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Understanding Chinese engineering doctoral students in U.S. institutions: A 
personal epistemology perspective. Jiabin Zhu. Beijing, China: Springer + 
Higher Education Press, 2017. xv+190pp., (hardcover), $99.99, ISBN: 
978-981-10-1135-1. 
   
Considering that “doctoral students” and “engineering” are tightly linked with 
innovation, these two phrases are attracting more attention than ever in this era of 
the knowledge economy. Engineering doctoral degree holders are expected to 
play more important roles than other groups in the 21st century. Prior 
epistemological research has revealed that knowing and knowledge are closely 
related to an individual’s epistemology development. Regretfully, most of these 
findings have focused on Western populations, both children and young adult 
students. Few efforts to research Chinese students studying in Chinese 
institutions using epistemological theories have been made. But how does the 
personal epistemology of doctoral students impact their education? Are the 
existent epistemological theories fitting for Chinese students? In Western culture, 
do Chinese doctoral students share the same process of epistemological 
development as local students? Do engineering students exhibit the same 
characteristics of epistemological development as other students? Until this book 
was published, there were no findings in this regard. 

The author Dr. Zhu was an international doctoral student at Purdue University 
in the US when she decided to carry out such a research. Her experiences and 
interest made her a suitable candidate for such a study among Chinese 
engineering doctoral students in U.S. institutions. Following Perry’s 
epistemology theory, she investigated these Chinese engineering doctoral 
students’ thinking levels, and how the doctoral programs affected the students’ 
epistemological development. Through a serious quantitative study in terms of 
data collection and data analysis, followed by in-depth qualitative exploration, Dr. 
Zhu provided a picture of Chinese engineering doctoral students’ personal 
epistemology development. From the study, she concluded that engineering 
doctoral programs in U.S. institutions facilitated the Chinese students’ personal 
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epistemology development toward a higher level of thinking according to Perry’s 
general theory.  

Higher education influences an individual’s epistemology positively—more 
knowing and knowledge leads to a higher level epistemological status—as 
illustrated in her findings. Doctoral education is the highest level in the modern 
education system, which means that doctoral degree holders are rightly expected 
to be at an advanced level of personal epistemological development. But how 
does doctoral education affect students’ personal epistemological development? 
Through her in-depth quantitative investigation, Dr. Zhu found that many factors 
could be involved. Seventeen subordinate factors, which could be classified into 
people factors, experiential factors, and context factors, were found to facilitate 
these students’ epistemological development. The fascinating stories in the 
research revealed that students’ cognitive development is often the outcome of 
failures, peer discussions, and obstacles, along with their advisors’ guidance. 
Although Chinese engineering doctoral students in U.S. institutions might 
wrestle with academic decisions or/and life decisions, the challenges they face 
and the struggles they go through, as well as their endeavors and their growth, 
both academically and personally, have produced positive developments, 
especially in the domain of thinking. Generally, qualifying and/or preliminary 
examinations, or other equivalent examinations act as a watershed during 
engineering students’ personal epistemological development process. 

According to previous studies following Perry’s epistemological theory, little 
was known about the personal epistemology not only of Chinese students, 
doctoral students, or engineering students, but also international students, an 
additional student group that is gaining more and more popular attention in the 
era of globalized higher education. From Dr. Zhu’s study, different school mates, 
different course work, and even different living contexts and other factors can 
help foreign students adapt to new circumstances, change and grow, and 
overcome obstacles, thus bringing them to a higher level of thinking.  

Education, knowledge, and personal epistemological development are closely 
interrelated. Dr. Zhu developed her perspective based upon rigorous study. We 
expect this work to be the beginning of a series of academic contributions to the 
complex field of personal epistemology.  

Although Dr. Zhu has much rich description of doctoral students’ 
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epistemological development, the limitation of this sample and methodology has 
limited her conclusion. It would be wonderful if the author could enlarge the 
sample to different groups of international students with different attributes to 
further enrich epistemological theory over the course of her career.  
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Canadian universities in China’s transformation: An untold Story. Ruth Hayhoe, 
Julia Pan, & Qiang Zha (Eds.). Kingston, Canada: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2016. 368pp., (paperback), Can$ 37.95, ISBN: 978-0-7735-4730-8. 
  
The “story” is an account and analysis of a major, long term Canadian program 
under which a few selected Canadian universities cooperated with some Chinese 
counterparts. The program was in operation during the two decades after the Mao 
era and the Cultural Revolution which had left the entire education system in a 
state of disrepair and chaos and after Deng Xiaoping started opening a new 
chapter in China’s development in which education and in particular higher 
education were to play a central part. 

The volume is edited by Ruth Hayhoe and two collaborators, Julia Pan and 
Qiang Zha of the University of Toronto and York University, respectively. 
Hayhoe has in particular played an active role in that story, not just as a professor 
of comparative education with a long-standing interest in China, but also as the 
head of the cultural section of the Canadian Embassy in Beijing between 1989 
and 1991.  
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