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Abstract 

Impostor phenomenon refers to an overwhelming feeling of being an intellectual fraud 

despite evidence to the contrary and affects highly capable individuals in many fields, 

including those in postgraduate education. This project sought to answer the following 

question: in what ways do postgraduate students enrolled in a large, American institution 

experience impostor phenomenon during their postgraduate education? Interviews and a 

survey showed that the majority of the participants experienced impostor phenomenon, and 

that many of those feelings related to the participants feeling academically-unprepared, 

including concerns related to reading, writing, and discussing academic work. This paper 

explores this connection between impostor phenomenon and participants feeling like they 

lacked sufficient academic skill sets to succeed in their programmes. The results build a 

case for doing literacy work as a way to address impostor phenomenon among postgraduate 

students. 

 

Keywords: Academic development; impostor phenomenon; impostor syndrome; 

postgraduate education; supervision 

 

Introduction 

Postgraduate students comprise one of most common groups who suffer from impostor 

phenomenon. The tendency for those affected to be engaged in creative pursuits (Harvey & Katz, 

1985), paired with the competitive, knowledge-seeking world of higher education, may create a 

perfect storm for those with proclivities toward impostor phenomenon. We know much about 

postgraduate student stress and attrition (Agné & Mörkenstam, 2018; Barry, Woods, Warnecke, 
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Stirling, & Martin, 2018; McAlpine & Norton, 2006), the general traits of those affected by 

impostor phenomenon (Clance & Imes, 1978; Imes, 1979; Stahl, Turner, Wheeler, & Elbert, 

1980; Harvey, 1981), and how it manifests in other fields, such as health care (Dowd & 

Davidhizar, 1997) and business (Roché, 2014; Vergauwe, Wille, Feys, De, Filip, & Anseel, 

2014). What we lack, however, is the postgraduate student voice (McAlpine & Norton, 2006). 

This project helps to answer McAlpine and Norton’s (2006) call by listening to postgraduate 

students reflect on feelings of impostorship they experience.  

Among postgraduate students, we know that impostor phenomenon may relate to general 

academic preparedness, racial identity, and family expectations (Craddock, Birnbaum, 

Rodriguez, Cobb, & Zeeh, 2011). However, we know little about how impostor phenomenon 

manifests in the day-to-day realities of postgraduate education. This project expands upon earlier 

research by exploring how academic literacy skill sets in postgraduate education relate to 

impostor phenomenon. Furthermore, the paper’s findings build upon recent conceptual 

approaches to postgraduate student supervision (McAlpine & Norton, 2006), particularly as it 

relates to specific academic skill sets (Lee & Murray, 2015; Lee, 2008). 

Utilising impostor phenomenon surveys and semi-structured interviews with postgraduate 

students in a large, American institution, this project aimed to explore the nature and extent to 

which postgraduate students experience impostor phenomenon. The data show that the majority 

of the postgraduate student participants suffered from impostor phenomenon, and that much of 

that suffering related to the participants feeling that they lacked academic skill sets, including 

how to read, write, and think in ‘appropriate’, academic ways. 
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Impostor phenomenon 

Impostor phenomenon (IP) refers to an individual’s belief that he or she is somehow fraudulent, 

that his or her successes are a result of blind-luck or some insignificant quality rather than their 

own ability, despite all evidence to the contrary (Castro, 1985; Clance, 1985). Called a ‘peculiar 

blend of insecurities’ of highly-successful individuals (Castro, 1985, p. 60), those affected may 

attribute their success to ‘some mysterious fluke or luck or great effort’ (Clance, 1985, p. 9; 

Harvey & Katz, 1985) and otherwise ‘denigrate their professional abilities’ (Castro, 1985, p. 60).  

Clance and Imes’ (1985) discovered the general characteristics and behaviours of those 

affected, including: (1) they seek to stand out and be considered the best at what they do, often 

displaying extreme self-expectations. Clance (1985) argued that those affected are 

‘perfectionistic in almost every aspect of their performances’ and, when the impossibility of such 

a task becomes reality, those affected ‘generally feel overwhelmed and that they have failed’ 

(1985, p. 26); (2) they tend to fear failure and exposure to such an extent that they take 

preventative action to ensure such exposure never occurs (Harvey & Katz, 1985); and (3) they 

likely discount praise and their own abilities. 

Highly-abled people inevitably achieve some sort of professional success, and when they do, 

they likely feel proud of their accomplishments; those suffering from impostor phenomenon may 

lack this pride. When someone affected achieves success, they are more likely to believe that 

they are ‘only perpetrating a fraud’ (Castro, 1985, p. 60; Clance & Imes, 1978). In other words, 

they tend to have an ‘inability to enjoy acclaim’ (Castro, 1985, p. 60). Indeed, the tendency to be 

workaholics, paired with a high correlation of generalised anxiety (Harvey & Katz, 1985; 

Topping & Kimmel, 1985), depression, and ‘frustration related to an inability to meet self-

imposed standards of achievement’ (Clance & Imes, 1978, p. 2) suggest that those affected could 

be in a near constant-state of concern.  
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Impostor phenomenon in higher education 

Empirical research exploring faculty members’ struggles with IP has revealed the scope and 

complexity of these feelings in higher education. While Harvey (1981) found no significant 

gender differences in IP, she found that the time spent in an academic position was negatively 

correlated with IP. Similarly, Topping and Kimmel (1985) found that ‘IP may diminish as one 

moves up the success ladder’ among faculty at large universities (p. 223). Interestingly, the 

authors found that men in their sample were less likely to connect their academic success to their 

own intellectual abilities. Both genders, however, tended to have a positive correlation with self-

monitoring behaviour and IP (Topping & Kimmel, 1985). While trying to determine how IP 

affected teaching effectiveness, Brems and colleagues (1994) found that instructors who ranked 

high on IP tended to have lower teaching effectiveness according to students, controlling for 

other factors. Other scholars have noted how working in academic settings creates a unique 

environment in which IP can proliferate (Knights & Clarke, 2014), particularly in postgraduate 

and undergraduate students (Cozzarelli & Major, 1990; Ewing, Richardson, James-Myers, & 

Russell, 1996; King & Cooley, 1995). More recently, some have argued that impostor 

phenomenon may be a function of the socio-political context of academia (Breeze, 2018).  

In short, the theoretical premises of IP identified in clinical observations have been supported 

by the empirical literature. IP tends to affect those in creative or intellectual pursuits (Matthews 

& Clance, 1985), and those affected were found to attribute their successes to elements outside 

of their intellectual abilities (Gerstmann, 1998; Stahl, Turner, Wheeler, & Elbert, 1980). Gender 

and race, theorised to be major factors with IP, tended to show more complicated interactions, 

with these factors seeming more contextual than originally theorised (Ewing et al., 1996; 

Onwuegbuzie, 1999; Stahl, Turner, Wheeler, & Elbert, 1980). Individuals in higher education 

tend to experience IP (Harvey, 1981; Topping & Kimmel, 1985). 
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Expected postgraduate struggles and impostor phenomenon 

Before exploring postgraduate students’ experiences with impostor phenomenon, it is important 

to distinguish it from the anticipated challenges of postgraduate work. Evidence suggests that 

stress and emotional disturbances are common characteristics of postgraduate education (Barry 

et al., 2018; Lee & Williams, 1999), and undoubtedly most academics could readily give 

examples from their own experiences. However, impostor phenomenon is more readily identified 

when students stop viewing their challenges as a function of being a novice (e.g., ‘I have so 

much to learn’), and instead express the belief that they are fundamentally incapable of 

succeeding. This subtle shift in how one perceives one’s struggles is paramount to understanding 

impostor phenomenon.   

Methods 

This study sought to answer the question: in what ways, if at all, do postgraduate students 

enrolled in a large, American institution experience impostor phenomenon during their 

postgraduate education? This project drew on the literature from social constructivist 

epistemologies (Gee, 2001; Gee, 2007; Lea & Street, 1998; Lea & Street, 2006), and its use of an 

exploratory qualitative design (Merriam, 2009). I applied Merriam’s (2009) design by: (1) 

exploring how students interpret their experiences with postgraduate education and impostor 

phenomenon; (2) identifying how the participants constructed their realities; and (3) identifying 

the meaning these participants attributed to those feelings. 

Context 

Participants and recruitment 

Forty-two postgraduate students participated in this study (34 females, 8 males), with 17 

agreeing to one-on-one interviews. Participants came primarily from the College of Education. 
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Other participants were enrolled in programmes in Anthropology, Psychology, Public Health, 

and Communication. Over 70% of the participants were pursuing PhDs, with the rest pursuing 

master’s degrees.  

Those affected by impostor phenomenon rarely expose themselves (Harvey & Katz, 1985); 

thus, I sought to recruit as many participants as possible with two or more years left in their 

programmes. To recruit, I visited postgraduate-level seminars and distributed announcements in 

departmental list serves. Thus, the sample in this study is considered a homogenous, purposive 

sample (Patton, 2015). 

Data sources 

Clance impostor phenomenon survey 

The Clance IP survey consists of 20 ordinal-level variables designed to capture IP in the 

participants, providing a total of 100 points toward the indication of IP. According to the 

literature, participants who score less than 40 have minimal IP characteristics; 41-61 indicate 

moderate IP characteristics; and scores 62-100 indicate high IP characteristics.  

Demographics 

I asked participants to include the following information on the survey: (1) final degree sought; 

(2) graduation timeline; (3) department; (4) sex; (5) ethnicity; (6) age; and (7) time to graduation. 

Interviews 

All participated in an informal focus group interview after the participants learned about IP, 

during which I asked participants to discuss their initial impressions. Each participant agreed to 

one semi-structured interview (Seidman, 1997) and described IP during postgraduate school, 

how postgraduate school may have induced these feelings, and IP’s effect on education and life. 
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Data analysis 

I analysed the qualitative data inductively, which involves identifying patterns inside and among 

the data to find generalisable and transferable themes through a constant-comparison 

methodology (Merriam, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 2007). The qualitative data analysis took place 

in four phases. In Phase I, I used open codes on group interview transcripts, identifying potential 

axial codes. For example, early group interview transcripts included references to ‘perceiving 

others as different’, which was then cross-referenced in the one-on-one interviews. In Phase II, I 

compared the individual semi-structured interview transcripts to the open and axial codes 

developed in Phase I. For example, ‘perceiving others as different’, upon further analysis, was 

delineated to ‘perceptions of faculty’ and ‘perceptions of colleagues’. In Phase III, I used axial 

codes developed in the group interview transcripts to begin a constant-comparison methodology 

with the interview transcripts. For example, I found ‘perceptions of faculty’ and ‘perceptions of 

colleagues’ were more nuanced in the interviews, which enabled the themes to be separated into 

various sub themes (e.g., ‘perceptions of faculty intelligence’). In Phase IV, I completed the 

analysis by bridging both interview forms into a series of major and minor themes (Creswell & 

Clark, 2007) to help explain the IP experiences of the participants. 

Descriptive statistics 

The sample was skewed toward females (80.9%) and toward Caucasian participants at 69%. 

Ages for the participants ranged from 23-58 (M = 31.98, SD = 2.46). Approximately 40.4% of 

the participants had two more years left until their graduation. The majority were seeking PhDs 

in their respective fields at 71.4%. The sample was also skewed toward the College of Education, 

with 83.4% of the participants seeking degrees in Learning, Teaching, and Curriculum (LTC) or 

Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis (ELPA). Note, however, that LTC subsumes Art, 



9 

 

English, Literacy, Math, Music, Science and Social Studies Education programmes. The 

remainder of the degrees were primarily in the social sciences (i.e., Anthropology, Psychology, 

and Public Health).  

IP scores for the participants ranged from 35-95 (M = 65.76, SD = 5.08). Over half of the 

participants had IP scores above 61, indicating that those participants would be classified as 

suffering from impostor phenomenon.  

Findings 

Whereas prior IP research provided general traits and tendencies of those affected, the following 

identifies how participants experienced IP and how many of those feelings related to them 

feeling academically-unprepared. In accordance with previous IP literature, the participants 

reported several known characteristics of IP, including: Fearing exposure (76.4%), holding 

oneself to extreme standards (70.5%), and procrastinating due to IP (52.9%). Furthermore, over 

50% of the participants were considering quitting their programmes. For the purposes of this 

manuscript, I focus on the themes related to the participants’ feelings of being academically-

unprepared (Table 1). Table 2 provides IP scores for the participants below to contextualise their 

reflections. 

 

 

Table 1. Themes derived from participant perspectives on impostor phenomenon in postgraduate school.

Theme (Frequency) %

Speaking in postgraduate level courses (9)   52.9%

Comparing self to colleagues and professors (17)  100%

Reading academic articles and books (12)  70.5%

Writing academic manuscripts (12)  70.5%

Note: Other themes coincided with the larger IP literature of fearing exposure (76.4%), holding oneself to extreme 
standards (70.5%), and procrastinating due to impostor feelings (52.9%). Over half of the participants considered 
quitting as a result of IP feelings (52.9%).

�1
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Speaking in postgraduate level courses 

Over half of the participants expressed hesitations about speaking in class, often through a 

reinforcing self-talk that validated their feelings. The unfortunate irony for many was that they 

were simultaneously aware that not talking might encourage others’ perceptions of the very idea 

they hoped to avoid. Janice verbalised this self-talk as follows: ‘You don’t know what you're 

talking about. These people are gonna think you’re an idiot. [But] if you don’t speak, then you 

remain a mystery and your intelligence remains a mystery […]’. 

Rachel, whose IP score was the highest of the group, paralleled Janice’s self-talk while 

speaking in class when she described the first day of a readings course in which several articles 

were to be discussed:  

Rachel: [I] just feel like they didn’t do anything to prepare us [for speaking in class]. So as we 

Table 2. Impostor phenomenon scores of 
selected interviewed participants.

Pseudonym IP Score

Alan 95

Andy 75

Betsy 85

Chad 57

Didi 64

Janice 69

Jessica 88

Marsha 90

Rachel 97

Renee 87

Seth 96

Note: Scores above 61 indicate high IP 
characteristics. 

�1
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jumped in there, just all of the terms, the language, the way they were putting the language 

together was completely unfamiliar to me, and I felt stupid, and I felt like I didn’t belong to that 

community. 

In other words, participants felt that speaking in class was a common aspect of postgraduate 

school that induced IP. Betsy mentioned that speaking in class felt like, ‘there was a target on 

[her] back’, and that feeling caused her to avoid speaking altogether. Another participant said 

that she prepared as many responses to expected questions as possible to avoid these feelings, but 

to no avail. 

Comparing self to colleagues and professors 

A common theme was comparing one’s intelligence with one’s peers’. Participants expressed the 

worry that they had significant gaps in their knowledge, whether that be a lack of understanding 

of methodologies or disciplinary jargon. The evidence upon which the participants’ perceptions 

were based was often limited to one or two interactions. Many participants seemed aware that 

this limited evidence was insufficient to assume a peer was intellectually superior, yet those 

feelings remained. Indeed, even after some participants realised that they were going to say or 

write a similar idea that was verbalised by their peers, they tended to revert back to negative self-

talk:   

Alan: I don’t speak up in classes that often [partly because] I’m afraid I’m going to say something 

wrong […].  And so I usually sit back, and I don’t say anything.  And then other people start 

talking and it’s like ‘oh, that’s exactly what I thought’ but I was convinced I was wrong so I didn’t 

want to say anything. [It’s] like ‘but don’t say anything because what if you’re wrong? And if 

you’re wrong, then what is everyone going to think about you?’ 

This tendency was often related to the feeling of being inundated with information (e.g., 

when reading journal articles), all of which would need to be synthesised verbally or through 

writing. The amount of information gave many participants the feeling that nothing they could 
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say or write would meet their colleagues’ or professors’ expectations, particularly if the 

participant perceived that ‘the best thing’ had already been said. Janice stated, ‘I’m not going to 

speak about this because this person just spoke and seems to have a greater or better idea of what 

it actually means’. Renee, a highly successful graduate student with an IP score of 87, paralleled 

Janice’s thoughts, saying:   

Renee: When I'm thinking about my class … I couldn’t just say something.  Even if it’s just like 

saying, ‘I found this interesting’. And sparking a conversation from there. No. It’s kind of like my 

conclusions and my perceptions of what I read probably are not as insightful as someone else’s. 

Participants also compared themselves to their professors’ knowledge and expectations. 

Whereas those unaffected by these feelings may correctly assume that his or her lack of 

knowledge is due to being a novice, those affected may not make this connection or ignore it. 

This tendency to compare oneself to the professor was more common among advanced 

postgraduate students. Chad, a PhD student nearing his comprehensive exams, said:  

Chad: I think that the professor has really great expectations, and I am definitely not living up to 

them right now. Probably the worst I felt about a reading was because I was with a group of 

people and none of us knew how to answer the question […]. So, we were just grasping at straws, 

throwing something out there […]  It was just a… little bit overwhelming and trying to figure out 

how to say something to make it seem like I had something important to say, and not to just […] 

admit, ‘I don't know what you’re looking for’. 

Seth, a postgraduate student with decades of experience in his field, stated that working with 

PhDs ‘is very, very intimidating’. Although Seth seemed aware of how his experience set him 

apart in positive ways among his peers and professors, he found the difference in knowledge sets 

challenging:  

Seth:  You automatically assume that all these professors are so intelligent and so smart and even 

though I’ve [had decades of experience], to get to the college level and listen to these people 
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probably half my age talk so intelligently thinking, ‘Why didn’t I know that 20 years ago?’ When 

you listen to them talk [and] cite studies and do all these things and research they’ve done […], 

you think, ‘Why didn’t I know this?  I should know this’. 

Those affected perceived that their peers and professors were more literate in disciplinary 

and academic norms; participants felt significantly ‘academically illiterate’, to quote one 

participant. The excerpts above identify how the participants framed this gap not as a function of 

being new to a field but as due to a lack of academic ability.  

Reading academic articles and books  

For 70% of the participants, the challenge of reading journal articles induced feelings of 

impostorship. Alan expressed his frustration that the time he spent reading articles convinced 

him that he was incapable: ‘It’s taken me hours to read literature that at the end I probably won’t 

even remember anyway or [I never] completely understand what I read’. Rachel said she was 

always, ‘fearing [that she would] miss something critical’ when reading for class. Paired with the 

fear of speaking to colleagues and peers about the material, the reading of journal articles, 

perhaps more than any other task in postgraduate school, seemed to validate feelings of 

impostorship. Rachel expressed this kind of cognitive dissonance when sharing her reading 

frustrations:  

Rachel: The language feels unfamiliar and yet it shouldn’t. I spend a lot of time just stuck on the, 

‘Am I smart enough to pull-out what somebody else would see as important?’ At first, it was I 

could never figure out what was significant in a way that my professor would […].  This is 

ridiculous! I have a master’s degree and [decades of experience]!  So I’m presenting as not being 

articulate in a field that I am very well versed in, but I fumble and I can’t find the words or the 

people that I’d like to cite, and I’m just inarticulate in general.   

In other words, Rachel and others compared what they ‘should’ know, being highly capable 

scholars in their respective fields, with what they felt they ‘actually knew’. When these two 
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elements had a large enough gap, feelings of impostorship tended to ensue. Marsha, a well-

known student in her programme, talked about these feelings this way:  

Marsha: Oddly, I feel more like an impostor when I read things that are truly of my field than I do 

when I am doing readings that are brand new to my thinking, […] [because with] things that are 

truly of my field, I’m like, ‘I really should have known this.  […] How do you not know these 

things? You are a PhD student, second year, and teaching graduate and undergraduate level 

courses about topics that are of this mind, and you don’t fully, completely understand what it 

means to be post-qualitative, post-humanist in the theory of feminist performance – who knows 

what that means? Am I the only one that doesn’t have any inkling what that means?’ 

This theme, paired with the next, exemplified the participants feeling academically-

unprepared in terms of the skill sets they needed to succeed in their programmes. Although the 

majority of the participants were successful in their academic careers, many did not use reading 

strategies for academic reading. Instead, participants used various forms of ‘plowing through the 

article’, to quote Didi. Given the time required to read academic articles and books, the reading 

process acted as an extended impostor-phenomenon-inducing experience. Participants would sit 

for hours with challenging texts receiving constant validation of their perceived inability. 

Writing academic manuscripts induced a similar experience. 

Writing academic manuscripts 

Academic writing presented further opportunities for students to feel intellectually inferior. 

Many participants gave variations of ‘I’m just not a good writer’.  For example, Didi found 

herself questioning each aspect of her writing to the point of blocking her fluency: ‘Are my 

sources good enough? Is my style good enough? Am I smart enough to do this? Is my 

perspective valid enough? Is the argument I’m making a good argument? Am I even capable?’. 

Renee reflected: 

Renee: Whenever I sit down to write […] it’s again that inner narrative that’s just playing in my 
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head as far as, ‘someone else is going to have a better interpretation of these readings’ and 

‘someone else is going to be able to make broader conclusions about the readings than what you 

are’. 

That ‘someone else’ Renee referred to was echoed in other participants’ reflections on 

writing. Alan’s greatest writing concern was facing the critiques of his ideas. While he realised 

that having one’s work critiqued was part of the postgraduate school experience, he found that 

any criticism made him question himself as a competent writer. When reflecting on a professors’ 

words that ‘writing shows intelligence’, Alan said:  

Alan: So if you’re good at writing, then you’re more intelligent. So, that always scared me. It’s 

like ‘well, now I don’t want to turn anything into you because what if it’s not great? And then 

you’re going to think I’m stupid’.  

Although this fear of writing tended to be more general, many participants mentioned writing 

the literature review as a primary catalyst for impostor phenomenon. Even though Jessica was 

nearing the end of her coursework, she still felt unsure of how to write a literature review in her 

last semester:  

Jessica: So, we had to do a literature review in a class. I had no idea what a literature review is. 

[…]  And there was never anything like, ‘Has everybody heard of a literature review?’ Nothing 

like that. So I was thinking, ‘Well, I obviously can’t ask my teacher because seriously everyone 

else has to know what a literature review is’. So, I thought, ‘I guess I’ll just have to Google it’. 

These worries about the literature review persisted even among advanced doctoral candidates 

working with faculty on manuscripts. Given the quality of Andy’s work and practical experience, 

he was invited to join a ‘rock star’ faculty member on a joint publication. Andy worried that that 

this faculty member failed to realise how little Andy knew.  

Andy: I am a toddler in this field, and he is an expert. And I am wicked intimidated. He’s having 

me do a lit review portion for this manuscript […]. I [am] totally hermetically going through every 

single article, just hours and hours, just driving myself nuts.  
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Academic writing induced a prolonged impostor phenomenon experience, particularly when 

students were asked to synthesise challenging sources. Many participants stated variations of 

‘staring at the screen and hoping something would come’, a painful process rarely producing 

results. Writing tended to have more power in inducing IP feelings. Whereas reading struggles 

could be hidden, the exposure of one’s writing was inevitable in academia. 

Discussion and implications 

The primary goal of this research was to explore how postgraduate students may experience 

impostor phenomenon within the context of their postgraduate education. While postgraduate 

students mentioned well-known elements of IP, such as fearing exposure, extreme self-standards, 

and others, this paper’s novel contribution is its exploration into how the postgraduate students’ 

feelings of impostorship related to them feeling academically-unprepared. Specifically, the 

participants discussed how speaking about course content, comparing themselves to colleagues 

and professors, and reading and writing in academia encouraged IP and its consequences.  

Fortunately, early clinical researchers identified several strategies to reduce IP feelings, all of 

which could be adapted by higher education institutions to help postgraduate students. First, IP 

must be explicitly identified and defined, as individuals affected might obtain relief by simply 

having a name to attribute to their feelings (Harvey & Katz, 1985). Second, IP needs to be taken 

seriously. The temptation to provide ‘quick reassurances’ may jeopardise those affected from 

seeking needed assistance (Matthews & Clance, 1985, p. 78). Third, those affected ought to be 

grouped together, as group settings may help to complicate the dichotomy some perceive 

between themselves and ‘smart’ people (Steinberg, 1987). This third point coincides with 

postgraduate development literature that finds grouping in supervisory and academic 

development contexts helpful (Agné & Mörkenstam, 2018; Devenish et al., 2009). Finally, 
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feelings of impostorship may be reduced by providing explicit mentorship and instruction in the 

area causing impostor phenomenon (Clance & O’Toole, 1987). Specific to postgraduate school, 

pairing these principles from clinical psychology with literacy and academic skill set 

development may mediate feelings of impostorship. 

Using literacy research and pedagogy to address impostor phenomenon in postgraduate 

students  

Literacy theory and pedagogy can provide guidance for postgraduate supervisors on how they 

might demystify the processes of academia for the purposes of reducing IP and improving 

postgraduate student success. I describe two literacy paradigms in particular that might assist in 

facilitating mentorship of academic processes to potentially reduce IP. 

Disciplinary literacy 

Disciplinary literacy (DL) ‘seeks to uncover and teach the specialised strategies, routines, skills, 

language, or practices inherent in certain content areas that are not generalisable to other 

domains’ (Faggella-Luby, Graner, Deshler, & Drew, 2012, p. 69). That is, DL tries to understand 

how disciplinary experts read, write, and think differently because of their disciplines. Historians 

tend to put more emphasis on the source of a reading, using what Wineburg (1991) called 

‘sourcing heuristics’ (Wilson & Wineburg, 1988; Wineburg, 1991), as opposed to chemists or 

mathematicians who focus on other elements of a text (Shanahan, Shanahan, & Misischia, 2011). 

Similarly, researchers have explored how mathematicians emphasise precision of language 

(Adams, 2003; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Wakefield, 2000), the visualisation strategies of 

literature professors (Hamel, 2003), and literature professors’ focus on ‘interpretive 

language…symbols, irony, and satire’ (Moje, 2007, p. 11). Evidence suggests that cross-

disciplinary instruction with an emphasis on similarities and differences across disciplines can be 
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taught at the postgraduate level (Bastalich, 2011). DL thus provides a means of demystifying 

academic disciplines by focusing instruction on the teaching of specific, disciplinary processes. 

Academic literacy 

Academic literacy views literacy not necessarily as just reading and writing, but instead 

‘conceptualises literacy as a social practice’, specifically the social practices that take place in a 

higher education setting (Lea, 1998; Lea & Street, 1998). The emphasis is on the ‘different 

positions and identities’ used by academics, particularly with how those positions and identities 

relate to the writing process (Lea, 1998, p. 161). This approach thus views literacies in higher 

education as a constantly evolving process for students. Similar to disciplinary literacy above, 

academic literacies can be made explicit in order to reduce IP in postgraduate students.  

Impostor phenomenon and literacy frameworks 

By adapting Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) disciplinary literacy model, the literacy 

frameworks above might inform a conceptual model that might help to explain why participants 

express academic unpreparedness in relation to their feelings of impostorship (See Figure 1). 

Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) argued that disciplinary literacy involves an increasing 

specialisation of literacy development, occurring in three stages: (1) basic literacy, when an 

individual learns high frequency words and simple decoding; (2) intermediate literacy, when an 

individual learns generalised literacy processes; and (3) disciplinary literacy, when an individual 

learns specialised disciplinary processes. Postgraduate students may be positioned in an 

intermediate, generalisable understanding of literacy practice in their postgraduate education. 

Whereas faculty have become literate in their respective disciplines, postgraduate students may 

feel they are lacking academic skill sets. IP feelings may in part be a function of the gap between 

the disciplinary literacy practices of faculty and the intermediate literacies of postgraduate 
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students. By exposing the apex identified in Figure 1, we can begin to bridge this gap and show 

postgraduate students that these feelings are not a result of intellectual inadequacy but are merely 

a function of being a novice. 

 

 

 

Implications and recommendations for postgraduate departments and instructors 

McAlpine and Norton (2006) propose a heuristic for postgraduate support that identifies the 

complex interplay of contexts affecting postgraduate attrition. Building on McAlpine and 

Norton’s (2006) framework, Lee (2008) and Lee and Murray (2015) suggest a conceptual 

framework for doctoral writing supervision that argues that appropriate doctoral supervision 

should include functional, enculturation, critical thinking, emancipation, and relationship 

development elements. Specific to writing, Lee and Murray (2015) suggest supervisory actions 

across these elements, including support for goal setting (functional), feedback and assessment 

(enculturation), discussing publishing criteria (critical thinking), embracing criticism 

Disciplinary Literacy

Intermediate Literacy

Basic Literacy

Academic Literacies
University Faculty

Postgraduate Students

Impostor Phenomenon Feelings

Figure 1. Conceptual model bridging disciplinary and academic literacy frameworks and impostor 
phenomenon feelings in postgraduate students. Adapted from Shanahan and Shanahan (2008). Used 
with permission.
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(emancipation), and discussing writing processes (relationship development). This research 

could build upon this framework by providing additional guidance to these elements through the 

view of literacy practice and impostor phenomenon.  

Discussing impostor phenomenon with postgraduate students 

Nearly all of the participants had feelings of intellectual inferiority throughout their postgraduate 

careers, including when speaking in class, comparing themselves to others, and reading and 

writing academic work. The identification of these feelings has beneficial effects. Frank 

conversations in postgraduate level courses on the nature of IP can mimic the beneficial effects 

of grouping individuals together (Clance & Imes, 1978; Clance, Dingman, Reviere, & Stober, 

1995). These frank conversations coincide with Lee (2008) and Lee and Murray’s (2015) 

framework through emancipation and relationship development, as students are encouraged to 

develop themselves via supervisory mentoring and being cared for through group and 

supervisory relationships. Frank discussions also provide a platform upon which postgraduate 

students can be heard (McAlpine & Norton, 2006). 

Showing one’s own literacy practices 

Faculty can share their own literacy practices with postgraduate students, cutting across multiple 

elements of Lee (2008) and Lee and Murray’s (2015) model—particularly enculturation—and 

grounding postgraduate instruction in disciplinary literacy practice. For example, an instructor 

could share his or her own practice of reading articles whilst projecting an article for the class 

(Wilhelm, 2001). Furthermore, a researcher can share his or her own working manuscripts, 

showing the ways in which writing is a process, rather than a product; manuscript acceptances 

and rejections could also be shared. Demystifying academic writing processes could include 

direct instruction on literature reviews (Garrard, 2011), rhetorical moves (Graff & Birkenstein, 
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2006), and using semantic gravity and density practices to write about complex ideas (Maton, 

2013; Maton, 2014). Such practices are not to encourage one form of reading or writing; rather, 

the purpose is to demystify the processes entirely, to elucidate two aspects of postgraduate 

education as potential triggers for IP.   

Limitations 

This study had a number of limitations that limit generalisability. First, this study chose a 

purposive, non-random sample (Patton, 2015) in order to counter the challenge of studying IP 

(Harvey & Katz, 1985); thus, the data ought to be viewed as contextualised. Second, the sample 

was limited in the academic disciplines of the participants. Third, given the non-random sample, 

this study may suffer from selection bias. Fourth, aligned closely with the non-random sample is 

the limitation in the sample size itself. Despite these limitations, this study provides new 

knowledge by identifying how IP may be the result of postgraduate students feeling they lacked 

sufficient academic skill sets to succeed in their programmes. 

Conclusions 

This study explored the connection between impostor phenomenon and postgraduate student 

participants. The majority of the participants would be classified as being affected by impostor 

phenomenon, and they stated that speaking, reading, and writing about academic discourse 

induced their feelings of impostorship. Fortunately, research in clinical psychology has identified 

several principles to reduce these feelings, and these principles can be utilised from postgraduate 

supervisory frameworks. Additionally, research in academic and disciplinary literacy can clarify 

how best to demystify the processes of academia for postgraduate students, possibly reducing 

impostor phenomenon and its consequences. This paper argues that institutions in higher 
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education can assist postgraduate students in this regard by providing explicit instruction on 

academic processes. 
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