Dougherty, 1994). 

 

Despite the contested nature of ‘career success’ in the literature, there are shared 

understandings among career scholars about what can be considered success 

(Patton & McMahon, 2014). Some scholars recommend that ‘career success’ 

needs to be understood not just in relation to people’s position within 

organisations, but also in relation to other contexts (Clark, 2001; Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2005, 2006; Thompson, Beauvais, & Lyness, 1999). For example, career 

success might relate to a person’s experiences in relation to their occupational, 

cultural, and family situation; and the extent to which they experience a sense of 

life-work balance (Clark, 2001; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006; Thompson et al., 

1999).  



 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 33 

In this thesis, I define career success as an outcome of an individual’s experiences 

accomplishing desirable work (whether paid or unpaid) over time (Patton & 

McMahon, 2014) and the perceptions, feelings and meaningfulness of the career  

to the individual personally. I consider this further in relation to my own data in 

Chapters Seven and Eight. Next, I discuss some of the career theories evident in 

the literature.  

 

2.2.2 Career theories relating to women 

My research is about women. Hence, my focus in this section is on contemporary 

(non-linear) career theories relating to women. In this section, I do not include a 

lengthy discussion on traditional career theories because they do not fit all 

women’s unique experiences and lives as revealed in the career literature. 

Nevertheless, I reference some of these theories briefly and explain why they do 

not fit some women’s careers and lives. Then, I provide an abridged review of 

some theories related to women, beginning from the early 20th century through 

to the 21st century, accompanied by some critiques from within and outside the 

field of career development studies. 

 

Table 1 lists some career theories relating to women and key writers associated 

with each. There are many other theoretical ideas relating to women’s careers; 

however, I discuss the theories below because they are helpful in foregrounding 

my own study. 
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Table 1 

Contemporary (non-linear) career theories relating to women 

 

Astin’s Career Theory (Astin, 1984) 

Protean Career Theory (Hall, 1996, 2004) 

Boundaryless Career Theory (Arthur, Rousseau, 1996; Sullivan & Arthur, 2006) 

Four Facet Heuristic Model (Pringle & McCulloch Dixon, 2003) 

Three-Stage Model (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005) 

System Theory Framework (Patton & McMahon, 1999, 2006) 

Kaleidoscope Careers Model (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006) 

 

Women’s careers are more complex and multifaceted than those traditionally 

associated with men (Pringle & McCulloch Dixon, 2003). Traditional career 

theories (for example, Erikson, 1968; Ginzburg, Ginsburg, Axelrod, & Herma, 

1951; Super, 1953, 1957, 1963; Holland, 1959, 1966, 1973) mostly focused on 

white middle-class men, and were grounded in North American, European, and 

other Western contexts. This (earlier) career literature assumed linear career 

pathways based on an examination of the path men had taken, either through 

paid employment, unpaid service, or unemployment (Pringle & McCulloch Dixon, 

2003). As O’Neil et al. (2008) argue, many studies of women’s careers have been 

inaccurate, since the language and terms used to describe women’s lives were 

based on men’s career experiences. Women’s historic lack of access to the paid 

workforce (Patton & McMahon, 2014), and experiences of transitioning between 

homemaking and paid work, and in and out of organisations through 

unpredictable, disjointed stages (Bardwick, 1980), cannot be understood by 

reference to the patterns of men’s careers and lives (Pringle, 1996; Woodd, 2000). 

For these reasons, scholars argue that traditional career theories fail to 

adequately consider many women’s social experiences, family circumstances, 

and the complexities and demands associated with women’s lives. Additionally, I 
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argue that traditional theories do not necessarily capture the uniqueness of 

specific groups of women (e.g. Malaysian women such as those in my study). 

 

Later work suggests a need to reframe careers separately for women. However, 

Patton (2013) argues that some career scholars are not convinced of the 

necessity of having distinct theories to make sense of women’s careers. Moreover, 

several scholars have also argued that it is impossible to find a perfect career 

theory that addresses all the complexities inherent in women’s careers and lives 

(Larwood & Gutek, 1987; Marshall, 1989). Nevertheless, during the 1980s, some 

contemporary or non-linear career theorists tried to address women’s career 

complexities specifically (for example, Bardwick, 1980; Larwood & Gutek, 1987).  

 

Larwood and Gutek (1987) identified six factors that shape and constrain 

women’s careers:career preparation, societal opportunities, marriage, pregnancy 

and children, timing, and age. Other scholars have noted that women’s increased 

access to higher education and changing societal views on the roles of women add 

to the complexities of women’s career pathways (O’Neil et al., 2008; Sullivan & 

Mainiero, 2008). However, some careers scholarship still seeks to consider and 

explain women’s careers in light of traditional understandings of (white middle-

class) men’s career patterns (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987; Osipow & Fitzgerald, 1996; 

Patton, 2013).   

 

From the mid-20th century onwards, more career theorists, for example Astin 

(1984) demonstrated an interest in women’s career choices and patterns; 

nevertheless, still within a traditional frame. Astin’s career theory drew on 

sociopsychological perspectives to understand women’s career choices and 

career patterns, but she did not analyse the growing complexity of women’s 

careers across varying fields (Elley-Brown, 2015; Fitzgerald & Harmon, 2001). 

Fitzgerald & Harmon (2001) contend that wider social phenomena shape how 

women are perceived by employers, social and economic policymakers, the 

general public, and women themselves (Fitzgerald & Harmon, 2001). Astin’s 

career theory (1984) highlighted the critical importance of social/environmental 

variables that influence women’s educational and career decisions, however, it 
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did not address other complexities such as changes to the family role when 

women assume careers (Kahn, García-Manglano, Bianchi, 2014). 

 

21st Century career theory literature reveals closer attention to the complexities 

of women’s career patterns. O’Neil et al. (2013) and Pringle and Mc Culloch Dixon 

(2003) maintain that new theories are much needed to address women’s 

numerous roles and complexities. I discuss some examples below (also see Table 

1). 

 

The term ‘protean career’ refers to the concept of a ‘self-generating’ (protean), 

self-directed and values-driven career orientation (Briscoe & Hall, 2006; Briscoe, 

Hall, & DeMuth,  2006). ‘Protean Career Theory’ (Hall, 1996, 2002) is concerned 

with the ways in which individuals take charge of their career direction and 

exercise agency by adapting to changing circumstances in the world. Hall’s theory 

reflects a shift in focus from organisational to individual agency, and from linear 

and vertical careers to non-linear career patterns. In other words, his theory is 

concerned with the ways in which individuals determine their own careers based 

on their values, regardless of external rewards such as salary, position and 

promotion. Notably, Hall uses the term ‘individuals’ because the central focus of 

Protean Career Theory is on individuals; hence, it applies to both men and 

women. However, arguably, the notion of a ‘protean career’ applies only to skilled 

elites who can exercise agency or make career choices. In contrast, women (and 

men) working in lower-skilled employment are dependent on organisations to 

make a living.  

 

In what I perceive as a refinement of the Protean Career Theory, Boundaryless 

Career Theory considers how individuals organise their own careers regardless 

of organisational and occupational contexts (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). Sullivan 

and Arthur (2006) expanded on this theory, noting that for boundaryless careers 

to be successful in the 21st Century, physical and psychological mobility is 

required. Physical mobility refers to the actual movement of individuals across 

jobs, organisations, and countries, while psychological mobility relates to 

individuals’ consideration of current and future careers (Lazarova & Taylor, 
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2009; Patton & McMahon, 2014). While the notion of boundaryless careers may 

sound promising as a framework for understanding women’s complex career 

patterns, Boundaryless Career Theory has received much criticism due to the 

term ‘boundaryless’. For example, some authors (for example, Gunz, Peiperl & 

Tzabbar, 2007; Inkson, 2006; Zeitz, Blau & Fertig, 2009) argue that in practice, 

boundaryless careers are not ‘boundary-less’ but ‘boundary-crossing’. Second, 

the assumption of agency in Boundaryless Career Theory does apply to all women 

(or men) and can therefore be seen as problematic. Career scholars (for example, 

Currie, Tempest, & Starkey, 2006; Marler, Barringer & Milkovich, 2002; Pringle & 

Mallon, 2003; Van Buren, 2003) contend that agency is only possible for highly 

qualified professionals and, as such, Boundaryless Career Theory disregards 

women (and men) in ‘low-skilled’ employment. For such employees, 

boundarylessness simply means redundancy and uncertainty.  

 

Pringle and McCulloch Dixon (2003) propose a heuristic model for understanding 

women’s careers. The ‘learning from practical experience’ (heuristic) model 

identifies four career facets— explore, focus, rebalance and revive — in an effort 

to understand women’s careers more precisely. Pringle and McCulloch Dixon 

noted that for women to move from one facet to another, there is a period of re-

evaluation. They argue that women may stay at one facet or move through all four 

facets in a lifetime, depending on their re-evaluation of life circumstances. Pringle 

and McCulloch Dixon note that although facets of women’s lives (such as 

motherhood) are linked to age, other facets (such as time used for continuing 

study, employment, and caregiving commitments) cannot be linked to age 

specifically, because they may occur at any time of women’s life. Additionally, 

Pringle and McCulloch Dixon challenge the assumption that women’s careers end 

when they retire. (I discuss this more below, and also in Chapter Seven). 

 

O’Neil and Bilimoria’s (2005) three-stage model identifies career stages as a way 

of explaining women’s careers; however, these are explicitly age-related. They 

are: stage 1– idealistic achievement;  stage 2 – pragmatic endurance; and stage 3 

– reinventive contribution. O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) argue that women face 

different life issues in each stage; however, in all three career stages, women are 
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concerned with success in careers and success in relationships. Table 2 illustrates 

this model. 

Table 2 

Three-Stage Career Model (O’Neil’s and Bilimoria, 2005) 

 

Stage 
Age 

(years) 
Concerns 

1. Idealistic achievement 24 – 35 Career satisfaction, achievement, success, and 

positively impacting others. 

2. Pragmatic endurance 36 – 45 Managing family, domestic demands, and work 

commitments. 

3. Reinventive distribution 46 – 60 

Contribution to organisations, families and 

communities; learning and opportunities to 

make a difference for others; success as 

recognition, respect and living integrated lives. 

 

O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) acknowledge how women’s lives and career-related 

concerns may change during the course of a lifetime. This idea is also reflected in 

work by Patton and McMahon (2006, 2014) that builds on McMahon’s (1992) 

Systems Theory Framework (STF). Initially, STF was a contextual model for 

understanding adolescent career decision-making rather than a theory of career 

development. STF works on the premise that the most useful aspects of particular 

career theories can be considered and applied to specific people and contexts in 

order to understand individual career behaviour (Osipow, 1996). In other words, 

STF is a generic theory that captures the intricacies and complexities of social, 

and behavioural phenomenon. Later, Patton and McMahon (1999, 2006) refined 

STF, arguing that it enables practitioners to choose the theory that is most 

relevant to the needs and contexts of the individual. However, although STF made 

an attempt to explain women’s careers by considering women and the roles 

women play in both the domestic and the work sphere, McMahon (2002), and 

Patton and McMahon (2006, 2014) conceded that STF was not designed to be a 

theory of women’s career development per se. Rather, it represented a 

metatheoretical account of other career development theories, and as such, failed 

to address the many complexities of women’s careers.  
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In sum, the career theories I have discussed so far have been critiqued as paying 

limited attention to the realities and complexities of women’s careers and lives. 

Scholars such as Baruch et al. (2015), Baruch and Vardi (2016), and Patton and 

McMahon (2014) call for further research to explore these complexities. This 

thesis is partly aimed at addressing the lack of attention to the complexities of 

women’s career pathways, specifically, through attention to the post-study 

experiences of women in the Malaysia context. Next, I turn to the Kaleidoscope 

Career Model, which I used as a framework for my research. 

 

2.2.3 The Kaleidoscope Career Model (KCM) as a means for studying and 

understanding women’s careers  

The KCM model was developed by Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) as a means to 

understand what Belkin (2003) described as the “opt-out” revolution — a 

phenomenon observed by career scholars where, at the early start of the 21st 

century, many ambitious, talented and highly qualified women opted out of the 

corporate work-force at mid-career level, deciding not to advance in their 

careers. Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) proposed that individuals make career 

decisions at different stages of their lives based on three key parameters —

Authenticity, Balance, and Challenge (ABC). Table 3 represents Mainiero and 

Sullivan’s ideas. 

 

Table 3 

The parameters of the Kaleidoscope Career Model (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, p. 113- 114) 

KCM is situated in a critical interpretivist paradigm (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). 

As a research framework, critical interpretivism is concerned with participants’ 

subjective experiences (Alvermann & Mallozzi, 2010), and with investigating 

Authenticity Can I be myself in the midst of all of this and still be authentic? 

Balance If I make this career decision, can I balance the parts of my life 
well so there can be a coherent whole? 

Challenge Will I be sufficiently challenged if I accept this career option? 
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‘reality’ as constructed by participants, in light of their own backgrounds and 

experiences (Creswell, 2015; Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2011). My research is a 

process of constructing meaning from participants’ constructed meanings in 

relation to their careers, in the hope of initiating positive social change. In this 

study, I chose to draw on KCM as a theoretical framework because it allowed me 

to explore the complexities and nuances of women’s careers and lives in the 

Malaysia context, following higher education in New Zealand. Specifically, it 

allowed me to explore participants’ interpretations of their career-related 

experiences over the life span. Further, KCM centres agency; it allowed me to 

focus on women’s sense-making in relation to their lives and careers. While I 

drew on KCM to interpret my participants’ narrative accounts, I also considered 

how women’s accounts problematised or exceeded KCM as an explanatory 

framework (see more below). 

 

Historically, KCM was developed based on five different studies using methods 

such as interviews, focus groups, and three surveys of more than 3000 

professional workers in the USA (Maniero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006). The metaphor 

of a kaleidoscope recognises patterns in women’s careers. Mainiero and Sullivan 

(2005) explain that they use this metaphor because as a kaleidoscope rotates, its 

glass chips generate complex and changing patterns. Like a kaleidoscope, at 

different points in one’s life, varied aspects of individuals’ lives and careers 

change. For example, due to a change of circumstances, women may opt to 

arrange (and rearrange) their roles and relationships in new ways in service to 

their families, their jobs and themselves (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006). These 

changes may also arise due to maturation (age), or environmental changes (such 

as a change of job, unemployment or redundancy). Women may then make 

decisions based on the alternatives available to manage workloads, limitations, 

and prospects, as well as relationships, personal values and interests (Sullivan & 

Baruch, 2009). Researchers continue to apply KCM to a range of career-related 

questions (for example, August, 2011; Elley-Brown, 2015; Elley-Brown et al., 

2018; Mainiero & Gibson, 2018). My study was, in part, developed as a way of 

exploring new and emerging career and life patterns for TISTEP graduate women 

in Malaysia.  
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Mainiero and Sullivan (2005) explain the KCM model as follows: 

 

• Challenge begins at early-career level. Women at this level are concerned 

with goal achievement. Hence, they tend to engage in challenging activities 

so they can pursue autonomy, responsibility, and take control while 

learning and growing in their careers.  

 

• Balance usually takes place at the mid-career level. Women at this level 

consider a career as part of a network. For example, they might think: If I 

make this career decision, how might this affect others in my life? Can I 

balance the parts of my life with my career decisions so that my life can be 

a coherent (reasonable) whole? Generally, at this level, women tend to 

make adjustments in their careers to balance their work and life as they 

shift focus on family, personal lives and relationships.  

 

• Authenticity usually takes place at the senior-career level. At this stage, 

authenticity is a key concern for women. Authenticity here is about being 

true to oneself and making decisions that suit the self above others. During 

the later career stage, women set priorities, and define success in their 

own terms.  

 

KCM facilitates attention to the complexities of women’s careers and lives, 

although it was developed to explain the career patterns of both men and women 

(August, 2011; Clarke, 2015; Elley-Brown et al., 2018). Both quantitative  

(Sullivan, Forret, Carraher & Mainiero, 2009; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006; Sullivan 

& Mainiero, 2008) and qualitative studies (for example, August, 2011; Clarke, 

2015; Elley-Brown, 2015) drawing on KCM as a theoretical framework have 

demonstrated how women’s lives did not fit the traditional linear career 

development. Additionally, Mainiero & Sullivan (2006) suggest that women 

adopt a ‘beta’ career pattern of challenge, followed by balance and then, 

authenticity (CBA) (see Figure 1). In contrast, men tend to demonstrate an ‘alpha’ 

career pattern beginning with a challenge, followed by authenticity,and then, 

balance (CAB) (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 1. Beta Kaleidoscope Career Pattern of CBA — Women’s Careers (Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2006) 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Alpha Kaleidoscope Career Pattern of CAB — Men’s Careers (Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2006) 

 

Thus, KCM offers useful insights into the ways men’s and women’s careers may 

differ. 

 

KCM has received much attention in the past decade. For example, in a pioneering 

empirical study, Cabrera (2007) conducted a study involving 497 professional 

women who had a graduate degree in international business in the USA. This 

study aimed to explore whether the reasons women opted out of the workforce 

were domestic, or more complicated, as KCM would suggest. Additionally, 

Cabrera (2007) sought to examine whether women’s career goals changed over 

time, as predicted by KCM. Their findings revealed that 233 women decided to 

opt-out at some point in their career pathways but for numerous reasons. For 

example, 35 percent opted out due to caregiving roles, and 62 percent noted their 

career focus had shifted for other reasons. In line with KCM, mid-career women 

Challenge

(C)

early 
career

Balance

(B)

mid-
career

Authenticity

(A)

late 
career

Challenge

(C)
early 

career
Authenticity

(A)

mid-
career

Balance

(B)

late 
career



 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 43 

in this study were found to be more interested in finding balance in their lives 

and work and revealed a focus on career authenticity across the life span. Further 

analysis indicated that 70 percent of the women who opted out, decided to opt-

in again at some point in their life, in contrast to what might be predicted, based 

on KCM. Cabrera (2007) suggested that further research is needed to validate 

their findings, and to test KCM with different populations and contexts.   

 

In more recent years, researchers of women’s careers have called for more 

research to examine whether models such as KCM still remain a useful lens to 

explain the variety of women’s career patterns. For example, in a hermeneutic 

phenomenological study by Elley-Brown et al. (2015) involving 14 professional 

women in the education sector in New Zealand (school and tertiary levels), KCM 

was used to explore how women make career choices, and how their motivations 

and perspectives shift when they make career decisions. In their conclusions,  

Elley-Brown et al. (2015) argue that “the influence of the three parameters was 

not clear cut, rather they melded and fused throughout women’s lives” (p. 1). The 

three parameters of KCM were not distinctive in the careers of the women in their 

study. Rather, their study findings suggested that women were concerned about 

both ‘challenge’ and ‘authenticity’ during their early careers and that this 

continued until mid-career level. Throughout these women’s careers, the three 

parameters (ABC) did not reflect “the generational shift” as claimed in KCM, and 

women did not “opt-out” of careers, but instead “opt[ed]-in” (p. 31). Additionally, 

the women’s accounts revealed that their “decisions about their careers [were] 

contextual and that their careers took predominance in decision-making” (Elley-

Brown et al., 2015, p. 30-31). However, limited studies have explored KCM in the 

education sector, particularly in higher education (with the exception of, for 

example, Abrahams, 2014; Baruch, 2013; Baruch, Dany, Pralong, & Davense, 

2014; Carraher, Crocitto, & Sullivan, 2014; Elly-Brown et al., 2015, 2018; Ricketts 

& Pringle, 2014). 

Career literature discussed so far has mostly explored the careers of professional 

women in business, human resources and management. In my review of the 

literature, I found no published research that applied KCM to mature-age women 
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teachers who were educated in Western contexts and returned to the workforce 

in non-Western contexts. My study was partly a response to the calls of Mainiero 

and Sullivan (2005, 2006), Sullivan and Baruch (2009) and other researchers to 

explore KCM with other populations and in other research contexts. Next, I 

discuss existing literature on women’s careers. 

 

2.2.4 Literature on women’s careers  

In this section, I explore the literature on women’s careers using temporality as a 

framework for doing so. Temporality is a key focus in narrative inquiry, where 

“the notion of plot involves a sequence of events in time” (Cortazzi, 1993, p. 85). 

It is an approach that I drew on in this study (see methodology chapter). Although 

temporality is a contested notion, in this chapter, I consider further literature on 

women’s careers in three main sections: literature on women’s early career 

choices and decisions; literature on challenges for and/or enablers of women’s 

career development; and women’s later life career trajectories. I also consider the 

notion of cultural influence briefly. Although I did not use culture as an analytic 

parameter in this study for ethical reasons (see Chapter One and next chapter), 

given the composition of Malaysia as a multicultural population, it is important 

to acknowledge the role of culture in shaping the study context. 

 

Studies on women’s early career choices and decisions, particularly in their 

adolescent years, reveal complexities. For example, USA and UK based studies 

which investigate factors that shaped young women’s plans about education, 

career development, motherhood, and combining career and motherhood, reveal 

that young women’s education and career plans were influenced by their 

assumptions about later motherhood and family life (for example, Askari, Liss, 

Erchull, Staebell, & Axelson, 2010; Battle & Wigfield, 2003; Ganginis Del Pino, 

O’Brien, Mereish, Miller, 2013; Gregor & O’Brien, 2016; Marks & Houston, 2002).  

 

Some young women in Western contexts seem to restrict career choices quite 

early on, with a view to later family life and motherhood. In another example — 

a quantitative study involving 401 college women of diverse ethnicities at a large 



 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 45 

mid-Atlantic university in the USA — women were willing to consider and 

compromise career plans for future children but were less willing to sacrifice 

their careers for their future partners (Ganginis Del Pino et al., 2013). Similarly, a 

questionnaire survey by Marks and Houston (2002) involving 92 high-achieving 

grammar schoolgirls aged 15-17 in the UK, found that the girls anticipated their 

future roles as mothers and expected social pressure to give up work to attend to 

future children and familial commitments. Despite having strong intentions of 

educational attainment and a career, the girls recognised the possibility of 

combining motherhood and a career, and expected that, in the future “important 

others would want them to stop work to care for their children” (Marks & 

Houston, 2002, p. 329).  

 

Additionally, Gottfredson (1981) argued that children begin to consider options 

for prospective careers based on gender-specific notions of which jobs are 

considered suitable for males and females. Research by Cotter, Hermsen and 

Vanneman (2012) found that in the last three decades, many occupational fields 

have remained highly gendered; for example, women were overrepresented in 

fields such as dental nursing, secretarial science, nursing, primary school 

teaching, and domestic work. Notably, the context of this research is unclear. One 

longitudinal study in the USA comprising 409 participants found that, at a very 

young age, adolescent women decided to work towards less highly regarded jobs 

because they foresaw their responsibilities as wives and mothers later in life 

(O’Brien, Friedman, Tipton & Linn, 2000).  

 

Notably, women in the Western studies discussed so far display a level of agency 

when choosing their early careers, while at the same time anticipating domestic 

roles in the future. Although the literature considered so far has reflected 

women’s careers in Western contexts, limited studies since 2012 have involved 

young girls in non-Western contexts, revealing similar findings (Chan, Ngai & 

Choi, 2016; Rogers, 2017). For example, in a life history study involving a 

purposive sampling of eight primary school women principals in Hong Kong, 

Chan et al. (2016) reported that while Chinese society has a high regard for 

education, girls were expected to sacrifice their education to give way to their 
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brothers’ education. The women principals in this study noted that in a 

patriarchal Confucian society in Hong Kong, as elsewhere in the developing 

world, parents have higher aspirations for boys than girls (except younger 

daughters). Elder daughters are expected to give up schooling to provide for the 

families or their brother’s education or younger sister’s education (Chan et al., 

2016; Choi, 2010). During the interviews, the principals in this study noted that 

when they were young, they were “unusually determined and strove to do well” 

in school (Chan et al., 2016, p. 201). This was because only exceptional academic 

performance could save them from being the main care-providers or 

homemakers or working as factory workers or shoe-shiners after primary level 

six.  

 

Similarly, a study by Rogers (2017) involving 43 schoolgirls and 23 young tertiary 

women in Cambodia, revealed that most girls and young women anticipated their 

future roles as being homemakers. However, at the same time, the girls and 

women imagined futures as unconventional females and positive role models (as 

educated individuals and independent women), and as obedient daughters. To 

date, very limited literature has explored young women’s career agency in the 

non-Western contexts, and so my study was partly developed as a way of 

exploring factors that influence women’s early career choices and decisions.  

 

Malaysia, the context of this study, includes three dominant ethnic groups –Malay, 

Chinese and Indian, along with multiple indigenous people groups, each with 

their own unique language, culture and heritage (MAMPU, 2019). There is very 

limited research available from Malaysia that focus on women’s agency in 

enacting their careers. However, available research on women’s agency in 

relation to their careers reveals that women’s decisions may be influenced by 

cultural norms and societal expectations. For example, a survey conducted by 

Lim, Tan, and Chan (2013) involving 162 middle-level management female 

executives from ten manufacturing companies in Malaysia revealed that out of 

four variables (work-life balance, networking, mentoring support, and training 

and development), work-life balance and networking were identified as gender-

based structural barriers to women’s career advancement. This study aligned 
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with the study by Cho et al. (2015), which showed that female employees 

prioritised families over their careers due to cultural demands and also due to 

little support received from their organisations. Therefore, instead of spending 

time on career networking, the women focused on family responsibilities and 

societal expectations. They were expected to prioritise the expectations of family 

and society, in line with cultural demands which are common in Malaysia (also 

see Hashim & Omar, 2004; Mahpul & Abdullah, 2011; Michael, Munisamy, Haron, 

& Yin-Fah, 2010). I elaborate more on the influence of culture below. Next, I turn 

to the literature on other issues and challenges women encounter in their careers. 

 

Women’s participation in the labour force is relatively high in most countries 

around the world (Catalyst, 2018; International Labour Organisation, 2018). For 

example, a 2018 report on equality between women and men in the European 

Union (EU), noted that the EU’s aim is to reach 75 percent employment rate for 

women by 2020 (Eurostat: Labour Force Survey, European Union, 2018). 

Currently, women’s labour force participation in the EU is 66.6 percent 

(European Union, 2018). In Malaysia, the context of this study, women’s 

participation in the labour force is 50.98 percent with 35 percent in mid-level 

positions, but only 4.8 percent in senior-level positions (International Labour 

Organisation, ILOSTAT Database, Sept 2018). Similarly, in countries in the Asia 

Pacific region, women’s participation in the workforce exceeds 50 percent, with 

women in mid-level positions ranging between 12 and 38 percent. However, 

women in senior-level positions range from 4.8 to 20 percent (Catalyst, 2018; 

International Labour Organisation, 2018). 

 

For decades, women have been under-represented in senior ranked positions in 

both public and private sectors in most countries around the world (see Aycan, 

2004; Barreto, Ryan & Schmitt, 2009; Burke & Mattis, 2007; Evans, Edwards, 

Burmester, & May, 2014). Researchers argue that, despite having higher 

educational attainment and better qualifications than men, women remain 

under-represented in most sectors of industry and the economy, and gender 

imbalances still exist (Cho, McLean, Amornpipat, et al., 2015; also see Davidson & 

Burke, 2004, 2011; Helfat, Harris, & Wolfson, 2006; Tarr-Whelan, 2009).  
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There is a plethora of literature providing possible ‘reasons’ for women’s limited 

representation in leadership positions. Several scholars argue that reasons 

include gender stereotyping and discrimination in the workplace (for example, 

Liu, 2013; Heilman, 2012; Ryan & Haslam, 2007; Ryan, Haslam, Hersby, & 

Bongiorno, 2011; Schein, 2001); implicit bias4 or prejudicial attitudes (for 

example, Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010; Morley, Berma & Abdul Hamid, 

2016; Neale & Ozkanli, 2010; Nguyen, 2013); lack of quality mentoring and 

sponsoring (for example, Abramo, D‘Angelo & Rosati, 2015; Baumgartner & 

Schneider, 2010; Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 2011; Healy, Bradley & Forson, 2011; 

Hoobler, Lemmon, & Wayne, 2011); exclusion from social and informational 

networks (for example, Bartol & Zhang, 2007; Linehan & Scullion, 2008; Wang, 

2009); and gendered expectations of motherhood and domestic roles (for 

example, Alessio & Andrzejewski, 2000; Elias & Gunawardana, 2013; European 

Union, 2018; Liu, 2013).  Below, I consider these factors in more depth.  

 

Some scholars argue that stereotypical understandings of what it means to be a 

woman, shape women’s career pathways. Stereotyping can be seen as a common 

feature of human nature (Cook & Cusack, 2010), and stereotypes about 

leadership and gender may be moderated by various contextual factors (Ryan & 

Haslam, 2007; Ryan et al., 2011). For example, in three comparative studies using 

online surveys in the USA, Ryan et al. (2011) found that companies with deficient 

performance considered women to be better managers. However, companies 

selected women for precarious leadership positions because women were seen 

as being more responsible if there was any failure. This discovery linked to an 

earlier study, whereby Ryan and Haslam (2007) asserted that in times of crisis, 

people are more likely to make the association ‘think crisis – think female’. In 

contrast, under more promising circumstances, companies preferred men to lead. 

In  Study 1 by Ryan et al. (2011) which replicated Schein’s (1973, 1975) studies 

 

 

4 Implicit bias is a term used to explain how our brains instantly categorise people, based on 

stereotypes (Reskin, 2005). 
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to examine the notion of ‘think managers – think male’, Ryan et al. (2011) also 

discovered that most companies preferred men’s leadership because male 

leaders were associated with successful companies.  

 

Other studies have explored how stereotypes associated with ‘femaleness’ may 

shape women’s experiences in the workplace. For example, Liu (2013) suggests 

that nurturing and friendliness are seen as contrary to the attributes alleged to 

be key success characteristics in many organisations (Heilman, 2012; Schein, 

2001). Schein (2001) argues that women are less successful in organisations due 

to their feminine attributes. Schein insists that in business organisations, for 

example, the responsibilities for key decision-making and company profit are still 

held by men as they are seen as being decisive, assertive, and dominant (Catalyst, 

2010; also see Donnelly & Twenge, 2017; Heilman, 2012; Prentice & Carranza, 

2002) and women are seen as lacking these qualities. These gender stereotypes 

lead to biased perceptions which may affect women’s career development 

(Heilman & Parks-Stamm, 2007). I consider the question of stereotypes in 

relation to my own data in Chapters Six and Eight. 

 

Second, although there seems to be obvious evidence that gender discrimination 

exists in workplaces, the literature suggests that some companies’ ‘modus 

operandi’ is subtle and implicit (Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010; Strauss, 

2013). For example, two quantitative experimental studies in the USA by 

Bruckmüller and Branscombe (2010) found similar findings to Ryan et al. (2011). 

Bruckmüller’s and Branscombe’s (2010) study sought possible explanations for 

the ‘glass cliff’, or gendered leadership patterns (Experiment One) and how 

expectations of future leaders may be driven by gender stereotypes (Experiment 

Two). The study revealed that implicit bias or prejudicial attitudes exist in times 

of success, there is a preference for male leadership, and in times of crisis, female 

attributes matter most in a future leader. As Bruckmüller and Branscombe 

(2010) argue, there is a “double irony here ... When women get to enjoy the spoils 

of leadership (a) it is not because they are seen to deserve them, but because men 

no longer do, and (b) this only occurs when, and because, there are fewer spoils 

to enjoy” (p. 449).  
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Similarly, decision-making positions in university settings also reflect implicit 

bias and prejudicial attitudes towards women. For example, previous studies in 

Western contexts (such as New Zealand, and the UK) found that university 

leaders tend to favour men in decision-making positions such as vice-chancellor, 

deputy vice-chancellor, dean and manager, due to social norm perceptions that 

men can focus on their time at work better or without having to worry about 

domesticity, unlike women who have strong family obligations (Arini, Collings, 

Conner, McPherson, Midson, & Wilson, 2011; Doherty & Manfredi, 2006; Neale & 

Ozkanli, 2010). In contrast, some studies in non-Western contexts (for example, 

Malaysia, Vietnam and Turkey), found obstacles to women’s career development 

included implicit bias or prejudicial attitudes in organisational structures, norms, 

and values (Neale & Ozkanli, 2010; Nguyen, 2013), resulting in very few women 

leaders in ‘knowledge economy’ positions (Morley et al., 2016). For example, in 

Malaysian public universities, as in many other ‘developing’ countries, senior 

leadership positions such as vice-chancellor and deputy vice-chancellor are 

political appointments (Morley et al., 2016). Morley and colleagues argue that 

even though a policy in the 10th Malaysia Plan clearly evidenced that 30 percent 

of women should be appointed to decision-making positions, the appointment of 

only one woman as vice-chancellor in 2016 seemed to reflect prejudicial attitudes 

towards women in Malaysian universities. In October 2019, this woman vice-

chancellor was replaced with a man, leaving no women in vice-chancellor 

positions in Malaysia.  

 

Some studies suggest that women may experience difficulties ascending to higher 

positions in male-dominated organisations if they do not have the support of 

mentors and sponsors either inside or outside the organisation (Abramo et al., 

2015; Baumgartner & Schneider, 2010; Ely et al., 2011; Healy et al., 2011; Hoobler 

et al., 2011). These researchers argue that even when women have the right 

qualifications and skills to be in senior leadership roles, they cannot succeed 

without the support of the ‘right mentors and sponsors’. In order to have access 

to mentors and sponsors, women must enhance their human and social capital. 

Human capital is commonly acknowledged as an important asset for career 

development. Education, training, developmental opportunities, job tenure, 
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experience and mobility in work assignments each contribute to enhancing 

human capital (O’Neil et al., 2008, p. 733). Social capital refers to social networks. 

Networks can take the form of formal arrangements or informal associations and 

provide critical advice and resources for career development (Ibarra , 1993, as 

cited in O’Neil et al., 2008, p.733). For example, Bickel (2014) recommends that 

for women to advance in the organisations, they must engage in constant 

interactions with the ‘right people’ (also see, Burk & Eby, 2010; Haggard & 

Turban, 2012). Scholars (Abramo et al., 2015; Baumgartner & Schneider, 2010; 

Healy et al., 2011) argue that, in order to succeed, women must build their 

‘networks’ by getting to know and working with influential people in both their 

personal and professional circles. I refer to ‘network’ as a connection or 

relationship with a variety of colleagues, particularly people with influence, that 

leads to mutual benefits (Linehan & Scullion, 2008). These scholars contend that 

women who are successful in their careers, more often than not, hold leadership 

positions in some ways due to the influential people who inspired them, instilled 

confidence in them, and encouraged them to succeed (also see, Baruch, 2004; 

Heilman, 2012; Rudman & Phelan, 2010). I explore this point in relation to my 

own data in Chapters Six and Eight.  

 

Research suggests that women can enhance their social capital by having access 

to social and informational networks in the workplace. For example, Wang 

(2009) argues that inclusion in social networks is vital for women’s power 

attainment and career success; however, even if women do have access to top-

level management or capitalise on time and effort in constructing social 

networks, the benefit is not always favourable to women. Nevertheless, formal or 

informal collaborations involving support, ties, and influence are crucial to 

accomplish tasks, gain upward mobility, and personal and professional 

development (Bartol & Zhang, 2007; Linehan & Scullion, 2008).  

 

Finally, a key challenge and a possible barrier to women’s career development is 

the role of motherhood and caregiving commitments. Research suggests that 

motherhood, caregiving responsibilities (including children and incapacitated 

adults), and other domestic roles may limit women’s full commitment to their 
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professional work, their participation in the social networks necessary to 

succeed, and their opportunities to ascend to top level management positions 

(Alessio & Andrzejewski, 2000; Elias & Gunawardana, 2013; European Union, 

2018; Liu, 2013). For example, a report by the European Union (2018) found that 

housekeeping and raising children are still widely considered a woman’s role. 

More than four in ten Europeans (44 percent) believe the most important role of 

a woman is to take care of her home and family. Additionally, in one-third of EU 

Member States, this percentage was 70 percent or more (European Union, 2018). 

Such expectations and beliefs may make it hard for women to balance work-life 

commitments or have an uninterrupted focus on their careers, relative to men. 

 

In other contexts, such as in Asian countries, many factors hinder women from 

attaining higher management level positions. Cho et al. (2015) reviewed research 

conducted by eight female researchers representing eight Asian countries (China, 

India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Taiwan and Thailand). They found that 

these studies reported barriers including traditional cultural values and religious 

beliefs (also see similar findings in Jonsen, Maznevski & Schneider, 2010; Kim, 

2011; Kim & Rowley, 2009), traditional gender roles such as gendered 

stereotypes around motherhood and domestic work (also see Cooke, 2013; Elias 

& Gunawardana, 2013; Liu, 2013), lack of progress and resources in workplace 

reforms (also see Yamaguchi, 2019), and time constraints due to domestic 

demands (also see Cho et al., 2015). I discuss the traditional cultural values and 

religious beliefs next.  

 

Research suggests that cultural customs and religious beliefs influence women’s 

values and views, as well as models and patterns of leadership (Ali, 2014; Hashim 

& Omar, 2004; Jonson, Maznevski & Schneider, 2010). For example, research in 

Asia suggests that appointing women to prominent leadership roles is very 

difficult due to strict cultural customs and religious beliefs in family structures 

and relations (Ali, 2014; Cho et al., 2015; Kim, 2011; Kim & Rowley, 2009). In 

most parts of Asia, including Malaysia, regardless of their education levels, 

women are held accountable for domestic duties, childcare and motherhood (Cho 

et al., 2015; Hashim & Omar, 2004). Research suggests that employers in Malaysia 



 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 53 

tend to ignore that women have both career and family commitments, limiting 

women’s career advancement and ignoring women’s claims for equality in the 

workforce (Ali, 2014; Mahpul & Abdullah, 2011).  

 

Next, I explore some academic literature that notes changes in women’s later-life 

career trajectories, including how women define career and success. I discuss 

women’s later life career trajectories first in relation to career changes, and 

second, in relation to retirement. 

 

Literature on women’s careers in recent years has shifted from a focus on 

organisational to individual agency (Belkin, 2003; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006). 

Mainiero and Sullivan (2006) argue that women are defining ‘career’ and ‘career 

success’ differently now than in the past. For example, women recognise non-

linear career pathways as acceptable, along with the ability to opt-in and opt-out 

as they wish (Belkin, 2003). However, some studies argue that women’s careers 

are still organisation-bound (Baruch, 2006; Baruch & Vardi, 2016; Inkson, Gunz, 

Ganesh & Roper, 2012), and an increasing number of studies highlight women’s 

decision to shift from one career to another (Deodhar , 2002; Hall, 2004; Sharma, 

2012; Yang & Konrad, 2011), for example, when women move abroad to work, 

opt for self-employment, or take optional5 or compulsory6 retirement (see for 

example, Duberley, Carmichael, & Szmigin, 2014; McKie, Biese & Jyrkinen, 2013). 

 

Women may choose to opt out of particular work contexts for a range of reasons. 

For example, they want to focus on motherhood, domesticity and caregiving 

roles, take early retirement, or they have health issues (Arber, 2004; Duberley, et 

al., 2014; Halim, Aziz, & Samsudin, 2016; Stone, 2008). Some women choose to 

 

 

5 Optional retirement in Malaysia refers to a retirement age of 56 or 58 years of age. If a public 

servant decides to retire earlier, they can apply for early retirement if they have been in service 

for more than 25 years or reach the age of 50.  

 

6 The compulsory age for retirement in the Malaysian public sector is 60 (Public Service 

Department, 2019). 
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shift careers when they opt-out from their home country (Deodhar, 2002; McKie 

et al., 2013; Sharma, 2012).  

 

There are many countries with high demand for highly skilled teachers. For 

example, Sharma (2012) reports that highly skilled teachers (including school 

teachers, academics, and researchers) in India opt-out and shift careers by 

moving abroad due to their dissatisfaction with the Indian education system, a 

desire for a better life, and to meet the rising demand for teachers in destination 

countries. In Sharma’s (2012) study involving 25 Indian schoolteachers, teachers 

emigrated to high schools in the USA, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and 

Malaysia, seeking better prospects.  

 

Skilled teacher migration is relevant to my study, which involves women who 

were (or had been) teachers. Skilled teacher migration is relatively common in 

developing countries with the English language as a medium of instruction. For 

example, a study by Deodhar (2002) found that after opting-out from their 

careers as teachers in India, many women teachers moved to the USA, the UK, 

South Africa, Canada, Jamaica, India, Gulf countries, Singapore, the Maldives and 

Malaysia for better career opportunities.  

 

Global recruitment agencies recruit teachers from developing countries whose 

education systems use the English language (O’Kane, 2002). For example, the 

American Federation of Teachers (2009) reported that almost 19,000 teachers 

were recruited from abroad to work in the USA in 2007. The movement of 

teachers from Fiji to other countries has negatively impacted the quality of 

education in Fiji (Chandra, 2004; Voigt-Graf, 2003; Voigt-Graf, Iredale, & Khoo, 

2007). In South Africa, Manik (2007) found that teachers shifted careers after 

opting-out from their home country in search of better socio-economic prospects 

and career opportunities in the UK. Notably, no research seems to have explored 

the career trajectories of women teachers in South-East Asian countries such as 

Singapore and Malaysia. Next, I explore the literature on women’s later life career 

trajectories and plans after retirement. 
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The concept of retirement has been implicitly linked to conventional male career 

pathways (Mavin, 2001), or the conclusion of uninterrupted employment 

(Szinovacz, 2003; Chung, Mitsui, Szinovacz, & Davey, 2008). However, women’s 

lives and careers often do not follow orderly stages from education, through work 

to retirement, due to women experiencing breaks at some stages (Loretto et al., 

2009; Mavin, 2001). It is beyond the scope of this study to compare men’s and 

women’s experiences because my concern in this thesis is to explore women’s 

later life career trajectories which may include retirement. Armstrong-Stassen 

and Cameron (2005) argue that older women’s career experiences and 

retirement have been given relatively little attention. My study, in part, addresses 

this gap in the literature.  

 

Super’s (1990) career development theory identified the final stage of career 

(over 65 years) as a period of detachment. Super argued that during this period, 

individuals’ energy deteriorates, and they prepare for a new living arrangement 

where paid employment is no longer a priority. Previous studies highlight key 

considerations at this stage as including personal health (Arber, 2004; Arber, 

Davidson, & Ginn, 2003), family and caring responsibilities (Price, 2003; Wong & 

Hardy, 2009; Loretto & Vickerstaff, 2015), financial issues (Kim & Moen, 2002; 

Perkins, 2003; Price, 2000; Ranzijn, Patrickson, Carson & Le Sueur, 2004; 

Smeaton & McKay, 2003), employment policies and discrimination (Armstrong-

Stassen, 2008; Patrickson & Ranzijn, 2004; Soidre, 2005), and institutional 

factors (Loretto & White, 2006; McNair, 2006). Each of these factors may 

influence women’s retirement decisions, but due to their more complex career 

trajectories than men, women may also be differently positioned at the age of 

compulsory retirement.  

 

Women are less likely than men to be in full-time employment when they reach 

the age of compulsory retirement. In a mixed-methods study by Duberley et al. 

(2014) utilising contextual data and qualitative analysis across the UK, the 

researchers found that women under 65 years old were less likely than men to 

be in full-time employment, but more likely to be in part-time paid or unpaid 

employment, responsible for informal care of an adult or a disabled child, and 
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engaged in family care or voluntary work. Their analysis was based on a dataset 

derived by pooling the first 17 waves of the British Household Panel Survey 

(BHPS) from 1991 to 2007 involving 88,584 observations of people aged 50 and 

above, and 153,740 observations of people under 50 years old. The second set of 

data was taken from in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 28 women across 

the UK. Duberley et al. (2014) argue that women’s attachment to formal, full-time 

paid employment is looser than men’s, and relatively early stages of retirement 

are a satisfying period for many women. Six of the 28 interviewees continued to 

work full-time and were uncertain as to when they would retire ‘for good’. 

Seventeen women characterised retirement in terms of continuity and shifted 

from organisation-bound careers as academics, university managers, probation 

officers, solicitors, and finance managers to work in roles such as yoga teacher, 

part-time teacher, self-employed person, or home-based employee. The 

remaining five women retired completely due to ill-health. Interestingly, women 

in all age groups, except the oldest and sickest, were involved in voluntary work 

and linked voluntary work to personal well-being. In this sense, the women 

challenged straightforward notions of ‘pensioner identity’ — a pattern which also 

emerged in my study (see Chapter Seven).  

 

2.3 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I reviewed the research literature relevant to international higher 

education and women’s careers in Western and non-Western contexts. Drawing 

on the available literature, I discussed the contested understandings of ‘the 

internationalisation of higher education’ and ‘career success’. I identified various 

issues, benefits, and challenges relating to women’s experiences in international 

higher education and their subsequent careers over time. I identified the limits of 

Western studies of women’s careers and explained the Kaleidoscope Career 

Model KCM as a career model that I draw on in this thesis to explore my 

participants’ career trajectories and how they made sense of their careers. 

 

As discussed, students from Malaysia have participated in international 

education in Western universities since the early 1950s, initially under the 
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Colombo Plan arrangements. The Colombo Plan was aimed at producing leaders 

who would return to their home countries. However, no published research since 

the Colombo Plan era has explored the reasons Malaysian scholarship students 

choose to study abroad. In this thesis, I address this gap through attention to the 

study experiences of TISTEP participants who were sent to New Zealand. 

 

During their international education, international students have varied 

experiences. The literature reviewed in this chapter highlights how students find 

aspects of their experiences both challenging and rewarding. No published 

research to date has explored the international study experiences of mature-age, 

in-service teachers engaged in international study. My study addresses this gap 

through its attention to the international study experience of TISTEP 

participants.   

 

A further aspect of international education is its impact on women’s careers. This 

study explores how women from a non-Western context (Malaysia) navigate 

their careers following higher education experiences in a Western context (New 

Zealand). The existing literature on international study and women’s careers fails 

to consider the full complexity of women’s careers in non-Western contexts, and 

how non-Western mature women with Western higher educational experiences 

and qualifications are positioned when they return to employment ‘at home’. In 

this thesis, I draw on KCM as an interpretive lens to analyse women’s narratives 

of study and subsequent employment.  I draw on the three parameters of KCM 

(authenticity, balance, and challenge) to make sense of the women’s sense-

making, as they reflect on their past, present, and future career trajectories.  

 

Finally, with its focus on Malaysian women and temporality, my thesis addresses 

Patton’s (2013, p. 200) injunction that researchers explore how “Women’s roles 

in paid work are changing”. It also adds to the mainly Western-centric career 

literature by highlighting the “heterogeneity and diversity of women” through 

attention to women’s careers in Malaysia (p. 200).  

 

In the following chapter, I explain my research methodology.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

INTRODUCTION  

In this chapter, I describe my research methodology. The chapter is divided into 

eight sub-sections. First, I outline the main research questions that guided my 

study, and then, I briefly revisit the context in which the research was conducted. 

In the second section, I explain my research approach, including the ontology and 

epistemology underpinning the study. In the third section, I discuss the ethical 

considerations that guided my engagement with participants and the use of their 

narrative accounts. In the fourth section, I detail the recruitment of participants 

in this study. In the fifth section, I outline my methods of data collection and data 

management. In the sixth section, I explain how I analysed the data using 

narrative analysis. In the seventh section, I discuss the steps taken to ensure 

rigour in the findings. In the eighth section, I conclude by acknowledging some 

limitations to my methodological approach and outlining the finding chapters 

that follow. 

 

3.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND RESEARCH CONTEXT 

Research questions are fundamental to the construction of the research 

methodology and research design. As outlined in Chapter One, the research 

questions that guided this study were: 

1. What factors influenced mature Malaysian women educators’ early career 

choices and decisions? 

2. How do the women interpret their international higher education 

experiences in New Zealand? 

3. How do the women currently make sense of their career pathways in 

Malaysia? 

4. How do the women define ‘career’ and ‘success’, now? 

5. How do the women imagine their future career trajectories? 
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6. How might the women’s narratives inform our thinking about ‘non-

Western’ women’s careers? 

 

In the following sections, I explain how I went about addressing the research 

questions; however, I first briefly revisit the context in which this research was 

conducted. 

 

As noted in Chapter One, as a Malaysian Twinned In-Service Teacher Education 

Programme (TISTEP) participant, I initiated the project because I was interested 

in what other TISTEP participants had to say about their lives as women before, 

during and after their New Zealand educational experiences, and about how their 

careers had progressed since then. My overall study aims align with a narrative 

analysis approach: to explore the international higher education experiences of 

Malaysian women educators who completed TISTEP in a New Zealand higher 

education institution, and to address the lack of attention to women’s career 

development in non-Western contexts. 

 

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN  

In this section, I discuss the research design that I employed in this study. First, I 

begin by explaining the ontology and epistemology that informed my study. Then, 

I explain my use of narrative inquiry to explore how women made sense of their 

personal lives and careers in relation to their international study in New Zealand. 

In other words, in this section, I explain why and how I drew on a narrative 

approach. 

 

3.2.1 Ontology and epistemology 

‘Ontology’ refers to our assumptions about the nature of the world (Grix, 2002) 

and about human beings’ interactions in social contexts (Bryman, 2016). My 

research reflected a relativist ontology in that narratives are interpretive, and 

therefore need interpretation (Riessman, 1993). In designing the study, I 
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assumed that there are many ways of interpreting the world, that truth is not 

singular, and that ‘realities’ are socially constructed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; 

2011; Gergen, 1999; Gergen & Gergen, 2000). In this thesis, I explore how 

women’s stories were interpreted in many ways by the women in my study, and 

how I, as a researcher, also interpreted their interpretations. In this sense, the 

thesis is an account of multiple, subjective realities.  

 

Meanings for interpretivists are not fixed. A narrative approach is situated within 

an interpretivist paradigm, where meanings are perceived as continually being 

created, changed, modified, and developed through interaction (Creswell, 2015; 

Patton, 2015).  The meanings and understandings in this thesis were developed 

socially and experientially. As an interpretivist, when collecting and analysing the 

participants’ narratives, I was interested in the different and similar realities that 

emerged across them. I was also interested in how my participants’ situations, 

decisions, actions, and experiences constructed realities which were also subject 

to my (and the readers’) interpretations (Cortazzi, 2014). Since I am interested in 

how women experienced international study and their subsequent careers, and 

how they made sense of their experiences, my thesis reflects multiple 

constructions of reality (Bunge, 1993). It is not an attempt to find one coherent, 

or unified, account. 

 

My epistemology draws on constructionism. This is appropriate since a 

constructionist approach enables me to consider how the women in my study 

constructed narratives based on their experiences, and to similarly construct 

insights from the women’s narrative accounts (Riessman, 1993). A 

constructionist epistemology can enrich our understanding of how people learn 

and grow (Ackermann, 2001) and is in line with a relativist ontology (Bunge, 

1993). In this thesis, I generate knowledge through my interpretations of 

participants’ constructions of their experiences and actions (including decisions 

about their personal lives and careers). My aim in drawing on a constructionist 

epistemology is not to uncover absolute truth, bound by time and context (Burr, 

2015), but to examine multiple realities and interpretations of these realities. 
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Additionally, within an interpretive paradigm, narrative inquiry helps me to 

understand both the subjective experiences of participants (Bryman, 2016) and 

the contexts or situations in which their experiences were situated (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). My main goal as a constructionist-interpretivist researcher is to 

understand the meanings of a social situation from the points of view of TISTEP 

women who went through the situation. In other words, I seek to interpret the 

experiences or events which occurred in my participants’ lives, understand how 

they made (and continue to make) sense of their experiences, and examine the 

meanings embodied in the participants’ actions or decisions (Schwandt, 2014).  

 

The phenomena under study — women’s international education experiences 

and subsequent careers — are examples of social constructs. As discussed in 

Chapter Two, there are many different understandings of what constitutes the 

internationalisation of higher education, and of what constitutes a (successful) 

career. In Chapter Two, I explained how, in the research literature, the 

internationalisation of higher education is understood differently, depending on 

how it is constructed in relation to time, history, culture and/or contexts. In this 

thesis, I move beyond a simple acknowledgement that women’s international 

higher education experiences and careers are socially constructed phenomena. 

This is because the study examined how my participants constructed knowledge 

by reconstructing or telling stories of their individual experiences (Clandinin, 

2000). Narrative inquiry allowed me to do this, through interviews with my 

participants about their life experiences.   

 

3.2.2 Narrative Inquiry 

In this study, I utilised a narrative approach to qualitative inquiry (Clandinin, 

2016). Although educational research uses narrative inquiry extensively, it 

remains contested in many ways (Byrne, 2017). For example, the notion of 

‘narrative inquiry’, and the meanings attached to such concepts as language, voice 

and representation are debated in the literature (for example, see Byrne, 2017; 

Denzin, 1997, 2004; Foley, 2004; Leavy, 2009, 2010). Nevertheless, in my study, 

narrative inquiry offers a participant-centred approach to data collection that 
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focuses on women’s complex stories of their experiences, offering rich and 

holistic views that are also women-centred (Webster & Mertova, 2007). 

Contextuality is at the heart of this narrative study (Kim, 2016).  

 

Throughout the thesis, I use the term ‘narrative’ to position my research data as 

‘stories’, in line with a narrative inquiry research method (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990, 2006). As Van Manen (1990) suggests, the research method should be in 

harmony with the researcher’s “deep interest” (p. 2). As discussed in Chapters 

One and Two, my interest was informed by my own experiences as a TISTEP 

participant, and the academic accounts of challenges and enablers women face in 

their careers (Baruch, 2006; O’Neil et al., 2008, 2013) — in particular, in non-

Western countries (Cho et al., 2015). Narrative inquiry allows me to foreground 

women’s understandings of their career experiences (O’Neil et al., 2013) as a 

basis for drawing conclusions that might help policy and practice in relation to 

women’s careers (Chapter Eight).  

 

Narrative interviews invite participants to express themselves freely (Riessman, 

1993). My participants’ international experiences took place more than 20 years 

ago; therefore, a narrative approach, combined with photo-elicitation (see below) 

allowed them to reflect on their experiences in a natural, conversational way. In 

the interviews, I asked questions that generated extended discussion (Riessman, 

1993), and allowed my participants to construct answers in the ways they found 

meaningful (Cortazzi, 2014).  

 

Narrativisation tells not only about past moments, but also about how people 

understand the meanings of those moments (Riessman, 1993). The women in my 

study made sense of their careers through reflecting on “routine problematic 

moments and meanings” in their lives (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 2). Webster and 

Mertova (2007) suggest that narratives (or stories) “are a reflection of the fact 

that experience is a matter of growth, and that understandings are continually 

developed, reshaped and retold, often informally” (p. 14). They argue that 

narratives can reveal understandings which more traditional modes of inquiry do 

not.  
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In this thesis, I focus on context in terms of temporality,  geographical locations 

(New Zealand and Malaysia), and other people whose lives and work shaped my 

participants’ career pathways. When interviewing the women in my study, I 

explored the temporal context by asking them to reflect on their early career 

experiences (past), their time in New Zealand (past), their current career 

challenges, and their enablers (present), and their hoped for (future) career 

trajectories. During the process of retelling the events in their lives, my 

participants discussed other contexts in which they interacted with people. The 

people they referred to included participants’ families, colleagues and friends in 

New Zealand, and workplace colleagues in Malaysia.  

 

As noted, narratives are “rooted in context”, but they are also “interpreted 

according to the local knowledge of that context” (Stephens & Trahar, 2012, p. 

59). My participants’ narrative accounts of their career pathways were rooted in 

both Malaysia and New Zealand. As an ‘insider researcher’ (see details in Chapter 

One), I have a deep understanding of both contexts, having also studied, lived, and 

worked in both. For this reason, I had contextual knowledge which aided me in 

interpreting the women’s contextually-situated narrative accounts. 

 

3.3 RESEARCH METHODS 

In this section, I make explicit how I conducted this study and the evaluative 

judgement behind my decisions (Creswell, 2015; Pillow, 2003). Specifically, I 

highlight how I utilised narrative inquiry to collect and analyse my data. I begin 

this section by highlighting the ethical issues and considerations inherent in the 

study, and how I sought to address them.  

 

3.3.1 Ethical issues and considerations 

Researchers must be aware that they are responsible for the ethical implications 

of their research (Mutch, 2013). Therefore, in my study, I was (and remain) 

answerable to both people and institutions for my formal and everyday ethical 
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decisions (Guo, 2009; Mutch, 2013). For example, I was answerable to my 

research participants, the ethical approval committee from the university that I 

enrolled for my doctoral study, my research project supervisory committee, and 

the Malaysian Ministry of Education. Next, I describe the formal and everyday 

ethical considerations that informed my study. 

 

I started my PhD study at a university in the North Island of New Zealand in March 

2015. However, due to unforeseen circumstances, I applied for a transfer to 

another university in the South Island of New Zealand in March 2017. I applied 

for a full Human Ethics Approval in 2016 while I was still pursuing my study at 

the first university. I obtained the formal ethical approval on 29th July 2016 

(Ethics Notification: SOB 16/29, see Appendix A).  

 

After consultation with the new supervisory team and the Graduate Research 

School at the second university in March 2017, I received confirmation that I did 

not have to make any amendments nor apply for a new approval as the existing 

formal Human Ethics Approval (SOB/16/29) was still valid and transferable to 

the second university. Moreover, by the time I transferred to the second 

university, I had completed my data collection.  

 

Before applying for ethical approval, I sent letters about the proposed study to 

the New Zealand university where the women studied (see Appendix B), and to 

the Malaysian Ministry of Education (see Appendix C). I sent the letters to these 

organisations because TISTEP, the twinning programme in which the 

participants had taken part, was based on a partnership between the Malaysian 

Ministry of Education and the New Zealand university (see Chapter One). The 

letters described what the research was about and what was involved for 

participants and asked for approval to use the university database to send out 

details of the research to potential participants. 

 

I also included a project summary (Information Sheet – Appendix D), where I 

explained my role as a student researcher in relation to my (then) university’s 
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Human Ethics Committee requirements. I also attached a Consent Form for 

prospective participants (see Appendix E). 

 

The Information Sheet and the Consent Form clearly outlined that participation 

in the study was voluntary, and that the participants had the right to withdraw 

from the study at any stage. Since all participants were still working in the 

Malaysian public service at the time of recruitment, I assured them any sensitive 

information revealed about them and/or their organisations would remain 

anonymous. Steps taken to ensure participants’ anonymity included using 

pseudonyms; removing their personal details, including locations; and removing 

all details which might show their organisations. 

 

When developing the study, my primary concern was for the welfare of my 

participants and maintaining respect for their dignity and rights (see Allmark, 

2002). Some key ethical considerations included how to maintain participants’ 

anonymity when some sensitive issues might implicate other participants or 

colleagues, and how to ensure participants’ anonymity within organisations 

where they may still be working. 

 

In my study, attention to ethics was not just a matter of filling out a form, but also 

involved in my decision-making from the beginning to the end of my study. I 

understand attention to ethical considerations as part of my everyday practice as 

a researcher – from the choice of my research and interview questions to the 

dissemination of findings and everything in between. Two examples demonstrate 

how I exercised ethical judgment during the project in an everyday sense. First, 

on two occasions, I had to stop the audio recording, when participants who were 

unwell became upset and very emotional when they talked about their serious 

illness and loss of family members. Second, in four interviews, participants told 

me they were very uncomfortable answering questions about whether they 

thought their ability or inability to be in a leadership position had anything to do 

with their cultural or religious background. One of these participants, who was in 

a senior leadership role, said that if she wanted to keep her position, she had to 

decline my request to answer questions related to culture and Malaysian 
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education system. As a result, I dropped this question in subsequent interviews 

in consideration for participants’ sense of safety and comfort.  

 

3.4 SAMPLING PROCEDURES AND PARTICIPANTS’ CHARACTERISTICS 

As noted in Chapter One, in total, 975 educators (75 in New Zealand and 900 in 

the UK) took part in TISTEP. These included men and women educators from 

multiple ethnicities and a range of religious backgrounds. However, my study 

focused only on TISTEP women educators who obtained their degrees in New 

Zealand because I was interested in researching women’s experiences of 

international education and subsequent careers. The participants in my study 

were recruited from approximately 60 per cent of the 75 New Zealand TISTEP 

educators. Participants in this study were all in-service teachers who were part 

of TISTEP for 2 to 2.5 years as full-time students at University Y in the South 

Island of New Zealand between 1995 and 1998. Thus, I employed a purposive 

sampling approach (Bryman, 2016) to find female participants who fitted the 

study criteria, according to the purposes of the research project (Trochim, 2006). 

 

My justification for choosing only the New Zealand group was that I had insider 

knowledge of their programme. Additionally, I chose 14 women as the sample 

size for pragmatic reasons. As a self-funded PhD student living in New Zealand, it 

was necessary to limit the scope of the study for practical and financial reasons.  

These 14 women were close to where I live in Malaysia (some of them were up to 

400 km away), and they were all women. However, I understand that 14 could be 

seen as a small number of participants and I recognise this as a limitation of my 

study (see Discussion). 

 

Locating research participants was problematic (Flick, 2018). Initially, I began 

recruitment by writing formally to two divisions of the MMoE: 1. Bahagian 

Pendidikan Guru (The Teacher Education Division), and 2. Bahagian Tajaan 

Biasiswa (The Scholarship Division). After waiting for more than a month, I did 

not get any feedback from either division. I then made phone calls to the directors 

of both divisions, but the directors told me that (TISTEP) scholarship recipients’ 
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records were neither kept nor archived after seven years; this is a Malaysian 

Government standard archival procedure. Additionally, the directors noted that, 

as TISTEP took place more than 20 years ago, documents such as lists of 

scholarship recipients and their contact details were not kept in online databases 

(online databases were not yet available in the 1990s); however, the records 

were all in standard hard copies. 

 

In 2016, when my efforts to recruit participants through the MMoE failed, I 

contacted the Alumni Office at their previous university in New Zealand. The 

Alumni Office keeps all past students’ information; however, due to privacy and 

security legislation, I was not able to access the university’s databases. However, 

the Alumni Office agreed to send out the invitation via a preliminary survey 

(Google Forms) that I created, with the Information Sheet and Consent Form 

attached. The Alumni Office extended the invitation in two ways: via email and by 

courier. The preliminary survey was to gather information on participants’ 

locations, gender, and ethnicities, as well as to invite them to take part in this 

study. I did not predetermine the number of participants. In the Google forms (via 

email), I asked participants who wished to be part of the study to read the 

Information Sheet, complete the survey, sign and return the Consent Form to 

indicate their willingness to take part in the research.  

 

Next, I contacted all those who responded to the preliminary survey. Out of 75 

TISTEP educators, only three women responded to the survey in the first attempt. 

Therefore, I decided to also contact people through my personal and professional 

networks. Using a ‘snowballing’ technique, I recruited another 23 potential 

participants. Out of the 23 participants whom I managed to contact via telephone 

and email, seven declined to take part, leaving 16 women who agreed to take part 

in the study.  

 

A further potential participant declined to take part due to her busy schedule.  

Additionally, I had to reject another potential participant as she lived in East 

Malaysia, which would have been too costly for me to visit to conduct a face-to-

face interview. I offered to interview this participant via video call, but she 
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declined due to the poor internet connection in the rural area where she was 

living. I therefore commenced data collection with the remaining 14 participants.  

 

In Table 4, I provide demographic details for the 14 women who took part in this 

study. I use pseudonyms for their names and current locations to ensure their 

anonymity. Their ethnicities, current positions, and current organisations are 

worth noting here because they highlight the diversity of the participant 

population. 

Table 4 

Demographic information of research participants 

 

 

Qualitative research scholars have not been able to achieve a firm consensus on 

the ideal sample size. Beitin (2012) recommends a sample size between six to 12 

participants, suggesting that studies can reach a point of ‘saturation’ after six 

interviews once there is thematic repetition. However, Kvale (2008) suggests that 

No. 
Name 

(Pseudonym) 
Ethnicity 

Current 
Location 

Current 
Position 

Current organisation 

1. Rahmah Fauzi Malay Kelantan Lecturer 
Ministry of Higher 
Education 

2. Wan Anna Amin Malay Putrajaya 
Deputy 
Director 

Ministry of Education 

3. Teoh Sui Sum Chinese Johor 
Deputy 
Director 

Teacher Education 
Institute 

4. Teh Kim Hong Chinese Kedah 
Senior 
Lecturer 

Teacher Education 
Institute 

5. Suriah Manap Malay Johor Lecturer 
Teacher Education 
Institute 

6. Edina Abi Talib Malay Cyberjaya 
Deputy 
Director 

Ministry of Education 

7. Mary Anne Chinese Perlis Lecturer 
Teacher Education 
Institute 

8. Elaine Capel Indian Johor Lecturer 
Teacher Education 
Institute 

9. Hema Malini Indian Terengganu 
Senior 
Teacher 

Secondary School 

10. Zaini Othman Malay Cyberjaya 
Assistant 
Director 

Ministry of Education 

11. Jalina Jaafar Malay Cyberjaya 
Assistant 
Director 

Ministry of Education 

12. Noridah Ismail Malay Pahang Lecturer Matriculation College 

13. Caryn Chan Chinese Kelantan Teacher Secondary School 

14. Ong Puay Cheng Chinese Terengganu Teacher Secondary School 
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the number of interviews in existing interview studies tends to be in the vicinity 

of 15 + 10, depending on the time and resources available to the researchers. In 

this qualitative, narrative study, a small number of participants can be justified 

(Yin, 2013). This is because a narrative inquiry usually focuses on an in-depth 

study of a relatively small number of participants, purposefully selected 

(Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2015). Next, I turn to data collection procedures. 

 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE AND TIMELINE 

I used two main methods to collect data: photo-elicitation, and in-depth one-to-

one interviews with the 14 participants. I describe each in turn, below.  

 

3.5.1 Photo-elicitation 

When I first contacted participants about the research, some responded with, 

“New Zealand experiences? They were a long time ago kan? (Jalina)”, “not sure if 

I could recall anything lah (Suriah)”, and “cannot remember ma, more than two 

decades ago (Teoh Sui Sum)”. Therefore, I decided to use photo-elicitation as a 

way of eliciting participants’ recollections. I encouraged participants to bring to 

the interviews any photographs of their time in New Zealand or about their lives 

and careers at any stage. At the end of interviews, most participants thanked me 

for “walking down memory lane (Elaine)” and “going through the best part of 

(my) life once again (Puay Cheng)” with them through photo-elicitation. 

Participants admitted that, at first, they were “sceptical the interviews would 

work well (Caryn)” as they could not recall much. However, photo-elicitation 

allowed participants to recall and share their experiences in New Zealand, and to 

reflect on their personal lives and careers.  

 

Photo-elicitation in this study was more than just, “the simple idea of inserting 

photographs into a research interview” (Harper, 2002, p.13). Instead, the photos 

provided evidence (Grady, 2004), a source of data (see Becker, 2008; Denzin, 

2004; Shaw, 2013) and a research methodology (Pink, 2012; Webster & Mertova, 
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2007). Photo-elicitation allowed participants to explain the significance and 

meanings of the photos. In this study, I used the photos during the interview 

process both as a method and a source of data to capture participants’ narratives. 

Notably, photographs, like interview accounts, are ambiguous; the 

interpretations of the photographs depend on the descriptions offered by 

individuals, and different meanings may be attached to any image (Barthes, 1977 

as cited in Felstead, Jewson & Walters, 2004). However, photographs are 

“valuable records of what was really there when the shutter snapped, and they 

are therefore uniquely valuable, detailed resources of evidence in social science 

research” (Rose, 2012, p. 299). Photo-elicitation in this study adds rigour to the 

study, by contributing qualitative ‘evidence’ or ‘findings’. 

 

More specifically, I adopted photo-elicitation in this study for four reasons. First, 

photographs convey significant information (Pain, 2012; Prosser, 2012). Second, 

they support the exploration of common issues or “taken-for-granted things in 

the research participants’ lives” (Rose, 2012, p. 306). Third, participants are 

empowered and are regarded as ‘experts’ because they are the ones explaining 

the meanings of the visual materials to the researcher (Pain, 2012; Rose, 2012). 

Fourth, photo-elicitation requires collaboration between the researcher and the 

researched (also see, Liebenberg, 2009; Mannay, 2010). Given these points, 

photo-elicitation in this study added richness and depth to participants’ words 

(narratives) and provided opportunities for my participants to reflect in a more 

visual way upon their international experiences which, for most, were at least 20 

years ago.  

 

3.5.2 General considerations for the interview 

Prior to fieldwork, I developed ten interview questions based on themes that 

emerged in my review of relevant literature (see Chapter Two). I piloted the 

interview questions with two of my colleagues who were involved in a TISTEP 

United Kingdom cohort and a TISTEP New Zealand cohort. Based on their 

feedback, I added five more questions (See Appendix F). 
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The interview process began once participants returned the consent form. Then, 

I contacted participants via email and telephone to set up the date, time, and 

venue of the interview. I gave each participant the option of choosing an 

interview venue to ensure their privacy and convenience. I held some interviews 

in participants’ homes, and some in other venues such as offices, cafes, or the 

hotel where I was staying.  

 

I conducted individual face-to-face interviews. Although I had initially planned to 

hold a small group interview as some participants lived near each other, this plan 

did not materialise as I could not find a date that suited everyone. I conducted 12 

interviews between September to December 2016, and two interviews in January 

2017. I conducted one of the 12 interviews twice because the participant (Wan 

Anna) was not in good health. In addition, she had experienced a family 

bereavement and was preparing for her daughter’s wedding. I conducted a 

second interview with Wan Anna when she felt better.  

 

3.5.3 Interview protocol 

The interview protocols were semi-structured in format. Open-ended questions 

provided a framework for conversation (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) with my 

participants about the distinct stages of their lives. Specifically, in developing the 

questions, I considered elements of temporality (past, present, and future) by 

asking participants to discuss their personal background, early career choices 

before and after their New Zealand higher education experience, present career 

challenges and enablers, and future personal plans and career trajectories.  

 

I began by asking them to share about their earlier career choices before studying 

in New Zealand. I employed a schedule of prompts in the form of open-ended 

questions (Appendix F) to encourage participants throughout the research topic, 

and this step also allowed participants to cover other areas raised in the 

interviews (Van Manen, 1997). I also used probes (which were not in the original 

list of questions) when I needed more information or clarification from 

participants about a specific experience.  
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3.5.4 Actual interviews 

Clandinin (2000) refer to narratives as ‘field texts.’ During the collection of field 

texts in this study, the participants and I negotiated the meanings shared during 

the in-depth semi-structured interviews. I audio-recorded all interviews and took 

snapshots of some of the photographs with participants’ permission; I also wrote 

notes during the interviews. Additionally, I kept a research journal where I 

recorded my feelings and notes on the research journey. 

 

To gain participants’ trust, I generated an atmosphere of safety and openness, as 

both are critical to the researcher and participants’ relationship (Polkinghorne, 

2007). I assured participants that I would maintain every effort to ensure their 

anonymity. Typically, I would begin the interview by introducing the research 

project and ensuring participants understood the Information Sheet I had sent 

them earlier. I told each participant of their right to withdraw from the project or 

end the interview at any stage. I also informed the participants that if they did not 

want any part of the information revealed during the interview to be reported in 

the project, they just needed to tell me, and that part of the information would be 

kept strictly confidential. My aim was to create a sense of empowerment that 

allowed participants to feel comfortable and safe about sharing rich insights 

(Berger, 2015; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2005).  

 

To ease recall, I presented a verbal storyboard to participants (Veroff, Sutherland, 

Chadiha, & Ortega, 1993), and said:  

To begin with, if you wish, using the photographs that you have brought along 

with you today, can you tell me a little about your life? You can also include your 

family, your early career before you went to New Zealand, after you came back, 

anything – anything that you would like to share with me. We will expand on any 

of these as we progress. (Extract from interview with Hema) 

Nevertheless, some participants in my study did not follow the storyboard I gave 

them in the interview, namely, they did not tell their stories in linear form (Veroff 

et al., 1993). However, as the interview progressed, I found that participant-led 

narratives somehow extended and altered my understanding of the phenomena 
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investigated. I had “an opportunity to gain not just more, but different insights 

into social phenomena, which research methods relying on aural or written data 

cannot provide” (Bolton, Pole & Mizen, 2001, p. 503). As participants and I 

clarified the precise meanings of expressions used during the interviews, my 

interpretations of the phenomena studied deepened. This was important for me 

because asking questions7 during the interview (Brinkman & Kvale, 2005) 

created a validation check for the analysis stage later (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

 

Some participants highlighted new and unexpected aspects that related to the 

study (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). For example, during the interview with Hema, 

it appeared that, although Hema’s parents were teachers, they had put her 

brother’s education above hers. Girls’ education was considered less important 

than boys’, regardless of the parents’ background. Hema’s account provided new 

insights into my research context (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), as officially, 

Malaysia provides ‘equal educational opportunity for all’.  

 

I encountered two main challenges during the interview process. The first 

challenge was the difficulty finding mutually agreeable interview dates, times, 

and venues. From September to mid-November 2016, most participants were 

busy with their duties, both personal and professional. Those with teaching jobs 

were busy with examinations and other official programmes. From mid-

November to the end of December 2016, some participants had other plans; for 

example, they were going on holidays locally or abroad. As a result, I rescheduled 

two appointments to January the following year.  

 

 

 

7 During the interview, I worked to balance free conversation and control of the interview 

situation, based on my interview guide, and research focus (Brinkman & Kvale, 2005). For 

example, if an interviewee digressed from the questions asked, I sometimes prompted them to 

return to the topic, or asked for further clarification. Notably, as conversation partners, 

participants also actively exercised control over what they said and how they said it (Brinkman & 

Kvale, 2005).  
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The second challenge was participants’ health conditions. Two participants 

(Edina and Wan Anna) were on medical leave due to serious health issues – one 

had had multiple strokes, while the other had just completed chemotherapy and 

had recently lost her spouse. I found it challenging interviewing Edina and Wan 

Anna. Edina spoke slowly due to the stroke, and at times, I could not understand 

her words. There were pauses and tears when she described her frustration 

about her situation, and about not being able to achieve her career dream. 

Sometimes, I found the silence and tears awkward, but I was aware of the warning 

by Van Manen (1990) not to fill the awkward space in the interview. 

 

Similarly, when Wan Anna spoke of her career journey, illness, and bereavement, 

there was great sadness and pain. For a while, I seemed to forget I was there as a 

researcher. These situations also reminded me of the importance of ontological 

and epistemological silence (Van Manen, 1990). Van Manen explains that 

ontological silence is the silence of ‘being’, or of life itself. It is the fulfilling silence 

of being in the presence of (narrative) truth.  An epistemological silence is “the 

kind of silence we are confronted with when we face the unspeakable” (Van 

Manen, 1990, p. 113). Thus, I filled these silences with tears and listened 

attentively to the participants, including their silences. Although these interviews 

were hard for my participants and me, I felt blessed that they ‘invited’ me into 

their lives to share their career journeys through their stories. I believed my 

participants felt somehow comforted after sharing their sad experiences with me. 

Both Edina and Wan Anna expressed their appreciation of the interviews as the 

interviews provided an opportunity for them to recall and share some of the best 

moments in their lives, particularly their time in New Zealand.   

 

3.5.5 Data saturation  

 ‘Saturation’ can be regarded as a quality marker in qualitative research (Patton, 

2015; Suarez-Ortega, 2013). Suarez-Ortega suggests that a researcher can claim 

she or he has reached a point of saturation when new interview data do not 

generate any added information, but rather, data verify or repeat what has been 

discovered in the current data. Alternatively, an interviewer reaches a point of 
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saturation when the interviewee has exhausted all the relevant stories that she 

or he wants to share (Patton, 2015). In this thesis, I reached saturation by the 14th 

interview. At this point, I found the interviews were revealing recurring themes, 

so I did not add any more participants. Looking for more interviewees would not 

necessarily have revealed a clearer (or more complex) understanding of women’s 

experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Suarez-Ortega, 2013). Hence, the data 

collection process was complete once I had interviewed the 14 participants.  

 

3.5.6 Transcriptions 

After I conducted all the interviews, I transcribed eight of the audio-recorded 

tapes on my own; a transcription service completed the remaining transcripts. I 

began the transcription process by listening to the audiotape recorder 

individually while referring to my field texts. Although a transcription service 

transcribed the other half of the transcriptions, I listened to all 14 audiotapes 

again and took notes about the silences and emotions that did not appear in the 

transcripts typed by the transcription service (King & Horrocks, 2010; Riessman, 

1993).  

  

Checking transcripts repeatedly to ensure accuracy, although tedious, is a critical 

process (Riessman, 1993). I checked the accuracy of all the transcriptions by 

listening to the interviews several times. Even with multiple checks, I found there 

were errors such as misinterpreted words and phrases in the service’s 

transcriptions. For example, the phrase, “He is a very good leader” was instead 

transcribed by the transcription service as “He is a very good-looking figure!”; 

“That is going to be a different thing” was transcribed as “That will be very 

disturbing”. Also, the transcription service did not transcribe some essential 

phrases and expressions, and there were a few missing paragraphs. I assumed 

the errors were due to poor audio recording quality. However, I also realised that 

the inconsistencies and discrepancies could not be avoided, even if experienced 

transcribers did the transcribing, due to “fatigue, sloppiness, lack of familiarity 

with the subject materials ... or other forms of human error” (Poland, 1995, p. 

293).  
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Additionally, some participants who were bilingual (English and Malay) 

responded to the interview questions in Malay. Thus, I had to transcribe in the 

original (Malay) language first, followed by translation to the English language. I 

had to be incredibly careful as a literal translation would carry different 

meanings, and I had to refer to my field texts to ensure the accuracy of the 

information given by my bilingual participants. Later, I returned the typed 

transcripts to all participants for checking and comment (Creswell & Miller, 2000; 

Thomas, 2006). Only two participants (Jalina and Wan Anna) asked me to include 

additional information in their interviews. However, three other participants 

asked that I alter the wording in a particular part of the transcript, for example, 

to change the locations of their organisations and mask the identities of people 

they had referred to in the interviews. I discussed the changes with the 

participants involved, and where requested, agreed not to include the exact 

workplace information, or to mask participants’ identities in other ways.  

 

3.6 DATA ANALYSIS  

I analysed the data using a narrative analysis approach. This involved reading the 

interview transcripts in detail to “derive concepts, themes, or a model through 

interpretations made from the interview transcripts” (Thomas, 2006, p. 2). In 

other words, my data analysis allowed research ‘findings’ to emerge through 

attention to the frequent, dominant, or important themes in the interview 

transcripts (Riessman, 1993; Thomas, 2006). 

 

In the first stage of my data analysis, I began with a rough transcription 

(Riessman, 1993). In doing so, I took note of specific points such as getting the 

words and other important ideas of my participants’ stories in my research 

journal. I had to do this step to clarify my thinking about what had been shared 

in my participants’ narratives. Often, I had to pick up pieces of the stories from 

different parts of the interview transcript, and ‘clean’ or delete unnecessary 

discourse particles such as, “hmm… kan … aah … you know… ma … lah” and 

redundant words, to generate meaningful sentences and understand what was 

being said (Bryman, 2016). Occasionally, I had to drop or change the order of 
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certain superfluous words, phrases, and sentences, to ensure that the 

participants’ intended meaning was clear. However, I made sure that I did not 

paraphrase, substitute, or rewrite participants’ words. Instead, as much as 

possible, I used the participants’ own words. The data cleaning process required 

long hours of listening to the audiotapes (Denscombe, 2003). 

 

After I had ‘cleaned’ the data so that readers could understand the stories 

participants had shared, I gave each one a title, drawn from the key themes within 

the participants’ narratives. Then, I grouped the 14 story titles into three major 

categories. I call this process ‘crafting’ (Kim, 2016). An example of the process I 

took in crafting my participants’ stories is in Appendix G.    

 

The second stage of analysis involved coding (see Appendix H). Due to the large 

amount of raw data, I used NVivo software which helped me to organise the data, 

summarise the important points, and make clear connections between my 

research aims, research questions and my (preliminary) findings (Bazeley, 2007; 

Riessman, 1993; Thomas, 2006). The coding process involved a few steps. First, I 

imported all 14 interview transcripts into NVivo and created 14 folders to 

organise them. In order to identify themes in my interview transcripts, I began by 

reading the transcriptions repeatedly, interpreting and extracting the emergent 

themes.  

 

Eventually, based on my initial coding, I developed a coding frame, which allowed 

me to code all the transcripts systematically. For example, if new codes emerged 

from this reading, I changed the coding frame, and I re-read the transcripts 

according to the new structure (Thomas, 2006). This process was vital as it 

helped me to develop categories. Any themes (including sub-themes) or 

categories which emerged later, were fitted into the coding frame accordingly. 

Where sub-themes were similar, I collapsed them into major themes or 

categories (Bazeley, 2007). For example, themes such as women as threat, queen 

bee’s syndrome, learners’ competency issues, gender stereotyping, networking 

issues, mentoring and sponsoring, and conflict of practice were categorised as 

Career Challenges. In contrast, themes which reflected the support that the 
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women received were grouped together as Career Enablers. I later combined 

these two categories as Present Career Challenges and Enablers. 

 

Additionally, I highlighted quotations from my participants, which I considered 

notable for the way they expressed participants’ central ideas, or the essence and 

critical aspects of each theme. Where transcript sections were not relevant to the 

research questions and aims, I did not code them. This analysis resulted in 42 

themes, and later, I re-grouped these themes into 11 main categories.  

 

Finally, given that my study is a narrative study, I re-grouped the 11 categories 

into three major categories based on temporality elements: past, present, and 

future. Therefore, I re-arranged the data into chronological order, and my four 

findings chapters reflect this move. However, some narratives were ‘weightier’ 

than others, as they reflected a higher level of emotion, or divulged more in-depth 

insights than others. I highlight these in my findings chapters. The first two 

chapters address women’s past experiences (early career choices and time in 

New Zealand); the third examines their current career challenges and enablers; 

and the fourth explores their future career plans and aspirations (see Appendices 

G and H).  

 

3.7 ENSURING RIGOUR IN THE FINDINGS 

In a qualitative study, the process of interview and analysing data rests on 

personal interpretation (Creswell, 2016). Hence, a researcher undertaking a 

qualitative study needs to consider ways of validating findings. In this thesis, I 

think of “validity as establishing the accuracy of the account” (Creswell, 2016, p. 

191). To assess the accuracy of my interpretations of participants’ narratives, I 

used a combination of three validation strategies suggested by Creswell (2016) 

and the four dimensions of Daniel’s (2018) TACT framework (Daniel, 2018) to 

assess the rigour of the qualitative studies. Creswell’s (2016) validation 

strategies involve attention to self-reflexivity, disconfirming evidence, and the 

readers’ or reviewers’ lens. The TACT framework has four dimensions – 



  

Chapter 3: Methodology 79 

(T)rustworthiness, (A)uditability, (C)redibility, and (T)ransferability (Daniel, 

2018). I explain the validation process I employed in my study below.  

 

The first dimension of the TACT framework is trustworthiness. It was essential 

that I demonstrated different ways in which my project can gain a certain level of 

trustworthiness to ensure a level of confidence in the quality of my research 

findings (Daniel, 2018). Therefore, my findings are situated in relation to the 

views expressed by participants (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006; Morrow, 2005; 

Sinkovics & Alfoldi, 2012). Specific steps I took to ensure trustworthiness 

included asking my participants to check the interview transcripts and to adjust 

them if necessary, and acknowledging my personal biases (Daniel, 2018; see 

Chapter One). Creswell (2016) describes this step in terms of researcher 

reflexivity, where the researcher reflects on their experiences in relation to the 

research project; provides a detailed account of how their background and 

assumptions have shaped the research (See Chapter One and this chapter); and 

outlines how the process and circumstances that informed the data collection 

process may have impacted the research account (Daniel, 2018).  

 

In this chapter, I have explicitly explained my ontology and epistemology and the 

steps I took to undertake the research. In exercising self-reflexivity in this way, I 

have established a level of separation or distance between myself as a researcher 

and the data (Meyrick, 2006; Seale & Silverman, 1997). I was conscious of the 

need to balance subjective (insider-researcher) interpretation with neutrality 

(Krefting, 1991) in order to ensure trustworthiness, so that the findings reflected 

my participants’ views, instead of my personal opinions, and that the breadth of 

their views was also carefully represented. 

 

The second dimension of the TACT framework is Auditability. To establish rigour 

in my findings, I fully documented and described my research steps (Daniel, 

2018). During and after each interview, I wrote field notes in my research journal, 

and I recorded the analytical decisions I made during the research process. Guba 

and Lincoln (1989) describe such documentation as an ‘audit trail’. I used my 

research journal to describe the research evidence I perceived as I collected and 
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analysed the data, and to record the considerations that directed me to the 

conclusions in my study (Speziale & Carpenter, 2007).  

 

Once I completed the ‘audit trail’, I had regular consistency checks, and discussed 

the categories I had derived from the themes and data sets with my supervisory 

committee. Based on this feedback (or external audit), I re-examined the data. 

Discussion with the supervisory committee allowed me to ‘read’ the data in 

several ways, providing space where my developing ideas and interpretations 

could be challenged and re-considered (Shenton, 2004). 

 

The third dimension of the TACT framework is Credibility. In this thesis, 

credibility refers to the process I have undertaken to ensure my findings are 

credible, relevant, and congruent (Daniel, 2018), and that the data obtained 

reflect my participants’ views (Sandelowski, 1986; Patton & McMahon, 2014). For 

example, in Chapters Five to Seven, I provide a detailed description of my data, 

and how I authenticated the data with my participants. As noted earlier, the 

participants verified the ‘cleaned’ narratives. Additionally, to ensure credibility 

of the data, I had intensive discussion with my supervisory team and academic 

peers in the department and university community (I explain more below). 

 

Additionally, using Creswell’s (2016) disconfirming evidence strategy, I created 

themes based on my participants’ narratives. For each theme I created, I also 

looked for “an alternative explanation” (Creswell, 2016, p. 192). Creswell 

explains that disconfirming evidence helps create a realistic and accurate picture 

of the theme, by highlighting ‘alternative readings’ that may be possible. In other 

words, as themes emerged, I looked for evidence that fit each theme, but I also 

looked for evidence that was inconsistent with the descriptions of that theme 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000). When I found any disconfirming evidence, I referred to 

my research questions, and I read my participants’ narratives again. Then, during 

my supervisory meetings and engagement in consultation seminars and 

workshops, I actively sought out and utilised understandings that were in 

opposition to my observations, analyses, and interpretations (Iannacci, 2007). 

This step was important as it prevented me from simply confirming themes that 
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I was comfortable with. My use of disconfirming evidence helped shaped my 

analysis through critical explorations of the connections between my personal 

experiences, my theoretical understandings, and my interpretations (Iannacci, 

2007). 

 

The fourth dimension of the TACT framework is Transferability. According to 

Daniel (2018), transferability in qualitative research is similar to the concept of 

reliability in a quantitative methodology, whereby a phenomenon is described 

with sufficient detail that logical generalisations may be made (Golafshani , 2003; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Myers, 1997; Patton, 2002). Transferability is different 

from statistical generalisability in quantitative research, however, in rigorous 

qualitative research, research outcomes or findings may offer valuable lessons 

that apply to other contexts. In this thesis, I attended to transferability by 

providing enough information about the context of my study to enable future 

researchers to make a comparison with their own research setting, and to 

determine its relevance (Shenton, 2004). For example, this research may be 

transferable to twinned in-service or pre-service teaching or nursing 

programmes in other countries (see Discussion chapter).  

 

Additionally, as a final way of validating my research, I sought to draw on other 

reviewers’ or readers’ lenses (Creswell, 2016). This allowed me to confirm my 

interpretations of participants’ multiple realities, and to have my interpretations 

challenged or ‘tested’ (Golafshani, 2003; Myers, 1997). Specifically, I consulted 

other resource persons within my academic department and the broader 

university community, inviting feedback on my analysis and interpretations. I 

engaged in such consultation via seminars, workshops, postgraduate meetings, 

symposia, and conferences. During these sessions, colleagues questioned my data 

analysis, coding process, and descriptions of the categories I had identified. I also 

regularly referred to my research questions, research aims and recent literature 

reviews to ensure my analysis remained aligned. I revisited the analysis 

repeatedly to ensure my research questions and research aims continued to be 

reflected throughout the thesis. I summarise the steps taken to ensure the rigour 

of my findings below: 
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Figure 3. Summary of the process undertaken to ensure rigour in the analysis 

 

3.8  SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I have described my research methodology, including my 

ontological and epistemological perspectives and how they align with my 

research methods and the methodological decisions I made throughout the 

research project. I have described the ethical considerations inherent in this 

study, and outlined the steps taken to recruit my participants, and collect, 

manage, and analyse my data. I have also described how I practised reflexivity 

and attended to trustworthiness, auditability, credibility and validity — the steps 

I took to ensure rigour in my ‘findings’.  Throughout this chapter, I have sought to 

acknowledge the limitations of the study and provide transparency with regards 

to my research process.  

 

In the following four chapters, I discuss my research ‘findings’. Specifically, in 

Chapter Four, I discuss participants’ early career choices. Chapter Five relates to 

my participants’ past experiences in New Zealand. Chapter Six focuses on my 

participants’ present career challenges and enablers, and Chapter Seven 

highlights participants’ future (hoped for) career trajectories. In these chapters, I 

examine the impact of participants’ international experiences on their later lives 

and careers, and how they made sense of these experiences in retrospect. Finally, 

in Chapter Eight, I revisit the research questions that guided this study, and I 

consider how the study findings answer these research questions. I end Chapter 

Eight by highlighting some implications of this study for research, policy, and 

practice.   

Raw data 
files

Create 
and 

recreate 
themes 

and 
categories

Read and re-
read data, 

set up coding 
frame

Seek 
feedback 

from

participants 
and also 

supervisory 
team

Seek 
consistency 

checks, 
peer review 

from  
supervision 
team and  
academic 

peers

Refinement 
of themes, 
sub-themes 

and 
categories



  

Chapter 4: Factors that influenced women’s early career choices and decisions 83 

Chapter 4: Factors that influenced 

women’s early career choices 

and decisions 

INTRODUCTION 

In the previous chapter, I outlined the research questions that guided this study, 

and the research methodology used to answer them. In this chapter, I consider 

my research data in relation to the first research question: what factors 

influenced mature Malaysian women educators’ early career choices and 

decisions? To answer this question, I discuss how my research participants 

described two broad key factors that influenced their career choices and 

decisions: 1. parents’ influence; and 2. the influence of inspirational teachers at 

school, as well as New Zealand educators. In certain narrative accounts, 

participants acknowledged multiple influences, but I address the influences one 

by one for analytic purposes.  

 

In the first section, I discuss how the women described their parents’ influence on 

their early career choices and decisions. The participants’ narrative accounts 

suggested that many of their parents had exercised authority over participants’ 

early career choices, and hence, their career trajectories as teachers. Following 

this, in the second section, I also consider three ways in which participants 

responded to parental authority when making early career decisions. 

 

In the third section, I discuss how inspirational teachers at school, as well as 

teachers and lecturers at tertiary levels, influenced participants’ early career 

choices and decisions. Here, some participants also shared that they were 

interested in exploring other careers which they considered as more ‘challenging 

and authentic’ (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006) before they joined the teaching 

profession. However, their former teachers, while they were in school, and New 

Zealand educators motivated and influenced them to choose to teach as a career. 

Only at the mid-career level or towards the end of most participants’ career 
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journey, did participants in my study feel a sense of freedom to make more 

challenging and authentic career decisions (I discuss these levels in Chapters Six 

and Seven). Nevertheless, at an early career stage, participants still grappled with 

constraints in choosing their career trajectory.  

 

In the last section of this chapter, I revisit the two keys factors that likely 

influenced participants’ early career choices and decisions. I argue that 

understanding the women’s early career choices is essential for understanding 

the next phases of their experiences in New Zealand and the impact of these 

experiences on their later career development in Malaysia. I also suggest that 

understanding participants’ early career decision-making is critical in order to 

see how the ability to make decisions empowers women by providing them with 

increased autonomy which may result in improved work-life balance, income, 

and social mobility, as well as a better quality of life.  

 

4.1 WOMEN’S NARRATIVES OF PARENTS’ INFLUENCES ON THEIR EARLY 

CAREER CHOICES AND DECISIONS 

The women’s narrative accounts usefully illustrate the range of factors that may 

influence women’s career choices. However, parents emerged as key actors who 

exercised authority over children’s career-related choices and decisions. The 

women perceived their parents as wanting them to teach for a range of altruistic, 

intrinsic, and extrinsic reasons (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000). Altruistic reasons 

are based on a view of teaching as a socially worthwhile and important job, a 

desire to help others succeed, and a desire to help society improve; intrinsic 

reasons reflect an interest in the job activity itself, such as the activity of teaching 

children, or using subject matter knowledge and expertise; and extrinsic reasons 

relate to aspects of the job which are not inherent in the work itself, such as long 

holidays, level of pay, and status (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000). 

 

Some women described their parents as having promoted teaching as a career 

because the parents were also teachers. These parents seemed to think that 

teaching was a lucrative career choice and, by default, encouraged their children 
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to choose to teach. In the women’s narratives, some described that their parents 

seemed to perceive teaching as allowing for an excellent work-life balance, while 

others seemed to perceive teaching to be feminised care work, and therefore, 

appropriate for daughters.  

 

Some women described their parents’ preference for teaching as a ‘worthy’ 

profession, particularly during the pre- and post-independence years in Malaysia. 

Some women described that their parents seemed to favour teaching since it 

offered a secure position provided by the Malaysian government upon 

graduation, along with other rewarding benefits. I elaborate on these points 

below. 

 

4.1.1 Teaching as appropriate work for children of teachers 

In the women’s narrative accounts, four women shared that their parents had a 

direct and indirect influence on their early career choices. For example, two 

participants (Jalina and Wan Anna) noted that their parents, who were teachers 

or had previously worked as teachers, encouraged them to choose to teach as a 

career. According to Jalina, her parents encouraged her to teach because her 

parents previously worked as teachers. She commented:  

The main reason [for me to choose teaching] was my mother. My mother was a 

teacher… My dad was a tuition teacher [teaching in private homes] when he was 

young because he needed to find some money after his dad passed away. … They 

always wanted me to be a teacher … So, I believe they know what’s best for my 

future because they were teachers too. They influenced me a lot.  

 

Similarly, Wan Anna described her father and sisters as having a direct influence 

on her early career choice and decision. However, Sui Sum described her parents 

as having an indirect influence on her early career choice and decision. Sui Sum 

said she decided on her own to become a teacher to follow her parents’ footsteps, 

even though her parents allowed her and her siblings to choose their own career 

aspirations. Sui Sum said she was inspired by what her parents were doing as 
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teachers; she looked up to them as role models and wanted to follow their 

example. I describe Sui Sum’s account below: 

My parents allowed us to choose our own careers … Among the siblings, I am the 

only teacher. I guess I choose to be a teacher because [of] my parents… my 

parents were teachers too.  

 

In contrast, Hema chose to teach against her parents’ wishes. Hema’s parents 

were teachers, and Hema thought her parents would support her dream to be a 

teacher because they had inspired her to teach. However, Hema experienced 

conflict with her parents due to her ambition to be an overseas graduate teacher. 

Hema’s parents seemed to value her younger brother’s education above hers. 

This situation was very upsetting for Hema. She felt that, as teachers, her parents 

should adhere to equality in education, regardless of culture, gender, or ethnicity. 

Hema reminisced: 

I come from a very small family. I have only one younger brother. My parents, my 

Mum and Dad were teachers, but what saddened me was my parents gave me an 

option because they told me that they won’t allow me to go overseas for my 

education because they wanted to school my brother in overseas. So, because of 

that, I was forced to do it locally because my parents, who were teachers, felt that 

girls should just school locally and not overseas [long sigh] … do you know why? 

… because it is a male thing… it’s MCP … Male Chauvinist Pig thing! Boys can do 

things their ways, [for] example, getting education abroad and choose what they 

want to be and do in life because they are boys … but if girls want to do the same 

thing, they can’t! Their parents won’t allow them…just like my parents!  

 

Hema’s desire to be an overseas graduate teacher was in tension with her 

parents’ aspirations for her, while Jalina and Sui Sum’s parents’ aspirations for 

them were compatible with their own. I now turn to the second reason parents 

promoted teaching as a career for their daughters.  
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4.1.2 Teaching as allowing for an excellent work-life balance 

Eight women in this study noted that parents wanted them to teach for extrinsic 

reasons (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000). According to these women, their parents 

seemed to think that teaching offered work-life balance. In Malaysian schools, 

teaching is perceived by some people as a half-day job since the school day starts 

at 7.30 am and ends at 1.30 pm (for primary schools) or 2.40 pm (for secondary 

schools). Therefore, the women said their parents believed teaching would allow 

their daughters more time to care for their families than would be the case if they 

worked in 9.00 am to 5.00 pm jobs. This is a cultural or regional assumption about 

the nature of teaching and teachers are assumed to be happy people who work 

half-days (Faridi, 2014). 

 

Edina, Kim Hong, and Mary Anne’s accounts suggested that their parents viewed 

teaching as allowing work-life balance. Edina said her mother advocated that a 

teaching career would leave women free to do other care work. However, Edina’s 

status as a single woman did not provide her with the opportunity to experience 

the work-life balance her mother desired for her. During the interview, Edina 

joked: 

My Mum particularly, wanted me to be a teacher. She said I only work a half a 

day so I will have more time for my husband and kids. I can cook for them, take 

care of them but [Laughter] tapi sampai tua I tak kahwin-kahwin you! [but I am 

old now and I am not married] [Laughter]. Well, it's okay. I wanted to make my 

parents happy as they love me very much… support me all my life.  

 

Kim Hong and Mary Anne recalled how their fathers tried to persuade them to 

take up teaching positions. Both fathers believed that, by working as teachers, 

their daughters would have more time to care for their families. Kim Hong said 

she did not give much thought to work-life balance at an early career stage, but 

she went along with her father’s decision. Correspondingly, Mary Anne said she 

wanted a more challenging career as an accountant, in order to earn a better 

income and gain social mobility. However, Mary Anne obliged her father’s wish 

that teaching would be the best choice for work-life balance. Nevertheless, when 
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reflecting on their career as teachers, Kim Hong and Mary Anne noted that their 

fathers might not have promoted teaching as offering work-life balance if they 

had known about the heavy workloads that teachers currently face in Malaysia. 

Kim Hong said:  

Oh yes. My father had always wanted me to be a [Music] teacher. I guess that’s 

why lah from very a young age… I think I was only five or six years old when he 

sent me for piano lessons. When I grew up, my Dad said teaching is good because 

I will have more time for my own family later. It’s only a half day job maa… so he 

thought a bit relax lah… more time at home… more time for family. If only he 

knew teachers’ workload now, [because] there’s no truth in it! [Laughter]… but 

anyhow I’m still glad I listened to my father’s advice.  

 

Mary Anne was convinced by her father’s imagination of work-life balance, based 

on 20th century teaching realities. Mary Anne recalled: 

My father said, ‘You being a girl… back in the 80s it’s got to be a teacher’… ‘Girl 

one day must get married and have family’. He believed teaching is easy job 

because I will have more time for family… So, he helped me to apply [to go into 

teachers education institution]. That was in the 80s. Maybe my father think it 

was an easy job for girls. Now, we [are] all half dead with workload! Time has 

changed because now teaching means no time for family. In fact, I think more 

busy than other job [sighed]. I wish I can tell my father that! [Laughed] 

 

Kim Hong and Mary Anne reflected on their fathers’ imagined work-life balance 

as revealing an idealistic conceptualisation. However, both women still expressed 

appreciation for their fathers’ advice. Given current teachers’ heavy workloads in 

Malaysia, Kim Hong and Mary Anne said they could not achieve the work-life 

balance suggested by their fathers. In some societies, such as Malaysia, women’s 

faith, position, role, and career seemed to be pre-determined and that left women, 

such as those in my study, with limited choices.  
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4.1.3 Teaching as appropriate work for women 

Seven women reflected on their parents’ view of teaching as a kind of feminised 

care work that is appropriate work for women (also see Luke, 1998; Pullen & 

Simpson, 2009; Skelton, 2012). Some women described how their parents 

contrasted teaching with male-dominated professions. Two of the participants’ 

accounts are noted here. First, Rahmah: 

My initial ambition was not to be a teacher. Teaching was never you see… one of 

my career options. Actually, I love something to do with business. But my parents 

objected to my idea [of becoming a businesswoman]. They said, ‘Business are for 

men. Not for [a] woman like you!’ I was extremely disappointed but being a good 

daughter to my parents, I listened to their advice … well… at that time they said, 

‘Teaching is a good profession’. I cannot say the same thing now but at that time, 

teaching was okay. Well, since teaching was a good profession and being a good 

daughter, that’s why I entered the teacher education institution in 1981.  

Rahmah suggested that she was looking for a challenging business career which 

is often dominated by men. However, she ‘side-tracked into teaching’ to fulfil her 

parents’ wish. At that time, Rahmah can be seen as adhering to “the value of filial 

piety and responsibility, the self-sacrificing stereotype of Asian femininity” (Luke, 

1998, p. 252). Filial piety applies to both women and men in terms of respect and 

life-long responsibility for family elders (Luke, 1998). Given Malaysia’s richness 

in its cultures, traditions, and religions, I suggest that in most Malaysian families, 

most men and women practise the value of filial piety. 

 

Similarly, Noridah’s mother disagreed with Noridah’s intention to become a civil 

lawyer. Her mother was sceptical about Malay female civil lawyers being hired or 

accepted in Malaysian society. Her mother felt that most people would prefer to 

employ male civil lawyers (particularly non-Malays) instead of female lawyers. 

Here is Noridah’s account of her interaction with her parents: 

I wanted to apply for law [studies], initially. Err… and my [high school] results 

were good enough for me to apply for law or other courses. But my parents, 

especially my mother, was really against the idea… the fact that her daughter 

wanted to become a civil lawyer. They [my parents] don’t see it [becoming a 

lawyer] has a bright future in Malaysia… They… are afraid that their daughter 
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might not be able to find work after graduate … I think because of that. Err… 

maybe because you know… they [my parents] watched too much of TV perhaps… 

They think I might have to struggle because I wanted to compete with men …  In 

the end, I took their advice [long sigh] because my parents thought teaching suits 

a woman like me.  

Similarly, Caryn, Mary Anne, Zaini, Jalina, Edina, and Puay Cheng also said that 

they had initial career aspirations other than teaching. However, they went along 

with their parents’ wish for them to teach, as teaching was considered a “female 

job”.  

 

Gendered work and behavioural differences are arguably more pronounced in 

Asian multiracial societies (such as Malaysia) than in countries that are less 

steeped in historically-grounded customs, religions, and traditions (Abdullah, 

Noor, & Wok, 2008; Brown, 1980; Luke, 1998; Subon, 2013). Although some 

scholars contest this view, gendered differences in behaviours exhibiting 

politeness, rules, and traditions, suggest that women are ‘supposed’ to behave 

differently than men (Brown, 1980; Holmes 2013; Luke, 1998). However, in the 

early 1990s, in many countries fewer women were represented in career fields 

that were traditionally male-dominated (Ahmad, 2009; Ayalon, 2003; Bradley, 

2000). For example, internationally, there were fewer women than men in fields 

such as law, engineering, mathematics, technology, and business (Ayalon, 2003; 

Bradley, 2000). Although women now outnumber men in tertiary education in 

most developed and developing countries, women’s participation remains higher 

in education, nursing, and social sciences — fields which have traditionally been 

dominated by women (Bastick, 2000; Manuel, 2003; Manuel & Hughes, 2006). In 

this study, the cultural and national architecture of society seemed to be reflected 

in parents’ views of teaching as an appropriate career choice for their daughters.  

 

4.1.4 Teaching as a worthy profession 

Some women described how their parents saw teaching as a worthy profession 

that would make a difference in other people’s lives, linking the work of teaching 

to educational, social, economic, and political reform. Historically, in pre- and 
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post-independence Malaysia (which was a British colony from 1786 to 1956), 

teachers had been involved in political movements. They took part actively in 

political, social, and economic activism (Mohamad & Ng, 2006; Saat, 2014). I note 

the accounts of two participants here:    

Honestly, I never liked the idea to be a teacher… but my father used all his power 

to decide [chuckled] … he told me, ‘Ok, kerja guru kan pekerjaan yang mulia. 

Sebelum merdeka, ramai orang jadi guru, jadi pejuang bangsa. English kau bagus 

… Pilih jadi cikgu Bahasa Inggeris! Dulu orang jadi cikgu supaya boleh ubah nasib 

… dan keluar dari hidup susah dan dijajah! [Teaching is a worthy profession. 

Before independence, there were a lot of people who became teachers, who were 

strong advocates for independence. Your English language is good. Choose to be 

an English language teacher! In the past people became teachers so that they can 

come out of poverty and fight for independence!]’… I can totally understand my 

father's sentiment … he was just a general labourer … a government servant … 

we were extremely poor. I decided to follow my father's wish. (Zaini) 

I wanted to be a secretary. Somehow, that didn’t work out. Then after that I 

applied for this Rotary Club scholarship to go to Australia for nursing course, but 

my mother put down [the idea]. My Mum suggested that I should apply to be a 

teacher and return to my hometown to teach [the] folks in my kampong [village] 

so that I could change their social and economy status. She said teaching is [a] 

worthy job compared to other profession. So, I applied [for the teaching course] 

and I got it! But honestly, I wasn’t that passionate [about being a teacher] because 

you know… a young girl like me being sent away to a kampong [village] school 

20 miles away from home! (Caryn) 

In these excerpts, Zaini and Caryn describe how they abandoned their passions 

and followed the wishes of their parents who perceived teaching as an essential 

tool to educate rural folks, eradicate poverty, and restructure society after 

colonisation by the British.  

 

Wan Anna, on the other hand, thought it was natural for her to opt for the teaching 

profession because she came from a family of teachers. Although Wan Anna said 

her father was a religious teacher, and it was not common for Malay girls to be 

highly educated at that time, he made an exceptional decision for his daughters 

to join teaching. Wan Anna reminisced: 
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I grew up in a strictly religious family. My father taught religious studies and was 

himself a renowned Quran [Islam Holy Book] reciter. Ironically though, he was 

very open-minded for [someone who was] somewhat radical in his thinking. At 

the time when girls were encouraged to be polite and timid, groomed to become 

obedient wives, my father sent my sisters hundreds of kilometres away from 

home to learn to become teachers. My father often reminded us that a teacher 

shapes a character, quality and a future of [an] individual. Although teachers’ pay 

is low, but a teacher would go all out educating others. That’s a worthy thing to 

do …  He [my father] and my siblings showed us all that … And they [were] one 

of the few Malay women teachers in the country in the early 1950s to be involved 

in the independence movement… life was hard, I saw how my father and my 

siblings sacrificed their lives, safety to educate others and gained independence 

from the British… Indeed … teaching was indeed a worthy profession in those 

days. My father was a respectable figure in society. That’s why I can fully relate 

to why he gave equal opportunities for his sons and daughters to pursue 

education… That’s why most of my siblings were teachers. And this had 

perpetually influenced my career path.  

Unlike Hema’s parents who did not want her to become a teacher, Wan Anna said 

her parents encouraged her and her siblings to join the teaching profession. To 

Wan Anna’s father, teaching was a worthy profession through which one could 

make a difference in other people’s lives. Furthermore, he implied that having 

access to teaching would likely provide Wan Anna access to a man’s domain (or 

a greater level of influence). With this view, Wan Anna’s father seemed to contest 

gendered ideas about ‘appropriate’ work for women.  

 

Notably, the implementation of post-independence affirmative development 

policies, such as Malaysia’s National Education Act of 1961 and 1996, the National 

Education Philosophy of 1988 and the Women’s Development Policy of 1989, 

provided opportunities for social transformation for women in work in Malaysia 

(Alhabshi & Hakim, 2010; Bakar, 2017; Sidin, 2000). These policies allowed more 

women to fill traditionally male positions in certain areas of development such as 

education, society, economy, and politics, although there are still relatively few 

women in upper management roles. Although this appeared to be a positive 

development for women, society’s perceptions of women’s role in Malaysian 

society was and is still much debated. In my study, some women described that 
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their parents saw teaching as contributing to increased economic, social, and 

political independence, and (perhaps inadvertently) as “a key to empowering 

women to … become agents of change in economic, social and political spheres” 

(UNESCO, 2014, p. 59). 

 

4.1.5 Teaching as a secure profession with rewarding benefits 

Some women’s parents saw teaching as offering a promising job because trainees 

were assured of job placements without having to apply for them. Here are two 

participants’ accounts: 

Well… I think all parents worry about job security. You know lah… once you 

complete a degree, you have to search for the job on your own … My father was 

a government servant, so I think he was also thinking that once I finished my 

[teacher] training, I will straightaway be posted to school. No need to search [for 

a job]. (Kim Hong) 

My mother did not have much say… It was always my father who decided 

everything. Well… I guess my father wanted me to be a teacher because teacher 

training guaranteed job [offer]. Other people or even university graduates have 

to look for jobs on their own as there was no job guarantee after study …  so hard 

to get into university then no job [afterwards] ... You know lah how difficult it is 

to get a job without degree. People with degree also cannot get [a job] … But 

teachers, after three years [of teacher training], you get a job immediately. No 

need to search or wait for a job. The job is offered to you… no need to apply. 

(Zaini) 

Like Kim Hong’s and Zaini’s parents, Caryn, Noridah, Rahmah, Mary Anne, Elaine, 

and Puay Cheng also mentioned that their parents encouraged them to join 

teaching because it was considered a secure position with rewarding benefits.  

 

Under the Public Service Secular 1992, teachers (and all government servants) in 

Malaysia received various rewarding benefits (Public Service Department of 

Malaysia, 2018). These benefits included free medical care and hospitalisation 

cover, housing facilities or housing allowance, and cost of living allowance, 

depending on the employee’s location (urban or rural). Moreover, Malaysian 

government servants could apply for a housing loan, car loan and computer loan 
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with interest rates fixed at 4% per annum. To this day, upon retirement, 

government servants are entitled to monetary benefits such as the ‘golden 

handshake’ reward. The golden handshake reward is paid based on a maximum 

of 150 days of annual leave, which has not been utilised during employment. The 

remainder of the annual leave can be taken prior to the final year of retirement. 

Depending on the total years of service, the reward might be between 50% - 60% 

of the last earned salary. This amount is paid as one lump sum gratuity upon 

retirement. Furthermore, a pension is paid until the death of an employee, and 

beneficiaries will inherit the pension, including the wife/husband and children 

under 21 years old. Perhaps due to these benefits, despite ongoing calls for 

reforms and improvements in Malaysian public service provisions (Alam 

Siddiquee, 2006; Mohamed, 2012), parents of participants in this study seemed 

to think that employment in the public sector in Malaysia was more rewarding 

than the private sector.  

 

4.2 HOW DID PARTICIPANTS RESPOND TO PARENTS’ INFLUENCE? 

The women’s narratives revealed three ways of responding to parental influence 

in early career decision-making. Some participants felt compelled to do what 

their parents said. Some linked their socio-economic status (SES) with a desire to 

oblige their parents. Other participants decided to choose a career which they 

considered to be challenging or authentic, despite their parents’ influence.  
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Figure 4. Participants’ early career choices and decisions (n=14) 

 

As shown in Figure 4, six participants (Caryn, Mary Anne, Noridah, Puay Cheng, 

Rahmah, and Zaini) said that teaching was not their first career choice. Instead, 

they wanted to take up careers they considered more ‘challenging and authentic’ 

(Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006), such as an accountant, lawyer, nurse, secretary, 

businesswoman, and journalist. However, these obliged their parents’ wishes and 

became teachers, regardless of their own preferences.  

 

Four participants (Sui Sum, Kim Hong, Elaine and Suriah) described their parents 

as giving them the freedom to choose their own careers. All four women 

described their parents as highly educated and having a liberal outlook on life. 

Two other participants (Jalina and Edina) said they had no specific early career 

choices and hence obliged their parents by choosing to teach. One participant 

(Wan Anna) said that her father, who worked as a teacher, influenced her. Only 

one participant (Hema) continued her teaching degree overseas against her 

parents’ wishes. I describe the reasons for these choices and decisions more in 

the following paragraphs.  

 

6

4

2

1 1

Had own career preferences but obliged parents' decisions

Freedom to choose own careers

No specific career preferences but aligned with parents' decisions

Career choice influenced by father's career aspiration

Went against parents' decisions
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In the first situation, six of the 14 participants felt compelled to oblige their 

parents’ wishes. The participants gave two distinct reasons for their compliance 

with parents: as a way of giving back to the community, and in order to gain better 

educational attainment. The two quotes below (Wan Anna and Puay Cheng) 

illustrate these different situations: 

I grew up in a family of teachers. My father and three other sisters were teachers. 

That has perpetually influenced my career path. My father has always been 

staunch support for equal opportunities for both boys’ and girls' education. He 

did not discriminate us in anyway. We were treated equally and seeing my father 

and sisters giving back to the community inspired me to be like them too. (Wan 

Anna) 

In three participants’ narratives, they noted their parents were strong advocates 

and supporters of their education. Therefore, Jalina, Edina and Wan Anna thought 

that joining teaching was undeniably the right decision. Thus, they complied with 

their parents’ wishes.  

 

Three other participants (Puay Cheng, Noridah and Rahmah) tried to negotiate 

their choices and ambitions with their parents. For example, Puay Cheng recalled: 

My ambition was to be a secretary. I wanted so much to become a secretary, but 

my parent said, ‘No!’… My father thought I should apply to be a teacher because 

my English [language] is good. I tried to convince him that I will be better at 

secretarial [job] with my English [language] but my father wouldn’t let me... 

That’s how I ended up as a teacher. And [there was] no turning back. Later, I 

applied for a scholarship. So, when I got this scholarship, it was a golden 

opportunity. Who would refuse a scholarship to New Zealand? Most importantly 

because I love English [language]. Although I disagreed with my father at first 

but when I thought over, I am happy he forced me into teaching. So here I am… 

tadaa … a teacher! [Laughter]  

Like Puay Cheng, Noridah and Rahmah also failed in their negotiations and gave 

in to their parents’ desire. However, Puay Cheng suggested that she later felt quite 

happy about obliging her parents, as she looked forward to going abroad to 

further her studies.   
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In the second situation, three participants linked their teaching decision to their 

socio-economic status, alongside a desire to oblige their parents and to gain social 

mobility.  Caryn and Zaini were brought up in the ‘kampong’ or village where most 

people were poor farmers. Their experience of the economic challenges 

associated with living in small villages influenced them to follow their parents’ 

wishes. Zaini explained:  

I was a kampong [village] girl and my parents were very poor when I was young. 

My father used to remind us… the children, if we wanted to get out of poverty, 

we have to study hard. I used to be [a] very timid girl but deep down I wanted to 

see [the] outside world… In our house, we had one big world map. Don’t know 

where my father got it [chuckled]. But my father always encouraged us to read. I 

like to read encyclopaedias and I like to look at maps. I have big dreams… not to 

get good grades but just to get out from my kampong [village] … to be able to get 

into teaching profession in overseas really made my parents proud… very proud!  

Mary Anne, Caryn and Zaini mentioned in the interviews that, although their 

parents were poor and had little education, they nevertheless advocated and 

impressed upon them the importance of education. In a developing country like 

Malaysia, education was important because it provided an opportunity to gain 

social mobility, fight against poverty, and make a significant contribution to 

others who come from similar backgrounds (for example, poor and rural people). 

 

In the third situation, four participants made challenging career decisions for 

themselves, sometimes despite parental influence. I share Suriah’s account 

during the interviews. 

My parents were the ones who encouraged me to—to further my studies, 

especially going overseas because they—they also did their degree overseas. I 

am good in Music so that made me choose to study Music in overseas. My parents 

send my sister to [the] US [United States of America] and my brother to UK 

[United Kingdom]. When I visited them, I did not like their slang … [Laughter]. 

So, I discussed with my parents and they told me to go to Australia or New 

Zealand as Music is offered there.  
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Although their parents made suggestions, these four participants were allowed 

the freedom to decide their own career pathways. Such freedom was rare for 

women in Malaysia before, and during, the 1980s. As well as parents, teachers at 

school and New Zealand educators also influenced participants’ early career 

choices. I turn to this aspect now.  

 

4.3 TEACHERS AND NEW ZEALAND EDUCATORS AS INFLUENCERS IN 

WOMEN’S CAREER DECISIONS. 

In the women’s narratives, six participants identified teachers in school and New 

Zealand educators as influencers in their career decisions. Two participants, 

Jalina and Noridah, said that some high school teachers at Sekolah Berasrama 

Penuh (SBP), or full boarding schools, were particularly inspirational and 

influential. According to Jalina, in Malaysian boarding schools, students spend 

most of their time at school and in the hostel; hence, some develop a strong bond 

and close relationship with teachers. Although Jalina and Noridah did not initially 

have a personal ambition to teach, teachers’ influence contributed to their 

eventual career pathway. Jalina described her high school teachers as shaping her 

career preference, and she reminisced about their impact.  

I wouldn’t actually say that from the very beginning I wanted to be a teacher. ... 

But then, I had always had these people behind me in SBP … my marvellous Math 

teacher … and my History teacher… who is still with me at MOE [Ministry of 

Education] sampai sekarang [until now]. [My Math teacher] was also an overseas 

student from [the] UK. He influenced me a lot... a wonderful teacher.  

Jalina went on to describe the impact of these teachers on her career and life. 

Through these teachers, she developed a desire to work with young people and 

make a difference in their lives. The meaningful engagement she had with her 

teachers helped her reached personal fulfilment and a sense of meaning. 

Interestingly, Jalina said she idolised her teachers with an overseas background. 

These teachers had inspired her to achieve a similar professional status for 

herself.  
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Similarly, another participant said that, as early as in primary school, her English 

language teacher had much influence on her career preference. Puay Cheng felt 

motivated to become a teacher due to her inspiring primary school teachers. Puay 

Cheng recalled: 

My English teacher, Mr Ganesan [pseudonym] always inspired me. Although I did 

not really have the ambition to be a teacher, but I have always enjoyed his English 

lesson. That’s probably why I ended up becoming a teacher! [Laughter]. Mr 

Ganesan told us, ‘You should have a colourful life… like how I have lived life to its 

fullest’. And the only thing I hold to always is what my teacher said… uh… ‘Never 

settle for mediocre, always aim for the best’. When I became a teacher, I always 

tell my students the same thing. It [the motivation] was given by my teachers in 

school, particularly my English teacher, my primary English teacher. I still think 

of Mr Ganesan until today.  

Puay Cheng linked her achievement in English language and her connections with 

other inspirational teachers to her own desire for a challenging career. In one 

sense, this finding is not surprising. Palmer (1998) argues that teaching involves 

creating an identity and seeking connectedness (for example, with students). He 

says, “the call to teach emerges from the inwardness of the self, or the heart, 

where intellect, emotion and spirit converge” (p. 5). The power of teachers as role 

models not only lies in good teaching, but also in their capacity to generate 

interest within students and the impact of this interest (and connectedness) on 

students’ later careers (Manuel, 2003; Manuel & Hughes, 2006; Palmer, 1998). 

Jalina, Noridah and Puay Cheng found teaching appealing due to a connection 

with inspirational teachers during past schooling.  

 

Participants also spoke about some New Zealand educators they idolised at 

tertiary levels. All 14 participants explicitly stated their New Zealand teacher 

educators’ skills, approaches, and attitudes had helped create a positive image of 

the teaching profession and helped them realise what it meant to be an ‘effective’ 

teacher. All 14 participants repeatedly mentioned particular New Zealand 

educators who they had idolised in New Zealand. The students recalled these 

New Zealand educators’ teaching approach as exhibiting commitment, 

enthusiasm, and a desire to empower students. The women also recalled the 
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teacher educators’ and lecturers’ friendliness and care for students, their support 

for students’ learning, and the positive classroom climate they promoted. 

Together, these factors influenced all 14 participants’ perceptions of what it 

means to be a teacher. The following excerpts exemplify how the participants 

spoke about their teachers in New Zealand. 

Actually, we learnt a lot through this [TISTEP] programme. I learnt various 

teaching techniques of the big ‘L’ [English Literature] from [the] lecturers there 

[in New Zealand]. The subject [Literature] was really difficult but they made it 

interesting… Their approach was different, and I did apply some of the skills with 

my students … Linguistics papers were really hard too. Remember the Korean 

lecturer who taught us the subject? He was a very helpful person… and I used to 

see him, and he was—he would give some tips for me to score this and that. He 

was such a funny guy and a very kind man… sympathy… empathy with us. Of 

course, I learnt to love the subject because of him. I learnt to be empathetic with 

my students because of [names lecturer]. I think it is important for me to have 

these kinds of characters in order to help my students learn and build their 

character. I learnt to be a friend to my students just like [the] lecturers were our 

friends when we were there [in New Zealand] … I now train my students to be 

confident… to have high self-esteem like I once did because of my lecturers and 

professors there … I sangat garang kat sekolah rendah dulu you tau sebelum I pi 

New Zealand [I used to be a very strict teacher… you know.. in primary school 

prior to New Zealand programme]. But then I became a bit more friendly in 

secondary schools and now in here [the current college] … I’m their friend… I’m 

just like a mother to them [my students]. I berubah kerana values yang I bawak 

dari sana… Alhamdulillah… karektor I dah banyak berubah! Dah tak garang dah! 

I boleh bergurau lagi [Laughter] [I have changed a lot because of the values I 

brought back from New Zealand. Praise be to Allah… my characters have 

changed… no longer a strict teacher! I am a humorous person now [Laughter]. 

(Rahmah) 

In the previous section, I noted how Rahmah had not initially chosen teaching as 

her first career choice. However, New Zealand educators at her New Zealand 

college of education and the university had changed her perceptions about the 

teaching career and influenced her later teacher identity.  
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Another participant, Noridah, also reflected on how New Zealand lecturers had 

influenced her views about teaching, and her attitudes and approaches towards 

her own students.  

Lecturers there [in New Zealand] who taught at [the] university and [the] college 

of education have the same style. They give you the freedom to think… they are 

unique… they give you full support but at the same time allow you to be 

independent. I particularly like the lecturers in college of education. They were 

very passionate about teaching. They respect us… they respect our diverse 

culture… our different values… I noticed that the lecturers would try to reduce 

the gaps between students and lecturers… with that kind of attitude; I found that 

I learnt to relax in class … meaning I was not afraid to say my opinion. You know 

lah we Malaysian don’t give our opinion openly… very scared and very shy one! 

[Laughter]. But somehow, because I like our classes and lectures there [in New 

Zealand], now, I am doing the same to my students. I try to create [the] same 

atmosphere for my students… I try to make students very comfortable with me 

that in fact, they don’t mind gossiping with me… as long as it is in English 

[language] [Laughter]. 

Noridah expressed her appreciation of her New Zealand lecturers who had 

significantly shaped her later career experiences and outcomes. Similarly, Caryn 

Chan, Mary Anne, and Hema shared about the treatment they received from their 

lecturers in New Zealand and how it had impacted on their career decisions, and 

on their own students later in Malaysia. For example, although Hema’s parents 

objected to her having an overseas education, her ambition to be an inspiring 

teacher was reinforced with the kind of treatment she received in New Zealand. 

Hema said: 

New Zealand has shaped my personality… it has made me the brave person that 

I am today. It has given me a reason to behave the way I do, umm… what else. It 

has given me the freedom to think and… and execute my thinking like putting it 

into action because I can still fall back on my reasons, that things were this way 

when I was in New Zealand. I can still say that the experiences in New Zealand 

are just different and I am bold enough to make that difference in my career and 

my life now here in Malaysia. 

In Chapter Five, I consider in more depth how participants described their 

international experiences in New Zealand.  
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4.4  A RETURN TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

This chapter addresses the first research question for my study: what factors 

influenced mature Malaysian women educators’ early career choices and 

decisions? Parents, teachers, New Zealand educators emerged as key people who 

were critical in shaping participants’ early career choices and decisions.  

 

In relation to parents, the women described parental choice, parental aspirations, 

cultural and gendered expectations, job assurance, and remuneration benefits 

associated with public service employment as fostering parents’ preference for 

teaching as a career option (for women). The women’s accounts of their parents’ 

influence problematise the notion of ‘choice’ in relation to women’s careers. 

 

All 14 women identified teachers, and New Zealand educators as key role models 

who contributed to their interest in teaching and career decision-making. Some 

women described how excellent educators had influenced their own decision at 

an early career stage, while women who had embarked on a career they did not 

‘choose’, described excellent New Zealand educators as fostering their later liking 

for teaching.  

 

The women’s narratives both problematise and reflect a view of teaching-as-

calling (Carneiro, 2003). Some women described themselves as not initially 

interested in teaching as a profession but noted that their views changed due to 

the influence of parents and/or their teacher education experiences in New 

Zealand. The women’s narratives can be seen as exemplifying Carneiro’s words, 

that, “educating to learn and learning to educate are intertwined journeys” (2003, 

p. 17). For the women in my study, New Zealand educators’ personal attributes 

(such as kindness, caring and considerateness; commitment to social justice or 

open-mindedness; and cultural awareness), made a difference to the women’s 

lives as students, leading them to see teaching as an important and influential 

profession. 
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While some women reflected that listening to their parents’ advice and obliging 

their parents’ choice was beneficial, others described teachers as being over-

worked and teaching as an underpaid profession; hence, some of these 

participants chose to leave teaching (see Chapters Six and Seven). These women 

also noted that although teaching in some ways contributed to their social 

mobility, teaching was no longer seen as a respected, high status or favoured 

position (also see, Hilton, 2017; Manuel 2003; Manuel & Hughes, 2006).  

 

A significant amount of research has examined the predictors of career choices 

for those in Western contexts (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000; Manuel & Hughes, 

2006). These include altruistic, intrinsic, and extrinsic reasons (Kyriacou & 

Coulthard, 2000), and choices made based on moral, humane, and visionary 

leadership (Palmer, 1998). My study, which involved women in a non-Western 

context, provides a complex insight into the influence of parents, teachers, and 

New Zealand educators, as influencing women’s career decisions. The women 

noted that their early career choices were influenced by their parents’ altruistic 

reason such as teaching was seen as a socially worthwhile and important job, an 

opportunity to help others succeed, and a desire to help society improve 

(Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000). 

 

The Kaleidoscope Career Model (KCM) offers a lens for interpreting the 

experiences of Malaysian women educators in the Twinned In-Service Teacher 

Education Programme (TISTEP). KCM posits that the parameters of authenticity, 

balance, and challenge (ABC) shape women’s (and men’s) career-decisions and 

lives (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006). As noted in Chapter Two, proponents of 

KCM posit that the alpha kaleidoscope career pattern is more common in men 

than women. In the alpha kaleidoscope career pattern, attention to challenge is 

dominant at the early career stage, followed by an emphasis on authenticity in 

mid-career level, and then balance and work-life integration at the senior career 

level. However, the beta kaleidoscope pattern is more widely found among 

women and some younger men. In the beta kaleidoscope career pattern, balance 

is a focus at the mid-career level, while attention to challenge and authenticity 

appear at various stages (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006). 
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The data discussed in this chapter problematise ‘typical’ accounts of women’s 

careers, in relation to KCM. First, although ‘challenge’ seemed to be a key focus 

for ten of the women in this study as they made early career decisions, attention 

to the challenge was ‘not permitted’ for six participants. This is because the 

parents of these participants played a significant role in influencing participants’ 

careers ‘choices’, requiring that their daughters ‘choose to teach’, despite 

participants’ career choices in relation to challenge. These parents advocated for 

teaching as a profession due to the perceived ‘balance’ and work-life integration 

it offered, or due to their perception of teaching as feminised care work that is 

suitable for women (Luke, 1998; Pullen & Simpson, 2009; Skelton, 2012). 

 

Second, two participants did not emphasise ‘challenge’ at all, at an early career 

stage. Instead, they emphasised ‘authenticity’ — for example, a view of teaching 

as a worthy job, as making a difference to people’s lives, or as a career choice. The 

‘authenticity’ parameter of KCM, which Sullivan and Mainiero (2005, 2006) 

predicted at various career stages for women, was reflected at the early career 

stage of Hema’s and Wan Anna’s careers. Through their accounts, they were 

consistent in wanting to be teachers for reasons described in the earlier part of 

this chapter. 

 

Third, four participants indicated they made their own career decisions, but their 

narrative accounts did not really reflect concerns about authenticity, balance or 

challenge.  Instead, one reflected the influence of parents, and all four noted their 

teachers’ influence in shaping career decisions.  

 

In summary, women’s early career choices, as discussed in their narratives, 

problematise a view of individual women as having absolute power to make their 

own early career choices and decisions. Instead, women’s decisions were shaped 

by parents, whose expectations were shaped in turn by cultural and gendered 

expectations, and their own experiences of poverty or influence, and by teachers 

and teacher educators. In this regard, my data problematise the contention that 

women tend to demonstrate beta kaleidoscope career patterns (Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2005, 2006). While a desire for a challenging career other than teaching 
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appeared for some participants, and authenticity might have emerged as shaping 

some women’s decision to be teachers, some of them had to comply with their 

parents’ wishes. The parents tended to focus on opportunities for a balanced life 

as a factor that made teaching desirable. My findings extend our knowledge of 

socio-cultural differences in women’s decision-making power (Oplatka, 2006; 

Singh, 2010), although it is not possible to generalise from such a small sample of 

women. In any case, the data discussed in this chapter highlight the importance 

of attending to the sociocultural context in studies of women’s careers and 

provide further evidence of the need for attention to women’s careers in non-

Western settings, including Malaysia (Tu, Forret & Sullivan, 2006). I return to this 

point in Chapter Eight (Discussion).  

 

In the next chapter, I consider how women in this study interpreted their 

international higher education experiences in New Zealand and made sense of 

the impact of these experiences on their later career pathways. 
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Chapter 5: Women’s narratives about 

navigating higher education in 

New Zealand 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I explore how the Twinned In-Service Teacher Education 

Programme (TISTEP) participants interpreted their international higher 

education experiences in New Zealand. I also explore the ways women made 

sense of the impact of these experiences on their later career pathways. In doing 

so, I address the second research question: how do the women interpret their 

international higher education experiences in New Zealand?  

 

In the first two sections of this chapter, I focus on the themes that emerged in 

women’s narratives of their New Zealand experiences. Then, I focus on the 

women’s reflections on how their time in New Zealand shaped their later 

professional practice. In the third section of the chapter, I conclude by 

considering how my research might inform new understandings of international 

experience in twinned in-service teacher education programmes in general, and 

in higher education more broadly.  

 

5.1 WOMEN’S NARRATIVES ABOUT NEW ZEALAND EXPERIENCES 

Five key themes emerged from participants’ accounts of their time in New 

Zealand.  The first related to family and community demands and concerns about 

family in Malaysia. The second related to the women’s social and personal 

conflicts, as well as cultural adjustment difficulties in New Zealand. The third 

related to the women’s financial setbacks and hardship. The fourth related to 

women’s concerns about a perceived lack of familiar cultural and religious values 

in New Zealand, and the fifth related to the women’s experiences adapting to the 

academic environment in New Zealand. I discuss each theme in turn. 
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5.1.1 Family and community demands, and concerns about family in 

Malaysia 

Participants in this study included single and married women, some of whom had 

children, and some of whom did not. The Malaysian government did not allow 

participants in the first cohort (1995) to bring their families to New Zealand 

because their scholarships covered only university tuition fees and a living 

allowance for one student. However, some TISTEP participants with families 

made numerous appeals to the MMoE. As a result, students in the first cohort 

were allowed to bring their families in the second year of study, if they chose to 

do so, but at their own expense. Subsequent cohorts were also permitted to bring 

their families to New Zealand under the same condition. Participants noted the 

demands and concerns associated with decisions around study and family.  

 

All 14 participants described themselves as overjoyed when told they had won a 

TISTEP scholarship to study in New Zealand. However, five married participants 

(Wan Anna, Rahmah, Caryn, Julie, and Elaine) discussed the dilemma involved in 

leaving their children and husbands in Malaysia. Only one participant, Hema, said 

she was happy to leave her parents and husband. I begin with Hema, and then 

consider the other women’s accounts. 

 

Hema explained that a family feud resulted from her decision to continue her 

higher education in New Zealand (see Chapter Four). However, she described 

coming to New Zealand as involving “joy and [the] best decision” she had ever 

made. For example, she said:  

I had issues with my family [in Malaysia]. So, getting the [New Zealand] 

scholarship was the best thing that ever happened to me. Life was tough but I 

actually didn’t feel the loss of not having my family with me… I was never 

pressured into learning when I was in [New Zealand] university… I think there 

was a lot of joy that went into learning. There was a lot of joy that went into 

assignments… the best thing I’ve ever done… to become a teacher. The joy of 

being a teacher… When I do things, it is to my best ability. So, I gave my best in 

New Zealand and came back [to Malaysia] with a new me… a new teacher!  
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In contrast to Hema, five married participants described leaving for New Zealand 

as creating a profound dilemma, since they had to leave their loving families 

behind. The women recalled feeling anxiety, hesitancy, confusion, and concern 

for the well-being of their families. Two of the five married participants explained 

their dilemma in the following terms: 

It was quite hard leaving behind my husband. Especially thinking about [leaving] 

my four young kids. I was so homesick … I felt so alone and lost without my 

husband and my kids. (Rahmah) 

In one word, challenging. I came with a baggage full of unfulfilled commitments. 

Being away from my country meant that I could not be there for my family. My 

husband and children had to carry on with life on their own in my absence. Long 

distance relationships always took a toll on the mental faculty. The studies, too, 

were demanding. As such, it was not always easy to juggle my mental and 

emotional capacities between two equally huge commitments. (Wan Anna) 

I was really homesick for the whole of first year… every night I cried because I 

missed home … I missed my children and husband. First few months, I was a 

loner, very depressed …  I spent most of my time crying alone in the library. 

Sometimes when [I felt] okay I went to [the] university [to] watch free theatre or 

cheap movies in [the] city… Then later, I realised I need to be strong … Most of 

us were very lonely in NZ … new place … everything new… but slowly we learnt 

to cope with each other’s presence. (Caryn) 

 

Rahmah, Wan Anna and Caryn’s accounts reflect the accounts of the other two 

married participants. For these women, the decision to study was personally 

costly. In this, the women’s experiences reflected the challenges noted in other 

literature, where international students describe distance from family members 

and friends as leading to feelings of loneliness, homesickness, and depression, 

and as affecting their personal wellbeing, mental health and academic 

performance (see example, Carroll, 2002 ; Dawson & Conti-Bekkers, 2002; 

Rajapaksa & Dundes, 2002).  

 

The eight single participants in this study described their experiences in New 

Zealand quite differently. I describe Noridah’s account first and then Puay 

Cheng’s account. 
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I thought of my Mum all the time but life [in New Zealand] was enjoyable and… 

fun [chuckled]… and believe me, I think soon I discovered a lot of myself there. I 

learnt to be actually very independent and brave there [in New Zealand]. 

(Noridah) 

Single participants, such as Noridah (and seven others) described missing their 

parents and families but spoke about adapting to their unfamiliar environment in 

New Zealand as an easier process. Puay Cheng’s account provides another 

example: 

I missed my family when I first arrived, but not long after that I could adapt 

myself well [laughed]. I think it wasn’t difficult for me. People in New Zealand 

were very nice, very helpful and friendly … our Malaysians also not friendly like 

that lah [chuckled] … so … in no time I made a lot of friends.  

Puay Cheng reported missing her family and siblings when she first arrived in 

New Zealand. However, she noted that she took only a few weeks to adapt to the 

new context and make “a lot of friends”. Additionally, Puay Cheng described 

joining various activities at her New Zealand university, including a mentoring 

programme, committee work, social events, and community and volunteer 

projects. Puay Cheng, and six other participants (Sui Sum, Edina, Mary Anne, 

Zaini, Suriah, and Jalina), reported that their involvements in local activities had 

enhanced their cultural awareness from meeting different people from diverse 

cultures and backgrounds. These findings reflect the findings in other literature, 

where pre-service teachers improved their language skills, and gained increased 

awareness of unfamiliar cultures and local contexts through studying abroad and 

becoming involved in local activities (Malewski & Phillion, 2009; Medina, 

Hathaway, Pilonieta & 2015; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Sahin, 2008). These 

seven participants (Puay Cheng, Sui Sum, Edina, Mary Anne, Zaini, Suriah, and 

Jalina) stated they became somewhat able to ‘blend’ with both local and 

international students (although there were some complexities to this ‘blending’, 

which I explain in the next section).  
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5.1.2 Personal and social conflicts, and cultural adjustment difficulties 

The second theme that emerged in women’s accounts of their experiences in New 

Zealand was related to personal and social conflicts, as well as cultural 

adjustment difficulties. Four participants described personal conflicts that 

affected their studies in New Zealand. These women shared flats with colleagues 

who had brought families to New Zealand. For example, Caryn and Rahmah were 

both married but had left behind their families in Malaysia. In New Zealand, both 

women lived with friends who had brought their spouses and children. Caryn and 

Rahmah found their living situations problematic due to the children’s noise, 

overcrowding, and the clutter associated with the presence of children. These 

situations affected their studies and well-being. Caryn and Rahmah mentioned 

they found it difficult to talk with their flatmates to find solutions. Their repeated 

attempts to discuss the issues with their flatmates created a rift between them. 

 

Social conflict was another issue that upset the participants’ personal 

relationships and studies. According to three participants, some TISTEP 

educators seemed to form groups of their own and avoided mixing with other 

local and international students. I describe the accounts of Wan Anna, Puay 

Cheng, and Mary Anne, who shared their experiences in relation to social 

conflicts.  

 

Wan Anna reported a conflict with another TISTEP educator who struggled with 

her coursework and assignments (I call this educator ‘Nathirah’ – a pseudonym. 

Nathirah was not a study participant). Wan Anna described Nathirah as 

depending too much on her and another flatmate to complete required 

coursework. Wan Anna recalled how Nathirah’s dependence caused problems for 

her other flatmate because they were struggling with the heavy workloads too. 

Wan Anna described Nathirah as portraying herself as having family problems, 

but Wan Anna suspected that English language competency was Nathirah’s main 

weakness. Wan Anna recalled how, when she and her flatmate finally suggested 

to Nathirah to seek help from relevant people at the university, a 

misunderstanding developed between them, which continued throughout their 

stay in New Zealand. Wan Anna described how Nathirah and her friends formed 
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their own clique and distanced themselves from Wan Anna and her flatmate. 

During the interview, she broke into tears and noted how this incident had 

negatively affected both her studies and her sense of social bonding within the 

cohort for an exceptionally long time. Wan Anna’s account highlighted a possible 

lack of explicit attention to study skills in the TISTEP programme.  

 

Most of the women’s accounts suggested they had preferred socialising in their 

own TISTEP groups, rather than with other international students. However, 

three of my participants were exceptional in this regard. They described how they 

had not wanted to restrict their circle of friends to only Malaysians. Two of the 

three participants noted that this decision caused some conflict with other 

TISTEP educators. For instance, Puay Cheng recalled: 

My own cohort [pause], hmm ... I would only meet them during the classes. I 

won’t stick to my own clan all the time. They would stick together and go 

wherever on their own, but I won’t. I was alone. No one else followed me … One 

day, I saw a job advertisement in [the] uni[versity] and I just took the 

opportunity and went for it. They [university] gave us some training and then I 

was put with one international student from Hong Kong ... We were from 

different countries, all of us … I didn’t really stick to my Malaysian friends … So, 

I was very independent. And I made a lot of friends. Some were weird, some were 

funny, and some cannot be understood [laughter]. But it was fun! The only thing 

was my own cohort was not happy with me! [sigh].  

Puay Cheng went on to describe how her decision to distance herself from her 

Malaysian peers had caused severe conflict among them. As noted in Chapter 

Four, Puay Cheng had complied with her father’s wish that she goes to New 

Zealand, not because she wanted to be a teacher, but to experience diverse 

cultures and meet people from other countries. Puay Cheng described how her 

involvement in activities with international students who were not from Malaysia 

was ‘read’ by Malaysian peers as a detachment from them. Puay Cheng’s account 

adds to the literature which notes the tendency of students to maintain social 

contact and friendships only within their own groups (Andrade, 2006; Reynolds 

& Constantine, 2007), and highlights how students may ‘police’ each other’s 

behaviour in this regard.  
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Likewise, another participant shared how fellow Malaysian students were 

concerned about her involvement in community activities in New Zealand. Mary 

Anne reported: 

I wanted to move out from the [Malaysian teachers’] circle in New Zealand. So, I 

joined the church group over there. There were people from Taiwan, China, 

Vietnam, Kiwi and other multi-nationals. I joined them. I had places to go. I was 

very happy to join them … I had neighbours from America. I went out a lot with 

them … But some of my [Malaysian] friends thought I was losing myself 

[laughter]. I told them, I wasn’t losing myself, I actually found myself there [in 

New Zealand]!  

Mary Anne’s account suggests that, instead of “losing herself” or losing her 

identity in New Zealand, she found her interaction with people from other 

backgrounds and cultures profoundly enriching. Mary Anne suggested that by 

making new friends, sharing her interests and hobbies, and joining diverse teams 

and groups in New Zealand, she was able to claim, “her true identity”. Mary Anne 

noted, “Not only I got to do the things I enjoyed but I gained massive knowledge, 

valuable experience and meaningful support and friendships”.  

 

A few other participants shared the difficulties they experienced navigating their 

own and others’ expectations of ‘cultural adjustment’ in New Zealand. For 

example, three participants (Noridah, Zaini and Jalina) recalled how their peers 

labelled them as “westernised” and “forgetting their Malaysian roots” when they 

tried to hang out or do assignments with other local and international students. 

Hechanova-Alampay et al. (2002) and Carroll (2002) have highlighted such issues 

which include transitional difficulties, as well as social and cultural problems 

among international students. Correspondingly, the narratives discussed here 

suggest such problems may be an outcome of the international students’ different 

ideas about what an acceptable cultural adjustment should be in an international 

environment. 

 

Next, I explore participants’ narratives about financial setbacks and hardship 

experienced during their time in New Zealand. 
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5.1.3 Financial setbacks and hardship in New Zealand 

Many TISTEP educators described their experience of financial setbacks and 

hardship while they were in New Zealand. The six married participants in this 

study decided not to bring their families to New Zealand due to issues such as 

financial hardship, the expense of educating children, concerns about family 

members’ health and well-being, and their husbands’ difficulty finding 

employment in New Zealand. These participants acknowledged that concerns 

about family financial hardship added to their study anxiety and stress in New 

Zealand. New Zealand passed legislation in 2005 allowing children of 

international students to study in New Zealand fees-free and partners of 

international students to be granted work visas. However, at the time of the 

TISTEP programme, children of international students were required to pay 

international fees in order to study in New Zealand schools, and partners’ work 

visas were not guaranteed. 

 

Two participants, Rahmah and Mary Anne, reported that other TISTEP educators 

who brought their families to New Zealand, experienced severe financial 

hardship. This was mainly because TISTEP educators were given half-pay study 

leave in Malaysia (their salaries then were approximately equivalent to NZD250 

to NZD400 per month, paid into a Malaysian bank account). Their living 

allowance from their scholarship in New Zealand was only NZD345.00 per 

month. Rahmah noted that, with less than NZD1000.00 per month, it was almost 

impossible for TISTEP educators to support their spouses and children living in 

New Zealand.   

 

Rahmah described her decision not to bring her family as “a tough decision”, but 

she said she could foresee the financial hardship even before she arrived in New 

Zealand. According to Rahmah, had her husband come with her while she was 

studying in New Zealand, they would not have been able to support their whole 

family. This was because Rahmah’s husband worked in the Malaysian private 

sector, and in private sector positions, and employees were not allowed to take 

extended unpaid leave. The only options were to take a few months of unpaid 

leave or resign. Additionally, Ramah had four school-age children, whose tuition 
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fees as international students in New Zealand would have been expensive, given 

the exchange rate at the time.  

 

The other 13 participants in this study noted that life was financially difficult even 

for those who came without families. From 1995 to 1998, there was an agreement 

between the Government of Malaysia and New Zealand, which did not allow 

TISTEP educators to take up any part-time jobs. This situation added to the 

participants’ financial difficulties in New Zealand. Here is an excerpt from Caryn’s 

account: 

We were so poor in New Zealand with very little [living] allowance given by 

[Malaysian] government … We cannot work part time because we were not 

allowed to work … we only had little money to spend … So, slowly my friends and 

I supported each other by doing our groceries together. … yes, we were so poor 

that we had to share our veges, rice, eggs, etc [sigh] … we bought whatever was 

cheap or on sale only … and we survived!  

Four participants (Caryn, Sui Sum, Rahmah and Edina) described financial 

difficulties associated with sharing house rental expenses and dividing utility 

bills with housemates who were accompanied by their families. For these women, 

financial matters were a source of interpersonal conflict. When I asked about the 

possibility of moving out to other flats, Edina and Sui Sum said they could not 

afford to rent other apartments or to pay for other added expenses. Apartments 

around the university area were expensive, and if they were to move out, other 

expenses such as transport-related costs would be added stressors. These 

participants noted they had no choice but to allow their housemates to live with 

them. My findings add to other studies which highlight that mature students may 

face specific conflicts and frustrations when entering a new community, and 

navigating financial barriers associated with accessing higher education (Bowl, 

2001; Christie, Tett, Cree, Hounsell, & McCune, 2008; Preece, 2018).  

 

Next, I turn to participants’ accounts of a perceived lack of familiar cultural and 

religious values in New Zealand. 
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5.1.4 Lack of familiar cultural and religious values 

All 14 participants reflected on their experiences encountering unfamiliar 

cultural and religious values in New Zealand. For example, participants described 

being exposed to “homosexuality, non-marriage partnership, and weekly 

students’ alcohol fiesta”. Across the interviews, participants also expressed 

varied viewpoints as to whether unfamiliar values in New Zealand were negative, 

or merely different to their own. Here is an excerpt from Kim Hong’s account:  

We mingled with them [the New Zealand people] and you can see a very peculiar 

culture they have. Let me give you an example. We happened to meet this lady, a 

white lady there, and we became quite close to her, chatted with her and edited 

papers with her. I don’t know how we got to know her [laughter] and she used 

to say, “My partner … my partner”. We were very ignorant, we thought it was her 

husband lah. Later, she explained to us what the word ‘partner’ meant. We were 

quite shocked! She was living with—her partner was the—one of the deans in 

the department at the university (in New Zealand). They can stay together—the 

‘partner’ thing [not legally married]. So, what did I learn? I learnt that … a 

different environment. An environment which would never be accepted by my 

religion and my culture [sigh].  

Kim Hong described a sense of her own “ignorance” as she encountered different 

lifestyles in New Zealand during her university years. Although her perception 

about such matters had slightly changed by the time of our interview, Kim Hong 

remained firm about her religious beliefs forbidding de facto relationships.  

 

On the other hand, Hema stated her view outright that unfamiliar values were 

something that students should be exposed to and to become familiar with, as 

part of living in a global context. Hema said: 

It was an eye opener lah for me in many ways. Today you know… the gay culture, 

the living-in [living together without marriage] culture, it’s happening all around 

us … the drinking culture. You look at children today, when they talk about LGBT 

[lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender] issues and all that, they go, ‘Ewww ...’ 

[making a gesture of profound dislike or annoyance caused by something 

sickening or offensive] ... But you need to take time and sit down and share your 

friendships with them, the kind of friendships that you had with LGBT people, 

they [students] may actually change their mind and learn to understand what’s 
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happening around them. I told them [students], ‘Your religion may forbid all 

these. Your culture is different, but you need to know what’s going on in other 

parts of the world’.  

Hema’s views can be seen as somewhat at odds with the typical cultural and 

religious values held by many Malaysians in the 1990s. However, to Hema, being 

in foreign university taught her to embrace diversity and differences in all aspects 

of life, and in our interview, she said she has continued to practise embracing 

diversity in both her personal and professional life until now. Although, at face 

value, Kim Hong and Hema’s responses to unfamiliar values were different, their 

accounts suggest their study experiences nevertheless shaped their later careers. 

Kim Hong commented on her suspicion that, currently, some work colleagues and 

other Malaysians may practise live together without being married. She noted 

that her experience in New Zealand had changed her mind set a little. Kim Hong 

said that, while her religious values had stayed the same, her cultural perspective 

had altered, making her more accepting of such freedoms and practices. Similarly, 

Hema’s existing cultural and religious values reflected the change in her views, 

resulting from her New Zealand experience.  

 

Hema and 13 other participants also noted other unusual and unfamiliar values 

which they met in New Zealand while adjusting to the new academic 

environment. Some of these included “weird” New Zealand student culture (e.g. 

‘bed races’, where bed bases are raced down the main street in the city; ‘naked 

rugby’, where players play the casual rugby naked on the university grounds; 

student drinking culture; and student costume and street parties). I turn to 

adapting to the new academic environment next.  

 

5.1.5 Adapting to the academic environment 

One of the questions I asked participants was, “Was it hard for you to adapt 

yourself to the university in New Zealand?”. Eleven participants acknowledged 

initially feeling “alienated” within the university’s academic environment, 

although three (Hema, Mary Anne, and Puay Cheng) said they adapted quickly. 

The literature notes that moving to a different country to complete a degree is a 
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huge and difficult undertaking (Andrade, 2006; Bowl, 2000; Christie et al., 2008), 

particularly for mature students, such as the participants in this study. Zaini and 

Rahmah recalled their anxiety and struggles. First, Zaini claimed: 

It was difficult. The first three months I took [lecture] notes because of the Kiwi 

accent [sigh]. I learnt that uh… if I want to get good marks, I must work through 

my difficulties to get good marks. Then, there was one Shakespeare [literature] 

class, no, no, it’s Renaissance class. Uh, one time the lecturer, you know… when I 

did quite bad in my exam, he wrote a note that said, ‘Please see me’. I was so 

worried and scared… I went to see him. He said, honestly, I had good ideas, but 

the language was really not helping me. Which means my [English] language 

wasn’t good enough! So, he asked me to find ways to improve my language in 

order to get good grades. I didn’t know what to do. Then someone told me I could 

get help from student [learning] support. So, I did. I sought help from them ... I 

worked really hard and I succeeded.  

Here, Zaini articulates a view that learning English in New Zealand is difficult due 

to lecturers’ unfamiliar accents, and notes that English language proficiency is 

crucial if students’ work is to be taken seriously. 

 

At the same time, some participants vented their frustration that they were 

“deceived” to believe they were going to study TESL (Teaching English as a 

Second Language) in New Zealand. For example, Rahmah confessed her 

fretfulness upon learning she was to complete her degree majoring in English 

Literature, instead of Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL), as stated in 

her offer letter from the MMoE. Rahmah described the sense of distress that 

resulted from this “surprise”: 

I was extremely surprised when I went there [New Zealand] … oh my goodness! 

I was to learn [English] Literature. Of all the things we learnt, [English] Literature 

was our main subject! [Shocked] … When we reached New Zealand, only then we 

were told that we had to learn linguistics and the ‘big L’ [literature]. So, I was 

very surprised because my offer letter was TESL! I struggled and I was really 

scared because I had no background of literature. The thought of taking the first 

flight home occurred in my mind at that time … umm… even in Malay [language], 

I was not interested in Malay Literature, how could I be interested in English 

Literature? [Frowning]. And I had to learn the era of Chaucer… oh my goodness! 

With those… umm… what do you call the old English? What do you call that? Yes, 
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Shakespeare’s era and so on … those were something really new to me. And I did 

struggle to get through the exam and sometimes I felt that I regretted going to 

that course. Goodness me!  

Upon her arrival in New Zealand, Rahmah regretted her decision to accept the 

scholarship. She noted that she had to extend her stay in New Zealand for an 

additional year because she failed two linguistics papers and two English 

Literature papers. This situation was also experienced by eight other TISTEP 

educators in Rahmah’s cohort who failed various subjects at the university. 

Rahmah argued that learning English Literature was not necessary for her as it 

was not a compulsory subject in Malaysian secondary school at that time. She said 

she later learnt to like Linguistics although she did poorly in Linguistics in the 

first two years. Rahmah added that until the end of her study, she had to struggle 

to motivate herself to learn English Literature. 

 

In contrast, another participant, Caryn, reflected on her smooth transition to the 

new academic environment in New Zealand. Caryn recalled: 

When I was in Form Six [in Malaysia], I did the big L [English Literature].  I had 

to study Shakespeare’s language… quite difficult to understand while I was in 

high school ... But then, after that in New Zealand it was different because I 

attended tutorials. We learnt about answering exam questions and all that …. So, 

I didn’t have that much of a problem there … I also took Linguistics, and I love 

Linguistics. The lecturers, especially [names lecturer] was really supportive. He 

would even allow me to go into his office … I also went to some other lecturers’ 

office to borrow books that I liked … I enjoyed my time learning there [in New 

Zealand]. Most of the time I’d either attend lectures, or I’d be in the library. And 

I love the library, there were so many good books!  

Caryn explained that, in high school, she found English Literature exceedingly 

difficult. She felt that learning English Literature was slightly easier at her New 

Zealand university and college of education, due to the extra tutorials and support 

provided by lecturers.  

 

Some participants described a lack of (Malaysian) role models as making their 

adaptation to the academic environment in New Zealand difficult. As the first 

group to arrive in New Zealand, they had no “senior students” to consult about 
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their work and assignments. Additionally, some participants felt their three-

month pre-departure programme in Malaysia did not equip them with accurate 

information, such as the actual course or major subject they would embark on in 

New Zealand (English Literature or TESL). Other participants suggested the pre-

departure programme in Malaysia should have focused on study skills, given that 

most of them had left college many years prior to coming to New Zealand. 

Participants suggested that all TISTEP educators would have benefitted from 

refresher courses focused on tertiary level literacy skills before departure.  

 

Two participants — Kim Hong and Elaine — recalled pre-departure sessions on 

“fine dining etiquette” (Kim Hong). The sponsorship body in Malaysia thought 

TISTEP educators must be prepared for fine dining with the “White People” (Kim 

Hong) and “university dignitaries” (Elaine) while they were in New Zealand. Kim 

Hong and Elaine recalled: 

What a joke! Instead of preparing us for academic readiness, they [the sponsors] 

prepared us for makan beradab [fine dining]! [Laughter] We had a few sessions 

on fine dining…they taught us how to use fork and spoon lah, and the knife of 

course! When we arrived in New Zealand, not only did we not have any fine 

dining, we did not even get to meet the university top gun! They didn’t want to 

see us also lah [laughter]. (Kim Hong) 

I think the pre-departure session should focus on getting us ready for writing… 

umm… assignments, library skills, academic writing, or research skills. 

But…instead [laughter] they [the sponsors] gave us lessons on how to use fork 

and spoon, how to hold wine glass the right way! ... umm ... We also practised all 

sorts of [Malaysian] traditional dances to perform in New Zealand. What a waste 

of time… but when I recalled back, we all had so much fun! [Laughter] Nak makan 

pon so susah! [Even to eat is so difficult!] They should prepare us for our study… 

adapt to academic lifestyle in New Zealand lah…not makan lifestyle! [Laughter] 

(Elaine) 

Here, the participants hint at a mismatch between the Malaysian sponsoring 

body’s understanding of students’ pre-departure needs, and students’ actual 

needs in terms of academic and social preparation. Women expressed a view that 

pre-departure information which involved “setting expectations” (Kim Hong) 

and explaining “actual opportunities” (Elaine) would have better equipped them 
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for international study. In addition, Kim Hong and Elaine suggested that 

information about TISTEP educators’ expectations may have enabled New 

Zealand lecturers and university staff to provide more appropriate learning and 

pastoral support as the students adjusted to a new context.  

 

I turn now to the participants’ reflections on how their time in New Zealand 

shaped their professional practice when they returned to Malaysia.   

 

5.2 WOMEN’S NARRATIVES ABOUT HOW THEIR TIME IN NEW ZEALAND 

SHAPED THEIR PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 

Across the interviews, participants in this study described a broad range of 

reflections on their New Zealand experiences and how these experiences shaped 

their later professional practice. In this section, I highlight three key themes that 

developed in participants’ narratives: exposure to new ideas and practices; 

exposure to new knowledge systems; and exposure to new ways of thinking.  

 

5.2.1 Exposure to new ideas and practices 

All 14 participants described themselves as having gained new ideas, practices, 

and exposure from New Zealand which made them more open-minded and 

enhanced their understanding of cultures which were different from their own. 

Participants referred to ideas and practices such as gender equality, freedom of 

speech, and de facto versus legal/traditional marriage. They noted that, while 

initially, they had found these ideas and practices culturally shocking, they had 

adapted to them in time. Most participants said they “got used” to new ideas and 

practices, and that new ways of thinking had subsequently impacted their 

professional practice throughout their careers. However,  

 

All 14 participants described how being exposed to new ideas and practices in 

New Zealand had helped them understand the diverse cultures, traditions, and 

lifestyles amongst students and colleagues in Malaysia. Participants also noted 

that from their exposure to new ideas and practices, they developed a new 
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understanding of their own culture. Four participants (Sui Sum, Jalina, Puay 

Cheng and Hema) pointed out that through encountering new knowledge, ideas, 

and practices in New Zealand, they learnt to be more flexible with their students 

in Malaysia, for example, to “be more critical in their opinions and suggestions” 

(Sui Sum) and “more understanding of their lack of participation in class.” (Hema) 

 

Two participants (Zaini and Suriah) also noted their exposure to new ideas in 

New Zealand allowed them to be more understanding of students, and more open 

to supporting them. For example, Zaini described how she used public speaking 

workshops to support her students to gain confidence in using the English 

language. Similarly, Suriah described how she encouraged informal engagements 

with students outside lecture hours, for example, visits to her music room to play 

musical instruments with her. Previous studies agree that international 

experiences often allow people to see the world in new ways, although some 

studies indicate that encounters with ‘otherness’ may also entrench stereotypes 

about people perceived as ‘different’ (Ahmed, 1999; Anderson, 2012, 2014; 

Goetz, Jaritz, & Oser, 2011; Madge et al., 2015). In my study, although participants 

faced tension with these new ideas and practices when they returned to Malaysia 

(see Section 6.2.4), they only described such exposure as shaping them in positive 

ways.  

 

5.2.2 Exposure to new knowledge systems 

All 14 participants described their New Zealand experiences as having exposed 

them to ‘new knowledge systems’. Participants talked about encountering ‘new 

knowledge systems’ through formal and informal situations, including 

interactions with lecturers and other students in academic courses and non-

academic situations, and interactions outside the university. Four participants 

(Sui Sum, Elaine, Mary Anne, and Kim Hong) described a new knowledge system 

encountered through their exposure to music activities in New Zealand. For 

example, Gamelan, a traditional Indonesian instrumental ensemble, was known 

to participants in this study before they came to New Zealand. However, those 

who studied music encountered different genres of Gamelan. Additionally, they 
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learnt to compose alternative Gamelan music, combining New Zealand, 

Indonesian and Malaysian musical genres. When these four participants came 

back to Malaysia, they worked with other TISTEP students who had studied 

music in New Zealand to develop a novel music syllabus in Malaysia, based on 

their new knowledge.  At the time of our interviews, the Malaysian teacher 

education institutions were using this syllabus at the national level. 

 

These four music participants also described a perception of New Zealand 

university staff as being willing to learn from them as students. Sui Sum, Elaine, 

Mary Anne, and Kim Hong recounted how they shared a variety of Malaysian 

traditional musical genres with their lecturers and professors in New Zealand, 

using different instruments, and reflecting a range of Malaysian ethnicities and 

cultures. For these students, knowledge exchange was not unidirectional but 

multidirectional. The students described their experiences in New Zealand as 

involving a rich exchange of cultures, values, and genres, which generated new, 

more diverse knowledge systems. 

 

Participants reflected on how they are now sharing knowledge gained in New 

Zealand with their students in Malaysia. This includes both musical knowledge 

and knowledge about (or a stance towards) teaching. For example, the four 

participants above said they are now learning different modern music genres 

from their students. In particular, Mary Anne mentioned that the evolution of 

modern music had allowed her to exchange knowledge with her students, in the 

same way that she exchanged traditional music knowledge with her lecturers in 

New Zealand. 

 

Similarly, nine TISTEP English group participants described how they gained new 

ways of thinking about education while gaining knowledge of English as a subject. 

These participants noted that they were exposed to different teaching and 

learning strategies and approaches in New Zealand, which included innovative 

approaches to classroom management, independent learning skills, and ways of 

fostering bonds between staff and students. Participants described the informal 

staff-student interactions they experienced outside formal learning hours, noting 
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lecturers’ friendliness, non-hierarchical practices (e.g. use of first names), and 

shared social events. Participants described how they applied this learning in 

their interactions with students when they returned to Malaysia. All 14 

participants noted that their interactions with students in Malaysia continue to 

be shaped by the less hierarchical ways of understanding and enacting the 

teacher-student relationship they experienced in New Zealand. 

 

5.2.3 Exposure to new ways of thinking 

I asked each participant several questions regarding whether their exposure to 

new ways of thinking in New Zealand had led them to new beliefs about 

university education and to new teaching practices. Some participants spoke 

about terms such as ‘critical thinking’, ‘global thinking’, ‘feminism’, ‘self-

reflection’ and ‘self-evaluation’ which were unfamiliar notions prior to their New 

Zealand experience.  

 

Rahmah and Caryn shared how their university experiences in New Zealand 

exposed them to ‘critical thinking’. They said that, throughout their school and 

college days in Malaysia, they had whole-heartedly accepted knowledge 

‘imparted’ to them without question. They accepted whatever teachers and 

lecturers taught them as ‘the knowledge and the truth’, and there were no 

opportunities to be critical about the knowledge they received. Rahmah and 

Caryn noted that, when they first became teachers, they too had never given 

opportunities to their students to be critical in their thinking. However, after 

studying in New Zealand, both participants said they had become more open-

minded in their teaching approach, understanding the need to teach the 

importance of critical thinking to their students. 

 

Similarly, another participant, Hema, spoke about learning to think more globally 

because of her New Zealand experience. As noted earlier, Hema described her 

exposure to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) issues in New Zealand 

— issues which are considered sensitive in Malaysia. In our interview, Hema 

described how she openly shared her experiences in New Zealand with her 
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current students in Malaysia. She said she was non-judgemental, and she 

accepted her students’ opinions, although she noted that some students chose to 

stay quiet, as such topics are considered taboo.  

 

Three other participants (Jalina, Zaini, Elaine) spoke about how they learnt about 

feminist ideas through the subjects they chose at their New Zealand university. 

For example, Zaini said she was not aware of the term ‘feminism’ until she 

decided to sign up for a Sociology paper in her second year of study in New 

Zealand. Upon her return to Malaysia, Zaini said she could speak about feminism 

more confidently due to her exposure to this subject. Zaini said she had become 

aware that Malaysians rarely talked about ‘feminism’; instead, they tended to 

accept the norms of a patriarchal and male-dominated society.  

 

Participants also talked about discovering ‘self-reflection and self-evaluation’ 

while studying in New Zealand. For example, Edina, Suriah, and Sui Sum noted 

they performed self-reflection often after the lectures, particularly in their 

subjects at the college of education. They linked self-reflection to the ‘self-

evaluation’ tasks required after micro-teaching classes, where students were 

asked to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of their teaching with fellow 

classmates. The participants said they later shared these skills with their 

colleagues and students in Malaysia. In the 1990s, the concepts of self-reflection 

and self-evaluation were relatively new to the Malaysian education system. These 

participants felt they had improved their professional practice by applying these 

concepts.  

 

5.3 A RETURN TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

In this chapter, I considered the second research question: how do the women 

interpret their international higher education (experiences) in New Zealand? In 

the first part of this chapter, I named five key themes that emerged in women’s 

narratives of studying in New Zealand. The first three themes included family and 

community demands, and concerns about family in Malaysia; financial setbacks 

hardship; and adapting to the academic environment in New Zealand. The 
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remaining two themes (personal and social conflict, and cultural adjustment 

difficulties; and the lack of familiar cultural and religious values) emerged less 

frequently, appearing only in some interview accounts. In this section, I discussed 

participants’ reflections on a range of challenges while studying in New Zealand, 

which were, at times, compounded by a lack of assistance from both the 

Malaysian and the New Zealand governments. Participants’ recollections of their 

lack of confidence in their English competency, fear of making errors, and stress 

and anxiety seem to resonate with previous studies found in the literature 

(Andrade, 2006; Lee et al., 2013; Li et al., 2010; Senyshyn et al., 2000).   

 

In the second part of this chapter, I identified three key themes that emerged in 

women’s narratives of how their time in New Zealand shaped their later 

professional practice in Malaysia. All three themes emerged in most participants’ 

narratives. The themes were exposure to new ideas and practices, exposure to 

new knowledge systems, and exposure to new ways of thinking. The data 

discussed in this section suggest that participants’ time in New Zealand had 

positively influenced their later careers. Participants described how the 

knowledge, skills, ideas and values they had gained in New Zealand shaped their 

later interactions with students and organisations in Malaysia. Notably, 

participants’ exposure was not just related to content and ideas, but also to ways 

of being a teacher. In this sense, my findings align with the findings of previous 

studies which highlight how competent higher education staff deeply impact 

students’ acquisition of knowledge, skills and values, which may be transferable 

in their later careers (De Wit, Deca & Hunter, 2015; Teichler, 2004, 2017; Yee, 

2014).  

 

All 14 participants came to university in New Zealand with existing beliefs, 

values, experiences, and knowledge from Malaysia. As mentioned in Chapter One, 

all had between seven and fifteen years of teaching experience in Malaysian 

primary and secondary schools, and/or teacher education institutions. 

Participants’ beliefs, values, experiences, and knowledge helped shape the 

meanings they made of their new experiences at a New Zealand university. 

Overall, these women suggested that their experiences in New Zealand enriched 
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their later teaching practice (and in some cases, their disposition as a teacher) in 

Malaysia.    

 

In the next chapter, I consider how women in this study made sense of their 

career pathways in Malaysia, and how they defined ‘career’ and ‘success’ at the 

time of our interviews. 
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Chapter 6: Women’s interpretations of 

career challenges and 

enablers 

INTRODUCTION 

In Chapter Five, I explored participants’ narrative accounts of their international 

experiences in New Zealand and their reflections on how these experiences 

shaped their practices and influenced their ongoing career pathways in Malaysia. 

In this chapter, I consider participants’ narrative accounts of their career 

situations at the time of our interviews. Here, I consider my research data in 

relation to the third and fourth research questions: How do the women currently 

make sense of their career pathways in Malaysia, and how do the women define 

‘career’ and ‘career success’, now? 

 

To answer these questions, I divide this chapter into five main sections. In the 

first and second sections, I discuss two groups of factors that participants 

associated with career challenges. These are home and family-related factors, and 

workplace-related factors. In the third and fourth sections, I discuss two groups 

of factors that participants associated with their career successes. These are 

home and family support; and workplace support and motivation. Following this, 

I consider participants’ definitions of career and career success. In the concluding 

section, I consider the importance of understanding how women conceptualise 

career challenges and enablers, and note how their conceptions were both 

reflective of, and contradictory to, existing literature on women’s career 

challenges and enablers. I argue that it is particularly critical to recognise 

women’s understandings of career challenges and enablers in hierarchical and 

patriarchal societies such as in Malaysia. I turn now to the first factor that 

participants associated with career challenges.  
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6.1 HOME AND FAMILY RELATED CHALLENGES 

Participants’ reflections on home and family-related challenges that affected their 

careers differed depending on their marital status. Eight women were single 

before they embarked on their study in New Zealand (see Table 5 below). Of these 

participants, five later married, and three stayed single; however, at the time of 

this research project, one of the five married women was widowed, and another 

was divorced. Six participants were married prior to studying in New Zealand. At 

the time of our interviews, four were married, while one was divorced, and one 

was widowed.  In Table 5, I summarise the women’s family situations. I categorise 

the women as either ‘single’ or ‘married’ since these categories reflect how they 

represented career challenges and successes associated with home and family in 

the interviews. 
 

Table 5 

Participants’ marital status when in New Zealand and when interviewed 
 

Name of 

participants 

Marital status 

while in New 

Zealand 

Marital status when interviewed 

Zaini Othman Single Married with childcare and spousal care responsibilities 

Ong Puay Cheng Single Married with childcare and spousal care responsibilities 

Noridah Ismail Single Married with childcare and spousal care responsibilities 

Teoh Sui Sum Single Single with parental care responsibilities 

Mary Anne Single Widowed with childcare responsibilities 

Edina Abi Talib Single Single without care responsibilities 

Jalina Jaafar Single Single without care responsibilities 

Suriah Manap Single Divorced without care responsibilities 

Rahmah Fauzi Married Married with childcare and spousal care responsibilities 

Caryn Chan Married Married with childcare and spousal care responsibilities 

Teh Kim Hong Married Married with spousal care responsibilities only 

Elaine Capel Married Married with spousal care responsibilities only 

Wan Anna Amin Married Widowed (with adult children) 

Hema Malini Married Divorced without care responsibilities 
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In the next section, I discuss challenges faced by single women with and without 

care responsibilities.  

 

6.1.1 Challenges faced by single women 

Being ‘single’ in many South-East and East Asian countries, including Malaysia, is 

a sensitive issue for women (Jones & Ramdas, 2004; Situmorang, 2007), and 

experiences of singleness are mostly absent from research literature (DePaulo & 

Morris, 2005; Jones, 2004). The term ‘single women’ in this study refers to a 

heterogenous population comprising of previously married women, such as 

widows, divorced and separated women; and women who have never married 

(A. Byrne, 2000). Single women in this study did not tend to talk explicitly about 

their single, widowed, or divorced status. However, insights into how their 

different experiences of singleness posed career challenges nevertheless 

emerged in their narrative accounts. In this section, I first discuss the narratives 

of single women who managed both family-related care responsibilities and 

careers. Then, I discuss the narratives of single women without care 

responsibilities at home. 

 

The experience of singleness in relation to home and family challenges may have 

some similarities across diverse cultures in Malaysia, yet a few differences may 

exist due to the vast array of cultural and religious practices (Ibrahim & Hassan, 

2009). At the time of my study, three single participants had to juggle their 

careers with home and family-related care responsibilities. Two (Mary Anne and 

Wan Anna) had become single following the death of a spouse, one had childcare 

responsibilities, and one was without children. The third woman (Sui Sum) 

carried parental care responsibilities. One of the three participants, Mary Anne, 

was a single parent with two school-age children. She found it really challenging 

to survive on her own without her husband. Previously, her husband had 

managed the household bills and shared the domestic duties so that Mary Anne 

could pursue her career. Mary Anne’s new (widowed and single) status meant 

she had to be independent and manage everything on her own. Mary Anne noted 
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that her new situation had led to considerable emotional, mental, and physical 

pressure both at home and in the workplace.  

 

Additionally, single (and married) women noted that detaching themselves from 

their careers to focus on home and family felt like a compromise. For example, 

Mary Anne found balancing her role as a single parent and as a senior lecturer 

extremely difficult. She shared how she felt severely drained by the heavy 

teaching workload, other non-teaching responsibilities, domestic duties, and 

motherhood. At the time of the interview, Mary Anne said she had filed for 

optional retirement.8 Mary Anne noted that quitting her job had been a difficult 

decision, but that focusing on her children’s wellbeing and education was more 

important for her children’s future. She had decided to retire early, noting that 

her pension was enough to support her family.  

 

Wan Anna found that life was difficult after she was first diagnosed with a 

terminal illness, and the doctor had said she had only a few months to live. Wan 

Anna was forced to retire on medical grounds. In our interview, Wan Anna 

expressed sadness because she was at the peak of her career when she was 

diagnosed with the illness. Wan Anna described how, a year after her diagnosis, 

while she was undergoing treatment and beginning to improve, she was informed 

by the family doctor that her husband, too, had a terminal illness. Her husband 

passed on two weeks after he was diagnosed with the illness. Wan Anna’s 

husband’s sudden death was just prior to the time of my interview. For this 

reason, we postponed the interview to a later date.  

 

Nevertheless, Wan Anna wanted me to note that she was blessed with four 

successful children she had raised with her husband. Although Wan Anna 

described her children as thriving, at the time of the interview, she lived alone, as 

 

 

8 A public servant who has served for 25 years or reached the age of 55 years old in Malaysia, whichever 

comes first, can apply for optional retirement and receive 50 -60 percent of their last salary depending on 

the number of years of service (Public Service Document JPA/PEN 228/174/1.2). 

 



  

Chapter 6: Women’s interpretations of career challenges and enablers 131 

they have their own careers. Wan Anna explained that she finds life as a widow 

hard, since she is single and all by herself. However, she said she was determined 

to get better from her illness and take life one day at a time. Later in the chapter, 

I elaborate on Wan Anna’s career after she opted out.  

  

Sui Sum described how she had decided to stay single to cope with parental care 

responsibilities. Her narrative account revealed how her current role as the 

deputy director of an institute of teacher education, and caregiver to her mother 

(and previously, father) was mentally, emotionally and physically demanding. Sui 

Sum noted, “If I had been married, I would not be able to care for my parents 

properly.” Sui Sum described her other three siblings as busy with their own 

families, and as having left her with the responsibility of caring for their mother 

alone. She said: 

I sometimes feel a little burdened taking care of my Mum alone… but what to do? 

My sisters and my younger brother are in overseas … so I think it’s good that I 

am single. I can take care of my Mum.  I feel I am not only taking care of my Mum 

but also my siblings … but with my job in the office and taking care of my Mum 

can sometimes be very tiring … but I am okay [sighs].  

Sui Sum reflected on how she had sacrificed opportunities to attend professional 

courses and events in order to attend to her mother’s care needs at home. I now 

turn to the family-related challenges discussed by single women who did not have 

care responsibilities at home.  

 

Despite their single status, four women noted challenges relating to home and 

family. Edina and Jalina never married, while Hema and Suriah were divorced. 

Hema lost custody of her child to her husband, while Suriah had no children. 

These women suggested that most cultures in Malaysia (e.g. Malay, Chinese, 

Indian, and other ethnicities) seemed to link women’s career success (or failure) 

to success (or failure) in marriage and life. As a result, focusing on their careers 

as single women was still challenging. For example, Edina and Jalina suggested 

their status as anak dara tua (a Malay phrase that translated literally to English 

means ‘old virgin’), carried “as negative a connotation as the word ‘spinster’ and 

denoted failure and a mark of shame” to some family members and relatives 
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(Ibrahim & Hassan, 2009, p. 397). Even though they were highly educated, 

professional women and were successful in their careers, Edina and Jalina noted 

that the attitudes of family members and relatives sometimes led to a lack of 

emotional and moral support.  

 

During the interviews, Edina and Jalina argued that single women are mostly 

dedicated in their careers, and their single status should not determine how their 

work performance is judged. In this view, they echoed DePaulo and Morris 

(2005), who argue that negative connotations about being single women need to 

change as they have no relation to women’s career success.  

 

Similarly, Hema and Suriah shared that some relatives and community members 

put pressure on them due to their status as ‘vivàkarathu panna penn’ (‘divorced 

women’ in Tamil) and ‘janda’ (‘divorced women’ in Malay), generating pointless 

home and family challenges. Suriah recalled how relatives, colleagues and friends 

“treated me differently”, and Hema noted, “my status as a divorcee is a stigma in 

some [parts of] Malaysian society”. Hema said: 

Being divorced is still considered to be ‘taboo’ according to various cultures in 

Malaysia… especially in Indian and Malay culture. Some relatives can put terrible 

pressure on you [for being a divorcee]. Don’t ask me why… I don’t know and I 

don’t understand [looking upset] … Despite the fact that divorced women can 

also be successful in their career, many believe that failed marriages may also 

reflect a failure in other areas of life. How lah? We now live in a modern world, 

yet people’s attitude is so backwards! [sigh]  

 

Hema explained she had experienced difficulty coping with her divorce case 

while trying to focus on her career, due to her husband’s high status and 

reputation in society. Hema said a lack of support from her relatives, family, and 

mainly Indian community members had affected her severely while she 

endeavoured to build and re-build her career. Hema noted she had digressed 

from her work commitment to fight for the custody of her son in court, in a case 

which lasted for many years. Due to her personal situation and her family’s lack 

of support, Hema had found it hard to survive on her own and to focus at work. 
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Suriah highlighted that negative perceptions from family and relatives, as well as 

community members and workmates, could erode divorced women’s self-

esteem. Suriah said she had to step back from focussing on her career because the 

divorce had severely affected her sense of self-esteem and self-worth. To find 

some peace, Suriah had become actively involved in other interests outside work 

(e.g. music activities). Unfortunately, her relatives, family, and employer saw her 

new life pattern as displaying a lack of interest in her work. Suriah contested this 

view, but her lifestyle choices had created tensions in her relationships with 

family, relatives, her employer, and colleagues over many years.  Next, I turn to 

challenges faced by married women in relation to home and family.  

 

6.1.2 Challenges faced by married women   

In Malaysia, men are generally considered to be the head of the family (Abdullah 

et al., 2008). This arrangement is regardless of women’s income or professional 

status (Syed, 2008). Seven married participants in my study noted that their 

husbands acted as the head of the family through decision-making and the 

provision of monetary and non-monetary support for their spouse and children. 

Non-monetary support included providing for the material, spiritual, and 

security needs of the family (also see Abdullah et al., 2008; Syed, 2008). However, 

in my study, Elaine suggested that (professional) women may also have a “voice 

in decision-making” due to their ability to provide monetary and non-monetary 

support for the family. The participants, however, noted that men seem to have 

the most power in decision-making processes in Malaysia.  

 

The women’s narratives in my study highlighted that due to men’s differential 

status in Malaysia, women often carry the burden of care responsibilities in 

marriage relationships. Arguably, the unequal distribution of care work is not 

unique to Malaysia (Cheung & Halpern, 2010; European Union, 2018; Stone, 

2008). All seven married participants suggested their ability to focus on their 

careers changed after they got married. Three women (Puay Cheng, Caryn and 

Noridah) questioned married women’s ability to have successful careers when 

inundated with multiple responsibilities and demands at home. For example, 
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Puay Cheng and Noridah noted that as well as carrying out care responsibilities 

for their children and husbands, married women in Malaysia sometimes had to 

care for siblings, parents, and their husband’s parents and siblings. As noted by 

Johnson and DaVanzo (1997) and Ngin and DaVanzo (1999), it is rather common 

for Malay, Chinese, or Indian married couples in Malaysia to have co-residence9 

or quasi-coresidence10 arrangements with their older parents (and sometimes, 

siblings). According to Johnson and DaVanzo (1997), and Ngin and DaVanzo 

(1999), these arrangements are due to the traditional obligations of children to 

care for their elderly parents, the roles of grandparents as childcare providers, 

the perceived economic benefits of co-residing, and lack of housing. In my study, 

some participants noted that certain households in Malaysia were still practising 

the co-residence and quasi-coresidence arrangements. Puay Cheng and Noridah 

reflected on how their obligations to nuclear and extended family members had 

shaped both their domestic roles and careers.  

I come from a big family … even though I am married, I still have my Mum, 

brothers and sisters to care for … I still give them money, share house chores, 

take them to hospitals, shopping, here and there despite my heavy workload at 

home…  more so at work. It drives me crazy … At times, I feel so emotionally 

burdened and physically tired because I have to rush here and there for my 

Mum’s family and look after my own family’s needs … it’s hard but now that I 

looked back [laughed], I realised all these taught me to manage my emotion and 

mental health better … managing multiple roles are not easy but I know being 

able to do it means I can balance all sorts of demands at work and at home… 

[smiled] I wonder how I managed all that! (Puay Cheng) 

I have to do everything at home … I also take care of my mother and father, my 

two sisters and my younger brother. On top of this, I have my husband and two 

kids at home … I have to do everything on my own … that’s why when I’m at my 

college, I have no problem when my boss asked me to do all sorts of stuff other 

than teaching. Why? Because I am so used to handle all sorts of work at home … 

 

 

9 Co-residence refers to adult (married or unmarried) children living with their older parents and 

in some cases with their siblings (Ngin & DaVanzo, 1999). 

10 Quasi-coresidence refers to “parents and their adult children living nearby and assisting each 

other but not actually co-residing” (Ngin & DaVanzo, 1999, p. 55). 
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so in college I managed things better even though sometimes I ran out of energy 

by the time I got home [sighed].  I just need to have a timetable to balance work 

at home and work at the college ... at first not okay but slowly things got better 

because I am a good manager. I am proud to say I am a superwoman! [laughed]. 

(Noridah) 

The seven married participants also spoke about the centrality of married life and 

womanhood in relation to home and family challenges. Five participants said that 

as married women, they handled childcare and spousal care, regardless of their 

position in the workplace. Two participants commented, “[In Malaysia] women’s 

place is still in the kitchen” (Caryn), and “My Mum always reminds me that no 

matter how highly qualified a woman is, her place is still in the kitchen” (Zaini). 

Additionally, one Muslim woman commented that married women must oblige 

their husbands because “heaven lies under a husband’s feet” (Rahmah). Rahmah 

suggested that regardless of women’s status in the workplace, Muslim wives must 

fulfil the obligation to be obedient and respectful to their husbands as the leaders 

in the home (with conditions). Therefore, three out of four Muslim participants 

(Rahmah, Zaini and Wan Anna) who were in leadership roles, described their 

domestic roles as, at times, impacting on their self-confidence as female leaders 

in the workplace.  

 

An imbalance of power-sharing at home sometimes created conflicts that affected 

my participants’ careers. These findings align with the findings of research 

conducted in other parts of the world, for example, in India (Buddhapriya, 2009), 

Oman (Al-Lamky, 2007), Lebanon (Kauser & Tlaiss, 2011; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2011), 

UAE and the Gulf (Metcalfe, 2007; Salloum, 2003). Notably, reviews undertaken 

in both Western and non-Western contexts (Cheung & Halpern, 2010) highlight 

challenges for women navigating the balance between work and family life. 

 

Four women in my study described how, as married women, they were at times 

expected to leave employment permanently and focus only on the home and 

family. For a professional woman such as Zaini, this expectation not only affected 

the husband and wife relationship, but it also created tension in her relationship 

with her parents and parents-in-law. Zaini described how she had almost 

resigned from her professional career due to the cultural and religious demands 
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of her parents-in-law who were Arabs. This is because, in most Middle East 

countries, women’s place is primarily at home (Al-Lamky, 2007; Metcalfe, 2007; 

Salloum, 2003). Zaini described how she navigated her wider family’s 

expectations while also negotiating her position within the family: 

It is a challenge for us because my mother thinks that my temporary choice 

not to work [is] because I am married to an Arab man. And my mother-in-

law who is an Arab insists a wife must stay at home…full time! Initially, it 

was hard to convince both sides of the family that I am only taking a 

temporary break because I want to focus on my children’s upbringing. I 

almost give in to my mother-in-law and resign permanently … My mother 

thinks I should be working … And after one year, I asked my husband, ‘Are 

we okay financially if I stay at home? Do you need any financial help? But he 

[husband] said, ‘No, it’s ok. We can manage without you going back to work’. 

So, Alhamdulilah [Praise be to God] and I can now concentrate on my 

children’s upbringing and stay at home until I am ready to go back to work 

... I am glad I have the power to make this decision with my husband’s 

support.  

Zaini’s mother’s and her mother-in-law’s expectations concerning familial 

commitments and professional careers conflicted with each other due to cultural 

differences. In Zaini’s case, extended families’ intervention seemed to limit her 

autonomy, despite the fact that she was successful in her career. However, in the 

quote above, Zaini reveals that she chose to stay at home for a time on her own 

terms, and in consultation with her husband. Not all married women in my study 

were able to negotiate with their spouse or families about balancing home and 

family demands with professional career commitments, as Caryn’s narrative 

account shows (see below). 

 

The inability of some women to negotiate the demands associated with home and 

family led to overwhelming challenges which sometimes women could not 

overcome. For example, Caryn described tensions at home and in her family, 

alongside overwhelming career challenges in school. 

Can you imagine I teach five classes and each class has about 40 to 45 girls? So, 

the amount of marking that I do … it causes tension in the house because my 

husband says I’m taking work home … so I make sure I clean the house, I wash 
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up everything, cook for them. So, when the children are asleep, then only I do my 

marking … So, the challenge is that it does affect husband and wife relationship 

and the upbringing of the children. I take my job very seriously… In the end, my 

family suffer because of my work. My children didn’t do well at school. Not that 

my children are stupid… It’s just that I didn’t spend time on them [long sigh].  

Most participants noted they were held responsible for their husband’s and 

children’s well-being, and primarily responsible for preparing meals, doing 

laundry, house cleaning (also see Ali, 2014; Halim et al., 2016), raising children, 

and overseeing their education (also see Hamid & Salleh, 2013; Salleh, Mahmud, 

& Inangda, 2007). Puay Cheng noted that home responsibilities affected her 

ability and willingness to focus on her career. Puay Cheng said: 

I am not bothered about my promotion [laughed]. Well, who wouldn’t want a 

promotion but to be up there [career ladder], so much time would be taken from 

my family! [sighed]. I must be willing to travel often but I wasn’t willing to 

sacrifice my family … I have to take care of my husband, children, parents … look 

after my brothers lah and sisters lah … their education, tuition, pocket money … 

haishh … so much work to do lah! So, never mind [if] no promotion!  

Notably, six Muslim and four non-Muslim participants emphasised the 

importance of treating parents well since their parents had given them a good 

education and encouraged their character development. These participants felt 

obligated to return their parents’ efforts by taking care of them in old age.  

 

6.2 WORKPLACE RELATED CHALLENGES  

Participants also described four ways in which workplace demands led to career 

challenges. The first was when women encountered professional demands that 

affected their career progression. The second was gender role stereotypes and 

discrimination that limited women’s career advancement. The third was a lack of 

mentoring or access to networks. The fourth was when women’s professional 

practice based on their international experience was seen as challenging local 

work culture. I consider each in turn. 
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6.2.1 Professional demands that affected career progression 

All 14 participants noted they were burdened with heavy workloads and ‘non-

standard work schedules’ (Bianchi & Milkie+, 2010) which included long working 

hours, as well as multiple roles and tasks. Participants said heavy workloads had 

a substantial negative impact on their career advancement. Participants who 

were working as teachers were teaching between 20 to 28 hours a week and 

lecturers were teaching 15 to 18 hours a week, not including other 

responsibilities. Participants revealed they worked long hours, including at night 

and during weekends. I begin with the teachers’ accounts and then consider the 

lecturers’ accounts.  

 

Although official working hours for secondary school teachers in Malaysia are 

from 7.30 am to 2.40 pm, the teachers in my study said they had often had to stay 

at school for longer to carry out non-teaching duties. These duties included 

administrative tasks, such as acting as textbook administrator, and transitional 

programme coordinator, hostel warden, health and well-being administrator, 

morning or afternoon session coordinator, school assets officer, or school 

canteen supervisor. In the Malaysian education system, there is no assistance for 

teachers; teachers must carry out all teaching and non-teaching duties in the 

school.  

 

Some participants who were lecturers in teacher education institutions (TEI) also 

complained about having to perform non-teaching duties. For example, Kim Hong 

and Elaine said that, although official working hours at their TEIs were from 8.00 

am to 5.00 pm, all lecturers had to lead co-curricular activities for teacher 

trainees after 5.00 pm, including during weekends and semester breaks. Kim 

Hong and Elaine noted that these extra hours affected their core function, limiting 

their capacity to teach and attend to other professional demands.  

 

One participant noted that, sometimes, teachers in her school were forced to 

attend courses that were not relevant to their job scopes. For example, Hema said 

she had to attend irrelevant courses merely to fill the seven days requirement of 

continuing professional development courses set by the Malaysian Ministry of 
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Education (MMoE). If she failed to attend, she would be penalised in the Annual 

Performance Review. Upper management would make decisions about course 

attendance without consulting the teachers. The teachers were then required to 

attend courses, even if they were not relevant to their work. Teachers were then 

required to make up the hours they spent at courses by teaching students during 

weekends. Caryn and Puay Cheng described such requirements as emotionally, 

mentally, and physically draining, and noted a high rate of mental illness among 

teachers. The National Union of Teaching Profession (NUTP), Malaysia, has also 

noted high levels of stress among teachers  (https://www.thestar.com.my/news/ 

nation/2018/10/12/teachers-teaching-no-longer-a-passion-but-a-burden-

today). 

 

6.2.2 Gender role stereotypes and discrimination 

Women’s narrative accounts also revealed issues relating to the gendered nature 

of their organisations, for example, encounters with stereotyping and 

discrimination. Six women commented that female teachers or lecturers who 

contributed to their schools and TEIs over and above their regular teaching duties 

were not rewarded accordingly in their Annual Performance Reviews. Zaini gave 

a gendered explanation for this, suggesting that women were disadvantaged 

when they “had no connections with the boss.” In their Intelligent Career Theory, 

Arthur et al. (1995) contend that knowing the right people, or having connections 

with upper management, is likely to increase a person’s opportunity for career 

advancement (see more below). Although there is no empirical research to 

defend this claim in the Malaysian context, 14 participants made similar 

arguments. For example, Hema, Zaini and Mary Anne commented that male 

teachers and lecturers tended to lead the recipient list for the Excellent 

Performance Award each year. They argued that many female teachers and 

lecturers were more deserving. 

 

Women also described gender role stereotypes as halting their access to career 

advancement. Here, I refer to the belief that analytical, dominant and agentic 

tendencies are ‘masculine’ traits, whereas a quiet demeanour, gentleness, 
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sympathy, and care are ‘feminine’ traits (Donnelly & Twenge, 2017; Heilman, 

2012; Prentice & Carranza, 2002). Three participants (Jalina, Edina and Wan 

Anna) expressed a view that men are appointed as leaders in Malaysia primarily 

due to their perceived masculine traits. These views aligned with Schein’s (2001) 

argument that women are less successful in organisations because ‘feminine’ 

attributes are perceived as reflecting a lower level of capability. Jalina contended 

that, even when women had better educational credentials (including overseas 

qualifications), leadership ability, and knowledge and skills, male colleagues 

were given preference and considered more suitable for senior positions. One 

explanation some women offered was that women lack access to mentoring and 

professional networks.  

 

6.2.3 Lack of networking, mentoring and sponsoring opportunities for 

women 

Participants’ narratives suggested that, in their workplaces, women and men 

received different support when it came to networking, mentoring, and 

sponsoring. In Chapter Two, I noted that the literature highlights a lack of such 

supports as limiting women’s access to higher positions in male-dominated 

organisations (Abramo et al., 2015; Baumgartner & Schneider, 2010). Four 

participants (Hema, Edina, Jalina and Wan Anna) suggested that an ‘old boys’ 

network’11 existed in their workplaces, where senior male colleagues and those 

in leadership positions would mentor some male mentees and later sponsor 

specific mentees to take up leadership and essential roles. According to these 

women, in the MMoE, TEIs, and schools, men were generally appointed to senior 

management roles, even when there were many capable women. Other scholars 

have noted that networking, mentoring, and sponsoring among male 

counterparts often leads to men being selected, rather than women, as men tend 

 

 

11 This is a term used in reference to an informal system through which men are thought to use their 

positions of influence to help others who went to the same school or university as they did, or who share a 

similar social background (https://en.oxforddictionaries.com) 
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to be favoured by other men, even when women are equally or better qualified 

(for example, see Ely et al., 2011; Healy et al., 2011; Hoobler et al. , 2011).  

 

Three participants used metaphors to explain women’s disadvantage in their 

workplaces, including “glass ceiling” (Sui Sum), and “glass escalator” (Edina and 

Wan Anna). Women used these terms in reference to the presence of invisible 

barriers which are subtle and transparent, yet powerful in preventing women 

and other minority groups from being promoted to top leadership positions 

(Corsun & Costen, 2001; Randel, Galvin & Gibson, 2017). Sui Sum, Edina and Wan 

Anna held senior positions, but admitted their career journey had been arduous 

due to barriers within their organisations. For example, Sui Sum said women 

constitute more than half of the academic staff in her TEI. Since Sui Sum held a 

senior leadership role, she did not want to elaborate on this, saying the issue was 

“sensitive and that I would rather not comment if I want to continue being in this 

role”. Similarly, Edina and Wan Anna explained that some of their women 

colleagues who had strong leadership qualities imagined climbing the leadership 

ladder; however, the “glass escalator” prevented them from moving up in the 

management hierarchy. According to Edina and Wan Anna, most of these women 

only managed to attain mid- to senior-level positions, rather than top leadership 

positions. However, interestingly, Wan Anna also attributed this outcome to the 

women, suggesting, “The strong ones survived, but most women gave in to their 

male counterparts”.  

 

My study corroborates the findings of previous work which found that women 

are often side-lined for promotion compared to men (for example, see Alksnis, 

Desmarais, & Curtis, 2008; Ely et al., 2011; Groysberg, 2014). However, six 

participants noted that connections with “high ranked” (Rahmah) or “the right” 

people (Edina) inside and outside organisations, along with  the ability to “work 

hard and work smart” (Wan Anna) and “ensure that things get done” (Sui Sum), 

could nevertheless lead to career progression for women. I now turn to the 

challenges women associated with applying their international experiences and 

ideas to ‘home’ contexts, when they returned to Malaysia from abroad.  
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6.2.4 Challenges applying international experiences and ideas in 

Malaysia 

Eight participants said that some of the ideas they “brought back and put into 

practice” (Hema) were seen as challenging local work culture norms, or as 

“different” (Jalina). These women described feeling side-lined in their current 

organisations as a result. For example, Jalina reported her struggles conducting 

and bringing change to official ceremonies at the ministry level. Jalina noted that 

official ceremonies in Malaysia are very “formal” and when she tried to make 

them “informal”, some staff snubbed her efforts, saying, “This is Malaysia and not 

New Zealand!”. Jalina admitted she was frustrated but noted that such a response 

did not surprise her because she had similar experiences when she was teaching 

in school. Jalina described how colleagues had previously labelled her as 

“bringing in the Western culture” when she introduced some teaching strategies, 

work culture practices, and values she learned in New Zealand. Jalina said only a 

handful of her colleagues gave her the support to bring about changes; these 

colleagues were also trained abroad, in places such as the United Kingdom, 

Australia, Germany, and Japan. 

 

Hema described similar situations to Jalina’s. She described how her colleagues 

ridiculed her “Western ideas” and accused her of opposing “Malaysian norms”. 

Hema recalled a confrontation with her colleagues when she tried to introduce 

different teaching and learning strategies and different ways of conducting co-

curricular activities. She recalled that, recently, her colleagues had mocked her 

when she decided to take part in the school sport’s day parade dressed as a 

mascot. Hema said that, in the past, only students took part in the sports parade. 

She noted that her “Western bravery” challenged the school norms. Hema shared 

her story: 

I was bold enough to make a difference. Teachers have never taken part in sports 

parade. Then one year, I decided to dress up like Elsa [Walt Disney’s Frozen 

character] and walked in the parade with the students… My principal knows that 

I am different. Some colleagues gave me ‘that look’! But who cares! I like what I 

was doing… I treat my students and colleagues just like how I was treated in New 

Zealand. New Zealand had different, unique traditions! [Laughter] And most of 
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all, the way I teach my students is different. I may not be successful in my career 

… no position, nothing! But that’s okay because I am different …  and I know I 

enjoy myself and do my best. And that is all that matters! [sigh]  

Six other participants shared similar stories, describing instances when their 

presence and ideas seemed to be seen by colleagues as a “threat and challenge” 

(Rahmah) to local work culture norms. Some participants said they had given in 

to local work culture norms as a result, while others said they would be persistent 

in implementing Western ideas in Malaysian organisations.  

 

Now, I turn to the factors women in my study identified as supporting their career 

success.  

 

6.3 HOME AND FAMILY AS SUPPORTING PARTICIPANTS’ CAREER SUCCESS 

In this section, I discuss how participants linked home and family support to their 

career success. First, I consider the accounts of single women. Then, I consider 

married participants’ accounts.  

 

6.3.1 Single women and career success 

In this study, five single women described three ways in which the family 

supported them and contributed to their career success. The first was through 

domestic work; the second, by providing motivation; and the third, through 

parents’ ‘favouring’. Notably, the women’s depiction of singleness in the 

Malaysian context ran counter to representations of singleness as living alone. At 

the time of our interviews, four of the seven single women were co-residing with 

their parents and/or siblings, while the other two widows were living alone, and 

another (also a widow) was living with her two children. In this section, I begin 

by considering the narratives of single women who described receiving domestic 

support, then I consider single women’s accounts of receiving motivational 

support. Finally, I consider how some women described singleness as benefiting 

them in their careers. 
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Two women associated their success in leadership roles with the domestic 

support they received at home. For example, Sui Sum and Jalina noted that they 

owed their success to their parents (Sui Sum and Jalina) and siblings (Jalina). 

With parents and siblings attending to most domestic duties, both women said 

they could focus on their careers, while focusing on their postgraduate study. As 

noted earlier, being the only child who never married, Sui Sum co-resided with 

her mother. Sui Sum noted that she probably could not have divided her time 

between parental care responsibilities, family, career, and pursuing higher 

education if she had been married. Being single, Sui Sum said she only had her 

mother “to worry about and less of other commitments”. Sui Sum noted that her 

single status and the support she received from her mother throughout her 

career journey before her mother fell ill had contributed to her educational 

attainment and career success.  

 

Similarly, Jalina, who was co-residing with her parents and siblings, said she was 

grateful to her family for providing both motivational and domestic support. 

Jalina said: 

I choose to focus on it [my career] more. Kadang-kadang kesian juga [Sometimes 

I feel sorry] because I live with my parents. I feel like the house is like a hotel. 

Kadang-kadang I balik, tidur, makan [Sometimes I just go home to sleep and have 

my meals]; then, I go for out station [out of city] for work ... However, my parents 

and sisters helped me with house chores, and they are very understanding about 

my work. So, I don't have to worry about it [house chores]. I can travel here and 

there for work. My Mum especially...because I am single, she asked me to focus 

on my career ... it would be difficult if I was married, right? [chuckled].  

Jalina went on to describe the nature of her work, whereby she had to travel very 

often. She said that without the motivation and domestic support from her family, 

she would not have been appointed to her current leadership role, which 

required full commitment. 

 

Edina and Sui Sum suggested that their status as single women had a positive 

impact on their careers. For example, Edina noted that it was due to her single 

status that her mother gave extra motivation which contributed to her career 

success. Being the youngest and the only one in the family who was left 
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unmarried, Edina said her mother favoured her more than her other siblings. 

Despite her mother’s illness, Edina’s mother encouraged her to pursue her higher 

education abroad, and then subsequent degrees (masters and doctoral) and a 

career in Malaysia. Edina recalled: 

I was in a dilemma when the offer [for the scholarship] came. I couldn’t leave my 

[ailing] Mum. But my Mum wanted me to accept the offer. This was for my future. 

I knew I must grab the opportunity. My sisters could care for her, but I was feeling 

very guilty. They were married and had families of their own. But my Mum 

insisted that I should go [to New Zealand] … After long, careful thought, I 

accepted the offer. It was a chance of a lifetime… Although I knew it was going to 

be a problem at home, Mum wanted me to accept the challenge. Then, throughout 

my career later, Mum was always there to support me.  

Edina noted that as the only single daughter in the family, throughout her career, 

her mother was always a key source of motivation for her career success.  

 

Similarly, Sui Sum said she received “extra attention” from her parents due to her 

singleness. She noted she was the only child living with her parents while her 

other siblings were married and lived on their own. Sui Sum suggested that, in 

many ways, her parents had favoured her over the other siblings. Sui Sum said 

that, because of this, it was her responsibility to care for her parents. Ngin and 

DaVanzo (1999) highlight how some (single and married) women still co-reside 

with their parents and/or siblings in Malaysia to fulfil their traditional care 

obligations. However, in my study, Edina and Sui Sum suggested that co-

residence benefitted them; while carrying out their duty as loyal daughters, 

parents’ support contributed to their career success. Next, I discuss factors that 

contributed to married women’s career success.  

 

6.3.2 Married women and career success 

In this study, seven married women described spousal support, family, and 

parental motivation as factors that shaped their career success. For example, six 

out of seven married participants suggested that strong family ties, strengthened 

by a sense of goodwill and togetherness among family members, were the main 
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contributing factors to their career success (also see, Alesina & Giuliano, 2010; 

Salleh et al.,  2007). These women noted that parental and sibling understanding 

of their challenges as married women with careers meant that family provided 

support when they needed help with managing childcare or doing house chores 

and provided motivation to continue working towards career advancement.  

 

Successful dual-career marriages require couples to share domestic and child-

rearing responsibilities (also see, Salleh et al., 2007; Silberstein, 2014). Two 

participants (Rahmah and Wan Anna) shared that they could study in New 

Zealand due to their spouses’ and families’ support and motivation. Rahmah 

recalled how her husband had taken on the role of both father and mother to their 

four young children while she was away in New Zealand. The sacrifice made by 

her husband had enabled Rahmah to graduate successfully. Possessing a much 

higher qualification, Rahmah later held better positions. With several promotions 

over two decades, Rahmah said she owed her career success to her husband.  

 

Wan Anna described a similar situation, noting she could not depend on her 

parents and parents-in-law because they had passed away. She depended solely 

on her husband for support with domestic chores and childcare, and it was her 

husband’s support and motivation that allowed her to focus on her study and 

attain later career success. Wan Anna reflected on her success during the 

interview: 

If it wasn’t for my husband and children’s support, I wouldn’t have come this far. 

From only [an] undergraduate teacher, I became Deputy at [names government 

department]. My children are also very successful. My eldest daughter migrated 

to [the] United Kingdom. My son [is] a doctor in Germany and the other two are 

also very successful. Without [ husband’s] help, my children and I wouldn’t have 

come this far in our careers.  

However, some women also noted that spousal support in domestic roles was 

seen as contradicting traditional marriage norms. Two participants, Elaine and 

Kim Hong, said they owed their career success to their spouses who shared 

domestic duties at home. However, they described this support as “against the 

norms” (Elaine) because “women’s place is in the kitchen” (Kim Hong) and “men 
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have to bring money home” (Elaine). Kim Hong noted that in the 1990s and 

before, “this would have been an unusual phenomenon in Malaysia”. Next, I 

discuss how some women also associated workplace support and motivation 

with their career success. 

 

6.4 WORKPLACE SUPPORT AND MOTIVATION AS FACILITATING 

PARTICIPANTS’ CAREER SUCCESS 

As noted in Chapter Two, some Western scholars define career success in terms 

of linear or hierarchical career pathways, external reward, and personal 

achievement (Baruch, 2004; Hall, 1996, 2002; Heslin, 2005). All 14 participants 

in my study shared these definitions in some respects; however, five participants 

(Elaine, Sui Sum, Rahmah, Noridah and Zaini) also defined success differently.  

 

Elaine and Sui Sum defined success in terms of their bosses’ acknowledgement of 

their capabilities and contributions. For example: 

My HoD [Head of Department] is a role model for me. She is also a graduate of 

New Zealand. She invited me to be part of the national curriculum panel. She also 

supports me in my application for promotion. Though I may not be in any 

position, but her acknowledgement of my contribution tells me that I am 

successful… maybe because she is a woman [Laughter]. And she understands 

how I work. So… I am happy! That is a success for me. (Elaine) 

It’s not an easy job. But I have good support from my boss, HoDs and colleagues. 

At times, it’s uh… a bit too stressful with all difficult decision-making stuff. But 

my boss is always on my side… He’s a nice guy, very supportive of my decisions 

… Academic DD [Deputy Director] all the while has been a male post. I was really 

surprised when he offered me the job. [Laughter] I told him I am soft-spoken, 

how to be a boss? Don’t have masculine characteristics. But he told me I don’t 

have to be one, right? So jobwise, uh… difficult but can manage lah ... I know my 

boss trusts me … I must prove that woman can do it too! [Laughter] (Sui Sum) 

For both Elaine and Sui Sum, a sense of being valued by senior staff mitigated 

other career challenges, such as a lack of formal status (Elaine), and work-related 

stress (Sui Sum).  
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Rahmah and Noridah related their success to a sense of personal achievement. 

They also related their success to the achievement and success of other people in 

their lives. They said: 

I relate success to my career and happiness in life… If I don’t feel stress coming 

to work… I’m happy with everything… then that is a success. I’m happy when my 

students excel in learning the [English] language and I’m happy when they try to 

communicate with me in English. It was really hard teaching them the [English] 

language, you know... But I received good support from my bosses and 

colleagues. So, it’s okay if I don’t have any position but I know I’ve made my 

students succeed and that’s my success too. (Rahmah) 

Success to me is when I can balance career and family … Most importantly is 

when my kids do well in school and my students do well in college. Even if I excel 

in my career but my children struggle in school, then that is not success…  Success 

must happen both at work and at home. My boss knows that I am dedicated to 

my students.  I’m happy that he knows that. Success to me is not about me, but I 

see my success through my kids’ achievement… and when I say kids, they mean 

both my own children and my students. (Noridah) 

 

Other participants in this study (with the exception of Hema and Jalina) also 

associated success with achievements other than being in leadership positions. 

Most women also defined success in relation to doing what makes one happy and 

contented in life and contributing to other people’s success and happiness.  

 

Rahmah and Zaini, on the other hand, related their success to mobility patterns 

or (in)voluntary transfers. They described how they were initially reluctant to 

move location when asked to do so, but how they later re-considered this when 

moving locations opened up opportunities for formal career success (for 

example, promotion). Rahmah and Zaini described that they had been assigned 

difficult tasks and were required to travel extensively during their early and mid-

career stages to improve the quality of their positions. Rahmah noted that most 

women decline job transfers, even when the transfers involve promotion, due to 

family commitments and having to teach in rural areas. However, Rahmah and 

Zaini, interpreted their willingness to move as having led to better leadership 

positions. They noted: 
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After I came back from New Zealand in 1999, I was transferred to a Chinese-

medium secondary school… Then in 2002, due to my time-based promotion, I 

was transferred out to another school in a very remote area ... Gosh, that place! 

[sigh].  After five years there, I was promoted as a Students’ Affair Officer … with 

the condition that I must be willing to go on another transfer. It was okay because 

I was thrilled at the ministry. Then, I was given another promotion with the same 

condition to be transferred back to my hometown. Of course, lah, I accepted the 

offer! [Laughter]. I am happy because my boss was very nice to me. A lot of 

transfers … but what to do ... [laughter]. Otherwise, I have to wait for 10 or 12 

years to be promoted. (Rahmah) 

So, when I returned from New Zealand, my level is different before. They [my 

bosses] could see that I developed the most ... they offered [me] a job like to be 

the facilitator for these smart schoolteachers and administration from Vietnam 

and Myanmar. I was happy, you know, having to practice my first international 

experience. I was happy and then uh… it’s time to go back to [MoE], you know, 

and then to school ... after lots of thoughts, I accepted the offer ... that’s the only 

way to get a promotion. I need only to serve for another two years, then I will 

think about it. I must be willing to accept all sorts of tasks that others refused to 

do if I really want to be somebody [with position] ... I must accept the job and 

transfer here and there or else I will be stuck in the same place doing the same 

job for the rest of my career ... uh no! (Zaini) 

These findings align with Aycan (2004), who found that in order to be promoted, 

women need to exceed what is normally required of men involving “difficult and 

high visibility assignments ... exceeding performance criteria ... [and] the extent 

to which women are recruited for higher positions” (p. 457). Zaini and Rahmah 

suggested that in order to improve the quality of their positions, they needed to 

accept multiple transfers within the ministry or schools and accept difficult tasks 

that came along with the transfers. Next, I turn to the support and motivation 

received from male colleagues. 

 

Six women constructed success with reference to men in the workplace. These 

women (Wan Anna, Rahmah, Sui Sum, Edina, Suriah and Noridah) represented 

men as both crucial enablers and people who presented barriers for their careers. 

On the one hand, these women suggested that their male bosses provided better 

support and motivation than female bosses. On the other hand, they also noted 
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that some men (for example, colleagues and those in higher positions) tended to 

provide barriers and block women’s career progression.  

 

Six women discussed ways in which their male bosses had seemed to value their 

ideas or effort to bring about change in the organisations. Edina and Noridah 

noted: 

I agree that men should hold upper management posts. Male bosses [are] willing 

to hear your ideas. If you ask for advice, they help you … and if you are 

hardworking, they notice. I became the KPP [Chief Assistant Director] because of 

male bosses. They promoted me. They recognised my contribution, but female 

bosses have different preferences. There are things and people that they like and 

dislikes, and they cannot be as rational as men. I don’t know why some female 

bosses are like that! … Based on my experience, I feel like women are gender-

biased ...  If there are just women bosses around, we are doomed! I feel like we 

are put on lockdown [Laughter]. Maybe they [female bosses] are looking at me 

differently because I am overseas trained. Those who also graduated from 

overseas can accept changes that you bring to the department because they too, 

are overseas trained … They may accept some limited changes, but acceptance 

won’t be easy … Some are resistant to change. (Edina) 

I prefer a male. I still prefer male… we have those who are high position females, 

whereby we have many problems. The female boss is a little bit hmm … very 

meticulous and particular with details. Male bosses are not! [Laughter] Women 

bosses can sometimes be very strict. They are very … hmm … go by the book. 

Male [bosses] less fussy and more understanding. (Noridah) 

Notably, most women in this study who were in leadership roles acknowledged 

they had received support and motivation from men, and built their careers with 

the support of influential men, both inside and outside their organisations. The 

findings from six women in my study seemed to contradict other research on 

women’s careers (also see Abramo et al., 2015, 2016; Burk & Eby, 2010; Haggard 

& Turban,  2012) where women leaders are represented as supporting female 

subordinates based on merit, and men, as supporting other male subordinates 

based on favouritism. In my study, some women represented men rather than 

women leaders as recognising their service based on merit. 
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6.5 A RETURN TO THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In this chapter, I have considered my third and fourth research questions: How 

do the women currently make sense of their career pathways in Malaysia, and 

how do they define ‘career’ and ‘career success’, now? The women’s accounts 

revealed a rich interplay between home, family, and workplace challenges and 

enablers, while revealing some dissimilarities between single and married 

women’s experiences.  

 

Specifically, in this chapter, I highlighted the ways in which the single and married 

participants noted various challenges in their careers. Women who were 

widowed, divorced, or never married shared the emotional, mental and physical 

pressures of having to cope with home and family-related challenges, as well as 

workplace challenges. For example, divorced and never-married women were 

aware of their stigmatised status in society. They shared how certain society 

members in Malaysia failed to distinguish between failure in marriage and 

success in careers. This finding echoes the literature which acknowledges that the 

negative meanings attached to women’s single status tend to impact negatively 

on women’s career success (DePaulo & Morris, 2005; Ibrahim & Hassan, 2009). 

The single women’s narratives in this study revealed complex pathways, 

including how forced choices (for example, due to family demands or ill-health) 

impacted negatively on their career progression; how family support enabled 

career progression; and how career-advancement was also enabled through 

independent hard work and risk-taking (for example, accepting transfers).  

 

Additionally, single women in this study knew that home and workplace factors 

could both support and limit their career advancement. They emphasised the 

significance of families’ support in supporting the women’s successful balancing 

of professional and domestic demands. For example, some parents motivated 

single women who cared for their families to upgrade their knowledge and skills 

and to take on successfully more challenging tasks. My study contributes to the 

literature on women’s experiences of singleness (Jones, 2004; Reynolds & Taylor, 

2005) by highlighting how the women in my study constructed singleness, not in 
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terms of isolation, but in terms of connectedness with wider family networks, 

including living arrangements, such as co-residence.  

 

As previously noted, there is limited research on women’s singleness in Malaysia 

(Azmawati, Hashim, & Endut, 2015), and the experience of singleness is still 

represented in terms of a ‘deficit identity’ (Reynolds & Taylor, 2005). However, 

my study makes several noteworthy contributions. First, four women 

represented singleness in terms of autonomy, independence, and happiness in 

relation to their careers. While these single women described many challenges 

associated with being single, they did not represent these challenges as hindering 

them from successfully managing their lives and careers. Gordon (2016) argues 

that historically, “men provide[d] the norm, the normal, the absolute; they [were] 

true autonomous individuals” (p. 1). However, my study problematises the 

conflation of singleness with autonomy. While some single women in my study 

expressed enjoyment of  their freedom and linked their singleness with career 

success, they also reflected on the contributions others had made to their careers, 

and expressed a desire to be recognised, based on the basis of their expertise, 

rather than their status as single women. 

 

The married women in my study identified challenges associated with the care 

demands of their immediate and extended families, including parents-in-law. For 

these women, juggling motherhood, family roles, domestic duties and careers 

was challenging, and most of the women expressed a sense that their multiple 

commitments meant they were disadvantaged in terms of career advancement. 

Most of the married women suggested that the burden of domestic and family 

responsibilities affected their ability to perform in the workplace, for example, to 

meet increasing performance expectations or compete with their male 

counterparts. These findings align with the literature on career women’s 

difficulties balancing work-life commitments (Ahmad & Masood, 2011; Patton, 

2013). These findings also align with literature that recognises women’s careers 

are complex and do not follow linear career pathways (O’Neil et al., 2013; Pringle 

& McCulloch Dixon, 2003). Married women’s narratives of juggling homemaking 

and paid work and moving in and out of organisations, echo research findings 
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grounded in Western contexts, as discussed in Chapter Two (Bardwick, 1980; 

Emslie & Hunt, 2009; European Union, 2018; O’Neil et al., 2008). 

 

On the other hand, some married participants attributed their success to their 

husbands who moved away from traditional roles to support their wives’ careers. 

Furthermore, as dual-income partners who contributed to the family income, 

some women were successful in negotiating their domestic responsibilities 

(including negotiating to ‘stay home’). My study adds to the literature on gender 

relations in patriarchal cultures such as in Malaysia (Abdullah et al., 2008; Syed, 

2008), highlighting both the powerful role of men in supporting women’s success, 

and the active ways in which women navigate familial and cultural expectations 

of what it means to be a ‘good mother’ or ‘good wife’. Also, my study 

problematises the simplistic application of literature drawn from Western 

contexts to countries such as Malaysia — for example, the representation of 

women and men as increasingly sharing domestic labour equally, while pursing 

professional careers, (Clarke, 2015; Silberstein, 2014). 

 

My study seems to be consistent with other research which found that, although 

women’s presence in the workforce has increased, women continue to 

experience challenges in their workplaces (Betz, 2005; Burke & Major, 2014; 

Davidson & Burke, 2011; Patton, 2013). For example, my study revealed the 

ongoing existence of gender imbalance (Ely et al., 201; Patton, 2013), and the 

over-representation of men in senior ranked positions, as has been noted in most 

countries around the world (see Aycan, 2004; Barreto et al., 2009; Burke & Mattis, 

2007; Evans et al., 2014). 

 

Although gender inequities were evident in the women’s narratives, six women 

attributed their career success to men who acted as mentors and sponsors. Thus, 

men emerged in women’s narrative accounts as both crucial enablers and people 

who presented career barriers. This finding contributes to the literature which 

tends to emphasise how men block women’s career progression (Abramo et al., 

2015; Baumgartner & Schneider, 2010), particularly in male-dominated 

organisations, where men are seen as favouring other men to be leaders (Ely et 
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al., 2011; Healy et al., 2011; Hoobler et al. , 2011). My study suggests that support 

from male leaders was a key workplace factor that contributed to some women’s 

success, despite the challenges women experienced competing with male 

colleagues in male-dominated organisations. This data complicates simple 

narratives of men and women or masculinity and femininity in relation to 

women’s career progression. 

 

The narratives discussed in this chapter also highlight how women defined career 

success in their own terms. Specifically, women viewed success in three ways: as 

associated with acknowledgement from superiors, a sense of personal 

achievement, or enabling others’ success. In this, my study adds to the literature 

that represents career success as a subjective construction of the individual 

(Collin & Watts, 1996), and not simply as a matter of vertical advancement within 

organisations (Hall, 2002; Patton & McMahon, 2014). 

 

In the following chapter (Chapter Seven), I consider participants’ imagined future 

career trajectories.  
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Chapter 7: Women’s imagined future 

career trajectories 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I explore my participants’ narrative accounts of their imagined 

future career trajectories. This chapter builds on the previous three chapters, 

where I discussed participants’ early career choices and decisions, their 

narratives of navigating higher education in New Zealand, and their 

interpretations of career challenges and enablers. In this chapter, I consider my 

research data in relation to the fifth research question: How do the women 

imagine their future career trajectories? In response to this question, I discuss 

how the women’s narratives revealed two key trajectories: staying in the system 

and leaving the system. I explore each trajectory separately and consider the 

implications of each for participants’ personal lives and future careers. Although 

I separate the women’s narratives for analytic purposes, both trajectories were 

evident in some women’s accounts. This reflected some women’s uncertainty 

about their plans; women noted the many critical issues they needed to consider 

regarding whether to stay in or to leave the system.   

 

In the concluding section, I consider the importance of considering women’s past, 

present, and future lives and careers. I note the apparent contradiction in 

women’s accounts between expressions of choice, control and autonomy; and 

limited choice or uncertainty. I turn now to women’s plans for ‘staying in the 

system’. 

 

7.1 STAYING IN THE SYSTEM 

In this study, five participants expressed a wish to stay in the system and improve 

themselves, with two stating they hoped their efforts would eventually lead to 

promotion. Participants’ plans for self-improvement reflected three possibilities. 

The first was to continue postgraduate study, for example, at master’s or doctoral 
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levels. The second was to improve their professional practice by attending 

continuing professional development courses or doing research (outside of 

postgraduate study). The third was to be persistent and ‘prove their worth’ 

through their day-to-day tasks, to achieve a sense of personal success and not just 

to “please upper management” (Hema). I elaborate more in the following 

paragraphs. 

 

Firstly, two participants planned to continue their postgraduate study at master’s 

and doctoral levels. At the time of my interview with Hema, she had just won a 

scholarship to continue her master’s study at a local public university in Malaysia, 

while Elaine planned to continue her doctoral degree either in Malaysia or the 

UK. Both women hoped that with a better qualification, their employer would 

consider them for promotion. Elaine and Hema wished to be appointed as the 

head of the department at a teacher education institution and a school principal, 

respectively.  

 

Secondly, one participant planned to improve her professional practice by 

attending continuing professional development courses and pursuing research 

work. Suriah noted that she wanted to do research relating to Music Education 

without engaging in a formal doctoral degree or being in any leadership position. 

Suriah explained that her exposure to New Zealand culture and her master's 

degree in Malaysia had increased her creativity and critical understanding of her 

own Malaysian music culture. She noted that she would like to merge the two 

cultures in her future research work (see Chapter Five). 

 

Thirdly, three participants indicated an intention to be persistent in their day-to- 

day tasks, to continue to prove their worth, and (hopefully) gain recognition from 

their employers. The first two participants (Jalina and Hema) said they aimed for 

leadership positions. However, due to “great competition” (Jalina) with male 

counterparts, they said they would be happy if their employers recognised their 

contribution to the workplace by increasing their salary and service grade which 

is also a form of promotion. In Malaysia, public servants can be promoted in at 

least two ways: through appointment to a leadership position, or through a salary 
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scale and grade increment (without holding any leadership position). Hema also 

spoke of staying in the system to achieve her personal goals. I discuss Jalina’s 

account first, followed by Hema’s account, and then Puay Cheng’s account.  

 

Jalina and Hema hoped to gain recognition through a promotion, based on work 

performance and merit. Jalina noted that her experiences within the current 

division at the ministry and her ability to apply knowledge and skills learnt from 

New Zealand, as well as from different organisations that she had served in 

Malaysia, had profoundly shaped her career. Hence, Jalina hoped to be appointed 

as the head of her department one day. Despite having to compete with her male 

counterparts (see Chapter Six), Jalina was confident that one day, her employer 

would see her worth and give her the promotion she felt she deserved. Jalina also 

noted she would “change the ways to handle the predicaments at work”.  

 

Similarly, Hema spoke about leading the school in a way that was hugely 

influenced by the values she gained in New Zealand (see Chapters Five and Six). 

Hema wanted to be “part of the ministry team to change the education system in 

Malaysia”, noting that she had a lot to share with her future subordinates. Hema 

expressed a determination to lead them with her “credentials and experiences 

[from] abroad”.  

 

However, Hema also noted that although more women in Malaysia were 

obtaining essential qualifications and experience for career advancement, the 

number of women in leadership positions was still low. In noting this, Hema was 

emphasising women’s subordination to men in Malaysian work contexts. Hema 

spoke jovially about the perseverance needed to stay in the system. Here, she 

described her dream of driving a luxury vehicle as a symbol of her future career 

success: 

It is typical for Malaysians to measure personal success through the type of car 

that they drive …  So, I dream to drive a Jag [Jaguar] okay! I’m serious … one day 

you’ll see, with my post as instructional principal, I’ll drive one Jag! [Laughter]  
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Hema noted an image of herself driving a luxury car represented her as “an 

independent, single, professional woman”. She asserted there should be no 

mention of men or “comparison to men’s success as women can stand on their 

own too”.  

 

Puay Cheng said she looked forward to recognition from her employer through 

an increment in her salary and grade. Puay Cheng taught the English language in 

a Chinese medium school, and said that with her “overseas background, it was 

tough to compete with educated Chinese colleagues who formed the majority of 

the staff in the school”. Nevertheless, Puay Cheng stated her intention to “work 

hard until the principal could not avoid my existence and give me the due 

recognition”. She did note that due to familial commitments (see Chapter Six), she 

did not plan to be in a leadership position.  

 

Next, I discuss the accounts of participants who intended to leave the system. 

 

7.2 LEAVING THE SYSTEM 

Seven participants shared their intention to leave the system, while two had 

already retired due to health reasons. I divide their intended career pathways 

into four sub-categories: planning to migrate; planning for care commitments; 

planning to shift careers; and planning to retire.  

 

Three women (Zaini, Noridah and Puay Cheng) stated their intention to migrate 

in order to support their husbands’ career aspirations. Zaini (and Noridah, see 

below) mentioned New Zealand as a possible destination. Zaini, who had married 

a foreigner from the Middle East and was on unpaid maternal leave during the 

interview (see Chapter Six), noted she might have to follow her husband back to 

his home country. Although Zaini said she wanted to return to the workforce in 

Malaysia when her two children were much older, she was prepared to migrate 

for the sake of her husband’s career. Zaini also said that educating her children 

abroad “would be better for the kids’ future” (see more below). Puay Cheng, on 

the other hand, said she was still sceptical about her future because she was in a 
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“comfort zone in Malaysia”, but that she was willing to sacrifice her ambition for 

the sake of her husband’s and children’s education. I elaborate more on Zaini’s, 

Noridah’s, and Puay Cheng’s plans below. 

 

In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in Malaysia in teaching in 

foreign universities, especially in Arab countries, where faculty members 

educated in ‘Western’ academic contexts are much sought-after (Alrashidi & 

Phan, 2015; Romanowski & Nasser, 2015). Zaini seemed optimistic about 

securing a job in the Middle East with the Western teaching degree that she had 

obtained from New Zealand. Additionally, Zaini also spoke of her dream to 

become a writer. In Chapter Four, I described how Zaini’s father had pinned a vast 

world map on the wall when she was a child; Zaini noted that, ever since, she had 

wanted to travel around the world and write about her travel experiences. 

 

Another participant, Noridah, also expressed a desire to support her husband’s 

career aspirations, given that he was the head of the family and had better career 

prospects than she did. When asked about her career plans, Noridah noted that 

she would also like to secure an English language teaching job abroad, but that 

this would be an “optional or last choice”, as her husband’s career was more 

important than her own. Noridah noted that her husband planned to migrate to 

Japan or Korea, where English would be a foreign language. She expressed 

confidence that she could find a teaching job in one of those countries if she chose 

to look for employment, given that her “degree was obtained from a well-known 

university in New Zealand”.  

 

Puay Cheng imagined leaving the system in a few more years so she could focus 

full-time on care work for her children while supporting her husband’s career 

plan. During the interview, Puay Cheng admitted she had imagined holding a top 

position in her later career years, but she was not prepared to sacrifice her 

husband’s career and her children’s education for her own career’s sake. Puay 

Cheng expressed scepticism about her future career possibilities while teaching 

in a vernacular school in Malaysia, where she said her opportunity to be 

promoted was very slim (see Chapter Six). In the pre-independence era of 
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Malaysia, the British introduced secular education with English as the medium of 

instruction and later other vernacular schools, classified according to the 

language of instruction, were the Malay, Chinese, and Tamil schools. After 

independence in 1957, Malay language became the National language and the 

medium of instruction in national schools. Currently, only Chinese and Tamil 

schools are known as vernacular schools (Liu, Selvadurai, Saibeh, Radzi, Hamzah, 

& Hoon, 2013). Thus, Puay Cheng indicated that she preferred to focus on her 

children’s education and well-being and her husband’s career. She said: 

Maybe my husband’s dream … is for me to be holding a [leadership] position. To 

be pengetua [school principal] but I… on the one hand, I would say I would like 

to remain as a regular teacher, you know, just with no post. On the other hand, I 

like to move up as well. I will want to see myself in one of the top positions in 

school one day… however, I have never thought about this seriously. I only 

thought about my children. Hopefully, my son will be able to secure a scholarship 

from [name of government agencies]. Uh … my husband, he is always looking for 

greener pastures abroad, but like me, I don’t have, what you call that, the courage 

to leave my comfort zone. At the moment, our lives are so comfortable … So, if 

suddenly things change, I don’t know how to adapt. I can’t make up my mind. 

(Puay Cheng) 

 

Zaini, Noridah and Puay Cheng were willing to compromise their careers for their 

husbands’ career aspirations, children’s education, and the overall well-being of 

their families. As senior career women, their narratives seemed to contradict 

with Mainiero and Sullivan’s (2005, 2018) Kaleidoscope Career Model, which 

suggests that women are more concerned about work-life balance at the mid-

career level, and about being authentic at the senior career level. Zaini, Noridah 

and Puay Cheng, who were at a later stage of the career journey, planned to focus 

on family, and were more concerned about their husband’s careers than their 

own. Next, I discuss the accounts of participants who planned to leave the system 

in order to focus on other care commitments. 

  

Sui Sum imagined leaving the system to engage in care work. At the time of the 

interview, Sui Sum said she was deliberating between working until compulsory 

retirement, which is set at 60 years in Malaysia, or opting out early to engage in 
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full-time caregiving work for her ailing mother. The public sector in Malaysia 

does not allow for flexible working conditions (e.g. part-time work, flexible 

working hours, reduced working hours, or the ability to work from home). Hence, 

Sui Sum planned to retire because she found it hard to combine employment and 

caregiving work. Young and Grundy (2008) suggest that women in midlife from 

the UK and Wales are less likely to provide caregiving than women with no work 

experience. However, Sui Sum’s account seems to differ. Sui Sum was considering 

leaving full-time employment since work negatively impacted her capacity to 

care. Next, I turn to participants’ accounts of planning to shift careers. 

 

Five participants imagined shifting careers in the future or at a later stage of their 

lives. Participants described two options that would allow them to shift careers: 

optional retirement or compulsory retirement. Public servants in Malaysia have 

the option to retire early if they have served the government for 25 years or if 

they have reached the age of 55 years. Compulsory retirement is when a public 

servant has reached the age of 60 years. Mary Anne and Rahmah were planning 

to go for optional retirement and three participants (Sui Sum, Kim Hong, Caryn) 

were aiming for compulsory retirement.  

 

Although in the previous paragraph Sui Sum mentioned providing care for her 

mother, Sui Sum also shared another plan — to leave the system to start a new 

career in a private university or college following compulsory retirement. Sui 

Sum said that once her caregiving commitment ended, she would like to engage 

in teaching part-time. Sui Sum had invested time, effort and money in gaining a 

doctoral degree in Music Education, and she noted that Music Education in the 

private sector is in demand. Interestingly, Sui Sum also planned to learn the 

Mandarin language, a dream that she “had put on hold for decades”. Sui Sum 

noted: 

I am telling myself I am Chinese, but I do not know how to read and write in 

Chinese! I only know how to speak Chinese. Terrible, right? [sigh]. So, people like 

me… I feel that I want to pick Mandarin when I am old. At least I learn to write, 

learn to read. You know, Hokkien, Mandarin, Cantonese use the same characters. 

One character, different pronunciation, same meaning. However, different tune, 

different pronunciation. I can speak, but I cannot read [sigh]. 
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In the same way, Kim Hong noted she was also looking forward to joining a 

private college or university following her compulsory retirement. Kim Hong’s 

future career plans included teaching and research work in Music Education. Her 

other imagined career trajectories following retirement included teaching music 

to young children in kindergarten. Kim Hong revealed she was still passionate 

about teaching music and was not sure if she “could fully retire and engage in 

some other fields other than music”. On top of that, Kim Hong also planned to 

spend more time reading. She commented: 

I only like music. So, all the courses that I have taken so far were always music. 

Yup, definitely music. Maybe I'll go to kindergarten, and I’ll teach the young ones. 

Maybe I’ll go freelance at a private college … Maybe two hours a day and do music 

analysis with them. Also, see how they act to my music. And then I won’t have 

stress; I won’t have paperwork; I don’t really have to prepare anything … and just 

teach music and movement. I’ll play the percussion and teach them. I used to 

think, you know… I’ll go back to kindergarten and do things like that. Also, I want 

to go back to my reading. I don’t read much now. It’s regrettable, and I really want 

to read more.  

Three other participants stated they wanted to opt for early retirement and shift 

careers. Rahmah, Mary Anne and Caryn aspired to shift to careers in business, 

community service and child-care, respectively. For example, Rahmah spoke at 

length about applying her New Zealand experience to her future business. As 

noted in Chapter Four, Rahmah mentioned that from an early career stage, she 

imagined being in business rather than in education. However, she had to oblige 

her parents when they wanted her to choose to teach. Rahmah said she planned 

to participate in “all women’s business plans in her hometown” upon her 

retirement, placing emphasis “on feminists’ values, a term learnt from New 

Zealand”. When asked about her five-year plan, Rahmah said: 

Well… you see in five years’ time, and I am confident to say I’ll be a 

businesswoman … I have three business plans to do. One is to open a marriage 

consulting firm … and the other one is about ah… umm… umm… honey! My first 

honey experience was in New Zealand … So, I did attend classes on how to go 

about doing beauty products with honey ... Third, opening a women’s club. 

Opening up a place whereby we can train women … A place where women can 
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be in one place to build up their skills, knowledge and interests. Yes, only a club 

or business place for women …  This is what I have in mind.  

Two other participants imagined shifting careers by engaging in community 

service and learning new interests. Mary Anne mentioned she would love to 

engage in community service in churches in her hometown. She recalled that, 

while she was in New Zealand, she made new friends through her church 

activities. Mary Anne described her plan to channel her experiences in 

community youth services in Malaysia following her retirement. Mary Anne 

lamented an increase in Malaysian youth involvement with “drugs, bullying, 

pornography, and various crimes”. She imagined that her experience teaching in 

schools and TEIs (see Chapter Six) would enable her to provide effective 

counselling services to youth. Mary Anne noted: 

I intend to retire when I’m 55. It’s time that I do things that I like… Things I’ve 

not done before ... Other things that I would love is that as human beings, we have 

to give back to society ... I believe when we go back to see God, God will ask, ‘What 

have you done for me?’ So, human beings are the people that He loves. So, it’s 

time to do something, and I have no other skills than teaching. Maybe I have a 

little bit of gift in counselling to help them [youth]. These children are from 

broken homes, underprivileged children. Yeah… it will be done through the 

church. That means I am not a true Christian if I don’t help my Christian 

community ... Look at their needs. Go and look at their needs and help them. 

Because God has given us the resources and gifts to help them. My father was a 

pastor [smile]. Now it’s my time to give back to my religion.  

Similarly, Caryn imagined shifting careers by engaging in community work after 

her retirement, such as working in a non-profit child-care service. Caryn 

expressed discontentment with the system because she had worked in her 

current school for 19 years without the potential for promotion. During this time, 

Caryn said she neglected her children to focus on her career, but she was 

“invisible” to the administration of the school, and hence, had received no 

promotion. Caryn imagined offering child-care services as a way of compensating 

for the years she had lost with her children (see Chapter Six). Caryn commented: 

End of next year, I will retire at 60. I told myself that when I was working, I had 

problems taking care of my children. I don’t know where to send my children to 

... So, I said, ‘When I retire, I’m going to take care of a few children where the 
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mothers are working’… So this is what I plan to do—I went through this kind of 

problem when I was a young mum, and I’m very sure where women are coming 

out into the workforce, they too will have this kind of problem, just like I did 

when I was focusing on my own career… my children were neglected. So, I 

thought this would be a really good service if I could help other working moms 

… a non-profit kind of day-care where parents who are really desperate for child-

care services but cannot afford, they can send their kids to me. 

Mary Anne and Caryn’s aspirations challenge the existing literature by countering 

a unidirectional shift from juggling care work to enjoying career freedom 

(Duxbury & Higgins, 2013; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006; Pyper, 2006).  

 

Interestingly, both Mary Anne and Caryn imagined shifting careers after 

retirement to return to child-care or care-related work at a later stage of their 

lives or careers. Studies to date that examine the relationship between paid 

employment and care work have tended to focus on how the provision of flexible 

working conditions allows people to maintain both ‘home' and ‘work’ 

responsibilities (see, e.g. Craig & Powell,  2011; Lyonette et al., 2011), or to ‘opt-

out’ at mid-career level to focus on full-time caregiving work (Mainiero & 

Sullivan, 2006). However, as Emslie and Hunt (2009) argue, most studies that 

explore work-life overlap “either ignore gender or take it for granted” (p. 152). 

They argued that no studies centred around flexible work options after 

retirement focus on people’s decision to shift careers or reverse their career 

direction (for example, to return to activities customarily associated with the 

mid-career level, such as caregiving and domestic commitments).  

 

As noted, at the time of our interviews, two participants were on medical leave 

and had submitted their applications for optional retirement. Although both Wan 

Anna and Edina held senior leadership positions, they had left the system due to 

serious health issues. Since our interview, Wan Anna has recovered from her 

illness and returned to voluntary work. She now goes into rural areas to provide 

continuing professional development programmes and assist teachers in 

whatever way she can. Edina, on the other hand, said her illness had allowed her 

to take time for herself. For example, Edina felt that when she was unwell, she 

had more time to strengthen her faith by reading religious books and devoting 
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her time to religious rituals. She also felt she had more time to give to her siblings 

and friends. These two participants contested dominant constructions of a 

‘pensioner identity’ (Duberley et al., 2014; Elder & Johnson, 2003; Kim & Moen, 

2002; Price, 2000). Wan Anna returned to the workforce voluntarily, despite her 

serious illness, and after her recovery, she continued to assist rural area teachers 

in an unpaid capacity. Edina linked her illness with opportunities for self-

improvement and devoting time to others. 

 

To varying degrees, my participants expressed a sense of authenticity (Mainiero 

& Sullivan, 2006) and authentic leadership (Avolio, Gardner, Walumba, Luthans 

& May, 2004; Eagly, 2005). However, their career identities contested 

understandings of women’s career trajectories as unidirectional or as involving 

increasing career freedom. In addition, they contested constructions of a 

meaningful career that valorise mainstream markers of success such as 

remuneration and promotion (for example, see Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006, 2018). 

 

7.3 A RETURN TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

In this chapter, I have considered my fifth research question: how do the women 

imagine their future career trajectories? Women’s early career choices and 

decisions (Chapter Four), New Zealand experiences (Chapter Five) and 

challenges and enablers in their career pathways (Chapter Six) seemed to 

influence their imagined future career trajectories, as discussed in this chapter.  

In this chapter, I noted how participants’ imagined career trajectories involved 

either staying in or leaving the system.  

 

In the first section, I focused on five participants who intended to remain in the 

system and move forward. Their imagined plans were to continue postgraduate 

study, improve their professional practice and do research work, and to continue 

to be persistent and prove their worth. In this section, I discussed how these five 

participants persevered in their efforts to improve themselves and stay in the 

system, despite a lack of recognition of their talents and skills within their 

organisations. 
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The narrative excerpts discussed in this chapter seem to reflect other research 

which suggests that women’s work does not get the same recognition as men’s 

(Cho et al., 2015; Hakim, 2006, 2016; Probert, 2005). Nevertheless, my study also 

highlights how, despite not getting the recognition they deserved, some women 

decided not to give in easily to the system, but rather, to continue ‘working their 

way up' or navigating challenges to achieve success. However, these women 

described their choice to stay in the system as depending on two conditions. The 

first was how they were treated at work in terms of workloads, promotions, and 

opportunities to take up management or senior leadership roles. The second was 

their ability to balance work and family commitments or personal interests. 

 

There are similarities between the attitudes expressed by the five women in this 

study who wanted to stay in the system, and those described in research by Lewis 

& Simpson (2017) and Probert (2005), who consider how and why some women 

continue to persevere in their organisations. Similarly, women’s accounts of 

hoping to balance work and family commitments or personal interests, mirror 

those expressed by women involved in studies by Hakim (2006) and Yerkes 

(2013), who examined how women’s personal choices conditioned their decision 

to stay in the workforce. 

 

In the second part of this chapter, I described women's imagined plans for leaving 

the Malaysian educational system. These involved planning to migrate, planning 

for care commitments, planning to shift careers, and planning to retire (or staying 

retired, having retired early for health reasons). The narratives in this section 

revealed participants' frustration with the system, despite their commitment to 

their careers. However, the women also proactively imagined future (alternative) 

career trajectories, which included teaching in private universities (locally and 

abroad), colleges and kindergartens; travelling around the world; focussing on 

family care commitments; venturing into female-focused businesses; and 

engaging in community work through church and non-profit child-care services. 

 

While lack of recognition may have shaped women’s decision to leave their 

existing careers, they were also active in re-imagining their futures or imagining 
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‘careers’ differently. In this sense, the women revealed agency, intentionality, and 

generosity, as well as constraint. The women felt that, since their paid 

employment contexts did not value their expertise and contributions, they 

needed to contribute elsewhere. In this regard, my study aligns with existing 

literature which represents women as agentic individuals who make 

“empowered choices around work” (Lewis & Simpson, 2017, p. 116). 

Disadvantage due to discrimination and differing treatment was intertwined in 

my participants’ narratives with proactive choice-making in relation to career 

and personal futures. 

 

Notably, the choice to move can be seen as a marker of privilege, and in this sense, 

my study echoes the longitudinal study by McRae (2003), who found that women 

with higher income levels (such as the women in my study) had the ability to 

make choices and live their lives and careers “as if they faced no constraints” (p. 

329). Some other studies have found that women with lower incomes have 

limited choices, and thus, remain in the workforce, despite a sense of 

dissatisfaction (James, 2008; Walters, 2005).  

 

As noted earlier, the findings discussed in this chapter both contribute to and 

challenge the existing literature in several ways. First, my study adds to the 

existing literature on women’s future career trajectories through focusing on 

women’s imagined plans in a non-Western context. So far, women (particularly 

women in Malaysia) have received limited attention; most literature on post-

retirement work focuses on men’s experiences (for example, see Loretto & 

Vickerstaff, 2015; Price, 2003; Price & Nesteruk, 2008).  

 

Second, my study also adds to the literature by highlighting the complexities of 

women's career trajectories and the diverse and creative ways in which they 

think about careers. On the one hand, women in my study expressed frustration 

with a lack of opportunity for promotion or the uneven ways in which men and 

women were promoted in their workplaces.  On the other, they also imagined 

‘career' and ‘success' in ways that exceeded the conflation of income and labour, 

or public recognition and work. Some women imagined opting-out or retiring as 
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offering opportunities for a ‘career change', but their imagined (future) careers 

involved giving back to their communities, for example, through counselling or 

child-care services. In this regard, the women’s accounts in my study both 

reflected and contested the Kaleidoscope Career Model (Mainiero & Sullivan, 

2005, 2006); women asserted their merit as senior staff whose experience was 

not always recognised, but in their narratives, they affirmed service work as also 

being meaningful, despite its lack of public recognition (see also, Blum & 

Sherman, 2010; Duxbury & Higgins, 2013).  

 

Third, the women’s narratives also contested and reflected Mainiero and 

Sullivan’s (2005, 2018) Kaleidoscope Career Model (KCM) in that the women 

remained concerned about work-life balance at a senior level. This is a departure 

from the KCM. However, women’s narratives were also consistent with the KCM, 

since they reflected a concern about authenticity or meaning. 

 

Fourth, the career aspirations of the women in my study challenge the existing 

literature by countering the representation of women’s careers as involving a 

unidirectional shift from juggling care work to enjoying career freedom (Duxbury 

& Higgins, 2013; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006; Pyper, 2006). Some women changed 

careers after years of service, and some sought opportunities to serve others in a 

voluntary capacity. 

 

Fifth, the narratives of the two retired participants who had experienced illness, 

contested dominant constructions of a ‘pensioner identity' (Duberley et al., 2014; 

Elder & Johnson, 2003; Kim & Moen, 2002; Price, 2000, 2003). According to 

Duberley et al. (2014), it is important to recognise the different aspects of 

pensioner identity by “considering the historical, cultural and social context of 

life experiences to particular attributes, current and past statuses, in order to 

understand how people manage transition to retirement” (p. 72). In this study, 

the women’s accounts of their career trajectories problematised the notion of 

retirement by revealing women’s engagement in the volunteer workforce, and 

their search for career satisfaction elsewhere. This finding contributes to the 

literature, while also echoing Mainiero & Sullivan’s (2006) representation of 
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senior women as being concerned with authenticity and authentic leadership 

(Avolio et al., 2004; Eagly, 2005). 

 

In the next chapter, I revisit the findings of this study overall and discuss how 

they might inform our understanding of women’s careers and women’s 

international education experiences. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion and conclusion 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I conclude the thesis. In the first section, I revisit the research 

questions. In the second, I highlight my key research findings. In the third section, 

I outline the implications of the study, and in the fourth section, I identify the key 

contributions of this research in relation to existing international education and 

career literature. In the fifth section, I acknowledge five main limitations of the 

study and suggest potential future research directions.  

 

8.1 REVISITING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This thesis reported on a doctoral research project, conducted from 2015 to 

2019, that explored mature Malaysian women’s international higher education 

experiences, and their subsequent career pathways. The Malaysian government 

had been involved in internationalisation initiatives with New Zealand 

universities through programmes such as the Colombo Plan in the 1950s and 

TISTEP in the 1990s. As part of this process, Malaysia had invested significant 

funding in TISTEP, but the programme had never been evaluated. Prior to this 

study, no research had tracked the outcomes of the TISTEP programme for any 

TISTEP funding recipients. Furthermore, limited literature to date had explored 

the experiences of Malaysian students who have studied in New Zealand 

universities. In my study, I explored the impact of international experiences on 

the women educators’ lives and careers, alongside other factors that shaped their 

career experiences before they went to New Zealand, during their time in New 

Zealand, and after they returned to Malaysia.  

 

This thesis addressed the following research questions:  

1. What factors influenced mature Malaysian women educators’ early career 

choices and decisions? 
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2. How do the women interpret their international higher education 

experiences in New Zealand? 

3. How do the women currently make sense of their career pathways in 

Malaysia? 

4. How do the women define ‘career’ and ‘success’, now? 

5. How do the women imagine their future career trajectories? 

6. How might the women’s narratives inform our thinking about ‘non-

Western’ women’s careers? 

 

In order to answer these research questions, I employed a qualitative 

interpretative narrative approach which explored how 14 women educators 

made sense of their international study experiences, lives, and careers. During 

interviews, I utilised photo-elicitation, where participants brought photographs 

of their choice as a basis for reflecting on their experiences in New Zealand, 

and/or on their subsequent lives and career pathways in Malaysia. I analysed the 

interview data using a narrative analytic approach (Riessman, 1993; Thomas, 

2006). To assess the accuracy of my interpretations of participants’ narratives, I 

used a combination of three validation strategies suggested by Creswell (2016) 

and the four dimensions of Daniel’s (2018) TACT framework (see Chapter Three).  

 

I used narrative analytic procedures to produce explanatory stories 

(Polkinghorne, 1995), attending to both chronology (how women made sense of 

their past, present and future), and to the themes that emerged within and across 

their narratives. I drew on the Kaleidoscope Career Model (KCM) as an 

interpretive lens for examining how ‘careers’ emerged in the women's narratives. 

In Chapters Four to Seven, I considered the women’s narratives chronologically 

in relation to their early career choices and decisions, international higher 

education experiences, interpretations of career challenges and enablers, and 

imagined future career trajectories.  
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8.2 REVISITING THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 

In this section, I revisit the findings of this study, as discussed in Chapters Four to 

Seven. The first research question asked which factors influenced mature 

Malaysian women’s early career choices. Key findings revealed that parents, 

teachers at school, and New Zealand educators all had a strong influence on 

women’s early career choices. Nine participants described parents as having the 

most influence on their career decisions and career trajectories, with some 

identifying parents as requiring that they ‘choose’ teaching as a career.   

 

The women perceived their parents as wanting them to teach for a range of 

altruistic, intrinsic, and extrinsic reasons. First, some women described their 

parents as thinking that teaching was a lucrative career choice; these parents 

were working as teachers. Second, some women described their parents as 

perceiving teaching as offering an opportunity for work-life balance. Third, some 

women reflected on their parents’ view of teaching as different to male-

dominated professions — a kind of feminised care work that is ‘appropriate’ 

work for women. Fourth, some women described their parents’ views of teaching 

as a ‘worthy’ profession, linking the work of teaching to educational, social, 

economic, and political reform. Finally, some women described their parents’ 

views of teaching as promising work where graduates are assured of job 

placements without having to apply for them, along with other rewarding 

benefits (see Chapter Four).  

  

The women’s accounts of their parents’ influence problematised the notion of 

‘choice’ in relation to women’s careers. However, while some women recalled 

having concerns about parents’ influence in relation to their career, the majority 

of the women interviewed felt, in retrospect, that listening to and obliging their 

parents had proved beneficial. They noted that, as teachers, they had gained 

scholarship funding to study in New Zealand. Also, others mentioned that 

teaching was a secure position, in which women may gain social mobility through 

educational attainment, occupational prestige, and career progression 

opportunities within the wider education sector.  
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Although the women in my study articulated varying levels of autonomy in their 

‘choice’ of teaching as a career, the reasons they gave for their own or their 

parents’ choice of teaching nevertheless reflected reasons identified in other 

literature. According to Kyriacou and Coulthard (2000), some people choose to 

teach for altruistic reasons, where teaching is seen as a socially rewarding and 

important job — a way to help others succeed and to improve society. Others 

choose to teach for intrinsic reasons. For example, people may choose to teach 

because they like children or to share their subject expertise with others. People 

may also choose to teach for extrinsic reasons, for example, to enjoy long school 

holidays, good salaries and high status in society (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000).  

 

However, women’s narratives also contradicted the expectations of teaching 

noted above. For example, they shared their feelings of being overworked and 

underpaid, and suggested that teaching is no longer seen as a high-status 

position. Other research has noted the complexity of contemporary teachers’ 

workloads; the challenges they face to ensure students’ academic performance 

and achievement; and, in some cases, the lack of incremental increases in salary 

alongside workload increases (Anderson et al., 2015; Hilton, 2017). Other 

research has also argued that teaching is seen as a stressful occupation involving 

low pay and low status (Hilton, 2017; Razavi & Staab, 2010; Worth, Bamford, & 

Durbin, 2015).  

 

Although some women’s narratives in this study echoed other research which 

identifies teaching as a stressful, demanding career (see above), they also 

revealed the powerful influence of inspirational teachers and educators. Some 

women identified New Zealand educators as key influencers who shaped their 

later commitment to teaching – in some cases, despite participants’ initial 

reluctance to teach. In this respect, my study echoes work by Palmer (1998), 

Manuel (2003), and Manuel and Hughes (2006), who found that powerful and 

positive role modelling can awaken students’ interest in, and commitment to , 

teaching. Additionally, these scholars found that teaching role models impact on 

students’ lives as future teachers. In this study, while parents, teachers in school 

and New Zealand educators influenced women’s decisions at the early career 



 

174 Chapter 8: Discussion and conclusion 

stage, some women developed a liking for teaching later, having embarked on a 

career they did not ‘choose’.  

 

Viewed through the lens of KCM, my research findings problematise notions of 

‘typical’ women’s careers. For example, Mainiero and Sullivan (2005, 2006) argue 

that most women at an early career stage are concerned with goal achievement 

and the ability to pursue autonomy, responsibility, and control while learning and 

growing in their careers. However, in my study, most women did not ‘choose’ 

their careers autonomously, and some preferred other careers which they 

thought were more challenging (see Chapter Four). Instead, some women 

described ‘balance’ as the primary consideration at their early career stage, 

although this was largely a concern for parents, rather than for the women 

themselves. My study highlights how, in attempting to understand women’s 

career choices in Malaysia, and possibly non-Western countries more broadly, we 

need to account for factors such as culture, family influence and societal 

expectations, as well as women’s individual ‘choice’. According to Oplatka (2006) 

and Singh (2010), taking into account  cultural and social factors when studying 

career ‘choices’ in non-Western countries is important because these factors may 

have a much greater influence on women than is the case in many Western 

contexts.  

 

The second research question asked how the women interpreted their 

international higher education experiences in New Zealand. In Chapter Five, I 

discussed how participants made sense of their New Zealand transition and study 

experiences, and the associated challenges they identified. Key challenges were 

associated with family and community demands, and concerns about family in 

Malaysia; personal and social conflict, and cultural adjustment difficulties; 

financial setbacks and hardship; a perceived lack of shared cultural and religious 

values; and academic adjustment issues. All 14 participants recalled being 

overjoyed when told they had won the scholarships to study in New Zealand. 

However, the six participants who were married when they entered the TISTEP 

programme also recalled the dilemma they faced when told they could not bring 

their families to New Zealand. The women described this situation as having a 
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negative impact on their lives and studies in New Zealand. In this respect, my 

study reflects other literature which notes how living apart from family members 

(and friends) can lead to feelings of loneliness, homesickness, and depression for 

international students, and affect their academic performance while abroad (see 

Carroll, 2002; Dawson & Conti-Bekkers, 2002; Rajapaksa & Dundes, 2002). My 

study suggests that such challenges may be particularly acute for mature 

international students when their international study conditions require that 

they be separated from babies and young children for prolonged periods. 

 

In contrast, eight participants who were single when they came to New Zealand 

described their experiences in New Zealand quite differently. Although these 

women described missing their parents and families, they described their 

adaptation to New Zealand as involving few difficulties. Some women described 

their efforts to blend in with other students in New Zealand through social events 

and cultural activities; however, women reported that efforts to engage with New 

Zealand students were unusual amongst their cohort.  

 

As discussed in Chapter Five, research suggests that international students gain 

an increased awareness of unfamiliar cultures and local contexts when they 

became involved in local activities abroad (Malewski & Phillion, 2009; Medina et 

al., 2015; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Sahin, 2008). These studies suggest that 

international students’ involvement in local community work, mentoring 

programmes, social events, and volunteer projects provides opportunities to 

meet others from diverse cultures and backgrounds, thereby increasing students’ 

cultural awareness. As noted, the women in my study were exposed to a short 

induction prior to their arrival, which focused on fine dining and cultural 

performances, rather than on how to initiate social interaction. A broader 

introduction to the New Zealand social and cultural context was not provided, nor 

was an induction into academic and study skills for New Zealand. Some women 

recalled having difficulty integrating with local and other international students 

in New Zealand, and four participants reported they were labelled by their 

Malaysian peers as ‘westernised’ and ‘forgetting their roots’ when they made 

friends with New Zealand students. I could not find other studies in the academic 
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literature whereby international students were specifically labelled as 

westernised and forgetting their roots. studies  , my study echoes otherHowever

dents who adapt easily while studying abroad that international stu foundwhich 

other peers who do not adapt  compared todifficulties  transitionentry -refaced 

). 2007, Christofi & Thompson, 2004, 2003; Arthur, 2001broad (to studying a

behaviours, ideas, and  values, attitudes, students’“hese studies suggest that T

“ideologies and lifestyles”  and) 54(Christofi & Thompson, 2007, p. ”perceptions

the  (Huntley, 1993, p. 4) changed as a result of the international experiences in

 . entry transition difficult-, thereby making the recountry host  

 

Next, some participants described having had issues due to their living conditions 

in New Zealand. These included women who shared homes with other TISTEP 

educators who brought families with them in the second year following a 

Malaysian government policy change. Other conflicts include managing 

relationships with friends who had academic competency issues and who were 

reluctant to mix with other local and international students when completing 

their assignments. These findings also resonate with other literature (Andrade, 

2006; Reynolds & Constantine, 2007) which contends that international students 

tend to maintain social contact and friendships only within their co-national peer 

groups. The personal and social conflicts, as well as the cultural adjustment 

difficulties that women identified in this study, highlight the importance of 

fostering social and cultural awareness for international students, for example, 

through providing a comprehensive induction programme for both international 

students (or their sponsorship bodies) and key stakeholders in their host 

countries (Carroll, 2002; Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002).  

 

In relation to financial setbacks and hardship in New Zealand, most women 

acknowledged severe financial hardship which added to their study anxiety and 

stress in New Zealand. The living allowance received as part of their scholarships 

and partial salary from Malaysia were insufficient to support the cost of living in 

New Zealand, particularly when women were also supporting families. 

Additionally, the strict regulation that women could not work part-time had 

severe implications on women’s well-being, studies, and ability to support 
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families in New Zealand. Married students were not the only ones affected; single 

women also reported it was difficult to make ends meet. Additionally, joint living 

arrangements due to financial hardship (for example, where married students 

with families and single students shared a home) created considerable anxiety 

and conflict. Other scholars have also identified that international students may 

face conflicts and frustrations when entering a new community and navigating 

financial barriers associated with accessing higher education (Bowl, 2001; 

Christie et al., 2008; Preece, 2018). My study highlights how suboptimal living 

arrangements can impact on students’ well-being, suggesting the need to ensure 

scholarships are funded sufficiently to avoid students facing financial hardship 

during their period of international study. These findings also suggest the need 

for scholarship providers to consider the support needs of students’ partners and 

children, since prolonged separation may impact negatively on family 

relationships, students’ wellbeing, and students’ studies.  

 

With regards to the lack of shared cultural and religious values, all 14 participants 

reflected on their experiences dealing with unfamiliar situations while they were 

in New Zealand. Most participants were concerned about being exposed to 

homosexuality, non-marriage partnership, and students’ weekly alcohol fiesta. 

However, others expressed different viewpoints, suggesting that unfamiliar 

values in New Zealand were merely different to their own. Some participants 

recalled they had responded positively to new values and ideas, while others 

recalled finding it hard to accept unfamiliar values and religious beliefs. These 

differences likely reflected the students’ differing ideas regarding what 

constitutes ‘acceptable’ cultural adjustment in a new environment (Carroll, 2002; 

Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002) 

 

The women’s narratives overwhelmingly suggested that international study 

provided opportunities for them to gain awareness of unfamiliar cultures and 

values, in some cases in retrospect, following their return ‘home’. Some 

participants who described having difficulty comprehending unfamiliar ideas 

and behaviours while in New Zealand noted that in their later careers, they 
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responded differently to Malaysian students, as a result of their New Zealand 

experiences (see Chapter Five).  

 

Most (11) participants acknowledged feeling ‘alienated’ within the university’s 

academic environment in New Zealand. Such feelings of alienation are 

unsurprising, since previous literature has also found that moving to a different 

country to complete a degree is a challenging undertaking, particularly for 

mature students such as those in this study (Andrade, 2006; Bowl, 2000; Christie 

et al., 2008). Some participants described a sense of mismatch between the 

Malaysian Ministry of Education’s promises and actual course content in New 

Zealand. For example, some participants thought they had been funded to study 

TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language). However, upon arriving in New 

Zealand, they were expected to study English Literature and Linguistics, which 

resulted in some students experiencing failure and having to extend their stay in 

New Zealand. One implication was that these women had to pay the additional 

fees to the MMoE or extend their teaching contract upon returning home. My 

findings add to the existing literature which notes the challenges international 

students face when there is a mismatch between recruiters’ promises and the 

actual delivery of international education (Lee, 2010; Lee & Opio, 2011). My 

findings also echo the literature which highlights how international students may 

face challenges associated with academic adjustment requirements (Andrade, 

2006; Ramsay et al., 1999; Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2014), and sociocultural 

acculturative stress or difficulties adapting to the ‘foreign’ environment of the 

host country (Gu et al., 2010; Lee, 2012; Smith & Khawaja, 2011).  

 

In Chapter Five, I also focused on women’s reflections on how their international 

education experiences in New Zealand shaped their later professional practice. 

Key findings showed that, overall, all women had positive recollections of New 

Zealand due to the opportunities it offered for exposure to new ideas and 

practices, exposure to new knowledge systems, and exposure to new ways of 

thinking. Participants argued that the knowledge, skills, ideas, practices, and 

values they had gained in New Zealand had profoundly impacted their careers 

and shaped their later interactions with students and organisational stakeholders 
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in Malaysia. Notably, participants described their exposure not only in relation to 

content and ideas, but also in relation to the ways of ‘being’ a teacher. In this 

aspect, my findings align with other studies which showed that competent role 

models such as teacher educators and lecturers profoundly impact students’ 

acquisition of knowledge, skills, and values, which may be transferable in their 

later careers (De Wit & Hunter, 2015; Teichler, 2004; Yee, 2014). They also align 

with other literature that highlights how international study experiences enrich 

pre-service teachers’ personal and professional growth and contributes to 

improved language skills, and increased awareness of unfamiliar cultures and 

local contexts, through involvement in local activities (Malewski & Phillion, 2009; 

Medina et al., 2015; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Sahin, 2008).  

 

The third research question asked how the women currently make sense of their 

career pathways in Malaysia. In Chapter Six, I considered how women interpreted 

the challenges and enablers that had shaped their career pathways in Malaysia, 

after their return. Women identified home and family, as well as the workplace, 

as presenting both challenges and enablers in relation to their careers. On the one 

hand, home and family presented challenges, such as pressure to run the 

household alone following the death of a spouse; personal health-related 

challenges; and the need to prioritise children, spouses and parents alongside (or 

instead of) careers. Additionally, some women noted how pressure from 

relatives, family members, and other members of society led to a sense of 

pressure or of being judged (for example in relation to women’s single or 

divorced status), with serious repercussions on their careers.  

 

These findings align with findings reported elsewhere. For example, Al-Lamky 

(2007), Buddhapriya (2009), Cheung and Halpern (2010), Kauser and Tlaiss 

(2011), Metcalfe (2007), Salloum (2003), and Tlaiss and Kauser (2011) found 

that women who held leadership positions, particularly those from non-Western 

countries, sometimes faced an imbalance of power-sharing at home. To date, few 

studies have explored women educators’ experiences of power-sharing in the 

public and private spheres in Malaysia. Therefore, my study contributes to our 
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understanding of the kinds of difficulties diverse Malaysian women may face 

balancing power-sharing responsibilities across their lives and careers.  

 

Additionally, my study findings echo the work of scholars such as Abramo et al. 

(2015) and Baumgartner and Schneider (2010), who found that lack of support 

in the workplace is a key barrier to women attaining higher positions in male-

dominated organisations. Issues these scholars associate with women’s difficulty 

at work include heavy workloads; non-standard work schedules; lack of support 

and access to networking, mentoring and sponsoring; and gender role 

stereotyping and discrimination. My study findings also corroborate the findings 

of other scholars who found that women were often side-lined for promotion 

compared to men (for example, Alksnis et al. , 2008; Ely et al., 2011; Groysberg, 

2014).  

 

On the other hand, key findings revealed that home and family and workplace 

factors also functioned as enablers to participants’ career success. Single and 

married participants alike expressed appreciation for the support and motivation 

they received from home and family members. Single participants described how 

family members offered support in terms of domestic work. Most single 

participants also admitted their parents tended to favour them compared to 

other children due to their singleness.  

 

The single women also received on-going motivation from parents and siblings 

to further their study and focus on career progression. As discussed in Chapter 

Six, the women’s depiction of singleness in the Malaysian context ran counter to 

representations of singleness as living alone. In this regard, my study challenges 

the Western view of singleness as involving isolation. While in Western contexts 

the term ‘singleness’ commonly refers to living alone (Reynolds & Taylor, 2005; 

Shoebridge, 2012; Simpson, 2016), in the Malaysian context, singleness may 

involve co-residing with parents and siblings (Johnson & DaVanzo; 1997; Ngin & 

DaVanzo, 1999). My study adds to other research which highlights that 

understandings and experiences of singleness are socially and culturally located 

(for example, see Jones & Ramdas, 2004; Situmorang, 2007).  My study offers new 
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insights into the complex links between singleness and women’s careers in 

Malaysia.  

 

Similarly, married participants described support and motivation from their 

spouses, parents, and other family members. For some of the married women, 

having their spouses share domestic duties in the 1990s and earlier was rare, as 

the customary practice at the time was that wives should shoulder 

responsibilities for motherhood and domestic roles. To some married women 

who co-resided with their parents and siblings, this meant they received added 

support at home, and they had more time to focus on their careers. My study 

highlights the importance of recognising the different arrangements of married 

women’s lives which may shape their career experiences in the Malaysian context 

— in my study, factors such as strong family ties and successful dual-career 

marriages had important practical implications for women’s career experiences 

and outcomes. This finding is in keeping with work by Alesina & Giuliano (2010),  

Salleh et al. (2007) and Silberstein (2014) who suggest the importance of  taking 

into account such support when studying the impact of domestic duties on 

professional roles.  

 

My study findings highlight that the KCM may be complicated by attention to 

women’s careers in non-Western contexts. For example, Mainiero and Sullivan 

(2005, 2006) contended that at mid-career level, most women are concerned 

with a family’s need for ‘balance’, relationships, and caregiving alongside their 

need to be ‘authentic’. However, most women in my study described a need to 

juggle work-life balance not only at mid-career level, but also at senior-career 

levels (see Chapters Six and Seven). Such an outcome once again suggests that, 

when seeking to understand women’s careers, we need to take into account 

contextual factors, such as culture, family role and expectations, and societal 

values. According to O’Neil et al. (2013), Patton (2013), and Pringle & McCulloch 

Dixon (2003), taking into account cultural and social factors when considering 

women’s lives and careers is important because women’s careers are unique, 

complex, and often, non-linear. The KCM used in this study to make sense of 
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women’s careers does not capture the cultural and social complexities women 

revealed when discussing career challenges and enablers.  

 

The fourth research question asked how the women defined ‘career’ and ‘success’ 

at the time of our interviews. Key findings discussed in Chapter Six revealed that 

most women in this study no longer associated career success with linear or 

hierarchical career pathways, or external reward. In contrast, 12 of the 14 

participants defined career and success in relation to a sense of personal 

achievement and the achievement or success of other people in their lives (for 

example, children, spouses, and students). These women also associated success 

with doing what made them happy, and with bosses’ acknowledgements of their 

capabilities and contributions. These findings both contradict and reflect the 

existing literature (Baruch, 2004; Hall, 1996, 2002; Patton & McMahon, 2006, 

2014) which suggests that, in Western settings, people mostly associate career 

success with vertical advancement within organisations. Notably, other literature 

has suggested that success is a subjective construction of the individual, for 

example, where people define success as being able to do what they desire in their 

careers (Collin & Watts, 1996).  

 

Some women shared how their willingness to accept job mobility in response to 

male bosses’ requests subsequently contributed to career success. These women 

described how, despite a reluctance to move location, new places provided 

opportunities for better career prospects.  

 

The women’s accounts varied in terms of their representations of male 

colleagues. Some women who were in leadership roles attributed their career 

success to male mentors and sponsors. Other women described male colleagues 

and bosses as having blocked their career progression. These findings suggest 

that male sponsors and mentors may play a particularly influential role in work 

contexts which tend to be dominated by men. Similar findings have been reported 

in studies by Bickel (2014), Burk and Eby (2010), and Haggard and Turban 

(2012). My study findings echo those reported in other literature which notes 

that career success (understood as linear progression) requires engagement with 
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the ‘right people’ within organisations (Abramo et al., 2015; Baumgartner & 

Schneider, 2010; Healy et al., 2011), particularly for women (Arthur et al., 1995; 

Forret & Dougherty, 2004; Wang, 2009). These findings of my research suggest a 

need for organisational leaders to make gender equity an explicit priority and to 

develop mentoring and sponsoring programmes in order to support women’s 

career enhancement.   

 

The fifth question asked how women imagined their future career trajectories. In 

Chapter Seven, I discussed two trajectories that emerged in the women’s 

narratives: staying in the system and leaving the system. The four women who 

planned to stay in the system imagined continuing their postgraduate study at 

master’s or doctoral level and persisting in their effort to prove their worth to 

their employers. These women hoped they would obtain the promotion they 

wanted and deserved. However, one woman planned to improve her professional 

practice by attending continuing professional development courses and pursuing 

research work. This woman said she was not looking for promotion, but for what 

made her happy. 

 

The remaining eight women who planned to leave the system imagined various 

career possibilities. These included overseas migration, engaging in care work for 

their families and communities, shifting careers, and retiring. At the time of the 

interviews, two women had already retired due to poor health. However, in a 

recent development, one of the women who retired had returned to voluntary 

work, while the other sought to improve her faith and spend more time with 

families and friends.  

 

Women who planned to migrate overseas described a shift to prioritising their 

spouses’ careers and children’s education. Women who planned to do more care 

work by opting for early or compulsory retirement were concerned about 

fulfilling their duties to families and communities. Women who planned to shift 

careers described a career change as an opportunity to fulfil their earlier career 

aspirations, which they could not fulfil due to their parents’ influence. The 
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women’s accounts in this study suggest that gaining leadership opportunities is 

not part of every woman’s goals.  

 

In sum, the women’s intended career trajectories both reflected and contradicted 

Mainiero’s and Sullivan’s (2005, 2018) KCM, which suggests that women are 

more concerned about work-life balance at the mid-career level and about being 

authentic at the senior career level. To varying degrees, participants in my study 

demonstrated authenticity concerns — what Mainiero and Sullivan (2006) 

describe as “being true to oneself” (p. 6) and Avolio et al. (2004) and Eagly (2005) 

term ‘authentic leadership’. However, the women’s imagined future careers 

contested understandings of successful careers as unidirectional, moving 

towards increasing freedom, or constructed in relation to mainstream markers 

of success (remuneration and promotion).  

 

My study findings highlight the complexities of women's careers, revealing the 

multiple ways in which Malaysian women think about careers and career success. 

On the one hand, women in my study expressed frustration with a lack of 

opportunity for promotion or with the uneven ways in which men and women 

were promoted in their workplaces. On the other hand, some women’s career 

aspirations challenge existing literature, which positions care work involving 

children and ageing parents as counter to women’s career success (Duxbury & 

Higgins, 2013; Mainiero & Sullivan, 2006; Pyper, 2006). Women’s narratives in 

my study countered a unidirectional understanding of women’s careers as 

involving movement away from juggling care work to enjoying career freedom. 

Also, the women imagined ‘career' and ‘success' in ways that exceeded the 

conflation of income and labour, or public recognition and work. These findings 

show that women understand ‘career’ and ‘success’ in multiple ways, and that 

their understandings are likely to shape their unique career trajectories, 

alongside specific barriers and enablers.  

 

My final research question asked how the women’s narratives might inform our 

thinking about non-Western women’s careers. Throughout Chapters Four to 

Seven, this study highlighted the complex and contradictory situations in which 



  

Chapter 8: Discussion and conclusion 185 

Malaysian women educators made sense of their careers in the Malaysian 

context. These women highlighted how, having been trained abroad, some felt 

they deserved better positions and rewards in the organisations. However, most 

felt side-lined in relation to promotion and formal leadership roles. Even women 

who were in leadership roles described having gone through multiple obstacles 

in order to gain leadership positions. Interestingly, women’s narratives 

positioned men as both presenting barriers to their career progression and as 

enabling women’s access to leadership positions.  

 

The women’s narratives provide insights into the relevance, or otherwise, of the 

KCM (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 2006) to women’s careers in Malaysia, and 

perhaps, in other non-Western contexts. First, while the KCM predicted that 

women tend to look for challenge at the early career stage, most women in this 

study had limited agency at the early career stage, as parents exercised influence 

over their early career ‘choices’ (see Chapter Four). Second, KCM predicted that 

women tend to focus on family life, and hence, face issues balancing work-life at 

the mid-career level. However, women in this study were still confronted with 

work-life balance issues even at the senior-career level. Third, KCM predicts that 

most women are focused on authenticity at the senior-career level. To varying 

degrees, women’s aspirations in this study revealed a sense of authenticity and 

authentic leadership at mid-to senior-career levels, but not necessarily in relation 

to formal career progression (see Chapters Six and Seven). Instead of focusing on 

getting leadership roles within their organisations, women imagined their career 

trajectories differently, mostly in relation to (paid or voluntary) work outside 

their organisations. In this regard, women contested dominant constructions of a 

‘pensioner identity’, where people make sense of and manage the transition to 

retirement in relation to their lifetime careers (see Duberley et al., 2014; Elder & 

Johnson, 2003; Kim & Moen, 2002; Price, 2000, 2003). As noted, authenticity was 

not necessarily associated with ‘career’ understood in traditional terms in 

relation to linear progression. Some women also contested dominant 

constructions of a ‘frustrated’ worker by looking for career satisfaction 

elsewhere, choosing to do what they liked, and shifting their skills to other 

sectors. This study complicates simplistic understandings of women’s ‘choice’ in 
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relation to careers, the role of family in relation to careers, and what constitutes 

‘career success’. It suggests the importance of accounting for cultural and social 

context, including family and expectations and roles when seeking to understand 

women’s careers.  

 

So far, I have discussed how my study findings complicate KCM. The patterns and 

stages of the Malaysian TISTEP women in this study did not quite fit the model of 

KCM developed by Mainiero and Sullivan (2005, 2006). Next, I propose a model 

(see Figure 5 below) which illustrates Malaysian women’s career trajectories as 

they emerged in my study, and the factors they saw as shaping these. The factors 

in this model are based on the findings in my study as discussed in Chapters Four 

to Seven. 

 

Figure 5. Proposed model for Malaysian TISTEP Women’s Career Pathways 

 

Figure 5 shows that the parameters (ABC) were evident in women’s narratives in 

my study. However, the parameters did not appear in sequence, and neither did 

they move in predictable stages as predicted in the version of KCM (see page 97) 

developed by Mainiero and Sullivan (2005, 2006). As discussed, women’s agency 

was constrained, in that women could not necessarily shift the pattern of their 
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careers or adjust different aspects of their lives on their own terms. The women’s 

careers were bounded by the dictates of family, culture and societal expectations, 

and employers’ demands within different organisations.  

 

The careers of women in this study were, in some sense, defined by others, 

particularly at early and mid-career stages, and seem to show that the ‘chosen 

career patterns’ for women allowed them to have job security as well as family-

work life balance. At early career stage, the parameter ‘balance’ seemed to be 

women’s main concern where parental influence, religious beliefs, cultural norms 

and societal expectations were (strong) factors that shaped women’s careers in 

Malaysia. At mid-career stage, women’s careers were shaped by opportunities 

gained through their international education and international experiences, 

which women claimed had shaped their identities and thinking differently. 

However, when the women returned to Malaysia, the parameter ‘balance’ 

remained a concern because their lives and careers were controlled by their 

service and commitment to families, their jobs and themselves.  

 

At late career stage, the parameters ‘challenge’ and ‘authenticity’ were evident. 

This is because, towards the end of their careers, women’s careers were 

characterised by their decisions to stay or leave their organisations on their own 

terms. Women who planned to stay in the system were enthusiastic to face the 

challenges inherent in their lives and careers and to be authentic to themselves 

by doing what they felt was meaningful for them. On the other hand, women who 

planned to leave the system revealed different motivations. Women chose to 

leave organisations to take a break by opting for early retirement, to meet family 

commitments, and/or to be entrepreneurs, migrate or find community work 

closer to home. For some women, leaving the system was a way of stepping aside 

from constraining circumstances. For others, leaving reflected an active choice to 

live and work differently. 

 

To conclude, Figure 5 above shows that the parameters of KCM in my study 

overlapped in complex ways. The parameter ‘balance’ was evident in both early 

and mid-career stages, while, at late career stage, all three parameters (ABC) 
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were evident. Women did not necessarily experience new career arrangements 

in neat or linear ways, as suggested by Mainiero and Sullivan (2005, 2006), or in 

ways that reflected increased agency or control over one’s life circumstances. My 

study suggests that career models grounded in Western contexts (such as KCM) 

may not necessarily reflect the careers of women in non-Western contexts (such 

as Malaysia).  

 

8.3 CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RESEARCH 

This thesis contributes to the literature on international higher education and 

women’s career development and has implications for internationalisation policy 

and practice. In the first section, I outline how my study contributes to existing 

literature on international higher education and women’s careers. In the second 

section, I highlight the implications of my study for policy and 0practice, 

particularly in relation to the internationalisation of higher education and 

women’s career progression in the Malaysian context. 

 

8.3.1 Contributions to research literature  

This thesis on mature Malaysian women educators’ international higher 

education experiences and careers makes four contributions to the existing 

literature. First, as explained in Chapter One, mine was the first study to explore 

study abroad or teacher education programmes involving mature Malaysian in-

service teachers’ experiences in a Western university and their impact on their 

career development. It addresses a lack of research attention to Malaysian 

women’s experiences of international study and teachers’ experiences of 

international study. While limited literature has explored teacher education 

programmes involving pre-service teachers (Anderson et al., 2015, 2018; 

Malewski & Phillion, 2009; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Willard-Holt, 2000; 

Willard-Holt & Bottomley, 2000), mine seems to be the first study to explore in-

service teachers’ experiences of international study and the impact of 

international study on such teachers’ later careers. 
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Second, from a theoretical perspective, this study complicates Mainiero’s and 

Sullivan’s (2005, 2006) Kaleidoscope Career Model. This KCM has previously 

been used in business and management fields (see Chapters Two, Four, Six and 

Seven), but my study applied it to women’s careers in education. To the best of 

my knowledge, no other research has applied the KCM to teachers’ career 

pathways, and certainly not to a non-Western context. In considering Malaysian 

women’s career pathways in relation to the KCM, as discussed earlier, my thesis 

highlights the need for caution when applying theoretical ideas developed in one 

context to another. For example, in my study, at early career stage, women’s 

‘choices’ were heavily influenced by their parents, and at a later career stage, their 

concerns with ‘authenticity’ sometimes involved opting out of careers. This thesis 

highlights the role of family, culture, and society in shaping Malaysian women’s 

career ‘choices’ and outcomes in the education sector. It suggests that the KCM in 

its current form is both applicable to, and complicated by, the experiences of 

TISTEP women in Malaysia.  

 

Third, this thesis makes a methodological contribution through its use of photo-

elicitation in conjunction with narrative inquiry. In my study, photo-elicitation 

helped women recall details of the past (also see, Pain, 2012; Prosser, 2012), and 

explore taken-for-granted issues that had shaped their lives and careers (Rose, 

2012). Additionally, photo-elicitation seemed to empower the women to ‘lead’ 

the narrative interview (Pain, 2012; Rose, 2012), facilitating deep discussion, 

richness and depth (also see, Liebenberg, 2009; Mannay, 2010). Most published 

studies have explored the use of photo-elicitation in Western contexts (Becker, 

2008; Denzin, 2004; Grady, 2004; Harper, 2002; Pink, 2012; Webster & Mertova, 

2007). This study is the first that has utilised photo-elicitation in the Malaysia 

context, and in relation to mature women’s experiences of internationalised 

higher education.  

 

Fourth, this thesis provides new insights into the ways Malaysian women make 

sense of their international study experiences, lives, and careers. For example, 

women’s constructions of ‘choice’ and singleness challenged assumptions of 

isolation or autonomy and highlighted instead the enduring impact of family 
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relationships. Women’s imagined futures exceeded traditional career aspirations 

or notions of ‘success’ (for example, as attaining leadership roles or external 

rewards). Women’s accounts of men’s roles in relation to their lives and careers 

highlighted the challenges of patriarchal work cultures and the role men play in 

contesting these on behalf of women.  Women’s reflections on the impact of their 

international study on their later teaching work and career aspirations highlight 

the power of international education (and quality teachers) to promote personal 

growth and new ways of understanding both work and the world. 

 

8.3.2 Implications for policy and practice 

My study findings suggest some implications for internationalisation policy and 

practice in Malaysia. Specifically, my study suggested that the TISTEP 

programmes have benefited women educators in many ways. However, this 

study also highlighted issues that limited women’s influence upon their return 

and devalued their expertise. My study was the first to explore the outcomes of 

TISTEP programmes for Malaysian graduates. Lack of attention to the outcomes 

of government-funded international study seems a critical gap, given the level of 

investment involved. While this study was conducted in Malaysia, it suggests the 

importance of tracking government scholarship recipients’ international study 

experiences and later career outcomes, in order to ensure the maximum return 

on investment. 

 

The findings of this study also suggest some practical implications for the 

Malaysian Ministry of Education in relation to TISTEP and other government-

funded international study programmes for teachers. First, this research suggests 

the importance of providing relevant induction and orientation programmes (or 

ensuring these are provided at the study destination) and ensuring that students’ 

funding is commensurate with their actual living costs (ideally including the 

living costs of accompanying family). Second, it suggests a need to formally 

recognise the unique contributions returning international graduates can make 

at ministry and school levels. Graduates’ exposure to new ideas, new knowledge 

systems, and new ways of thinking can be seen as an asset in contexts such as 
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Malaysia, for example, where teachers often work in rural and remote areas or in 

low-performing schools. It was clear in my study that some education staff saw 

overseas-educated women as a ‘threat’, rather than a resource who could 

contribute to the development of a stronger education system. My study adds to 

other studies which highlight the need for governments that invest in citizens’ 

international study to also undertake measures to educate ‘local’ employers, so 

the unique skills of returning graduates are valued rather than ignored or derided 

(also see, Anderson et al., 2015, 2018).  

 

8.4 LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH  

Like all studies, mine had some limitations. First, it involved a small number of 

participants, which is neither representative of all TISTEP programme 

participants, nor of Malaysian women generally. The women included in this 

study were limited to New Zealand graduates, and their demographics may 

restrict the applicability of their insights to others. Future research could explore 

the career pathways of the remaining TISTEP participants in order to provide a 

more comprehensive picture of TISTEP outcomes.  

 

The second limitation relates to the interview questions. As my research work 

progressed, my understanding of international higher education and women’s 

careers changed tremendously. With this new knowledge, I would have asked the 

participants different questions. For example, Malaysia is made up of multiple 

ethnic groups, and women’s ethnicity may have impacted on their career 

experiences differently. I did not explore ethnicity in my interview questions, and 

if I had done this, some women’s answers may have been different. However, 

ethnicity may have shaped the interviews themselves. Since I am a Malay 

interviewer, women from other ethnicities may have felt unable to comment on 

challenges or enablers relating to their ethnicity, even if I had asked about it 

explicitly. Further, focus groups (instead of individual interviews), may have led 

to different, or more complex findings.  
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The third limitation is that my analysis of the women’s experiences was based on 

a single interview (with the exception of one participant, with whom I met twice). 

Different data might have eventuated if I had conducted interviews more than 

once with each participant, given their experiences in New Zealand took place 

more than 20 years ago. In addition, a longitudinal focus would have been 

preferable. Women’s perspectives (and narratives) may change over time (Fine, 

Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2003) since narratives are “a reflection of the fact that 

experience is a matter of growth, and that understandings are continually 

developed, reshaped and retold, often informally” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 

14). As with all research, practical limitations shaped what I was able to do. Given 

the women’s different locations in Malaysia, and my current location in New 

Zealand, multiple trips were not possible. The constraints of doctoral study 

militated against the possibility of conducting longitudinal research. 

 

The fourth limitation relates to my position as an insider-outsider researcher. 

Before the interview, I only knew four of the women, while the rest were 

unfamiliar to me. My knowledge of some of the women may have led to biases 

when conducting the research. Although I have discussed the steps that I took to 

ensure the credibility of my study (see Chapter Three), I may have interpreted 

the findings differently where I did not know the women. Conversely, I was less 

able to develop trusting or strong relationships with the unfamiliar women, given 

that I met with them for a single interview. This may have restricted what they 

were willing to share with me. Moreover, given my former leadership positions 

in Malaysia and New Zealand, all women may have held back some sensitive 

information during the interview. As noted in Chapter Three, narrative 

interviews should allow participants to express themselves freely (Riessman, 

1993) and provide a platform for dynamic discussions with the participants 

(Byrne, 2017). Despite the limitations noted here, my data suggest that women 

felt (at least partially) free to talk frankly during the interviews. 

 

The fifth limitation is my inability to access TISTEP policy documents, which are 

no longer available. These might have provided deeper insights into TISTEP 

policy and the experiences of women who were part of TISTEP. Access to policy 
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material might also have allowed me to suggest specific recommendations for 

current and future programmes where students are funded to study abroad.  

 

8.5 DIRECTIONS OF FUTURE RESEARCH  

This study suggests some areas where future research is needed. Longitudinal 

studies might provide deeper insights into women’s (and men’s) experiences of 

international study and subsequent career outcomes, especially where students 

are funded by governments and bonded to return.  

 

Future research in the Malaysian context might explore women’s career 

pathways within the TISTEP UK group. A comparative study involving women 

from New Zealand and UK cohorts and research on the similarities and 

differences of their international higher education experiences and subsequent 

career pathways might furnish useful insights into the specific impacts of 

particular international study environments.  

 

Further research could also explore the career pathways of male educators who 

participated in TISTEP. A comparative study involving both women and men 

would add to existing research on gendered differences in careers (Elley-Brown, 

2015), and specifically in relation to Malaysia.  

 

Some greater explorations on international study and subsequent career 

development could be extended to other ministries (other than education), other 

employers in Malaysia, and other non-Western contexts in Asia. It would be 

interesting to find out whether other students from different fields (for example, 

medical, healthcare, business, management, etc.) would offer similar or different 

insights about their experiences and career development. This future exploration 

could focus on the uniqueness of other careers and explore the transferability of 

these findings to other fields. 

 

Further research could also explore how employers (and families) might assist 

women in organisations to help them perform efficiently and effectively both at 
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the organisations and at home. A study could be carried out to find out whether, 

for example, peer support groups could be established to support women in their 

careers and lives. Perhaps the elements of mentoring and networking could also 

be established through these support groups for women.  

 

Future research in the Malaysia context could also explore aspects of culture and 

religion that shaped women’s experience. As noted earlier, culture and religion 

were sensitive topics for the women in this study, but careful consideration could 

be made in the future to explore these aspects ‘safely’.  

 

Finally, future research could explore government funded international study 

programmes alongside students’ experiences over time and stated policy 

intentions. A thorough examination of the policy documents alongside interview 

(or other forms of) data would offer valuable insights that could then inform 

further policy development.  

 

8.6 CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

This thesis adds to the literature on both international higher education and 

women’s careers, in particular, through its focus on the Malaysia context, and on 

women’s sense-making. Study findings suggest a need for governments that 

invest in women’s international studies to track the outcomes of their investment 

and ensure that women’s skills and expertise are recognised upon their return.  

 

This study considered women’s narrative accounts in relation to the KCM 

parameters of Authenticity, Balance, and Challenge (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005, 

2006). It adds to the literature on KCM through applying it beyond business and 

management, and by highlighting its limitations in relation to women’s career 

pathways in Malaysia.    

 

Further research is needed that explores women’s international higher education 

experiences, as well as women’s lives and careers across a range of settings. This 

study is the first to focus on in-service teachers’ international study and 
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subsequent careers in Malaysia. It problematises understandings of career 

success grounded in linear and hierarchical understandings of a (valid) career, 

while highlighting the frustrations women face when their skills and attributes 

are not valued in work settings.  

 

Finally, this study adds to our understanding of internationalised higher 

education. Despite some women’s initial reluctance to teach, they described how 

exposure to powerful role-models and new ways of thinking about teaching, 

students, and the world were transformative in relation to their later lives and 

careers. This thesis highlights both the value of an international education and 

the need to ensure graduates’ skills and attributes are valued upon their return 

‘home’.  
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APPENDIX  A 

Ethics notification – sob 16/29 – The impact of international experiences 

on women’s career development: A narrative study 

 

  

 
 
 

Date: 29 July 2016 

 

 

Dear Salmah Kassim 

 

Re: Ethics Notification - SOB 16/29 - The Impact of International Experiences on 

Women's Career Development: A Narrative Study. 

 

Thank you for the above application that was considered by the Massey University Human 

Ethics Committee: Human Ethics Southern B Committee at their meeting held on Friday, 

29 July, 2016. 

 

On behalf of the Committee I am pleased to advise you that the ethics of your application are 

approved.  

 

Approval is for three years. If this project has not been completed within three years from the 

date of this letter, reapproval must be requested.  

 

If the nature, content, location, procedures or personnel of your approved application change, 

please advise the Secretary of the Committee. 

 

Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Dr Brian Finch 
Chair, Human Ethics Chairs' Committee and Director (Research Ethics) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Ethics Office, Research and Enterprise 
Massey University, Private Bag 11 222, Palmerston North, 4442, New Zealand T 06 951 6841; 06 95106840 

E humanethics@massey.ac.nz; animalethics@massey.ac.nz; gtc@massey.ac.nz 
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APPENDIX B 

Request for assistance in a doctoral research project (university) 

 

 

The Director, 
University of Otago Alumni & Friends 
103 St David Street, 
University of Otago 
PO Box 56 
Dunedin 9054 
 

25 July 2016 

 

Dear Sir, 

 

REQUEST FOR ASSISTANCE IN A DOCTORAL RESEARCH PROJECT 

 

My name is Salmah binti Kassim, and I am a doctoral candidate at Massey University in 

Palmerston North, New Zealand. The research I wish to conduct for my PhD programme 

involves the Malaysian Ministry of Education teachers and lecturers enrolled in the Twinned 

In-Service Teacher Education Programme (TISTEP) at the University of Otago from 1995 to 

1998. 

 

My research project investigates the impact of the international experiences on women’s 

career development. My research aims to provide insights and in-depth understanding of the 

international experiences of the Malaysian women participants of TISTEP in New Zealand, 

its subsequent impact on their careers, and contributing to the literature regarding non-

Western women’s career development. 

 

Due to the nature of the project, I hope to recruit the participants of TISTEP to anonymously 

complete a questionnaire (copy enclosed) in the Survey Monkey where I will provide the link 

later. The survey process should take no longer than 30 minutes. Interested participants, who 

volunteer to participate, will be given an information sheet (copy enclosed) detailing the 

research project and a consent form (copy enclosed) to be signed.  
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The participants will complete the survey and later will be invited to participate in a face-to-

face interview, which will take about one to two hours. A photo-elicitation method will be 

used during the interview to elicit information about their life, their family, their 

international experiences and their career development. The images of the others in the 

photographs will be blurred to protect their identities. The survey and the interview results 

will be pooled for the thesis project and individual results of this project will remain 

absolutely confidential and anonymous. No costs will be incurred by either your institution 

or the individual participants. 

 

I hope your department will be able to assist me in contacting TISTEP participants via your 

alumni record. Your assistance to provide the contact details of TISTEP participants to me or 

your assistance in providing the link of the survey to the participants will be greatly 

appreciated. I will follow up with a telephone call next week and would be happy to answer 

any questions or concerns that you may have. You may contact me at my email address: 

S.Kassim@massey.ac.nz or my telephone number at + 64 22 095 8442. 

 

I would appreciate if you could provide a letter of permission on your institution’s letterhead 

acknowledging your consent and permission for me to conduct this survey via your alumni 

record.  

 

Your assistance is greatly appreciated. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

(SALMAH KASSIM) 

PhD Candidate. 

 

 

 

  

mailto:S.Kassim@massey.ac.nz
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APPENDIX C 

Request to conduct research in Malaysia (Ministry) 

 
 

 
Y. Bhg. Dato' Sulaiman bin Wak, 
Director, 
Educational Planning and Research Division, 
(Bahagian Perancangan dan Penyelidikan Dasar Pendidikan)  
Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 
Aras 1-4, Blok E8, Kompleks E, 
Pusat Pentadbiran Kerajaan Persekutuan, 
62604 Putrajaya. 
MALAYSIA. 
 

24 August 2016. 

 

Y. Bhg Dato’, 

 

REQUEST TO CONDUCT RESEARCH IN MALAYSIA 

My name is Salmah binti Kassim, and I am a doctoral candidate at Massey University in 

Palmerston North, New Zealand. The research I wish to conduct for my PhD programme 

involves the Malaysian Ministry of Education teachers and lecturers enrolled in the Twinned 

In-Service Teacher Education Programme (TISTEP) at the University of Otago from 1995 to 

1998. 

 
My research project investigates the impact of the international experiences on women’s 

career development. The research aims to provide insights and in-depth understanding of 

the international experiences of the Malaysian women participants of TISTEP, its subsequent 

impact on their careers, and contributing to the literature regarding non-Western women’s 

career development.  

 
If approval is granted, I hope to recruit the participants of TISTEP to anonymously complete 

an online questionnaire (copy enclosed) where I will provide the link later. The survey 

process should take no longer than 30 minutes. Interested participants, who volunteer to 

participate, will be given an information sheet (copy enclosed) detailing the research project 

and a consent form (copy enclosed) to be signed. The participants will complete the survey 

and later will be invited to participate in a face-to-face interview, which will take about one 
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to two hours. A photo-elicitation method will be used during the interview to elicit 

information about their life, their family, their international experiences and their career 

development. The images of the others in the photographs will be blurred to protect their 

identities.   

    
The survey and the interview results will be pooled for the thesis project and individual 

results of this project will remain absolutely confidential and anonymous. No costs will be 

incurred by either the institutions they represent or the individual participants.  

 
I am hereby seeking your consent to approach the TISTEP participants to be involved in my 

research project. Attached here is the information sheet, consent form and declaration letter 

from my Chief Supervisor confirming my doctoral candidacy, as well as a copy of the approval 

letter which I received from the Massey University Research Ethics Committee (Full Human 

Ethics Approval Reference: SOB 16/29).  

 
I would appreciate if you could provide a letter of permission on your institution’s letterhead 

acknowledging your consent and permission for me to conduct this survey in various 

institutions in Malaysia as at this stage, the locations of the TISTEP participants are not 

known. They are likely to be situated in the Teacher Education Institutions, Matriculation 

Colleges, Polytechnics, Universities, District and State Education Departments throughout 

Malaysia.  

 
Your approval to conduct this project will be greatly appreciated. I will follow up with a 

telephone call next week and would be happy to answer any questions or concerns that you 

may have. You may contact me at my email address: S.Kassim@massey.ac.nz or my telephone 

number at + 64 22 095 8442. Once I have arrived in Malaysia, I will contact the officer-in-

charge to further discuss the details of my research project. 

Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

(SALMAH KASSIM) 

PhD Candidate. 

 
cc:  Dr Maimunah Muda 

 Ketua Unit Pembangunan Pembudayaan Penyelidikan  

mailto:S.Kassim@massey.ac.nz
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APPENDIX D 

Information Sheet (Interview) 

 

 

The Impact of International Experiences  

On Women’s Career Development: A Narrative Study 

 

INFORMATION SHEET (INTERVIEW) 

 

Researcher(s) Introduction 

 

My name is Salmah Kassim, formerly the Education Attaché at the Malaysian High 

Commission, Wellington, New Zealand and a senior lecturer at the Institute of Teacher 

Education, Penang Campus, Penang, Malaysia. I am conducting a research entitled “The 

Impact of International Experiences on Women’s Career Development: A Narrative 

Study” as part of my doctoral study at the Institute of Education and Massey Business 

School, Massey University, New Zealand. My research aims to provide insight and in-

depth understanding of the international experiences of the Malaysian women 

participants of the Twinned In-Service Teacher Education Programme (TISTEP) in New 

Zealand, its subsequent impact on their careers, and contributing to the literature 

regarding non-Western women’s career development. 

 

Project Description and Invitation 

 

Following your completion of the online international experiences survey, you are 

invited to participate in this research project, a study on understanding the impact of 

international experiences on career development. Please take time to read the following 

information carefully before you decide whether you would like to take part in this 

research. You are welcome to ask any questions if anything you read is not clear or would 

like more information. Take time to decide whether or not to take part. If you agree to 

take part, I will ask you to answer some questions. There aren’t any right or wrong 
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answers – I just want to hear about your opinions. Please note that some of the questions 

will relate to your personal life, your experiences abroad and your career journey. 

If you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to sign the Consent Form on the 

last page of this document. You will be given a copy of both the Participation Information 

Sheet and the Consent Form to keep. Please make sure you have read and understood all 

the information given in this document. 

 

Participant Identification and Recruitment 

 

You have been invited to take part in this study because you have identified yourself or 

been identified by University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand as one of TISTEP 

participants. Information has been collected directly from you by your completion of the 

online survey that asked questions about your personal information, your life, your 

international experiences and career development.  

 

Participation in this project is voluntary. There are no specific benefits to you in 

participating. Your participation may benefit future generations by helping researchers 

understand how international experiences contribute to career development, 

particularly for women. You are under no obligation to take part in this research project. 

You can withdraw at any time without giving a reason and there will be no adverse 

consequences if you do so. 

 

Project Procedures 

 

The research project will be conducted in a form of a face-to-face interview which 

includes photo-elicitation method. You are encouraged to bring photographs about your 

life, your family, your international experiences and your career development during the 

interview. The photographs will be used strictly to describe the narratives you provide 

in the interview. The image of others in the photographs will be blurred to protect their 

identity. I will make copies of the photographs for documentation purposes (as 

appendices in the report) only with your consent and approval. You are under no 

obligation to agree for the copies of the photographs to be made available for the project. 

You can cancel this request during the data analysis process and the copies of the 

photographs will be returned to you or disposed accordingly. 
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You may find the project interesting and enjoy answering questions about your 

international experiences and your career development. The interview should take 

about an hour to two hours. If you agree to take part in this research project, the 

interview will be audio-recorded and then transcribed onto a computer. I will send the 

transcript of the interview for you to review before the analysis to allow you to ensure 

that you have not been misinterpreted. You are given two weeks to review the transcript 

and your cooperation in ensuring the transcript is returned to me within two weeks is 

much appreciated. The interview will be carried out at a time and a venue convenient to 

you.  

 

Data Management 

 

All the information you give us during the course of the project will be kept strictly 

confidential and used for the purposes of this study only. The data will be collected and 

stored in accordance with the Massey University’s Code of Ethical Conduct for Research, 

Teaching and Evaluations Involving Human Participants and will be disposed of in a 

secure manner. The information will be used in a way that will not allow you to be 

identified individually and your identity will remain anonymous. 

 
The project findings will be communicated on completion of the study, through national 

and international publications. I will email or send an official letter to you the link to the 

publications when they are available.  

 

There are no known risks or disadvantages of taking part, as we strive to protect your 

confidentiality, unless you explicitly agree that your name can be mentioned in 

publications arising from the research.  

 

Participant’s Rights 

 

You are under no obligation to accept this invitation. If you decide to participate, you 

have the right to: 

• decline to answer any particular question; 

• withdraw from the study during the data collection process without providing 

any reasons; 

• ask any questions about the study at any time during participation; 

• ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview; 
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• ask for the image of the photographs to be removed or disposed during the data 

analysis process without providing any reasons; 

• provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used unless 

you give permission to the researcher; 

• be given access to a summary of the project findings when it is concluded. 

 

Project Contacts 

 

Any complaint or concerns about any aspect of the way you have been dealt with during 

the course of the study will be addressed. Please feel free to contact the researcher 

and/or my primary supervisor if you have any questions about this study.  

 

• Salmah Kassim 

Institute of Education & Massey Business School 

Tel: + 64 6 356 9099 ext. 85901 

Mobile: + 64 22 095 8442 

Email: S.Kassim@massey.ac.nz  

 

• Associate Professor Alison Kearney 

Institute of Education, 

Turitea Campus, Massey University, 

Palmerston North, New Zealand. 

Tel: + 64 6 356 9099 ext. 84416 

Email: A.C.Kearney@massey.ac.nz  

 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics 

Committee: Southern B, Application 16/29. If you have any concerns about the conduct 

of this research, please contact: 

 

• Dr Rochelle Stewart-Withers, 

Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Committee, 

Southern B,  

Tel: + 64 6 356 9099 ext. 83657 

Email: humanethicsouthb@massey.ac.nz 

 

Thanking you in anticipation.  

mailto:S.Kassim@massey.ac.nz
mailto:A.C.Kearney@massey.ac.nz
mailto:humanethicsouthb@massey.ac.nz
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APPENDIX E 

Participant consent form – individual 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

The Impact of International Experiences on 
Women’s Career Development: A Narrative Study 

 
 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM - INDIVIDUAL 
 
 

I have read the Information Sheet and have had the details of the study explained to me.  My questions 

have been answered to my satisfaction, and I understand that I may ask further questions at any time. 

 

I agree/do not agree to the interview being sound recorded.  

 

I agree/do not agree to the interview being image recorded.  

 

I agree/do not agree for the photographs to be copied for documentation purposes. 

 

I wish/do not wish to have my recordings returned to me.  

 

I agree to participate in this study under the conditions set out in the Information Sheet. 

 

 

Signature:  Date:  

 

Full Name - printed  
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APPENDIX F 

Interview guide (narration schema) 

When beginning the interview, the researcher should carefully explain to the research 

participants the nature, scope, and format of the interview and explain any points that the 

research participants are unclear about (Flick, 2000). During the main narration stage of the 

interview (using photo-elicitation), the focus should initially be on the research participants’ 

perception of the key concept (e.g. international experiences). Depending on the feedback during 

the photo-elicitation interview, there will be additional questions or modifications to the 

questions in later stages of the interview.  

1. Please tell me a little about your life – family, career, etc. 

2. Why did you choose to become a teacher/music lecturer? 

3. What motivated you to apply for the STDP Programme? What were you hoping to 

achieve? 

4. How would you describe your experiences in New Zealand? 

5. Was it hard for you to adapt yourself to the university in New Zealand? 

6. Can you share your career pathway (the organisations you work for -past, present)? 

7. If you look back, what were some of the challenges you have faced during your career? 

8. How did you handle these while you were in Malaysia/New Zealand? 

9. Do you think your international experiences have affected your career pathway, if so, in 

what ways and to what extent?  

10. Have your international experiences affected your ability to bring about change in the 

local work culture? Please explain. 

11. According to the career literature, women are said to be more visible now in the 

organisations, but the upper management posts are still male dominated. What do you 

think of this statement? Can you share your opinion about women’s career in Malaysia? 

12. While you were in New Zealand and after you returned to the home country, has there 

been any networking or collaboration among your international contacts, within your 

cohort and across the cohorts from New Zealand? If yes, in what ways and to what extent? 

If no, what do you think are the reasons? 

13. What does career mean to you?  

14. How do you define success? 

15. What are your future plans – family, career, life, etc.? or Where do you see yourself in five 

years? 

 

16. What would you like to say about STDP? Would you recommend TISTEP to be continued 

in future?
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APPENDIX F 

Analysis 1: Fourteen story titles – three major categories (crafting) 

 

 

 

 

I’m not Elsa and I am not going to freeze! (Hema Malini) The Story of Edina (Edina Abi Talib) The Guiding Light (Mary Anne) 

Glass Ceiling or Glass Escalator, I will Be Up There! (Jalina Jaafar) La Tahzan! Don’t Be Sad! (Wan Anna Amin) The Great Vine (Caryn Chan) 

I Mean Business! (Rahmah Fauzi) 

 

Beyond Twinkle (Elaine Capel) 

The Writer in Me (Zaini Othman) The Plan (Teh Kim Hong) 

Come What May (Teoh Sui Sum) Women in Music (Suriah Manap) 

 
The Green Grass All Around Us  

(Noridah Ismail) 
Comfort Zone (Ong Puay Cheng) 

Emerging Themes 

Parental & cultural career influences 
Variations of career/family commitments & 

patterns 
Career changes: Between & within 

careers 

Professional adult influences Career enablers Work-life balance issues 

Choices and constrained choices Career obstacles/barriers Career decision-making 

Personal compromises 
Career concessions/adjustments/ 

turning points 
Decisive turning points 

Knowing My Worth: I 

Know What I Want! 

I Reached The Glass 

Ceiling, But It Broke! 

The Forgotten Women: I 

Am Still Here! 



 

256 Appendices 

APPENDIX G 

Analysis 2: Analysis of 42 themes into 11 main categories and three final categories according to temporality elements  

No. Themes/Nodes Categories (Research Questions & Aims) Categories (Temporality) 
1.  Teaching as a career that offers work-life balance  

1. Women’s narratives of parents’ 
influences on their early career 
choices and decisions 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1a. Factors that influenced 
women’s early career 
choices and decisions 

(Past) 
 

 
 

1b. Women’s narratives 
about navigating higher 

education in New Zealand 
(Past) 

2.  Teaching as a desirable career for daughters of teachers 
3.  Teaching as a noble profession 
4.  Teaching as a secure profession 
5.  Teaching as a suitable profession for women 

   
6.  Had own career preferences but obliged parents’ decisions  

 
2. Participants’ responses to parents’ 

influence 

7.  Freedom to choose own careers 
8.  No specific career preferences but aligned with parents’ decisions 
9.  Career choice influenced by father’s career aspiration 
10.  Went against parents’ decisions 

   
11.  Primary school teachers as influencers 3. Teachers and New Zealand educators 

as influencers in women’s career 
decisions 

12.  Secondary school teachers as influencers 
13.  New Zealand educators as influencers 

   
14.  Family and community demands, and concerns about family in 

Malaysia 
 
 

4. Women’s narratives about New 
Zealand experiences 

15.  Personal and social conflicts, and cultural adjustments difficulties 
16.  Financial setbacks and hardship in New Zealand 
17.  Lack of familiar cultural and religious values 
18.  Adapting to the academic environment 

   
19.  Exposure to new ideas and practices 5. Women’s narratives about how their 

time in New Zealand shaped their 
professional practice 

20.  Exposure to new knowledge systems 
21.  Exposure to new ways of thinking 
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No. Themes/Nodes Categories (Research Questions & Aims) Categories (Temporality) 
22.  Challenges faced by single women 6. Home and family related challenges  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Women’s interpretations 
of career challenges and 

enablers 
(Present) 

23.  Challenges faced by married women 
   

24.  Professional demands that affected career progression  
 

7. Workplace related challenges 
25.  Gender role stereotypes and discrimination 
26.  Lack of networking opportunities for women 
27.  Lack of mentoring opportunities for women 
28.  Lack of sponsoring opportunities for women 
29.  Challenges applying international experiences and ideas in 

Malaysia 
   

30.  Single women and career success 8. Home and family as supporting 
participants’ career success 31.  Married women and career success 

   
32.  Success is defined in terms of their bosses’ acknowledgement of 

their capabilities and contributions 
 

9. Workplace support and motivation as 
facilitating participants’ career 
success 

33.  Success is related to a sense of personal achievement 
34.  Success is related to mobility patterns or (in)voluntary transfers 
35.  Success with reference to men’s support in the workplace 

    
36.  Plan to continue postgraduate study, hope for promotion  

 
10. Staying in the system 

 
 
 

3. Women’s imagined 
future career trajectories 

(Future) 

37.  Plan to improve professional practice through continuing 
professional development courses 

38.  Plan to be persistent, prove their worth and gain recognition and 
promotion 

   
39.  Plan to migrate  

11. Leaving the system 40.  Plan for care commitments 
41.  Plan to shift careers 
42.  Plan to retire 
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APPENDIX H 

Sample 1 Nvivo coding analysis 
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Sample 2 Nvivo coding analysis 

w 

 


