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ABSTRACT 

I’M STILL VALID: AN EXPLANATORY SEQUENTIAL MIXED-METHODS 

STUDY OF PART-TIME PHD STUDENTS’ MOTVATION AND SATISFACTION 

Heather A. Turner 

March 4, 2021 

Doctoral attrition rates are consistently documented at approximately 50% in the 

United States, and attrition rates are typically higher for all students who pursue degrees 

on a part-time basis, regardless of degree level. Yet an increasing number of students are 

deciding to pursue research doctorates on a part-time basis. This growth in the part-time 

PhD student population requires an understanding of the factors that affect their 

persistence. I investigated part-time PhD student persistence through an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods approach to understanding the relationship between motivation 

and satisfaction through the lens of Self-Determination Theory. Findings suggest that 

part-time PhD students are motivated by knowledge advancement and relationships with 

others, yet they may be lacking in access to community in ways that contribute to 

negative outcomes physically, psychologically, and intellectually. Like many doctoral 

students, they are demotivated when they feel isolated, exhausted, and overwhelmed; 

part-time enrollment exacerbates these feelings. Motivation to enroll part-time is largely 

dictated by family circumstances (e.g., financial need, caregiving responsibilities) and a 

desire for career advancement. Like motivation, satisfaction is primarily derived through 

relationships with others, feeling supported, and personal and professional growth. 
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However, a lack of community access inhibits part-time student socialization, and 

may lead to untested assumptions regarding faculty roles and the purpose of research 

doctoral education. Additionally, part-time students appear reticent to report feelings of 

overall dissatisfaction, despite indicating feeling dissatisfied with many components of 

the doctoral experience. Implications for research and practice are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Approximately 50% of students who begin doctoral programs will never complete 

them (Rigler et al., 2017; Sowell et al., 2015). These high attrition rates come at extreme 

costs to institutions. According to Smallwood (2004), reducing doctoral attrition by 10% 

would save an institution over $1 million a year in doctoral stipends alone. Similarly, for 

the students themselves, the effects of leaving a doctoral program can negatively affect 

their self-esteem, lead to reduced employment opportunities, and discourage future 

academic study (Lovitts, 2001). The costs associated with attrition have been a 

longstanding issue within doctoral education (de Valero, 2001; Lipschutz, 1993), and the 

COVID-19 pandemic brought renewed urgency to reducing these costs. In a time of 

already reduced public funding for higher education, the pandemic caused colleges and 

universities nationwide to compete for enrollments and restructure their organization due 

to reduced state and federal funding and other unanticipated resource scarcities 

(Murakami, 2020). It is also possible that the future may bring additional threats to the 

doctoral education model or to doctoral student success. Shifts in funding models 

(Wichmann-Hansen & Jesper, 2017), career preparation and skill development (Heflinger 

& Doykos, 2016), and doctoral student populations (Hyle & Goodchild 2014) suggest 

that knowledge of part-time students’ experiences will be helpful in shaping successful 

doctoral models for the emergent environment. Although issues of attrition face all 
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doctoral students, they may be particularly important for part-time PhD students, a type 

of nontraditional student. 

Nontraditional Doctoral Students  

Nontraditional students are notoriously difficult to define, and the nontraditional 

label is not without its issues. There is little consensus on its definition (Chung et al., 

2014) and there have been calls to abolish the label completely to avoid alienating 

students or defining them by their differences (Gulley, 2016). Nontraditional is also a 

label typically applied to undergraduate student populations, which is reflected in many 

definitions using age as a defining characteristic. Horn and Carroll’s (1996) definition, 

for instance, refers to nontraditional students as “older than typical” (p. 4), and Chung et 

al.’s (2014) review of the nontraditional term found that 78% of the definitions they 

reviewed used age as a defining category, with 25 being the most common cutoff point. 

 For doctoral students, age is a far less useful marker of nontraditional status, as 

older students may still pursue doctoral degrees in otherwise traditional ways (e.g., 

enrolling full-time, receiving assistantships). Other definitions that focus on student 

characteristics and how these characteristics affect their interaction with the university 

are far more applicable. Knowles (1984), for instance, argued that nontraditional students 

have defining characteristics that link them together, such as identities tied to their life 

experiences, an ability to take on extra responsibility, self-efficacy, and a resistance of 

requirements they perceive as inapplicable to their goals. Similarly, Lane (2004) defined 

non-traditional students as those who complete their degrees with one (or typically 

several) of the following factors: full-time employment, part-time study, dependent care, 

or financial independence. Unlike definitions that focus on relatively arbitrary markers 
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such as age, Lane’s definition emphasizes how external factors affect a student’s 

participation within their academic programs.  

Following Lane’s definition, part-time PhD students can be considered 

nontraditional students. Unlike doctoral students enrolled in professional doctorates (e.g., 

Doctor of Education, Doctor of Business Administration), which frequently encourage 

part-time study (Offerman, 2011), part-time PhD students are often in research doctoral 

programs typically designed for full-time students (Archbald, 2011). That is, they 

experience their academic programs in nontraditional ways because their part-time 

enrollment (and typically additional factors) prevent them from engaging with their 

doctoral programs in the ways that the programs originally intended. This misalignment 

may cause part-time PhD students to experience difficulties that students in professional 

doctoral programs do not (Gardener & Gopaul, 2012). While the research about part-time 

PhD student attrition remains sparse, existing studies indicate that part-time enrollment 

may impede progress to degree (Gittings et al., 2018; Ott & Markewich, 1985). These 

studies are further bolstered by the extensive research about persistence in other 

nontraditional student populations, such as undergraduate (e.g., Forbus et al., 2011) and 

master’s students (e.g., O’Toole et al., 2003; O’Connor & Cordova, 2010),  

Despite the documented challenges of part-time PhD study (Gardner & Gopaul, 

2012), the part-time PhD student population in the United States continues to grow (Hyle 

& Goodchild, 2014). According to the US Department of Education (2016), 38.8% of 

PhD students in the United States enroll on a part-time basis, and these rates are even 

higher for some disciplines. Part-time enrollment in PhD programs in Higher Education, 

for example, outpace the national average, with a recent study showing that part-time 
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PhD students in that field of study outnumber full-time students three-to-one (Hyle & 

Goodchild, 2014). The shifting landscape of higher education in light of COVID-19 may 

further contribute to this growth; historically, recessions have led to increased 

enrollments when individuals seek to improve their career prospects (Barr & Turner, 

2013). If these students are going to comprise 75% of some programs’ populations (Hyle 

& Goodchild, 2014), then greater attention needs to be paid to how part-time PhD student 

experiences differ from those of their full-time counterparts and more accommodations 

may need to be made in order to help part-time PhD students achieve success.  

Motivation to pursue a doctoral degree and subsequent satisfaction with the 

degree program can be important factors in understanding the persistence of doctoral 

students (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Gardner, 2008; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Lovitts, 2001). 

Mason (2012) found that motivation and satisfaction were significantly and positively 

correlated among doctoral students, noting that “graduate student program satisfaction is 

the critical factor for motivation to continue [to graduation]” (p. 271). Knowledge 

generated from studying motivation and satisfaction in part-time PhD students could 

contribute knowledge about why these students are pursuing PhDs on a part-time basis 

and which factors contribute to their decisions to persist.  

Motivation, or the reason(s) for regulating behavior (Litalien et al. 2015), is a 

common construct in the literature about why students pursue doctoral degrees and why 

they decide to leave (Bair & Haworth, 1999). Broadly, satisfaction can be understood as 

the fulfillment of an individuals’ expectations and aspirations. This study focused on 

student satisfaction specifically, which Dericks et al. (2019) defined as an “overall 

positive attitudinal response to an educational experience” (p. 1050). Student satisfaction 
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is of growing interest in the pursuit to understand student persistence (Dericks et al., 

2019; Neumann & Rodwell, 2009). Overall, the literature indicates persistence may be 

related to the relationship between motivation and satisfaction for doctoral students, yet 

no studies have examined how this relationship may differ for part-time PhD students. 

Study Purpose 

This study had two purposes: (a) investigate the relationship between motivation 

and satisfaction among part-time PhD students, and (b) build knowledge about the part-

time PhD student experience. 

The Problem 

Historically, the literature about doctoral education has treated part-time PhD 

students as a problem (Dressel & Mayhew, 1974; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). In 1974, for 

instance, Dressel and Mayhew categorized part-time doctoral students in the discipline of 

higher education as a “problem” for the field and a “weakness” of doctoral programs (p. 

118). They posited that these students were only seeking employment credentials, and 

therefore programs with high proportions of part-time students would not maintain the 

intellectually rigorous standards necessary in doctoral education. While many 

professional doctoral degrees are focused on career preparation and structured in a way to 

accommodate, or even encourage, part-time study (Offerman, 2011), those involved in 

shaping research doctorate programs have historically rejected professional application of 

the degree outside of academe (e.g., through pursuing non-faculty careers), arguing that 

overt professionalization will detract from the pursuit of new knowledge and lead to the 

de-intellectualization of the PhD (Richardson & Walsh, 1978; Brubacher & Rudy, 2004). 
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Beyond these speculative concerns, data indicate that there may be other issues with part-

time study.  

Financial Issues 

More recently, programmatic shifts away from part-time study are likely to be 

motivated by financial reasons (e.g., programs admitting only fully funded students) or 

concerns about over producing PhDs in limited academic job markets that cannot 

accommodate them (Cassuto, 2013). According to the National Science Foundations’ 

Survey of Earned Doctorates, these concerns are not unfounded. The Survey of Earned 

Doctorates (SED) is commonly regarded as the most comprehensive and accurate source 

of data for contemporary doctoral education (Okahana, 2019), and the 2019 report, which 

is the most recent available, documented that doctoral degrees have been awarded at a 

steadily increasing rate since the survey began in 1958. While initial surveys in 1958 

showed fewer than 10,000 doctorates being awarded per year, in 2019 over 55,000 

doctorate degrees were awarded, an increase of 450% over 60 years (National Science 

Foundation, 2019).  

Perhaps more alarming than the growth of doctoral degrees are the financial and 

employment outcomes that many graduates receive. The most recent SED further found 

that 43% of doctoral recipients held graduate school debt at a mean rate of $26,137. 

However, this debt is much higher for some fields, such as education (M=$47,672) and 

psychology/social sciences (M=$43,439). Many of these graduates may not have a salary 

commitment to combat their debt, as the survey results demonstrated that fewer than 50% 

of doctoral recipients secured academic employment commitments upon finishing their 

doctorates (National Science Foundation, 2019). Taken together, these data reveal a 
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misalignment between the traditional understanding of doctoral education as preparation 

for faculty careers (Brubacher & Rudy, 2004) and the current reality of many doctoral 

recipients graduating with substantial debt and not securing academic appointments 

(National Science Foundation, 2019). In this way, the SED calls attention to the 

problematic relationship between contemporary doctoral education and employment 

outcomes.  

Career Preparation 

The problematic nature of this relationship may be even stronger for part-time 

PhD students. Although the SED does not collect data on enrollment status, the scant 

research about part-time PhD students shows that these students are more likely to pursue 

alternative-academic (alt-ac) careers (e.g., administration, think-tank research, non-profit 

work) than they are to pursue faculty appointments (Hyle & Goodchild, 2014). The false 

dichotomy of faculty versus alt-ac careers overlooks the variety of careers that share 

similarities with faculty work while technically qualifying as alt-ac. For example, 

someone who works as a full-time researcher in an academic staff or non-university 

affiliated role may spend their career conducting and publishing research in ways that 

align with faculty work but would not maintain a faculty appointment. That said, there 

are substantial differences between preparing for faculty and non-faculty careers (Kelly et 

al., 2020). For instance, training for faculty positions frequently requires hyper-

specialization and primarily solitary work (depending on discipline), while alt-ac work 

typically requires generalists who work collaboratively on team-based projects (Kelly et 

al., 2020). This type of collaborative work requires many skills that faculty work may not 

(e.g., project management, conflict resolution), and recent research has shown that 
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graduate education is largely insufficient in preparing doctoral students for alt-ac 

positions (Heflinger & Doykos, 2016).  

At the same time, studies suggest that career motivation is significantly predictive 

of satisfaction among doctoral students (Sakurai et al., 2017) and career competence and 

advancement are a common motive for all doctoral students (Templeton, 2016; Holmes et 

al., 2016). Taken together, the findings from these studies indicate that career motivation 

may be critical to doctoral student persistence, yet part-time students may not receive the 

career preparation such as mock interviews, job placement committees, and other forms 

of academic career preparation that full-time students pursuing faculty careers typically 

receive as compulsory parts of the PhD curricula of many departments (Turner, 2018; 

Heflinger & Doykos, 2016). Moreover, the differences in vocational values between 

doctoral programs and part-time students may result in insufficient supports for these 

students (Baker & Pifer, 2015), and doctoral students who feel unsupported are less likely 

to persist to graduation (Greene, 2015).  

Academic Integration 

Beyond issues of professionalization and employment, other scholars have 

documented the academic challenges and difficulties associated with part-time doctoral 

study. When compared to full-time doctoral students, part-time students are less likely to 

engage with the research community (Neumann & Rodwell, 2009; Teeuwesen et al., 

2014), to be socialized and integrated into the scholarly community (Deem & Brehony, 

2000; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012), and to have faculty perceive them as scholarly or 

committed to their studies (Nora & Snyder, 2007; Smith, 2000). In short, the literature 

about these students focuses primarily on the problematic aspects of part-time doctoral 
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studies, both for the students who pursue these degrees and the programs and disciplines 

in which they enroll.  

Yet while research about full-time doctoral students has grown exponentially in 

the past twenty years (Pifer & Baker, 2016; Freeman et al., 2013), part-time PhD students 

are rarely the subjects of scholarly inquiry. Studies that center on part-time PhD students 

explicitly have focused more on the Australian and British contexts rather than the United 

States (e.g., Neumann & Rodwell, 2009; Teeuwsen et al., 2014; Bates & Goff, 2009). 

When controlling for peer-reviewed, published articles in the United States, only two 

studies were not restricted to a specific field of study: Gardner and Gopaul (2012) and 

Zahl (2015). These studies share several similarities, as they are both qualitative studies 

with ten part-time student participants from varied disciplines. To date, I have been 

unable to locate any quantitative studies that focus solely on part-time PhD students in 

the United States. 

Given this lack of research, the “problem” (Dressel & Mayhew, 1972, p. 118) 

with part-time PhD students may not come from their lack of dedication or poor 

academic performance, but rather from a lack of empirical evidence about why these 

students pursue doctoral degrees part-time and how this decision affects their overall 

satisfaction with their doctoral journey. What is known, however, is that part-time PhD 

students are likely experiencing significant challenges, as numerous studies have noted 

the difficulties of doctoral study and the effects that these difficulties can have on 

persistence (Pifer & Baker, 2016; Bair & Haworth, 1999; Nettles & Millet, 2006). In 

addition, many of the challenges associated with poor persistence, such as stress and 

balancing external obligations, can be exacerbated for part-time undergraduate (Forbus et 
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al., 2011) and master’s students (O’Connor & Cordova, 2010), suggesting the likelihood 

that they are experienced by part-time PhD students as well.  

In order to advance knowledge of part-time PhD student persistence, I 

investigated how students’ motivation to enroll in and complete PhD programs on a part-

time basis affects their overall satisfaction in their doctoral programs. More specifically, 

this study employed the Motivation for PhD Studies scale (MPhD; Litalien et al., 2015), 

the Doctoral Student Satisfaction scale (DSS; Dericks et al., 2019), and eight qualitative 

focus groups to understand the relationship between motivation and overall satisfaction 

of part-time PhD students through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & 

Ryan, 1985).  

Research Questions 

Using an explanatory sequential mixed-methods approach, I answered three 

related research questions:  

1. Does motivation for doctoral studies influence overall doctoral program

satisfaction for part-time PhD students?

2. How do part-time PhD students describe their motivation for persisting

and pursuing in their doctoral programs?

3. How do part-time PhD students describe their overall satisfaction with

their doctoral programs?

Study Significance 

These research questions have scholarly and practical significance. In terms of 

scholarly contribution, this study contributes to two bodies of literature: doctoral 

education and non-traditional student persistence. Current issues in doctoral education 
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center around concerns of employability and the ever-decreasing availability of tenure-

track faculty positions (Wisker et al., 2019). This study contributes to this research stream 

through analyzing the effects of career-driven motivation on overall student satisfaction 

for part-time students, as specific items in the instrument asked about the influence of 

career motivation (see Appendix C), and career motivation was a frequent topic of 

discussion in the focus groups. Additionally, both the study of doctoral education and the 

literature about nontraditional student populations largely exclude part-time PhD 

students. While the former is heavily focused on full-time students, the latter is focused 

primarily on undergraduate students, and thus this study will contribute new knowledge 

to both research streams. Including part-time PhD students within empirical research 

about doctoral education will help the field of higher education better understand the 

needs of this specialized student sub-group and help build the foundation for further 

research into part-time PhD student experiences.  

Practically, the research generated from these questions will begin building 

evidence to shape the work of faculty and administrators directly involved in the day-to-

day practice of doctoral education. Doctoral education affects all facets of higher 

education, as doctoral students shape the future of research, education, administration, 

and policy (Bair & Haworth, 1999). As such, it is critical to understand the factors that 

lead to doctoral student success and the issues that these students face. Through enabling 

all stakeholders in doctoral education to better understand part-time PhD students and the 

factors that lead to their success, this research will work to improve the daily practice and 

long-term success of doctoral education. Furthermore, this work investigates whether the 

motivation of part-time students for completing doctoral degrees aligns with the goals of 
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the programs that are admitting them and whether these students are supported in ways 

that allow them to achieve success. In this way, this study works towards filling the 

request from administrators to find new and creative ways to bolster doctoral student 

success (Council of Graduate Schools, 2012).  

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the problems facing part-time PhD students 

and explained the rationale for conducting this study. I demonstrated that because part-

time doctoral students are a growing student population (Department of Education, 

2016), stakeholders involved in doctoral education (e.g., faculty, administrators, students) 

need further empirical research to help guide decision-making around doctoral 

admissions and program development, and strategies for supporting this student 

population. In the next chapter, I review the literature about part-time PhD students.
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

My review of the literature is guided by the work of Jones (2013), who, in a 

thematic analysis of 995 papers written between 1971 and 2012 on issues in doctoral 

studies, found that there are six central themes to how doctoral education has been 

studied over the past 50 years: teaching, doctoral program design, writing and research, 

employment and career, student-supervisor relationship, and the doctoral student 

experience. Building off the work of Jones, I begin my literature review with reviewing 

these six areas and incorporating scholarship from the past eight years since their 

publication.  

Given that this study is focused specifically on the last theme, the doctoral student 

experience, I review that topic in greater depth. Jones identified six sub-themes within the 

doctoral student experience, and I provide full reviews for each sub-theme: progress, 

student support, socialization, individual development, motivation, and discrimination 

and equity. Although Jones does not include satisfaction as a specific category within 

their review of the doctoral student experience, I include it in this review of the literature 

as the construct is relevant to my study, and it is related to the other themes identified by 

Jones.  

After reviewing how doctoral education and the part-time PhD student experience 

have been studied, I close this chapter with a review of the literature about the theoretical 

framework that guided my study, Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985).
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Doctoral Education 

This portion of the chapter reviews the literature about doctoral education 

according to the first five themes identified by Jones (2013): teaching, doctoral program 

design, writing and research, employment and career, student-supervisor relationship.  

Teaching 

Given that the etymology of doctor derives from the Latin word docere, meaning 

“to teach” (Latin Dictionary, n.d.), it is perhaps surprising that issues related to teaching 

account for only 3% of the overall issues reviewed in Jones’ (2013) work. This lack of 

research about teaching in doctoral education is typically traced to the emphasis on 

research and publishing in doctoral programs, which in turn is connected to how research 

and publishing are valued in academic careers and used as measures for promotion and 

tenure (Gaff & Pruitt-Logan, 1998; Jepsen et al., 2012). However, the model of doctoral 

education that prioritizes research skills at the expense of teaching-focused curriculum 

may not be serving contemporary doctoral students. According to Wulff et al. (2004), the 

importance of teaching skills extends beyond the limits of the classroom, and thus 

decisions on how to prioritize teaching within doctoral education should avoid narrow 

considerations of the applicability and importance of teaching skills. Rather than a 

singular focus on classroom interactions, teaching should be conceptualized to include a 

wide variety of faculty responsibilities, including advising, curriculum development, and 

course and program assessment (Gibson, 1992; Wulff et al., 2004).  

Without targeted development of these skills, many doctoral students who pursue 

faculty positions may be unprepared to successfully navigate their future careers. 

Although the deleterious effects of this lack of preparation may be most obvious for those 
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students who pursue careers in teaching-intensive positions with high course loads, 

Prewitt (2005) argues that the widespread devaluing of teaching in doctoral education 

also does a disservice to students who are able to secure tenure track positions at research 

intensive universities, noting that “although [they] are prepared to do original research, 

they seldom are adequately prepared for their teaching duties or their more general 

professional obligations” (p. 26). The consequences of removing teaching from the 

curriculum may be even stronger for part-time students who choose to pursue faculty 

careers, as part-time students are unlikely to obtain teaching assistantships (Gardner & 

Gopaul, 2012). The exclusion of teaching skills from the curriculum may result in them 

finishing the doctorate with limited pedagogical knowledge, putting them at a distinct 

disadvantage in the faculty career search. They may also experience disadvantages due to 

the design of their doctoral programs.  

Doctoral Program Design 

Due to the substantial differences between disciplinary requirements, institutional 

funding, and programmatic culture, issues related to doctoral program design are 

inherently difficult to summarize. The expansive range of topics that fall into this 

category led Jones (2013) to delineate ten sub-topics within this larger theme, which 

include program and university policies (admissions, funding, assessment, scholarships), 

program and curricular structure (delivery, methodology, scope, topic selection), and the 

doctorate’s wider applicability in contemporary work environments (professional 

doctorates, linkage with practice and industry). While all of these areas affect part-time 

students, just as they do full-time students, an area of particular concern in the current 



16 

global environment shaped by the COVID-19 pandemic is how program delivery shapes 

doctoral student experiences.  

Doctoral programs have been operating in online delivery formats since the 

1990s, yet there remains considerable debate over how comparable online programs are 

to their in-person counterparts. While some studies have shown that academic outcomes, 

such as cumulative GPA and exam scores (Mu et al., 2014), and reported support systems 

(Riedling, 1997) are equivalent across delivery formats, others call attention to the 

inherent ways that online programs differ from face-to-face program, such as diminished 

access to faculty (Thompson et al., 2018), overreliance on peer support (Berry, 2017), 

and technology-induced anxiety (Bollinger et al., 2012).  

Likely due in part to the documented differences between delivery formats, 

research has shown that there is a stigma associated with online doctoral degrees. For 

instance, in one study 90% of faculty participants said they would not consider a 

candidate with a doctorate from an online institution for a faculty position in their 

program (Karl & Peluchette, 2013). Radda and Mandernach (2012) argue that 

perceptions of online inferiority are rooted in a disconnect between traditional models of 

doctoral education as faculty preparation and evolving demands for doctoral degrees 

among practice-focused students (e.g., those adhering to a scholar-practitioner model). 

Regardless of reason, debates around program delivery will continue to impact part-time 

PhD students, as part-time students across degrees tend to pursue online options at higher 

rates than full-time students (Chen et al., 2010).  
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Writing and Research 

First coined in 1932, the maxim that one must publish or perish asserts that 

academic success is inextricably connected to an individual’s ability to frequently publish 

in respected venues, such as top-tier academic journals (Coolidge, 1932; Rawat and 

Meena, 2014). While there are undeniable benefits to encouraging high productivity rates 

among faculty (e.g., institutional recognition, increased knowledge generation), Rawat 

and Meena (2014) draw attention to the many deleterious aspects of prioritizing 

publishing above all other aspects of faculty careers, noting that the pressure to publish 

has led to unethical practices among researchers (e.g., duplicate publishing), an over-

proliferation of academic journals, and a diminished focus on teaching and advising.  

Yet despite the documented consequences of prioritizing publishing above all 

else, the pervasiveness of the pressures to publish have extended beyond faculty careers 

into doctoral education. Across disciplines, many doctoral students are now expected to 

publish scholarly articles prior to graduation, and some leading programs have made this 

publication a requirement of graduation (Lei & Chuang, 2009).  While it makes sense 

from a faculty perspective to acclimate doctoral students to the publishing process before 

they begin faculty careers, the pervasive pressure to publish as a doctoral student may 

cause additional obstacles for part-time students. The challenges of publishing frequently 

in well-respected journals have been well documented (Padmalochanan, 2019), and given 

the time constraints of completing a doctorate while working full-time, part-time students 

may be particularly disadvantaged at meeting the challenges associated with publishing. 

Additionally, because many part-time students may pursue alt-ac careers, the focus on 
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publishing may detract from other areas of the doctoral experience that are more 

applicable to their needs, such as applying research to practice-based problems.  

Employment and Career  

When doctoral programs began in the United States in the late 1800s and early 

1900s, it was largely assumed that students would go on to pursue faculty careers, and 

thus curriculum focused on preparing them as teachers and researchers (Archbald, 2011). 

Yet since this time, the availability of academic jobs has declined and the number of 

PhDs produced has grown (Dickey, 2019; National Science Foundation, 2019). The 

discrepancy between doctoral degrees awarded and the availability of tenure track jobs 

have led doctoral education scholars to reassess how contemporary doctoral programs 

are—or are not—preparing students for the careers they will move into after graduation. 

Gold and Dore (2001), for instance, conducted a national study of over 4,000 doctoral 

students in a range of programs and disciplines. Across these categories, they found a 

disconnect between what doctoral students wanted from their programs and what their 

programs were able to provide. They saw this issue manifest most prominently in terms 

of career preparation, noting that doctoral programs maintain a focus on preparing 

students for faculty positions at research universities, despite the continued diminishing 

availability of these positions and the reality that many students will leave academia for 

industry-based work. Although this study was conducted more than 20 years ago, the 

availability of academic jobs has continued to decline (Dickey, 2019), creating a stronger 

impetus for examining the relationship between doctoral education and industry 

application.  
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The shift towards industry application in many doctoral programs is driven by 

more than the increasing scarcity of academic positions. Rather, a focus on industry 

relations may be a result of changes in knowledge production, increased collaboration 

and connection between universities, government, and industry, and larger changes in 

labor markets for doctorate recipients (Thune, 2010; Assbring et al., 2017). Some 

scholars have pushed against the professionalization of the PhD, arguing instead for the 

expansion of professional doctorates in order to meet the needs of industry (Archbald, 

2011). Arguments in favor of professional doctorates largely discount the prestige 

associated with the PhD, as this prestige may not transfer to newer or less known doctoral 

degrees and may cause individuals seeking prestige to opt for the PhD regardless of other 

doctoral options (Deering, 1998; Townsend, 2002). Ultimately, more work needs to be 

done on the relationship between PhD education in the twenty-first century and career 

preparation. As doctoral student numbers continue to rise and available faculty positions 

continue to decline (Flaherty, 2020), the nature of this relationship becomes of paramount 

importance for all doctoral students, regardless of their enrollment status.  

Student-Supervisor Relationship 

The importance of the student-supervisor relationship to doctoral student success 

appears frequently in the literature. Early research in this area indicates that although 

doctoral students believe that one’s relationship with their advisor is critical to their 

overall successful completion of the degree, they are also frequently disappointed in their 

own relationships with their doctoral advisors (Bargar & Mayo-Chamberlain, 1983). 

More recently, research has shown the numerous positive outcomes that can come from a 

doctoral student being satisfied with their advisor relationship, including timely 
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completion of the degree (Lovitts, 2011), successful disciplinary socialization (Gerholm, 

1990; Weiss, 1981), and positive departmental culture (Hartnett, 1976). Conversely, 

unsatisfactory advisor relationships can be a contributing factor in a doctoral student’s 

withdrawal from the program (Golde, 1996; Lovitts, 2011). In extreme instances, the 

breakdown of the student advisor relationship has resulted in either self-inflicted or 

faculty-directed violence (Burd, 1996; Hall, 1998).  For all of these reasons, cultivating a 

positive advisor-advisee relationship should be a top priority for both students and 

faculty.  

For part-time students, the advisor relationship may be particularly critical, as 

part-time students typically have reduced exposure to other faculty members and thus 

may turn to the advisor for mentoring in addition to advising roles. Yet many part-time 

students report having little or infrequent contact with their advisors. Without a strong 

relationship to rely on, these students typically turn to family members and friends to 

obtain support and advice about their doctoral education (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). In 

the vast majority of instances, it is unlikely that alternative supports are able to provide a 

level of guidance equivalent to that of a faculty advisor, and thus part-time students 

relying on external sources for advising and mentoring may not experience the positive 

effects of a satisfactory advisor relationship and may be more likely to leave their 

doctoral programs before graduating.   

The Doctoral Student Experience 

Having reviewed the first five themes from Jones (2013), I now turn to their final 

theme: the doctoral student experience. I have structured this section according to six 

sub-themes that Jones identifies as comprising the doctoral student experience: progress, 
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student support, socialization, individual development, motivation, and discrimination 

and equity. Additionally, I review the literature about doctoral student satisfaction in 

order to explain its inclusion as a construct in my study.  

Progress 

According to Jones (2013), progress encompasses not only time to completion 

and persistence, but also stress, anxiety, and student-life balance. Of these subcategories, 

persistence is a particularly significant issue within doctoral studies as doctoral 

persistence rates remain low (Council of Graduate Schools, 2007). Despite the prevalence 

of research about doctoral student persistence, Gardner and Gopaul (2012) noted the 

ways in which stress affects the persistence of part-time doctoral students remains 

significantly understudied, and to date, no studies have compared the factors that 

influence doctoral persistence between part-time and full-time students.   

Ott and Markewich (1985) provide a baseline understanding of part-time PhD 

student persistence. They found in their logit analysis of the retention of 1,454 doctoral 

students that initial registration status (full-time or part-time) was the single greatest 

indicator of graduate student persistence, with full-time students being significantly more 

likely to persist to graduation. They argued that the results from their study may be 

indicative of full-time students being more committed to their goals or being more fully 

socially integrated into their departments than part-time students. While their study is 

useful for its inclusion of enrollment status in its quantitative analysis of factors that 

affect doctoral student persistence, it analyzes a dataset from over 40 years ago (1977-

1979), and thus the generalizability to doctoral education in the 21st century may be 

limited.  
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Building upon their findings, other studies have found that the stressors 

influencing persistence may be worse for other underrepresented student groups when 

compared to their traditional counterparts, such as first-generation students (Gardner & 

Holley, 2011; Holley & Gardner, 2012) and women students in programs primarily 

comprised of men (Holahan, 1979). The latter studies call attention to the influence of 

identity characteristics on the part-time PhD student experience (Gardner & Gopaul, 

2012), as the effects of these identity characteristics may also be affecting part-time 

student progress (Baker & Pifer, 2015), and may be indicative of varying motivations for 

completing the degree. All of these studies show a continued need for research about how 

to best support part-time PhD students. 

Student Support 

 The literature about doctoral education overwhelmingly speaks to the needs of 

various types of student supports, with a lack of support being shown to lead to doctoral 

attrition (Lovitts, 2001). Although types of supports vary widely and can include 

institutional, financial, and academic supports (Greene, 2015), Baker and Pifer (2011) 

called particular attention to the importance of relationship-building and its subsequent 

effects on scholarly identity development. Pushing beyond the typical student-advisor 

dyad that is used in studying doctoral student support, Baker and Pifer pulled from the 

work of Tinto (1993) and Weidman et al. (2001) to argue for the importance of a holistic 

understanding of doctoral student support that includes family, friends, and former 

colleagues. In this way, they reveal the interconnected nature of doctoral study. Rather 

than the cliched image of an isolated scholar working alone, they argued the successful 

doctoral journey requires the support of extensive personal and professional networks.  
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If interpersonal connection is critical to doctoral student success, then empirical 

evidence is needed to understand how doctoral student networks may be disrupted for 

part-time PhD students. Because part-time students frequently pair study with full-time 

employment (Choy & Cataldi, 2006; Watts, 2008), they may have less access to peer 

supports, such as study groups, networking, and emotional supports (Gardner, 2008; 

Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Offerman, 2011;). Similarly, time restrictions may also inhibit 

the ability of part-time students to receive support from their advisors and other 

departmental faculty, such as advising, networking, and becoming involved in research 

activities (Deem & Brehony, 2000; Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2013). Receiving fewer 

supports and being less integrated into the department may lead to feelings of otherness, 

which can prevent doctoral students from feeling accepted and supported by their 

departments and their disciplines more broadly (Pifer & Baker, 2014). Although the 

primarily qualitative work around student supports has not examined the influence of lack 

of support on overall satisfaction, these studies build a strong foundation for further study 

into the ways that faculty, departments, and institutions may support part-time students 

and provide them with the tools necessary for success, including socialization into their 

programs and fields of study.  

Socialization 

Socialization is one of the most studied topics in doctoral education (Mendoza & 

Gardner, 2010). Weidman et al. (2001) provided a widely accepted framework for how 

socialization occurs at the graduate level. Taking a holistic approach to understanding 

graduate student socialization, they suggest that this process is defined by knowledge 

acquisition, investment, and involvement. Through the process of socialization, students 
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are supposed to learn the conventions of their disciplines, which will then prepare them 

for future academic careers. In this way, socialization is considered the first step in 

preparing future faculty members (Sweitzer, 2009) and is one of the most critical factors 

in understanding success in doctoral education (Weidman et al., 2001).  

Yet for part-time students, time constraints caused by competing priorities such as 

full-time employment and dependent care may restrict their ability to engage in the types 

of experiences that lead to socialization (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). Dressel and Mayhew 

(1974) argued that “it is doubtful that part-time involvement in programs of higher 

education can accomplish such a scholarly or professional socialization” (p. 119), as the 

students have far fewer interactions with faculty and peers. Although Dressel and 

Mayhew seemed to be making assumptions about part-time PhD student involvement, 

Neumann and Rodwell (2009) provide empirical support for this argument through their 

analysis of large-scale survey data on Australian doctoral students. They found that part-

time students are less satisfied with both the infrastructure and the intellectual climate of 

their doctoral programs than full-time students, and they posit these reduced levels of 

satisfaction may be a direct result of their lack of integration into these areas. These 

findings echo those of Deem and Brehony (2000), who argued that full-time students 

inherently have easier access to academic and peer cultures and thus are more fully 

integrated into the department than those who attend on a part-time basis.   

The lack of socialization also affects the identity development of part-time 

students, as socialization is one of the ways students develop scholarly identities (Baker 

& Lattuca, 2010).  The diminished ability to develop a scholarly identity may come from 

a simple lack of exposure to research cultures (Deem & Brehony, 2000). Teeuwsen et al. 
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(2014) documented the issues that stem from a lack of access to research cultures 

firsthand, as two of the three authors are part-time doctoral students themselves. They 

reiterated the frequently documented problems associated with external obligations, 

noting these obligations inhibit their ability to engage in research beyond what is required 

of their courses. Having these research opportunities early in an academic program may 

be critical to developing the skills necessary to complete a research-driven degree and 

develop a researcher identity (Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2008), and therefore a lack of 

access can potentially lead to diminished satisfaction and persistence.  

Individual Development 

In addition to impeding the development of a researcher identity, part-time study 

may affect other identity-related issues. Gardner (2008) suggested that students who feel 

as if their identities are misaligned with what is expected of a typical doctoral student 

may be less likely to persist with their doctoral studies, leading to many underrepresented 

students leaving their programs before completing.  Expanding beyond demographic 

markers of identity (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender), Baker and Pifer (2015) suggested that 

part-time students may feel torn between their professional identities and their academic 

identities, particularly if they are pursuing an alternative-academic (alt-ac) career path, as 

their professional goals and values may misalign with those of the academy. 

 Although the research overwhelmingly shows that students who complete 

degrees part-time are likely working full-time, Offerman (2011) added to this picture 

through profiling what he called “the nontraditional doctoral degree student” (p. 21). In 

his review of the literature, he finds that nontraditional doctoral students are typically 

employed in mid-career level positions and have years of experience in their professional 
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roles. Yet when they return to the classroom, their professional identity can be subsumed 

by their academic identity, which he argued is likely to be less developed than their 

professional identity. Therefore, the tension between their academic and professional 

identities may cause conflicts in how they see themselves within the classroom 

(Offerman, 2011). Similarly, Watts (2008) has argued that balancing the effects of 

competing commitments can lead to a “fractured student identity” (p. 369), as part-time 

students are forced to constantly switch between their various identities (e.g., student, 

employee, parent).  

The work of both Watts (2008) and Offerman (2011) raise questions about how 

these identity issues influence the motivation and satisfaction of part-time students, as 

they draw attention to identity development as a potential further obstacle these students 

face in persevering through their doctoral programs. However, both authors provide only 

theoretical discussions of the issue, and empirical research is needed to fully understand 

the identity development of these students and how this development affects their 

doctoral experiences.  

Motivation 

The additional effort and stress required for pursuing a PhD part-time (Gardner & 

Gopaul, 2012) calls attention to the motivations of students pursuing these degrees. 

Studies have demonstrated that traditional doctoral students are motivated by external 

factors such as their relationship with their advisors, prospects of faculty careers, 

academic achievement and goal setting; on the other hand, they are motivated by internal 

factors such as self-development, personal interest in the subject matter, and internal 

dedication (Brailsford, 2010; Reamer 1990; Lovitts, 2001). Motivation has further been 
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connected to various academic outcomes. High motivation has been shown to lead to 

positive outcomes such as academic achievement, persistence, and scholarly productivity, 

while low motivation has been linked to leaving programs prior to graduation and poor 

academic achievement (Kahn & Schlosser, 2010; Morrison & Lent, 2014; Pintrich, 2003; 

Bair & Haworth, 1999). 

In doctoral studies, motivation is typically studied qualitatively and studies tend to 

focus on the connection between motivation and persistence (Bair & Haworth, 1999). 

When it is studied quantitatively, researchers tend to treat motivation as a unidimensional 

construct and thus represent it with a single item in their instruments (e.g., Lovitts, 2001; 

Pauley et al., 1999). Motivation has become so prevalent in the literature about doctoral 

education that Litalien et al. (2015) argued that understanding the motivation of students 

may be the critical factor in helping doctoral students succeed and achieve their personal 

goals. Yet, as Litalien et al. (2015) documented, studies of motivation are not typically 

grounded in theoretical frameworks, an issue that they saw as stemming from its over-

treatment as a unidimensional, rather than multidimensional, construct.  

The relationship between motivation and positive or negative outcomes may also 

be connected to the ways doctoral students view themselves and their work. Gardner 

(2008) found that doctoral students who view themselves in an overall positive manner 

are more likely to complete their dissertations than those who view themselves 

negatively. Supporting Gardner’s findings, other studies have shown how negative 

student characteristics, specifically negative emotions, thoughts, and behaviors, can 

negatively impact doctoral student motivation. For instance, Muszynski (1988) conducted 

a qualitative study of 120 doctoral students and found that factors that negatively impact 
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mental health (depression, stressful life-events, isolation) impeded student motivation and 

consequently affected overall progress to degree completion. Other negative behaviors 

that have been shown to negatively impact doctoral student motivation include 

procrastination (Solomon & Rothblum, 1984; Golde & Dore, 2001; Gardner, 2009), and 

fear of failure (Rothblum et al., 1986). Although these studies did not focus on the effects 

of motivation on satisfaction specifically, many of these negative outcomes are likely to 

result in low levels of overall satisfaction (Barnes & Randall, 2011).  

While these studies provide a useful overview of doctoral student motivation and 

satisfaction, they are focused primarily on traditional, full-time, doctoral student 

populations. Their applicability to part-time students may be limited, as part-time 

students face significant challenges that full-time students do not and therefore may be 

pursuing graduate degrees for reasons beyond those typically ascribed to full-time 

students (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). To date, there have been no studies that have 

examined the motivations of part-time doctoral students. That said, part-time students are 

likely to be particularly motivated by advancing their careers and serving as role models 

for their families, as they are typically older, mid-career professionals, who have family 

responsibilities (Offerman, 2011; Choy & Cataldi, 2006).  

However, the career focused aspect of part-time students’ potential motivation 

raises questions about whether their programs are preparing them for the careers they 

intend to pursue, which may be more likely to be alt-ac rather than traditional faculty 

appointments (Hyle & Goodchild, 2014). Heflinger and Doykos (2016), for instance, 

found in their logit analysis of doctoral students at one private research university that 

students felt well prepared in professional areas associated with traditional academic 
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work (e.g., writing, research, presentations), but poorly prepared in areas more associated 

with alt-ac careers (e.g., leading teams, negotiating with supervisors). Although their 

study did not account for effects of enrollment status, it raises questions about whether 

part-time PhD students are being prepared for the careers that might have motivated their 

enrollment and whether this perceived lack of preparation influences their overall 

satisfaction.  

Satisfaction 

Satisfaction is a frequently studied construct in doctoral education and numerous 

studies have shown correlations between high levels of satisfaction and doctoral student 

persistence (Bair & Haworth, 1999). Nyquist and Woodford (2000) identified seven 

personal and institutional areas that may lead to dissatisfaction among doctoral students: 

(a) lack of preparation for faculty careers, (b) anticipated quality of faculty careers, (c) 

narrow definitions of professional work, (d) lack of faculty mentors, (e) mistrust of 

mentor advice, (f) reduced or unstable funding, and (g) inability to understand their work 

in a larger global context. Although dated, their work shows a longstanding concern 

about future employment among doctoral students and thus supports the possibility of the 

connection between motivation and overall satisfaction.  

Other research about satisfaction has focused on the relationship between 

satisfaction and positive or negative outcomes in a student’s academic career. In both 

undergraduate and graduate postsecondary education, for instance, satisfaction has been 

connected to a number of positive outcomes, including increased motivation (Donohue & 

Wong, 1997; Deci & Ryan, 2000), retention (Roberts & Styron, 2010), completion rates 

(Neumann & Rodwell, 2009), academic performance (Pike, 1993), and overall well-being 
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(Diener et al., 1999). At the doctoral level, studies tend to focus on factors that contribute 

to student satisfaction, such as advisors (Zhao et al., 2007; Ives & Rowley, 2005), 

departments (Morton & Thornley, 2001; Umbach & Porter, 2002; Golde, 2005), and 

peers (Deem & Brehony, 2000; Pilbeam et al., 2013).  

These studies tend to study satisfaction as it relates to a specific factor (e.g., 

satisfaction with one’s advisor), rather than on satisfaction with the doctoral student 

experience as a whole. Yet isolating satisfaction within a specific element of the doctoral 

journey may not provide a full understanding of the ways these varying elements 

(advisor, department, peers) contribute to overall satisfaction and its associated positive 

outcomes, such as well-being and success (Dericks et al., 2019). Further, studying 

satisfaction with specific elements only may obscure the connection between satisfaction 

and perceptions of discrimination and equity.  

Discrimination and Equity  

 Jones (2013) defined the category of discrimination and equity as studies about 

doctoral issues that are concerned with the rights of underrepresented populations and 

establishing equity. Issues of discrimination and equity have been documented in doctoral 

education since it began in the United States, when it was intended only for White, upper 

class men (Goodchild, 1996). Studies on discrimination and equity in doctoral education 

focus primarily on inequities based on race/ethnicity (Crumb et al., 2019; Felder et al., 

2014; Solorzano, 1998; Nettles, 1990), and gender (Holahan, 1974; Holmstrom & 

Holmstrom, 1974; Espino et al., 2010; Barthelemy et al., 2016; Maher et al., 2004). Other 

studies document the effects these inequities can have on scholarship (Bell, 2009), 
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socialization (Felder et al., 2014; Turner & Thompson, 1993), and persistence (Crumb et 

al., 2019; Maher et al., 2004; King & Chepyator-Thompson, 1996).  

Issues of equity are particularly pertinent to the part-time PhD student experience, 

as part-time students report largely feeling minoritized and inferior when compared to 

full-time students (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012). Similarly, Muraki-Ramalho et al. (2013) 

found in their qualitative study of full-time and part-time educational administration 

doctoral students that many part-time students report feeling that faculty members are 

penalizing them for having external commitments to their doctoral studies, and that these 

perceived penalties lead to them feeling isolated from the research community.  

From the faculty perspective, perceptions of inequity may stem from the 

relationships students build with their faculty members. Faculty may perceive part-time 

students as less engaged academically and therefore inferior to their full-time students 

(Curran, 1987; Nora & Snyder, 2007). Gardner (2008) suggested that a perceived lack of 

engagement may stem from part-time students not exhibiting the trait of “intensive 

devotion to a subject” (p. 36) that faculty expect to see in doctoral-level study. Given that 

many faculty members were full-time students themselves, this perceived lack of 

devotion to the topic may be indicative of faculty expecting to see students mirror their 

own experiences (Hyle & Goodchild, 2014). This perception can lead to part-time 

students feeling isolated and alienated (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012).  

A perceived lack of belonging is further exacerbated by the logistics of student 

funding. The majority of funds available to attend conferences and travel for research are 

set aside exclusively for full-time students (Nora & Snyder, 2007). Many part-time 

students must fund this travel through either personal or alternative methods, or, more 
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likely, not attend. Similarly, part-time students may feel alone in their navigation of the 

doctoral student experience, as “there is no map” on how to complete a PhD part-time, 

despite the extensive resources and recommendations that exist for full-time students 

(Gardner & Gopaul, 2012, p. 72). The discrepancies between resources available to full- 

and part-time students can lead part-time students to feelings of otherness (Gardner & 

Gopaul, 2012), dissatisfaction with the doctoral student experience (Nettles & Millet, 

2006), and guilt when they are unable to devote their full attention and efforts to other 

various aspects of their lives (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012).   

Taken as a whole, the literature about doctoral education and part-time student 

experiences reveals that part-time PhD students likely experience significant challenges 

in completing their doctoral degrees, yet very little research has identified and explored 

those challenges. The challenges of part-time doctoral study raise questions about their 

motivations for pursuing doctoral degrees and their overall satisfaction with completing 

degree programs that are typically designed for the needs of full-time students. In order to 

work towards understanding both the motivations and satisfaction of part-time PhD 

students, this study was grounded in the theoretical framework of Self-Determination 

Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985).  

Theoretical Framework 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) posits that humans are motivated by three 

innate needs that must be satisfied for overall well-being: competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness with others (Deci & Ryan, 1985). While autonomous motivation (performing 

a task under one’s own volition) may satisfy the three needs, controlled motivation 

(performing a task due to external pressure) may impede them. Ideally, autonomous 



33 

motivation leads to improved performance, engagement, and overall well-being. 

However, achieving autonomous motivation is impacted by both proximal interpersonal 

contexts (e.g., relationships with others) and distal contexts (e.g., sociocultural 

conditions). Thus, SDT analyzes motivational states of individuals within their larger 

social contexts in order to make predictions about emotional, physical, and psychological 

health (Deci & Ryan, 2012).  

Pushing against historical tendencies to treat motivation as a unitary concept (e.g., 

Bandura, 1996; Hull, 1943), Deci and Ryan (1985, 2012) viewed motivation as a 

continuum, with autonomous self-determined motivation on one end and controlled non-

self-determined motivation on the other. Along this continuum, there are five types of 

regulatory behaviors that align with motivation, three of which are autonomous (intrinsic, 

integrated, identified) and two of which are controlled (introjected, external) (Deci & 

Ryan, 2012): 

1. Intrinsic: interest and enjoyment from performing an activity for its own

sake;

2. Integrated regulation: performing an activity because it aligns with

personal values, goals, and needs;

3. Identified regulation: performing an activity because one believes it is

important;

4. Introjected regulation: performing an activity due to internal pressure for

recognition or to avoid shame; and

5. External regulation: performing an activity for a reward or to avoid

punishment.
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This framework guided my study in several important ways. Most prominently, SDT 

provided an operational definition of motivation that I used throughout the quantitative 

and qualitative portions of the study. Quantitatively, the survey employs the Motivation 

for PhD Studies Scale (MPhD), and this scale is grounded within SDT (Litalien et al., 

2015). Qualitatively, the types of motivation and their associated regulatory practices 

guided protocol development (see Appendix D) and subsequent data analysis. For 

instance, when coding my qualitative data, I used SDT to craft my initial codebook 

(Collins & Stockton, 2018).  

Additionally, the relationship between motivation and satisfaction served as the 

impetus for my chosen variables and study design. According to SDT, extrinsic and 

intrinsic motivation are on a continuum, and as an individual moves from extrinsic to 

intrinsic motivation more of their innate needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy 

are satisfied (see Figure 1). Meeting all of these needs then leads to increased overall 

well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2012).  Feelings of well-being have also been associated with 

overall satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999) and persistence (Deci & Ryan, 2012). This 

relationship is further supported in the literature applying SDT, which largely finds that 

extrinsic motivation is connected to lower levels of satisfaction than intrinsic motivation 

(Vansteenkiste et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2011). 
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Figure 1 

Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

 

In this study, I tested the applicability of SDT to studying the part-time PhD 

experience through examining the influence of motivations on overall satisfaction. Based 

on the theory, I expected to see lower levels of satisfaction for those who report high 

levels of controlled motivation and higher levels of satisfaction for those who report high 

levels of autonomous motivation. Given the lack of research on this topic, my study 

design reflects the need to understand the potential nuances that exist between motivation 

and satisfaction for this student population through supplementing the quantitative 

relationship between the variables with qualitative focus groups.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I reviewed the literature related to part-time PhD students through 

the framework of Jones (2013). Through doing so, I showed there are significant gaps in 

the literature about part-time PhD student experiences. The majority of existing research 

adopts a deficit mindset when studying this student population, as many of the existing 
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studies note the problems and issues associated with part-time study without discussion 

of benefits or opportunities. I closed the chapter with a review of my theoretical 

framework and an explanation of how this framework guided my data collection and 

analysis. In the following chapter, I expand upon this explanation through reviewing the 

methodology and research design of the study.  
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METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

This study used an explanatory sequential mixed methods approach to examine 

the influence of motivation on overall student satisfaction among part-time PhD students 

(see Appendix B for alignment of study purpose, research questions, theoretical 

framework, instrumentation, and data analysis). In explanatory sequential mixed method 

designs, research begins with quantitative data collection, and quantitative data is then 

used to guide data collection in the subsequent qualitative phase (Creswell & Plano-

Clark, 2011). The first research question (Does motivation for doctoral studies influence 

overall doctoral program satisfaction for part-time PhD students?) was answered 

quantitatively using multiple linear regression. As discussed in further detail below, I 

then used the results of the regression to finalize the design of the qualitative phase of my 

study. In this qualitative phase, I answered the second and third research questions (How 

do part-time PhD students describe their motivation for persisting and pursuing in their 

doctoral programs?; How do part-time PhD students describe their overall satisfaction 

with their doctoral programs?).  

My rationale for choosing a mixed methods design was rooted in the 

recommendations of Greene et al. (1989). They argued that the decision to mix methods 

should be based on two factors: (a) the relationship between the qualitative and 

quantitative data, and (b) how the problem had been studied in the past (see Appendix A 

for full alignment of my study with the recommendations of Greene et al., 1989). 
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Research on the part-time PhD student experience is limited, and previous studies 

have typically taken a qualitative approach (e.g., Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Zahl, 2015). 

While these qualitative works have built a foundational understanding of the part-time 

PhD student experience, a mixed methods approach allows for a more complete 

understanding of the research problem (Creswell, 2012). In my study, I chose to use 

mixed methods in order to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

relationship between motivation and satisfaction than either a quantitative or qualitative 

study would allow. The quantitative portion enabled me to statistically test whether self-

determination theory held true for a large percentage of the part-time students at one 

institution, while the qualitative portion added nuance to the quantitative findings through 

hearing directly from the students themselves. 

Study Design 

My decision to utilize an explanatory sequential mixed methods approach was 

further based on the qualitative and quantitative research strands. Research strands, as 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) explained, encompass the full processes of quantitative 

and qualitative data collection and analysis, from posing questions to interpreting results. 

Therefore, mixed method designs are based on four key decisions surrounding the use of 

quantitative and qualitative strands: (a) the level of interaction between the strands, (b) 

the relative priority of the strands, (c) the timing of the strands, and (d) the procedures for 

mixing the strands (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011; see Appendix E for alignment 

between research strand decisions and study design).  

Relationship between Quantitative and Qualitative Data 

In sequential mixed methods studies, the quantitative portion of the study informs 

the subsequent qualitative data collection and analysis. In my study, the relationship 
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between the quantitative and qualitative phases differed from what I had originally 

intended. During the preliminary planning phases of this study, I intended to collect data 

from part-time students only. However, when preparing for data collection in the 

quantitative phase of the study, I noticed discrepancies in the list of student contacts I 

received from the Office of Institutional Research, with some students who I knew to be 

part-time being listed as full-time and vice versa. These discrepancies made me realize 

that, like many aspects of doctoral education enrollment status can change from semester-

to-semester, and thus I needed study participants to self-identify which enrollment status 

(full-time or part-time) best captured their doctoral experience. Therefore, I identified a 

need to send the survey to all PhD students. 

At this point in my study, my intention was to divide students based on their 

enrollment status after receiving survey results and only use part-time students in both the 

quantitative and qualitative portions. In making this decision, my assumption was that the 

quantitative phase would shape the qualitative phase through altering the focus group 

protocol based on the findings from the survey data. For example, if I had found that part-

time students reported higher levels of controlled motivation than autonomous 

motivation, I would have revised the qualitative protocol to focus more heavily on 

understanding controlled motivations. 

However, after I finalized the survey data, I ran a regression model with the full 

sample out of curiosity, and I was surprised by the findings. Contrary to what I expected 

to see based on the literature about part-time doctoral student experiences, I found that 

enrollment was not a significant predictor of satisfaction (see Chapter 4 for full findings). 

Based on this finding, I saw a need for further investigation into the relationship between 

motivation, satisfaction, and enrollment status. Therefore, rather than exclude full-time 
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students from my quantitative analysis, I decided to use the full sample for the 

quantitative phase and also to include full-time students in the qualitative phase. 

In this way, I used the quantitative phase to shape the qualitative phase through 

restructuring my study to include comparative elements. Specifically, in the quantitative 

phase, I ran the regression using both full-time and part-time students and controlled for 

enrollment. In the qualitative phase, I coded and analyzed the full-time student focus 

group responses to identify ways that part-time student responses differed (see below for 

full data analysis processes). Although comparison was not a specific intention in my 

initial design, the purpose of explanatory sequential mixed methods is to be flexible in 

shaping the qualitative phase based on the quantitative phase, and thus this decision is 

aligned with explanatory sequential mixed methods (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2011).  

In addition to restructuring the study based on the quantitative findings, I made 

other changes to the qualitative phase based on the results of the quantitative phase. 

While I did not alter my protocol based on the quantitative findings in the way that I had 

initially planned (i.e., changing questions based on specific factors affecting motivation 

and satisfaction), I did make slight changes to its structure. Specifically, I re-organized 

the questions from three categories (motivation, enrollment, satisfaction) into two 

(motivation, satisfaction). Due to the change in qualitative participants, I also reworded 

one of the questions to accommodate part-time and full-time students. Finally, I decided 

to provide participants with an online form for them to provide additional comments 

anonymously, in case they had something relevant that they did not feel comfortable 

sharing in a group setting with both full- and part-time students (see Appendix D for full 

protocol).  
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Sample 

The population for this study was all PhD students currently enrolled at one 

public research university in the mid-western portion of the United States, hereafter 

known as the University. This sample included 1,200 PhD students, of which 553 (46%) 

were enrolled part-time during the Spring 2020 semester. Although data received from 

the Office of Institutional Research indicated the enrollment status of participants during 

the Spring 2020 semester, all participants were asked to self-identify their enrollment 

status. The decision to have students self-identify their enrollment was due to the 

possibility that their Spring 2020 enrollment status was not reflective of their overall 

doctoral program enrollment. Given the length of doctoral study, it is possible that some 

full-time students may enroll on a part-time basis at some point during their doctoral 

career, and conversely some part-time students may be briefly enrolled full-time.  

Following procedures of convenience sampling (Dillman et al., 2014), eligible 

students from all disciplines were included, but those pursuing non-research doctorates 

(e.g., EdD) were excluded, as the research questions focus specifically on understanding 

the experiences of research doctoral (PhD) students. That said, there are debates in the 

field about the structural and philosophical differences between EdD and PhD programs 

in education, and thus there may be more similarities than differences between these 

degree programs (Martinez-Lebron, 2016). However, examining the differences between 

EdD and PhDs is beyond the scope of this study, and thus only PhD students are included 

here. Although the PhD student experience will differ considerably between fields of 

study (Golde, 2005), I did not exclude students based on discipline, as my study’s 

purpose was to examine the overall relationship between motivation and satisfaction for 

part-time PhD students and build knowledge about the part-time PhD student experience. 
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The University does not currently offer online PhD programs, and thus all students were 

enrolled in face-to-face programs, although nearly all students were completing work 

fully-online during the time of the study due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey was 

open from September 9, 2020 through October 9, 2020; focus groups began 11 days after 

the survey closed and were conducted over a period of 10 days (see below for full 

discussion of data collection procedures).  

For the qualitative portion of the study, the sample came from survey participants 

who indicated on the survey they would be willing to participate in follow-up focus 

groups. After the survey closed, I emailed all students who indicated they would either be 

willing to participate in focus groups or that they wanted to learn more about this phase in 

the study (N=257). These students were asked to indicate their general availability during 

the period of qualitative data collection (October 20, 2020 – October 30, 2020). Students 

were assigned to focus groups based on their indicated availability and their enrollment 

status.  

Survey Sample  

Descriptive statistics were conducted to examine characteristics of the data. Data 

was disaggregated according to key demographics identified in the literature about 

doctoral education as being influential to the doctoral student experience: gender, 

race/ethnicity, enrollment status, doctoral stage, and doctoral programs according to 

Biglan’s (1973) classification schema (see Table 1). In this schema, Biglan (1973) 

categorizes academic disciplines into four groups according to their subject-matter and 

characteristics: (a) hard pure, exact and natural sciences; (b) hard applied, science-based 

professions; (c) soft pure, humanities and social sciences; and (d) soft applied, social 

science-based professions. The schema is based on overarching disciplinary differences. 
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At the broadest level, hard disciplines follow a single common paradigm, while soft 

disciplines will employ a variety of methodologies and concepts. More specifically, hard-

pure disciplines focus on universals and simplifications, using an atomistic approach; 

soft-pure disciplines use a holistic approach to examine individual cases. Similarly, hard-

applied discipline focus on applying knowledge to solve problems and create products 

and techniques with the ultimate goal of physical mastery, while soft-applied disciplines 

seek to improve professional practice through focusing on individual growth, reflection, 

and policies and procedures based on continual learning.  

As shown, the majority of participants identified as men (man=55.4%, 

woman=43.3%, other responses=1.4%) and as white (white=63.3%, minority=36.7%). 

The majority of participants were from disciplines that Biglan (1973) classified as soft 

applied (53.5%), and the majority were in the dissertation phase of their doctoral 

programs (53.0%). This sample is skewed slightly towards the soft applied and soft pure 

doctoral programs, as 44% of the University’s PhD programs are classified as soft 

applied, while 5% are classified as soft pure. The racial and gender makeup of the sample 

closely mirror the demographics of the student population at the University. Enrollment 

is defined as those who identified as attending either “mostly” or “completely” part-time 

or full-time, and the sample distribution also closely mirrors that of the University.  

Table 1 

Survey Sample Overview 

Response Category Response Options N Percent of Responses 

Gender Man 238 55.4 
Woman 186 43.3 
Other Responses 6 1.4 

Race/Ethnicity African 2 0.5 
Asian 50 11.6 
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Black/African 

American

61 14.2 
Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander

1 0.2 
Hispanic/Latino 19 4.4 
Middle Eastern 11 2.6 
Native American 1 0.2 
Two or more 

Races

9 2.1 
White/Caucasian 272 63.3 
Other Responses 4 0.9 

Enrollment Full-Time 330 76.7 
Part-Time 100 23.3 

Biglan’s 

Classification 

Hard Applied 89 20.8 
Hard Pure 85 19.8 
Soft Applied 230 53.5 
Soft Pure 24 5.6 

Doctoral Stage Coursework 164 38.1 
Comprehensive 

Exams

37 8.6 
Dissertation 228 53.0 

Focus Group Sample 

Descriptive statistics were also conducted on focus group participants in order to 

provide an overview of participant characteristics. Variables in this analysis were the 

same as the quantitative phase (gender, race/ethnicity, enrollment status, doctoral 

programs according to Biglan’s [1973] classification schema, and doctoral stage; see 

Table 2).  As shown, participants primarily identified as women (woman=62.0%, 

man=36.0%, other responses=2.0%) and as White (white=72.0%, minority=26.0%). The 

majority of participants were from disciplines that Biglan (1973) classified as soft applied 

(70.0%), and in the dissertation phase of their doctoral programs (64.0%). This sample 

was skewed towards soft applied disciplines, women, and white participants, as is 

discussed in the study’s limitations.  

Table 2 

Focus Group Sample Overview 
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Category Response Options N Percent of Responses 

Gender Man 18 36.0 
Woman 31 62.0 
Other Responses 1 2.0 

Race/Ethnicity Asian 1 2.0 
Black/African American 8 16.0 
Brazilian 1 2.0 
Hispanic/Latino 1 2.0 
Middle Eastern 1 2.0 
Native American 1 2.0 
White/Caucasian 36 72.0 

Enrollment Full-Time 30 60.0 
Part-Time 20 40.0 

Biglan’s Classification Hard Applied 3 6.0 
Hard Pure 8 16.0 
Soft Applied 35 70.0 
Soft Pure 3 6.0 

Doctoral Program Stage Coursework 17 34.0 
Dissertation 32 64.0 

 

Instrumentation 

This study was based on two constructs common in the literature about doctoral 

education: motivation and satisfaction. I operationalized these constructs into three 

continuous variables (satisfaction, autonomous motivation, controlled motivation) using 

previously developed measurement scales, namely: the Doctoral Student Satisfaction 

Scale (DSS; Dericks et al., 2019) and the Motivation for PhD Studies Scale (MPhD; 

Litalien et al., 2015). The qualitative portion used a semi-structured protocol to guide the 

focus groups, and this protocol was refined based on the findings in the quantitative 

portion (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011; see Appendix C for the quantitative instruments, 

Appendix D for the qualitative protocol, and below for a full discussion of data collection 

procedures).  

Quantitative Instrument 
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Doctoral student motivation and satisfaction were measured based on the 

selection of pre-existing scales, namely: the Motivation for PhD Studies scale (MPhD; 

Litalien et al., 2015); the doctoral student satisfaction scale (DSS; Dericks et al., 2019). 

Enrollment status was dummy coded and used as an independent variable. Other 

independent variables (autonomous motivation, controlled motivation) came from the 

two factor-structure of the MPhD scale, and the dependent variable (satisfaction) was 

from the DSS (see Table 3). Other demographic and doctoral program characteristics 

were also collected and used for descriptive purposes in order to provide an overview of 

the study’s sample (see Appendix C for full instrument).  
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Table 3 

Quantitative Variables 

Variable Recorded Level of Measurement Study Use 

Enrollment Status 
Dummy Coded 
(0 = full-time 
1 = part-time) 

Categorical 
Independent 
Variable 

Autonomous Motivation 
(intrinsic, identified, 
integrated) 

Total Score Continuous 
Independent 
Variable 

Controlled Motivation 
(introjected, external) Total Score Continuous 

Independent 
Variable 

Overall Satisfaction Total Score Continuous 
Dependent 
Variable 

Doctoral Student Satisfaction Scale. The Doctoral Student Satisfaction Scale 

(DSS; Dericks et al., 2019) is a 10-item lexical measure designed to measure doctoral 

student satisfaction. In this instrument, Dericks et al. (2019) offered an understanding of 

overall doctoral student satisfaction that holds satisfaction as a unitary affective construct. 

That is, they viewed student satisfaction not as occurring within specific elements of the 

doctoral experience (e.g., the advisor relationship) but rather as an “overall feeling 

towards an overall education experience” (Dericks et al., 2019, p. 1050). Given the lack 

of empirical evidence about part-time student motivation, I chose this unitary scale for 

this study in order to establish a baseline understanding of overall satisfaction and lay the 

foundation for future work into the specific areas that may influence part-time PhD 

student satisfaction.  

The developers tested the validity of this scale through an exploratory principal 

component analysis. They found the scale to be unidimensional as there was no factor 

loading below .73, and a single component accounted for 67% of the variance. Similarly, 

they tested for reliability of the scale, and Cronbach’s alpha of internal consistency 
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reliability was .94 and therefore above the recommended threshold of .8 (Dericks et al., 

2019). DSS measures satisfaction on a six-point Likert scale. Participants are asked to 

rate whether they agree or disagree that the items align with their overall PhD experience, 

with response options ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” Of the ten 

items total, five items are scored positively (Good, Enjoyable, Satisfactory, Excellent, 

Happy) and five items are scored negatively (Unhappy, Bad, Terrible, Disappointing, 

Unsatisfactory) (Dericks et al., 2019).  

Motivation for PhD Studies Scale. The Motivation for PhD Studies Scale 

(MPhD; Litalien et al., 2015) is a 15-item measure of doctoral students’ motivation as 

defined by self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985). Unlike previous scales 

of doctoral motivation that treat motivation as a single dimension (e.g., Ivankova & Stick, 

2007; Lovitts, 2001), Litalien et al. (2015) created the MPhD through grounding 

motivation within the theoretical framework of SDT and thus conceptualized it as a 

multidimensional construct existing of varying types and degrees of motivation. As such, 

MPhD contains five subscales based on types of regulatory behavior from SDT (intrinsic, 

integrated, identified, introjected, external), and each subscale contains three items. These 

items fall into a two-factor higher order structure of autonomous motivation (intrinsic, 

integrated, identified) and controlled motivation (introjected, external). The five 

subscales represent a continuum between high to low self-determination, beginning with 

intrinsic and ending with external regulation (Litalien et al., 2015). 

Because these scales are on a continuum, they are expected to be more highly 

correlated with the scales that fall most closely to them. For example, intrinsic should be 

highly correlated with integrated and potentially negatively correlated with external. The 

autonomous scales (intrinsic, integrated, identified) are typically associated with positive 
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outcomes (e.g., persistence, well-being) while the controlled scales (introjected, external) 

are typically associated with negative outcomes (e.g., anxiety, rote learning). Following 

the recommendations of Litalien et al. (2015), I used these scales to create two 

independent variables according to the two-factor higher order structure: autonomous 

motivation (intrinsic, integrated, identified) and controlled motivation (introjected, 

external). All scales were measured on a five-point Likert scale. Participants were asked 

whether statements correspond to their experiences, with response options ranging from 

“Does Not Correspond at All” to “Corresponds Exactly” (Litalien et al., 2015).  

Litalien et al. (2015) analyzed the reliability and validity of the MPhD scale with 

two different samples (N=244, N=1060), as well as a combined analysis that included all 

participants (N=1304). The developers examined reliability among the subscales of both 

samples and found the scores from the scale were reliable. Reliability estimates were 

computed using McDonald’s (1970) omega, as this allowed the researchers to look at the 

strength of the association between constructs as well as item-specific measurement 

errors. The first/second sample estimates for scale score reliability were: .79/.73 

(intrinsic), .85/73 (integrated), .69/60 (identified), .73/78 (introjected) and .85/.81 

(external). With the exception of identified, these scores are all above the recommended 

.70 range for scale score reliability (Litalien et al., 2015). Although identified is slightly 

below this range, the score is on a three-item scale and thus should be interpreted 

cautiously, as the number of items on a scale can notably influence McDonald’s omega 

(Sijtsma, 2009; Streiner, 2003).  

Additionally, Litalien et al., (2015) tested the measurement invariance of the five-

factor structure (intrinsic, integrated, identified, introjected, external) and the two-factor 

higher-order structure (autonomous, controlled) among diverse groups of PhD students 
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who varied according to age, gender, citizenship, academic program, and program 

progression. The developers found that the measurement model was fully invariant across 

samples, and that measurement invariance was supported across both samples as well as 

across the subgroups of the demographic variables (e.g., age, gender; Litalien et al., 

2015). 

Demographics and Doctoral Program Characteristics. In addition to the 

MPhD and the DSS, my instrument included several questions related to demographics 

and doctoral program characteristics. These items allowed me to gain a detailed overview 

of the quantitative and qualitative samples. Demographic questions included common 

identity questions (gender, race/ethnicity, age, marital/familial status) as well as other 

questions focused on doctoral programs (doctoral program stage, academic program, 

employment status, doctoral funding, employment goals). The total instrument included 5 

demographic items, 8 doctoral program characteristic items, 15 items on the MPhD scale, 

and 10 items on the DSS, for a total of 38 items (see Appendix C). All data were 

anonymized and stored on a secure server to protect participant identities. 

Qualitative Instrument 

The qualitative instrument was a focus group interview protocol that consisted of 

four questions. Two questions asked about doctoral student motivation, and two 

questions asked about doctoral student satisfaction. As discussed, the protocol was 

finalized after quantitative data was analyzed with hierarchical multiple regression 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). Specifically, the regression results indicated that 

enrollment was not a significant predictor of satisfaction, and this finding led me to 

include full-time students in the qualitative phase of the study. Due to this change, I 

removed a question from the protocol that asked about the students’ decision to enroll on 
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a part-time basis. Instead, all questions were asked so they were applicable to both full- 

and part-time student participants (see Appendix D for full protocol).  

Data Collection 

Following recommendations from Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011) for 

explanatory sequential mixed methods designs, data collection occurred in two phases, 

beginning with the quantitative phase and ending with the qualitative phase.  

Quantitative Data Collection 

Methods for administering the survey were based on those of the Washington 

State University Doctoral Student Experience Survey (WSU DSES; Dillman et al., 2014). 

I chose to model the instrument distribution off of this survey due to the similarities 

between the surveys (studying doctoral students at one institution), and the high response 

rate the WSU DSES achieved. Although typical student survey response rates range 

between 20% and 30%, the WSU DSES received a response rate of 77% (Dillman et al., 

2014). Although the DSES collected data both digitally and in hard-copy, I revised this 

format into a digital only distribution due to the effects of COVID-19 on mail distribution 

and student work environments (e.g., most students working remotely). Surveys were 

distributed digitally through the students’ university email addresses over the course of 

14 days and the survey was open for 30 days:  

Day 1: An email was sent to all students asking them to complete the survey 

online and providing a link to complete the survey online  

Day 7: A second email request was sent to nonresponders 

Day 14: A final email reminder was sent to nonresponders 

Day 30: The survey closed 
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Qualitative Data Collection 

The survey asked respondents if they would be willing to participate in a focus 

group related to their doctoral student experience. All students who indicated they would 

be willing to participate in this phase of the study were asked to complete an online 

scheduling form to indicate their availability. I then used the responses from this form to 

schedule and conduct eight semi-structured focus groups. I chose focus groups for the 

qualitative portion of this study as they are appropriate for studying attitudes and 

experiences and can generate data beyond what can be captured in individual interviews 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2016). I further chose focus groups for the group dynamic they provide, 

as Ravitch and Carl (2016) suggest this group setting may enable participants to feel as if 

their experiences are valid and thus may encourage them to share more details than they 

would in one-on-one setting. Moreover, focus groups can provide a way to identify 

whether experiences are commonly shared or are extreme individualized cases (Patton, 

2015). 

Following the recommendations of Kreuger (2014), I designed focus groups to 

have between 5 and 8 participants. However, due to last minute scheduling limitations 

and the desire to include all willing participants in focus groups, two of the eight focus 

groups had nine participants. On account of the constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic, I 

conducted all focus groups virtually via Microsoft Teams. I used the recording feature 

available in Microsoft Teams to record the audio and video of all of the sessions. I 

scheduled each focus group for 60 minutes; however, four of the eight focus groups 

extended past this time and lasted between 65 and 90 minutes.  
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Data Analysis 

In the quantitative portion, I used hierarchical multiple regression to address the 

first research question. Subsequently, I used several coding techniques to analyze the 

qualitative data and address the second and third research questions (see Appendix B for 

full alignment between research questions and data analysis).  

Quantitative Data Analysis 

I began quantitative data analysis through using descriptive statistics to 

understand characteristics of the sample and the variables of interest (autonomous 

motivation, controlled motivation, satisfaction). As discussed, descriptive statistics were 

used to examine the sample according to key factors identified in the literature about part-

time PhD student experiences. I further used descriptive and inferential statistics from the 

initial model to test whether the data violated assumptions of regression. I examined 

correlation coefficients to test for issues of multicollinearity, and all coefficients were 

below the .7 threshold. To test the assumption of linearity, I created a simple scatterplot 

of studentized residuals and unstandardized predicted values, which showed a linear 

relationship between the data. After running the initial regression model, I examined the 

Durbin-Watson statistic to test for independence of observations, and this statistic was 

within the accepted range of ~2.0. Subsequently, I inspected standardized residuals in 

order to identify potential outliers outside of +/- 3.0 that may be affecting results (Cohen, 

2008; Osborne, 2016).  

After ensuring collected data did not violate any of the assumptions of regression, 

I analyzed quantitative data using hierarchical multiple regression, as this method is 

appropriate for understanding variance when the study contains a continuous dependent 

variable (overall satisfaction score) and categorical (enrollment) and continuous 
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independent variables (autonomous motivation score, controlled motivation score) 

(Osborne, 2016). I chose regression for this analysis as it shows “the extent to which we 

can understand one variable based on another variable” (Osborne, 2016, p. 53). In other 

words, regression allowed me to examine whether doctoral student satisfaction is 

explained through autonomous and controlled motivation and whether this relationship is 

affected by enrollment status. Although Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation would 

also provide an analysis of the relationship between these variables, regression has the 

added benefit of adding the intercept (the expected value of satisfaction when motivation 

is zero), the standardized and unstandardized slope (the effects of the independent 

variables on the dependent variable), and the error term (the difference between a 

student’s predicted and actual satisfaction score). In this way, regression provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of the relationship between the variables and thus is 

preferable to Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation (Osborne, 2016).  

In my analysis, I entered variables into the model using two blocks. Block 1 

contained enrollment status, and Block 2 added in autonomous motivation and controlled 

motivation. Using a block entry method allowed me to analyze whether the two 

motivation variables (autonomous, controlled) explained a significant amount of variance 

in overall satisfaction above and beyond that which was explained by enrollment status 

(Osborne, 2016). I evaluated the quality of the regression model using several key 

statistics. I used the F-statistic to determine whether the models were statistically 

significant, and I used R-square to determine how much variance was explained in each 

model. Finally, unstandardized regression coefficients were examined to identify the 

relationship between the dependent and independent variables (Cohen, 2008).  
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Qualitative Data Analysis 

Focus groups were all recorded using the built-in recording feature of Microsoft 

Teams, which captured both audio and video data. Following the completion of each 

focus group, Microsoft Teams emailed me the video file, which I saved in a secure cloud-

based storage system (CardBox). Once all focus groups were complete, I submitted each 

individual file to an online transcription service, which processed the files and produced 

transcripts. After downloading the transcript for each focus group, I went through the 

transcripts and compared them to the audio files to check for discrepancies or errors. I 

found only minor errors and corrected them in the transcripts. I then went through the 

files and identified all of the speakers with pseudonyms in order to compare responses 

based on participant characteristics (e.g., enrollment status, discipline).  

Once transcripts were complete, I uploaded all of the individual files into Quirkos, 

a qualitative coding and analysis program. After all files were added to the system, I 

began coding in three rounds: exploratory, first cycle, second cycle (Saldaña, 2016). In 

the exploratory round, I used holistic coding, which is a method used to “grasp basic 

themes or issues in the data by absorbing them as a whole [the coder as ‘lumper’] rather 

than by analyzing them line by line [the coder as ‘splitter’]” (Dey, 1993, p. 104). This 

round involved coding large sections of my transcripts in order to gain a general 

understanding of the data and its alignment with both my quantitative findings and SDT 

more broadly. In this cycle, I coded data according to the types of motivation 

(“autonomous,” “controlled”) and the types of regulatory behaviors (“intrinsic,” 

“integrated,” “identified,” “introjected,” “external”) within SDT. I also coded according 

to factors that contribute to satisfaction (“satisfaction +”) and those that detracted from it 
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(“satisfaction -”). This method was chosen as the first step for its ability to provide an 

overview of the data before first and second cycle coding began (Saldaña, 2016).  

After exploratory holistic coding was complete, I began first-cycle coding using 

eclectic coding. Rather than being a coding approach itself, eclectic coding uses two or 

more other coding approaches simultaneously. I used three types of coding in this cycle: 

in vivo (using a word/phrase from the transcript; “I just want to get it done”), descriptive 

(summarizing the main point; “career advancement”), and values (inferring values, 

attitudes, or beliefs from the transcript; “faculty prefer full-time students”) coding 

(Saldaña, 2016). Taken together, these three types of codes allowed me to examine what 

was said, how it was said, and how it might connect to larger values and beliefs held by 

participants. After first cycle eclectic coding was complete, I began second-cycle coding. 

Second-cycle coding involved developing themes from the exploratory and first cycle 

coding. This included grouping first-cycle codes and analyzing these groups in order to 

derive themes from the data (“knowledge acquisition,” “avoiding perceived 

disappointment”). Subsequently, these themes served as the basis for the findings of the 

study (Guba, 1990; see Appendix F for full coding structure). 

Limitations 

There were four limitations of this study. This study was limited through its focus 

on PhD students at one institution and at one point in time. The experience of PhD 

students likely differs based on institution classifications, sectors, sizes, and regions. 

However, focusing on one institution allowed me to minimize the effects of these 

variables between institutions, as all students in this study had commonalities in their 

experiences within the one institution. Similarly, interviewing doctoral students at one 

point in time during their doctoral programs may have led to their reported motivation 
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and satisfaction not being representative of the entirety of their doctoral experience post-

graduation. That is, their levels of motivation and satisfaction may be disproportionately 

heightened or lowered due to recent incidents in their programs. However, interviewing 

people during their experiences may also provide more concrete examples of aspects of 

their doctoral experience that affected motivation and satisfaction that may otherwise be 

misremembered in a retrospective study. This limitation is particularly relevant to this 

study, as data were collected several months into the COVID-19 pandemic (September 

and October, 2020), and thus the effects of the pandemic may have skewed study 

participants’ perceptions of their motivations and satisfaction. In other ways, the 

pandemic may have heightened existing issues within part-time PhD student experiences 

(e.g., lack of social supports). Future research should explore the motivation and 

satisfaction of part-time PhD students on a national scale at varying points in their 

doctoral journeys and, preferably, not during a pandemic.  

Another limitation of this study was the choice of convenience sampling. 

Although convenience sampling is widely used in the social sciences, it is subject to 

issues with sampling errors and overall generalizability to target populations (Dillman et 

al., 2014). For instance, because students decide for themselves whether they will 

participate in the survey, certain subgroups of students may uniformly decide not to 

participate, thus leading to survey bias. However, increasing the response rate for the 

survey can help minimize these issues (Jager et al., 2017), and the survey received a 

higher than average response rate of 36.7% (Dillman et al., 2014). That said, the choice 

of convenience sampling may have led to the study sample being skewed towards the 

social sciences, which limited my ability to draw comparison between disciplines. Golde 

(2005) has argued that disciplinary differences are the single greatest factor in 
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determining doctoral student experiences, and therefore future studies should seek greater 

participation from part-time PhD students in disciplines outside of the social sciences. 

The focus group format may have also limited the responses received from some 

part-time PhD students, as focus group participants had substantial amounts of 

information to share within a limited time frame. Although several of the focus groups 

ran over time in order to allow everyone to share their experiences, it is possible that 

some students did not fully divulge their experience due to time constraints. Given that 

the majority of part-time participants had a great deal of information to share, future 

studies should consider individual interviews in order to allow for full discussion of part-

time PhD student experiences. 

Finally, this study is limited through my decision to not analyze demographic and 

identity characteristics. Although research about doctoral education shows that identity is 

a critical factor in understanding doctoral student experiences, my decision to exclude 

these factors from my analyses was based on the minimal amount of research that exists 

about the part-time PhD student experience. Although my qualitative data was skewed 

towards white participants and those who identified as women, I sought a sample that 

varied in personal identities (race, gender) and doctoral program characteristics (program, 

stage) in order to build a foundational understanding of the relationship between 

motivation and satisfaction in part-time PhD students. Subsequent research should 

examine how this relationship varies based on identity and demographic factors.
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FINDINGS 

This chapter presents findings about motivation and satisfaction in part-time PhD 

students based on results from a survey of 430 PhD students and eight focus groups with 

50 participants. Of this sample, 100 survey participants and 20 focus group participants 

were enrolled on a part-time basis. Full-time student responses are included due to the 

explanatory sequential mixed methods study design, as the quantitative phase of the study 

showed that comparative data would aid in understanding the relationship between 

motivation and satisfaction for part-time students. Therefore, data from full-time 

participants were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively for comparison purposes (i.e., 

to identify trends in the data that were common among part-time students only). 

However, because the study’s purpose was to examine the relationship between 

motivation and satisfaction in part-time PhD students and build knowledge about the 

part-time PhD student experience, findings focus primarily on part-time student 

responses. The collection and analyses of the data were guided by Self Determination 

Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985), and thus SDT also guides the organization of this 

chapter (see Figure 1).  

The chapter proceeds in two parts: quantitative results and qualitative findings. In 

the quantitative section, I analyzed survey data with hierarchical multiple regression in 

order to examine the relationship between satisfaction and autonomous and controlled 

motivation based on enrollment status. Quantitative results indicate that autonomous 
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motivation leads to increased satisfaction and controlled motivation leads to decreased 

satisfaction, when controlling for enrollment. Enrollment is not a significant predictor of 

satisfaction; however, part-time students report higher levels of satisfaction than full-time 

students. Building off the quantitative results, I then present findings from analysis of the 

focus group data. Qualitative findings are structured according to SDT’s two-factor 

(autonomous/controlled) structure (see Figure 1). Qualitative findings indicate that part-

time PhD students are motivated by knowledge advancement and relationships with 

others, yet they may be lacking in access to community physically, psychologically, and 

intellectually. As with many full-time doctoral students, part-time students are 

demotivated when they feel isolated, exhausted, and overwhelmed; part-time enrollment 

frequently exacerbates these feelings. Motivation to enroll part-time is largely dictated by 

family circumstances (e.g., financial need) and a desire for career advancement. Like 

motivation, satisfaction is primarily derived through relationships with others, feeling 

supported, and personal and professional growth. Reduced access to academic and social 

communities may be a source of dissatisfaction, as findings indicate this lack of 

community frequently prohibits part-time student socialization and may also lead to 

untested assumptions regarding faculty roles and the purpose of research doctoral 

education. However, part-time students appear reticent to report feelings of overall 

dissatisfaction, despite indicating feeling dissatisfied with many components of the 

doctoral experience.  

Quantitative Findings  

Quantitative data were used to answer the first research question: Does motivation 

for doctoral studies influence overall doctoral program satisfaction for part-time PhD 

students? Quantitative data analysis began with running descriptive statistics on study 
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variables and sample characteristics. The survey was sent to 1200 PhD students and 

received a total of 441 responses, which is a response rate of 36.7%. However, 

preliminary review of the data indicated that several of these responses were incomplete 

as data were not inputted for any variable beyond demographics. Therefore, as the first 

step in data analysis, I removed incomplete responses from the raw data (N=11), which 

resulted in the final sample for analysis (N=430).  

Multiple Regression 

I used hierarchical multiple regression to analyze the relationship between 

satisfaction and autonomous and controlled motivation according to enrollment status. 

Prior to running the regression model, I ran descriptive statistics on study variables to 

provide an overview of sample responses (see Table 2). As shown, the full-time students 

(N=330) reported higher levels of autonomous motivation (M=3.72, SD=.69) than 

controlled motivation (M=2.82, SD=.83) and were more satisfied than dissatisfied 

(M=4.45, SD=.96). Similarly, part-time students reported higher levels of autonomous 

motivation (M=3.57, SD=.78) than controlled motivation (M=2.54, SD=.89) and were 

more satisfied than dissatisfied (M=4.68, SD=.79). As shown, full-time students reported 

higher scores on every variable except satisfaction (Full-time, M=4.45, SD=.96; Part-

time, M=4.68, SD=.79) 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables 

Enrollment Variable N Minimum Maximum Mean SD 
Full-time Autonomous 330 1.44 5.00 3.72 .69 

Controlled 330 1.00 5.00 2.82 .83 
Satisfaction 330 1.00 6.00 4.45 .96 

Part-time Autonomous 100 1.44 5.00 3.57 .78 
Controlled 100 1.00 5.00 2.54 .89 
Satisfaction 100 2.80 6.00 4.68 .79 

Following these descriptive statistics, I ran hierarchical multiple regression in two 

blocks with the full survey sample (N=430). Block 1 included enrollment status only, 

which was dummy coded as “0” for full-time and “1” for part-time. Subsequently, 

following Osborne (2016), I ran diagnostics on this model to ensure data did not violate 

the assumptions of hierarchical multiple regression. I ran correlations to test for 

multicollinearity and results indicated that no variables violated this assumption, as all 

were below the recommended threshold of 0.7 (Cohen, 2008). I plotted residuals and 

predicted values in a simple scatter plot to test for the assumption of homoscedascity, and 

I ran a histogram to test the assumption of normality. The data did not exhibit 

homoscedascity as the values were spread randomly with no clumping patterns. The data 

further revealed a normal distribution in a standard bell-shaped curve (Osborne, 2016). 

Diagnostics identified 7 cases (1.6% of total sample) that had standard residuals outside 

of +/- 3 standard deviations and thus could be considered outliers. According to Osborne 

(2015), cases with residuals outside of this range have only a .13% chance of being “a 

legitimate member of the population of interest” (p. 104) and therefore these 7 cases were 

removed due to their influence on the model.  
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I then reran the regression analysis with outliers removed (N=423). Block 1, 

which contained only enrollment status (full-time=0, part-time=1) resulted in a non-

significant explanation of variance in satisfaction F(1,421)=2.98, p=.09, R2=.005. As 

indicated, Block 1 showed that enrollment was not a significant predictor of satisfaction. 

In other words, the level of reported satisfaction of these participants was not 

significantly explained by their enrollment status (full-time, part-time). Subsequently, 

Block 2 included the two motivation variables, controlled and autonomous. Block 2 also 

included enrollment, as this inclusion controls for enrollment’s effects on other model 

variables (autonomous motivation, controlled motivation). Therefore, the block entry 

method allowed me to examine the relationship between autonomous and controlled 

motivation and satisfaction will controlling for enrollment status.  

Block 2 resulted in a significant increase in R2 (R2change=.16), 

Fchange(1,419)=38.96, p<.05, R2=.16, indicating that autonomous and controlled 

motivation significantly explained variance in overall satisfaction. The unstandardized 

regression coefficients were .35 (autonomous) and -.22 (controlled), indicating that for 

every one-unit change in autonomous motivation, there will be a .35 unit increase in 

satisfaction, while for every one-unit change in controlled motivation, there will be a .22 

unit decrease in satisfaction (see Table 3). To put it another way, data indicate that 

participants who are motivated by autonomous factors (e.g., personal enjoyment) are 

likely to have increased satisfaction, while participants who are motivated by controlled 

factors (e.g., avoiding shame) are likely to have decreased satisfaction.  
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Table 3 

Multiple Regression Coefficients 

Model Variable 
Unstandardized 

Regression 
Coefficient 

Standard Error p-Value 

1 Constant .012 .051 .816 
Enrollment .180 .104 .085 

2 Constant .011 .047 .808 
Enrollment .181 .097 .062 
Autonomous 
Motivation .345 .042 .000 

Controlled Motivation -.219 .042 .000 

I analyzed survey data using descriptive and inferential statistics to examine the 

relationship between doctoral student satisfaction and autonomous and controlled 

motivation across enrollment classifications. Descriptive statistics indicate that while full-

time students report higher levels of autonomous and controlled motivation, part-time 

students report higher levels of satisfaction. Results of analysis using hierarchical 

multiple regression show that enrollment status was not a significant predictor of 

satisfaction. Regression results further indicate that, when controlling for enrollment, 

autonomous motivation is a significant positive predictor of satisfaction while controlled 

motivation is a significant negative predictor of satisfaction. In the following section, I 

present findings from the qualitative phase of my study. 

Qualitative Findings 

The qualitative phase of my study allowed me to answer the second and third 

research questions: (a) how do part-time PhD students describe their motivation for 

persisting and pursuing in their doctoral programs? and (b) how do part-time PhD 

students describe their overall satisfaction with their doctoral programs? As discussed, 
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qualitative data from full-time participants were analyzed in order to identify trends in 

variation between part-time and full-time experiences. The study’s purpose is to examine 

the relationship between motivation and satisfaction in part-time PhD students and build 

knowledge about the part-time PhD student experience, and thus the findings presented 

here are based on part-time student responses. I begin with reviewing sources of 

autonomous motivation before discussing controlled motivations, demotivational factors, 

and overall reported satisfaction.  

Motivations 

According to Self-Determination Theory, motivations fall on a continuum 

between autonomous and controlled (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Autonomous motivations 

include those that fulfill intrinsic needs (e.g., enjoyment, alignment with values, 

perceived importance), while controlled motivations are tied to extrinsic reasons (e.g., to 

avoid shame, to receive an award). Part-time PhD students described both autonomous 

and controlled motivations when explaining why they were pursuing PhDs and which 

factors contributed to their persistence.  

Autonomous Motivations  

In the focus groups, I asked participants two questions related to their motivations 

for completing PhDs: (a) why did you initially decide to pursue a PhD? and (b) which 

factors or experiences motivate you to continue with the degree? In both discussions, 

findings regarding autonomous motivations broadly fell into three categories: knowledge, 

family, and self-fulfillment.  

Knowledge. Nearly every part-time student I spoke with was also a working 

professional, and the majority of them spoke of pursuing the doctorate in order to 

investigate problems in their fields. During their professional experience, they identified 
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issues within their professional practice that their current knowledge and skill sets did not 

allow them to properly address. In some instances, this problem was very specific and 

part-time students’ dissertation studies were targeted on correcting the issue that initially 

prompted their pursuit of the PhD. For instance, one student spoke of growing up on the 

Navajo Nation and experiencing problems with how economic policy affected small 

businesses in their hometown. They described their motivation for pursuing the PhD as 

primarily wanting to help the local business owners navigate the issues associated with 

the policy, and therefore their motivation was largely guided by the desire to acquire the 

skills and knowledge needed to address the problems of their hometown.  

Other students spoke of knowledge acquisition more broadly. Instead of wanting 

to address one issue in one place, they noticed larger systemic problems that were 

currently being addressed by professionals with doctorates who were operating at higher 

levels than their current positions. Therefore, they were pursuing the PhD to be able to 

engage in more advanced inquiries. One student in the Higher Education program 

explained:  

Motivating me is this idea of maybe getting to a point where I can speak to the 

[medical doctors], and say, I don’t understand what you're doing in your practice, 

but [I do understand] the context in which that practice is happening, and how we 

on the program side of it can help to ensure that we're having the best patient 

outcomes. 

Although engaging with advanced professionals may require the credential of the PhD, 

discussions about why study participants were pursuing PhDs were more heavily focused 

on the process of solving issues rather than on credentials. The focus on process was 

illustrated by another student in Higher Education who explained their motivation for 
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doctoral study comes from “identifying a student issue [and then] digging into [the issue], 

researching it, finding ways to solve it, or ways to improve it or make it better [for the 

student].”  

When discussing the relationship between the PhD and advancing their career 

goals, students tended to emphasize the research components of the degree. One student 

in the Social Work program explained:  

[My motivation] was career-driven in terms of wanting to advance what I was 

doing. I'm a social worker … I really wanted to do research. I felt like the only 

way for me to get the skills that I needed to be able to do that research was to 

pursue the PhD. 

Discussions of using research to address practice-based problems were most common 

among students in the social sciences (e.g., social work, public health, education). 

Participants in these positions spoke of using the research skills acquired through the PhD 

to advance patient or client outcomes and thus were motivated by the ability to solve 

issues within their respective fields. 

Family. Approximately half of the part-time participants had direct caregiving 

responsibilities, and spoke unanimously of the importance of family in their decisions to 

pursue and persist in PhD programs. The importance of family was noted most 

prominently among those who identified themselves as parents but was also discussed by 

those who were close with their extended families.  

All participants who identified themselves as parents spoke of the importance of 

role modeling educational success for their children, and several noted that they hoped 

their pursuit of the PhD would inspire their children to pursue advanced degrees. For 

example, one student described her daughter as being the “driver” behind her motivation, 
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noting that she hopes to be a “a role model and some inspiration for her.” Similarly, 

another student noted that she and her sister were both working towards graduate degrees, 

and this was a strong source of motivation for her: “[We’re] super excited that we'll be 

able to share [our educational attainment] with our kids and their cousins. That means a 

lot to us.” When students spoke of role modeling for their children, they tended to 

describe this as a motivation for persisting with the degree, rather than as a motivation for 

initially pursuing the doctorate. They described how they drew upon their desires to 

provide positive examples for their children when they were struggling with aspects of 

the programs that made persistence more difficult (e.g., feeling exhausted). In this way, 

family appears to be a strong source of motivation for degree persistence, particularly 

when persistence is met with substantial challenges, such as balancing the coursework 

with childcare.  

Other family-related motivations were identified as contributing factors for 

initially pursuing the PhD. Some students noted that they were motivated to pursue the 

degree in honor of family members who were unable to attain that level of education due 

to various life circumstances. For instance, one international student spoke of how his 

mother was forced to abandon her own doctoral studies due to political instability in his 

home country. He described his motivation as coming from a desire to complete the PhD 

to “finish what [his] mom started.” Similarly, other students explained they were first 

generation college students and thus wanted to achieve terminal degrees as an indication 

of what their family can achieve and to set examples for future generations.  

Although both full-time and part-time students spoke frequently of the importance 

of family and role-modeling in their motivation, part-time students elaborated on how 

their family circumstances led them to pursue PhDs part-time. They largely described 
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their decision to attend part-time as deriving from the part-time structure allowing them 

to continue their careers and thereby continue to provide financially for themselves and 

their families. One student explained that she decided to pursue the degree part-time 

because it allowed her to not have “to put family life on hold while being a student 

because [she is] a part-time student and a staff member.” By attending part-time, students 

are able to financially support their families in ways that may be prohibitive with the 

reduced salaries and benefits associated with funded full-time doctoral assistantships or 

fellowships.  

The opportunities created by the financial benefits of enrolling in a PhD program 

part-time were particularly strong among staff members at the University. The University 

covers tuition for up to 6 credit hours a semester (18 credits year) for staff members, and 

all staff member participants were making use of this benefit to complete the PhD 

without paying tuition. While it could be argued that the enticement of free tuition is a 

type of controlled motivation, as it is a form of a reward for their employment, the part-

time students spoke of this benefit as allowing them to continue their professional 

development and not reduce their annual earnings. Therefore, they saw it not as a reward 

but rather as an enabling factor that allowed them to achieve their goals without 

comprising the value they placed on supporting their families. For instance, when 

discussing tuition remission, one student explained that even though they have young 

children, they were able to pursue the PhD financially: “I’m a staff member. A big key to 

me being a part-time student is being able to continue with my professional development 

and not really stepping out of the professional world while pursuing [the PhD].” 

Similarly, another staff member described tuition remission as being “key” to their 

decision to pursue the degree.  
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Self-fulfilment. Although less common than career- or family-related 

motivations, some students spoke of their initial decision to pursue the PhD as stemming 

from their enjoyment of academic work: “I decided I wanted a PhD when I was in the 

fifth grade, which is kind of weird. I really love school. I always loved school as a kid … 

So that was my initial interest in a PhD.” Others described how the experience of the PhD 

aligned with various aspects of their personality, such as seeking out challenges: “I 

needed a new challenge. I don't know why I chose a PhD challenge … but it was an 

opportunity; it was something that I knew I could do.” This type of motivation is closely 

aligned with intrinsic behavior, or actions performed due to an individual’s interest and 

enjoyment.  

Participants also discussed how their identities, values, and goals helped motivate 

them to persist with their doctoral studies. Several students identified as runners and 

likened their pursuit of the PhD to their experiences training for races:  

I equate it to training for a race. The moment you cross the finish line of a half 

marathon is one that has stuck with me. It's like, you hate the process … and then 

you cross the finish line and [get the] feeling of like everything was so worth it. 

Others spoke of how they are motivated by accomplishing tasks, and how they used 

milestones as motivation to continue to the next phase. For example, first- and second-

year students spoke of working towards the next step (passing their comprehensive 

exams, defending their proposal) rather than the final step (defending their dissertation). 

In both cases, students are linking a specific aspect of their personality (e.g., goal 

oriented) with their motivation to pursue the PhD, which suggests this motivation is 

coming primarily from an autonomous source. 
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Controlled Motivations 

When asked about their reasons for pursuing and persisting in their doctoral 

programs, students identified several sources of motivation that aligns with the controlled 

end of SDT’s motivation continuum. Controlled motivations are those that are typically 

done for largely extrinsic reasons, such as to avoid shame, to receive a reward, or to 

avoid punishment (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Findings indicate that part-time PhD students’ 

controlled motivations fall into two primary categories: career advancement and 

avoidance of perceived disappointment.  

Career Advancement. Nearly all participants identified career advancement as a 

primary source of motivation in their doctoral pursuit. In addition to the autonomous 

career motivations associated with knowledge acquisition, many participants explained 

they were motivated by the need to obtain a terminal degree to advance their careers. 

Several students expressed frustration that the terminal degree credential was required, as 

they saw it as more of a formality rather than a necessary step in their professional 

development. For instance, one student in a University staff job succinctly summarized 

the credential focus, stating that the PhD was “the natural next step in career progression. 

To move up or to open more opportunities, the PhD was needed.” In some cases, students 

reported being told of the need for this credential by their direct supervisors: “my boss at 

the time said, ‘If you want my position, you really should have a PhD or a terminal 

degree’.” The need for this credential was identified by students across disciplines and 

was espoused by those who were planning to pursue faculty and alternative-academic 

(e.g., industry) positions, with one student pursuing a faculty position describing their 

motivation as wanting to “get letters behind my name.”  
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Other students were less decided on their specific career path and spoke of their 

motivation to pursue the PhD as a way to expand their career options in the future. In 

these discussions, it was common for participants to describe what one student labeled as 

“trying to find my place.” In other words, several of the part-time PhD students seemed 

to be motivated to complete the degree because they saw the PhD as a way to figure out 

where they belong within their fields:  

I'm hoping it will open some different doors for me career-wise, because I am 

thinking about going into faculty one day. I'm hoping that this will either tell me, 

yes, this is the way to go. Or it will probably be like, no, let’s pursue something 

else. It really is a process for me to think about if this is something that I want to 

do.   

Again, the notion that the PhD provides flexibility and opportunity in types of careers 

was noted across disciplines and career paths (i.e., faculty or alt-ac).  

Closely connected to the perceived need for a terminal degree to perform 

advanced work is the perception that colleagues with PhDs do not respect those without 

them. The latter perception was particularly strong among University staff members, as 

participants in staff roles noted that they work primarily with faculty members who hold 

PhDs or other terminal degrees (e.g., MD). For example, one student who works in a staff 

role at the medical school of the University explained that: “In my current role, I'm just 

never going to get respect. [With the PhD], I feel like I'll get a little bit more and be 

treated as somewhat of an expert in my field. That was my initial motivation.” Another 

student echoed this sentiment, stating that:  
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I'm smarter than these folks, but I'm not being treated with the same level of 

respect. And I realized I had to get these letters if I wanted to play with the big 

boys and girls. That's the honest motivation.  

This focus on using the PhD as a way to gain respect professionally was typically noted 

as a reason for initially deciding to pursue the PhD, and not as a reason for continued 

persistence. In terms of motivations to persist, students spoke frequently of not wanting 

to disappoint others.  

Avoiding Perceived Disappointment. Findings in this section are focused on the 

motivations to avoid disappointing others or oneself. When asked what factors keep them 

motivated to persist, many students pointed to their relationships with others and not 

wanting to "let people down." Although the specific roles and relationships of the people 

that students did not want to disappoint varied (e.g., family, advisor, peers), the sentiment 

that there would be people disappointed in them if they were to leave the program 

without finishing was common across nearly all respondents. Speaking specifically of her 

family, one student described her motivation in this area: “I don't want to disappoint my 

son; I don't want him to see me start this and fail and not finish it. And my parents will be 

disappointed. And my husband's put all this time in with me.” Similarly, another student 

described the idea of leaving the program as being “really embarrassing” due to how 

many people knew she was pursuing it, and another described how she did not want to be 

perceived as a quitter and “just wants to be able to say that [she’s] done it.”  

In addition to not wanting to disappoint others, students spoke of persisting with 

their degrees because they did not want to disappoint themselves. This discussion most 

frequently occurred in students describing the sunk costs associated with their PhDs. In 

particular, students who were beyond the first year in their program spoke of continuing 
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with their programs due to the time and energy that they have already spent working 

towards their degrees:  

The thing that motivates me really is thinking about the time and effort and 

money I have already put into it. Like, okay, great, I have tuition remission, but 

you still have to pay the fees; you still have to pay for your textbooks. Thinking 

about how I gave up going to see the Lion King with my niece because I had 

class, and all those things build up. If I don't finish, then all that was for nothing. 

One student reflected on the issues with this type of motivation, noting that it is only 

enough to make her do the bare minimum amount of work required; she struggles finding 

motivation to do anything beyond this level of work. Students also identified other factors 

that make it difficult for them to find motivation to persist.  

Demotivational Factors 

This theme derives primarily from responses to the request to name factors or 

experiences that caused participants to lose motivation. Although these responses were 

grounded in participants’ specific circumstances (e.g., childcare responsibilities, conflicts 

with their advisor), causes of reduced motivation were generally attributed to feeling 

isolated, exhausted, or overwhelmed.  

Feeling Isolated. Isolation was an issue identified by all doctoral students, 

regardless of enrollment status, discipline, or doctoral phase. However, there were 

variances in how students viewed their isolation based on their doctoral stage. For 

instance, in the dissertation stage, they spoke of a lack of connection to their peers once 

they finished coursework:  

[The] dissertation is a very lonely process because it’s just you with your 

dissertation … when you're doing classes, you sort of have that cohort and 
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support group that gives you that motivation, because you're seeing them on a 

constant basis, and you're interacting with them. And then once you get done with 

classes, that motivational piece sort of goes away … and you have to find that 

self-motivation.  

While isolation caused by the dissertation process was noted frequently by both full- and 

part-time students, part-time students also spoke of feeling disconnected from their peers 

and faculty in their programs in other phases of their doctoral program, such as 

coursework and comprehensive exams.  

Part-time students typically attributed the cause of these feelings of isolation and 

disconnection to “feeling like a square peg in a round hole.” That is, part-time students 

expressed feeling as if they were the only student in their classes who was not following 

the traditional PhD model of enrolling full-time and having an assistantship. For example, 

one part-time student described her coursework experience:  

I felt so alone, so often. I would see other people being on three research projects, 

and taking nine credit hours a semester. And I was like, oh my God, I'm seven 

months pregnant and may have the baby in this class. I felt just so alone all the 

time. 

With full-time employment and childcare responsibilities, this student explained that she 

was unable to relate to the experiences of her full-time peers, and this lack of connection 

caused her to feel isolated even when she was surrounded by them. Similarly, another 

student expressed how aspects of the doctoral program designed as preparation for 

faculty careers (e.g., publishing) left her feeling alienated from their peers:  

Since I'm part-time and not necessarily looking for a full-time faculty position … 

I think it was pretty alienating to me when all the conversation and discussion was 



 

  76 

about publishing and presenting. And that's just not where I am; maybe I should 

be a little bit more. But that was pretty alienating for me, and so I felt a little on an 

island.  

Although this student recognized that publishing and presenting were fundamental to the 

PhD experience, she also explained that her part-time status frequently prevented her 

from doing more than the bare minimum required, and therefore she did not feel like she 

had the time to take on the extra work associated with publishing and presenting at 

conferences. Many students described how it felt as if they were the only student with 

these feelings, despite the high percentage of part-time students enrolled in many of the 

degree programs.  

Adding to the issue of isolation is a lack of connection that many part-time 

students feel with their advisors. Although part-time students were divided on this topic, 

as some students noted that their advisors were one of their primary supports and 

contributed substantially to their motivation to persist, those who did not have a strong 

advisor relationship spoke of how this lack of relationship negatively affected their sense 

of belonging and their motivation:  

I've got like, nothing. My advisor is not reaching out to me. No one's checking in 

…  And I know my advisor wants me to finish but she's always like, ‘this is you 

driving [your progress]. You let me know what you need.’ Well, I need her to be 

like, ‘Where are you? What's going on?’ And there's been none of that. 

Another student expressed feeling as if they were not a priority for their advisor: “You're 

10th on [your advisor’s] priority list. They just want you to turn in the paper, and then 

they'll get to you when they get to you.” This student perceived that they were not a 

priority for their advisor due specifically to their part-time status. This feeling was echoed 
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by other study participants, and suggests that weak advisor-advisee relationships 

contribute to feelings of isolation and are thus a source of demotivation for part-time 

students. 

Feeling Exhausted. Unlike feelings of isolation, which were common among 

full-time and part-time students, feelings of exhaustion were far more prevalent among 

part-time students. Part-time student participants were almost universally balancing their 

PhD programs will full-time employment, and many of them also had caregiving 

responsibilities. Nearly all of the part-time students spoke of struggling to find motivation 

due to exhaustion at some point during their doctoral program. For instance, one first-

semester part-time student explained how exhausting it was to work a full day and then 

attend night class:  

When I feel the least motivated … is right after a very draining class. I'm getting a 

lot out of it … But you know, I get to the office at eight o'clock in the morning. 

I'm here for eight and a half hours, and then two and a half hours at class. When 

it's said and done, I've been sitting at this desk for 12 hours, and it's just like, what 

am I doing? I'm exhausted. 

This student noted that COVID-19 was an exacerbating factor in their exhaustion, as they 

were attending class online and therefore sitting in the same seat for the duration of their 

work and school day. Another student who worked in a student affairs staff position 

spoke of how COVID-19 had caused a substantial increase in their workload, and this 

increase has made it more difficult for them to complete their doctoral work: “It's just 

mentally exhausting. And so that really just makes any motivation I have to do anything 

else go out the window."  
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Although part-time PhD students frequently mentioned COVID-19 as a 

contributing factor to their current exhaustion, others noted that causes of their 

exhaustion existed before the pandemic:  

I do work full-time, but I decided to take three classes. And I will say that it truly 

wore me out. After I got done with the spring, I was just literally like, I'm tired. I 

don't want to do anything … I think I'm like a superwoman … I should be like 

writing a little bit or reading more, but I think I was truly just not motivated to do 

it. Because the spring semester had truly just worn me out. 

Another student also described feelings of guilt associated with exhaustion. They 

explained that when they were a master’s student and a full-time employee, they were 

able to not do extra work on the nights that they had class. However, they believed their 

PhD program necessitated hours of work every night, regardless of other circumstances: 

I would just assume, okay, I have class Tuesday, Wednesday; those are just nights 

I [don’t do additional work]. But now with the amount of work that I think is 

expected [in the PhD], I don't know if I can say [the hours after night class are] 

the time that I just discount. I don't know if I can say that anymore. And the 

thought of that kind of exhausts me. 

This student spoke of feeling as if they were never doing enough, despite working long 

hours every day. All participants in this focus group session agreed with this feeling, 

indicating that many part-time students may feel their efforts are not meeting the 

demands of their degrees.  

Feeling Overwhelmed. Unlike isolation and exhaustion, the feeling of being 

overwhelmed was attributed not to being different or feeling worn out, but rather feeling 

split between competing responsibilities and priorities. Part-time PhD students largely 
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described their decision to enroll on a part-time basis as being borne out of a financial 

necessity, as they explained they could not support themselves or their families on the 

reduced salary of an assistantship. The need to maintain a full-time position contributed 

to the students experiencing difficulties with prioritizing their doctoral work over their 

professional careers. Students largely spoke of wishing they could spend more time 

focusing on their doctoral studies, yet the reality of their situations necessitated they 

prioritize their careers. For instance, one student explained how their increased workload 

from COVID-19 caused them to reduce the number of classes they were taking and 

therefore slow down their overall time-to-degree: 

That's the hard part. I dropped one of my classes that I was taking this semester, 

and that pushed back finishing my comps. And I'm like, you know what, I don't 

even care at this point. I'm doing it because I have to.  

Other students described how their attempts to balance competing responsibilities led to 

decreased performance in their careers or doctoral programs. When describing the 

impacts on her career, one student explained:  

I took three classes at once, and it was during [a busy time of year at my job]. [It 

was the] worst decision I probably ever made. Because I really couldn't give the 

attention that was needed to my [job] then … I put a lot of stress on myself. I'm 

usually good at hiding it, but people around me noticed the tiredness and 

everything that I was going through.  

Although part-time students spoke of prioritizing their careers above their doctoral 

programs, they also described the guilt and stress that came along with these decisions. 

The negative feelings associated with these choices suggests that, if given the choice, 
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many part-time students would prioritize their doctoral education over their current 

professional positions.  

Similarly, those students with young children described the difficulties that came 

from trying to balance their PhD work with their caregiving responsibilities. As with 

career prioritization, many of these students spoke of having to choose between what 

their children need and what needs to be done for their doctoral programs:  

But the time away from my kids is hard … To be honest, I have started missing 

class, like send an email that I can't be there. I've got to do this for my girls, 

because that's not going to be here the next time. You know, I need to do those 

things. It's a balancing act, and I get that, but I can't let those moments pass either. 

Again, there was substantial guilt and stress associated with decisions to prioritize their 

doctoral work over spending time with family. As another student described, “the mom 

guilt is real in this because you know how much time you're taking away from your 

children. It's tough.” Students recognized that being successful in their doctoral programs 

necessitated substantial commitments of time and effort, but they struggled with finding 

this time in their otherwise demanding schedules. Frequently, students spoke of having to 

compromise the quality of the work they do in their doctoral programs due to this stress: 

“I just am so overwhelmed with the bare minimum of what I have to do.” So while part-

time students may be driven by motivation related to supporting their families or 

advancing their careers, these same factors can also be a substantial source of stress that 

decreases motivation overall.  

Satisfaction 

The quantitative analysis showed a negative relationship between satisfaction and 

controlled motivation (i.e., controlled motivations lead to a decrease in overall 
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satisfaction). Yet in the focus groups, part-time students were reluctant to describe 

themselves as unsatisfied, regardless of how they described their motivation. That is, 

part-time students would describe numerous issues with their doctoral program that they 

were unsatisfied with (e.g., advisor, course work), but then describe themselves as 

satisfied overall. Full-time students were far more likely to identify as being unsatisfied 

and to name specific programmatic factors that led to their dissatisfaction. However, 

when part-time students were asked to describe their satisfaction, many of them discussed 

issues with their programs or personal circumstances that detract from their overall 

satisfaction, indicating that they may be more dissatisfied than they choose to admit.  

Results of first and second cycle coding further support this finding. For example, 

first round coding involved identifying sources of satisfaction and dissatisfaction broadly, 

and resulted in 15 codes for sources of satisfaction and 89 codes for sources of 

dissatisfaction. Thus, findings suggest that even when indicating satisfaction, part-time 

students are wrestling with a range of challenges and issues that may cause them to 

experience feelings of dissatisfaction. Therefore, although part-time students are likely 

dissatisfied with many aspects of their doctoral programs, they describe themselves as 

primarily satisfied with the overall experience.  

Factors that Contribute to Satisfaction 

Those students who spoke of being highly satisfied with their doctoral experience 

were most likely to identify sources of support that contributed to this satisfaction. These 

sources of support came from peers, faculty, and personal growth.  

Peer Support. One student in particular is part of a cohort of students who are all 

staff members, as well as women of color, and who are all pursuing their PhDs in the 

same program part-time. When speaking of this cohort, she said that it “truly contributes 
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to my satisfaction of the program, because I'm on this journey with four other people. 

And I think that has truly been a blessing for me and truly contributed to that 

satisfaction.” Despite the satisfaction that this student gained from this experience, part-

time cohorts appear to be extremely rare across disciplines, as she was the only part-time 

participant who indicated she had a close cohort to rely on for support.  

Faculty Support. Other students described the effects of their advisors and 

mentors contributing to their overall satisfaction, although generally strong advisor or 

mentor relationships were rare among part-time student participants. Those who did 

maintain strong relationships described how their advisors have helped them navigate the 

challenges of part-time study. For instance, one part-time student explained that his 

advisor has helped him prioritize competing demands within the program: “her 

perspective has been helpful for me to identify areas where I need to be more self-

motivated, or more aggressive, and what I need to get done.” Aside from advisors, 

informal mentors also appear to be a strong source of support for students who form these 

relationships. For instance, a student who moved out-of-state to another institution for 

work described connecting with a faculty mentor at their new institution and explained 

that this mentor has helped guide their work:  

I've been extremely happy with my mentor and how receptive she's been. We 

have weekly calls where we talk about what I'm doing and how things are going. 

And so I felt a lot more supported in that process with her than I ever felt the three 

years that I was taking courses.  

Although rare, having strong faculty relationships with frequent touch points appears to 

be a strong indicator of overall satisfaction in part-time students, regardless of whether 

these relationships develop between advisor and advisee or mentor and mentee.  
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Personal Growth. When discussing which factors led to their overall feeling of 

satisfaction, part-time students also pointed to their demonstrated growth in academic and 

professional abilities. Students reported feeling better prepared to engage with scholarly 

articles and conduct research of their own, and several students discussed how these 

improved skills have benefited them in their professional lives. One part-time student in 

particular spoke repeatedly about the importance of skill development and knowledge 

acquisition in her PhD satisfaction. Although she was one of the students who described 

her motivation as being primarily credential-focused (i.e., needing the degree for 

promotion purposes), it was not career progression that contributed to her satisfaction:  

One of my first sources of satisfaction … was learning how to read a scholarly 

article. I was really surprised [because of] how I remembered looking at these 

documents for years. But now I understand and know how to actually go through 

it. And also, what makes me satisfied is when I can teach others. I can work with 

my students now and know how to analyze the abstract and how the study went 

… and when I feel confident in what I can do to teach others I'm satisfied.  

Rather than being satisfied through her career progression, she explained that her 

satisfaction derived most fully through her application of skills that she learned through 

the program. In this way, her satisfaction was coming from an internal source (i.e., 

confidence in her abilities) rather than an external reward. Similarly, another student 

spoke of pursuing the PhD due to the rigor associated with the degree, as they had 

completed a professional doctorate in the past and felt that that degree had not been 

challenging enough; they gained satisfaction from being challenged by the PhD. The 

experiences of both students suggest that although part-time students may engage with 
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doctoral programs in non-traditional ways, traditional aspects of the degrees (knowledge 

development, academic rigor) are sources of satisfaction.  

Factors that Detract from Satisfaction 

Although students were unlikely to label themselves as "not satisfied," they spoke 

extensively of perceived problems with their programs and institution that detracted from 

their satisfaction. While some of these problems have been exacerbated by the COVID-

19 pandemic, the majority of them have been longstanding according to participants. The 

students who described perceived problems varied across disciplines, doctoral stages, and 

personal characteristics. Sources of dissatisfaction centered around assumptions that their 

programs were designed for full-time students and little, if any, accommodations had 

been made for part-time students. The lack of part-time student support was identified as 

coming from faculty, programs, and broad student service areas within the University 

(e.g., the Graduate School, the library, the writing center).  

Perceived Shortcomings of Faculty Support.  The most common finding in this 

area was a widespread belief that program faculty considered part-time students to be 

lesser than their full-time peers. This perception came most directly from interactions 

with faculty members, as many students expressed feeling as if faculty were disinterested 

in working with part-time students or did not take part-time students seriously when 

compared to full-time students. In some instances, part-time students described feeling as 

though faculty did not understand the demands on their time:  

Sometimes I can't be in class tonight, because I have a work commitment that I 

have to attend. I think a lot of the faculty members need to realize that not 

everybody has a TA or a GA, but some of us are working full-time jobs. And 

sometimes we just need some grace and patience. 
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The perception that faculty assumed all students were full-time was largely held by part-

time students across disciplines, contributing to the finding that these students widely feel 

as if they are outsiders within their programs. For example, other students described the 

experience of being a part-time PhD student as feeling like “an afterthought” or a “second 

class citizen.”  

Part-time students largely assumed this feeling of differential treatment compared 

to full-time students was due to their own lack of adherence to the traditional PhD student 

model. They described believing that faculty expected all PhD students to follow 

traditional models of doctoral education. In other words, part-time students expressed 

beliefs that program faculty assumed all doctoral students were enrolled full-time, held 

assistantships, spent their time focused on completing research in order to publish and 

present at conferences, and held the ultimate goal of attaining tenure-track faculty 

positions. Although many part-time students described their interest in improving their 

research skills and advancing knowledge in their fields, few of them described needing 

these skills in order to publish or present at conferences, indicating that part-time students 

may be more interested in the practical application of knowledge than the creation and 

dissemination of knowledge in traditional academic avenues (e.g., conferences, journals).  

While some students admitted that they were wholly disinterested in publishing 

and presenting at conferences, it was more common for students to describe their inability 

to add additional work to their lives. One student explained that although they wished 

they were able to be more involved in research and publishing, they felt that adding to 

their workload was “just not realistic.” Students also expressed frustration with faculty’s 

perceived focus on preparing for tenure-track positions, noting that the ever-declining job 

market is creating a reality in which “those positions may not exist.” Perceptions of 
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differential treatment also led to frustrations among many part-time students who were 

acutely aware that their tuition paid faculty salaries: “I'm still funding this department; 

I'm still valid here. I felt like we were being treated poorly [by faculty] for [our part-time 

status, which] we have no control over.” Feelings of inequity seemed to be exacerbated 

by the majority of part-time students expressing that their part-time enrollment was a 

necessity rather than a choice. Several students remarked that if their life circumstances 

had been different and they were able to choose between full- and part-time enrollment, 

they would have pursued the PhD full-time.  

Perceived Shortcomings in Program Supports. Aside from faculty 

relationships, students described their programs as detracting from their satisfaction due 

to the perceptions that programs were designed for and focused on supporting full-time 

students only. For example, the majority of part-time students did not have an established 

cohort to rely upon for support and advice during their program. Students without cohort 

support spoke of its negative impact on their overall satisfaction level, saying that having 

“no cohort has been very tough.” Students were largely aware of how cohorts can 

contribute to the positive experiences of full-time students, and this awareness seemed to 

heighten their feelings of missing out on this aspect of the doctoral experience:  

Whenever I go to big conferences, people are connecting with their cohort and 

connecting with people that were in higher levels of previous cohorts, and they 

have those connections for years and years. I don't feel like that's going to happen 

[for me].  

Beyond networking and associated benefits, students expressed a desire for the shared 

experiences and connections that can come through cohort models:  
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I wish that there had been more of an opportunity to kind of sit around and be 

like, oh, I'm not in this alone. Like everyone else who is in this process and going 

through their journey is having hiccups and hurdles, and they may not be mine. 

But you know, they're not perfectly sailing through this either. Like they're having 

their moments as well. 

Students largely described the lack of cohort as contributing to their feelings of isolation 

and their overall lack of belonging in their programs. In many ways, part-time students 

seemed to crave connections with other part-time students who understood their doctoral 

experience. Several students noted how the focus groups, which brought together part-

time students to discuss their shared experiences, “felt like therapy.” 

Beyond cohort supports and faculty relationships, part-time students also 

expressed feeling as if their programs did not consider their needs when crafting policy or 

designing programmatic materials. For instance, one student explained that in their first 

advising session, they were given a full-time program plan, despite their advisor knowing 

that they were attending on a part-time basis. Program plans are given to students in order 

to help guide them through their coursework and successfully complete their 

requirements within a timeframe, but the structure of the program plan will differ 

substantially based on enrollment status. This student expressed frustration with being 

given incorrect materials that did not aid in their degree completion. 

Perceived Shortcomings in University Supports. Many of the part-time 

students were also employed in university staff positions, and several of them worked in 

student affairs positions. Perhaps for these reasons, many students were well informed 

about the types of supports that various university units (e.g., the Graduate School, the 

library) offer for doctoral students (e.g., invited talks, workshops, student socials). Yet 
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they described believing that part-time student needs were not considered when designing 

these supports, as they were primarily offered during working hours when part-time 

students are typically at work and therefore unable to participate. One student affairs 

professional reflected on this feeling of being unsupported by the institution by 

explaining how her experience as a part-time student made her better able to understand 

the feelings of other underserved student populations:  

[Being a part-time PhD student] is kind of what it feels like to be a student on a 

college campus that doesn’t serve you. I had never really had that experience 

before, like many students do throughout their [education]. But I was finally like, 

oh, I’m not the target here. Okay, that’s clear. I just wish there was more support. 

Being unable to participate in doctoral student programming contributed to the overall 

feeling described by part-time students that they were not the primary concern among 

faculty, their programs, or their universities.  

Beyond student supports, part-time students also described feeling as if the culture 

of the University did not value them in the same way it valued full-time students. For 

instance, one first-year part-time student described an experience they had at the college-

wide doctoral student orientation:  

At orientation something was said to the effect of ‘will [full-time students] have 

opportunities for engaging with faculty and university stakeholders that part-time 

students will miss out on?’ And the answer was ‘YES!’ … That was kind of 

frustrating, because I feel like I have all kinds of opportunities as a part-time PhD 

student. It's one of those moments where you see yourself a certain way, and then 

you realize other people see you a different way. Like, I don't feel limited as a 

part-time PhD student, in terms of what I can do, or partnerships I can create, or 
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the projects I can work on, or the relationships I can build. So, to have a faculty 

member say that was kind of demotivating. 

Orientation is supposed to be the first time that students engage with their college at the 

doctoral level, and thus the inclusion of material that specifically alienates part-time 

students may be contributing to the overall assumption among these students that they are 

less valued than those who attend full-time.  

Summary 

This chapter provided findings from a survey (N=430) and focus groups (N=50) 

with doctoral students at one university regarding their motivation and satisfaction. 

Findings addressed three research questions: (a) Does motivation for doctoral studies 

influence overall doctoral program satisfaction for part-time PhD students? (b) How do 

part-time PhD students describe their motivation for persisting and pursuing in their 

doctoral programs? (c) How do part-time PhD students describe their overall satisfaction 

with their doctoral programs?  

Findings suggest that part-time PhD students share much in common with full-

time students in terms of motivation and satisfaction, as enrollment was not a significant 

predictor of satisfaction. The decision to enroll on a part-time basis is typically dictated 

by personal circumstances and desire for career advancement. Once enrolled, part-time 

PhD students are motivated to persist by knowledge advancement and relationships with 

others, yet access to these relationships is restricted due to their part-time status. Sources 

of demotivation are consistent with those of full-time students and include feeling 

isolated, exhausted, and overwhelmed; circumstances associated with part-time study 

exacerbate these feelings. Like motivation, satisfaction is primarily derived through 

relationships with others, feeling supported, and personal and professional growth. Yet, 
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also like motivation, part-time enrollment limits access to many of the relationships and 

resources that provide satisfaction. An overall lack of community support and access 

contributes to part-time students’ perceptions that they are valued less by their programs, 

faculty, and their institution. In the following chapter, I discuss these findings in relation 

to the literature about doctoral education and provide implications for research and 

practice.
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DISCUSSION 

There were two purposes to this study: (a) investigate the relationship between 

motivation and satisfaction among part-time PhD students, and (b) build knowledge 

about the part-time PhD student experience. In this chapter, I discuss major findings from 

the study as they relate to the literature about doctoral education, part-time PhD student 

experiences, and the guiding theoretical framework of Self-Determination Theory (Deci 

& Ryan, 1985). Through this discussion, I show how the study answered the three 

research questions:   

1. Does motivation for doctoral studies influence overall doctoral program

satisfaction for part-time PhD students?

2. How do part-time PhD students describe their motivation for persisting

and pursuing in their doctoral programs?

3. How do part-time PhD students describe their overall satisfaction with

their doctoral programs?

Findings from the quantitative portion of the study indicate that SDT explains the 

relationship between motivation (autonomous, controlled) and satisfaction for this sample 

regardless of enrollment status, with autonomous motivation leading to increased 

satisfaction and controlled motivation leading to decreased satisfaction. Quantitative 

findings further indicated that full-time students report higher levels of both autonomous 

and controlled motivation, while part-time students report higher levels of satisfaction. 
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However, qualitative findings indicate that these reported levels of satisfaction may not 

be fully accurate, as part-time students reported substantial and frequent causes of 

dissatisfaction with their PhD experiences.  

The qualitative phase provided further nuance to the quantitative findings. 

Qualitative findings indicate that part-time students derive autonomous motivation from 

gaining new knowledge, their families, and fulfilling their personal goals. At the same 

time, they are motivated by factors on the controlled end of the motivation spectrum, 

such as advancing their careers and not disappointing people in their lives. Factors that 

detract from part-time student motivation are primarily related to feelings of isolation, 

exhaustion, and being overwhelmed. Part-time students described deriving satisfaction 

from personal growth and sources of support (e.g., advisors, cohorts), but more 

commonly were dissatisfied with the supports they received from program faculty. 

Similarly, they frequently described feeling as if program policies and institutional 

supports were not designed for part-time students. All of these perceptions likely 

contribute to many part-time students feeling alienated and alone in their doctoral 

pursuits.  

Although many of these findings overlap with experiences of full-time students as 

described in the literature (e.g., Mason, 2012; Barnes & Randall, 2010; Zhao et al., 2007), 

part-time students described how the circumstances of their enrollment exacerbated many 

of these issues. For instance, although all doctoral students likely struggle with feeling 

exhausted or overwhelmed, part-time students situated these conversations in relation to 

completing doctoral requirements while also maintaining a full-time career (that often 

must take priority); maintaining the balance between PhD work and a full-time career is 

not typically an aspect of the full-time PhD student experience. Other issues identified by 
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the part-time students, such as perceptions of unsupportive faculty or lack of peer 

connections, appear to be specific to the part-time student experience.   

Interpretation of the Findings 

Findings from this study suggest that the relationship between motivation and 

satisfaction in part-time PhD students is comprised of three related themes: (a) 

community motivates part-time students, but access to community may be limited; (b) 

untested assumptions about the PhD and the part-time student experience detract from 

overall satisfaction; and (c) part-time student career motivation is both intrinsic and 

extrinsic. Overall, study findings indicate that part-time PhD student motivation is similar 

to that of full-time students enrolled in doctoral programs at the research site, yet 

satisfaction is affected by the reduced exposure and perceived misunderstandings 

typically associated with part-time enrollment.  

Community 

Echoing previous studies about the role of community in doctoral education 

(Baker & Pifer, 2011; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Lovitts, 2011), my findings indicate that 

community support is a critical factor in motivating doctoral student persistence 

regardless of enrollment status. The need for community is supported by SDT, which 

posits that relatedness with others is an innate need that drives human behavior (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985). While many studies look at doctoral student communities from a 

programmatic lens (e.g., faculty, student peers), Baker and Pifer (2011) expand the 

definition of doctoral community to also include family, friends, and professional 

colleagues. In my study, part-time students spoke of drawing upon all of these sources for 

both logistical (e.g., childcare) and emotional support. Students who felt well supported 

were likely to identify specific individuals in their lives (partners, friends) that were 
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enabling them to be successful in their doctoral programs. As a whole, my findings 

adhered to literature about the role of relationships and support in doctoral student 

success and extend that literature by demonstrating this need among part-time PhD 

students.  

Yet while all doctoral students seem to benefit from community support, the 

ability to access and integrate into communities may be considerably affected by part-

time enrollment. Part-time students described how their full-time employment affected 

their doctoral student experience, as full-time employment restricts part-time students 

from being able to integrate into their doctoral communities. Most simply, the time 

commitment inherent in full-time work prevents students from participating in 

extracurricular activities, such as invited talks, workshops, or student socials. Participants 

explained that they are constantly rushing between commitments and therefore do not 

have the ability to take on any activities beyond what is minimally required of their 

programs.  

Practically, this lack of time prevents students from spending time with peers and 

program faculty. While many doctoral students may create relationships with their peers 

during extracurricular or social events, part-time students’ inability to participate 

inherently leads to their exclusion from relationship-building. This finding echo that of 

Deem and Brehony (2000), who found that full-time students have greater access to 

program faculty and advisors due to their physical presence (e.g., working in GA offices, 

arriving to class early). The participants in my study frequently noted feeling detached 

from their advisors and professors due to their infrequent meetings and rushed 

interactions. In this way, the findings from my study also mirror those of Neumann and 
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Rodwell (2009) who found that part-time students are less integrated into academic and 

peer cultures than full-time students.  

Compounding the logistical challenges associated with full-time enrollment, part-

time students may also feel a lack of belonging even when they are physically present 

(e.g., in class, meeting with faculty). Participants described how their differing doctoral 

experience left them feeling alienated from peers who were heavily involved in 

traditional academic work (e.g., assisting faculty with research, presenting at 

conferences). While Baker and Pifer (2011) noted that feelings of isolation may be 

common among doctoral students in the dissertation phase, my findings indicate that for 

part-time students, this feeling of isolation can occur at any point during the doctoral 

journey, but may be stronger during the coursework component. Because part-time 

students are not physically present at many of the opportunities that are created for 

networking and relationship building, they may not have the opportunity to form 

relationships with other part-time students and are thus left feeling as if they are the only 

student experiencing the challenges of part-time study.  

Part-time students nearly universally expressed feeling isolated from their 

(presumptively full-time) peers. However, while some participants were the only part-

time student in their programs as a matter of policy (i.e., the program only admits one 

part-time student per year), the majority of participants were in programs that appeared to 

have substantial part-time enrollment. The discrepancy between the number of part-time 

students in a program and the perceived isolation of the students indicates that part-time 

students are not building relationships with each other and thus not experiencing the 

benefits of peer support in their doctoral programs. The isolation from peers reported by 

nearly all part-time participants stands in stark contrast to the one part-time student who 
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was a member of a part-time specific student cohort and who spoke at length about the 

benefits of the cohort to her experience.  

Compounding the feeling of isolation is a perceived lack of external resources 

(e.g., how-to books, blogs, online communities) available to part-time students. Although 

there are numerous external resources available to full-time doctoral students, resources 

tailored to part-time students are scarce. Nearly ten years ago, Gardner and Gopaul 

(2012) found that part-time doctoral students felt as if there were no guides or resources 

on how to be successful as a part-time PhD student, and my findings indicate that this 

lack of resources persists today.  

Ultimately, my findings indicate part-time students are lacking access to 

community physically, psychologically, and intellectually. Lacking community support 

has been shown to lead to numerous negative outcomes for doctoral students, including 

reduced persistence (Lovitts, 2001), decreased satisfaction (Zhao et al., 2007; Deem & 

Brehony, 2000), and decreased mental well-being (Muszynski, 1988). Adding to these 

negative effects, reduced access to academic and peer communities also prevents part-

time PhD students from having their assumptions about faculty beliefs and programmatic 

designs tested. My findings indicate that these untested assumptions detract considerably 

from overall satisfaction.  

Assumptions 

While it is likely that all doctoral students enter their programs with preconceived 

notions about what their experience will be, most students have these assumptions tested 

and altered through doctoral student socialization. Socialization, or the process through 

which doctoral students learn the conventions of their programs and disciplines on the 

journey toward becoming independent scholars, occurs largely through interactions with 
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faculty, advisors, and peers (Weidman et al., 2001). Such interactions require time and 

presence, and my findings indicate that part-time PhD students have substantial 

restrictions on both aspects of their doctoral experience. Dressel and Mayhew (1974) 

were suspicious of the discrepancy between time needed for socialization and time 

available in part-time enrollment, arguing that it was unlikely for part-time students to 

achieve proper scholarly or professional socialization with the reduced amount of time 

they spend with faculty and peers. My findings support Dressel and Mayhew’s concern, 

as I found that many part-time PhD students held assumptions about themselves and their 

programs that may have been altered during the socialization process.  

Without this socialization, it is likely that part-time students are experiencing 

feelings of otherness, and such feelings may contribute to their assumptions about their 

own experiences remaining untested. Pifer and Baker (2014) found that otherness, or 

“feelings of negative distinction, isolation, or lack of fit within a given social context 

based on one or more aspects of one’s identity in relation to other group members and 

group norms” (p. 15), can substantially shape a doctoral student’s experience, their 

perception of the experience, and their subsequent belief in their own potential for 

success and satisfaction within their doctoral programs and future careers. In other words, 

feeling like an outsider, which many part-time participants described, can shape the 

doctoral journey and the relationships within it, and thus may contribute to the finding 

that study participants’ assumptions appear to be present at all stages of the doctoral 

journey) and therefore untested. The consequences of these untested assumptions are a 

lack of professional growth, a misunderstanding of the role of the self and faculty 

members in the doctoral process, a reduced sense of belonging, and negative perceptions 

about their PhD experience.  
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Evidence of untested assumptions was perhaps most apparent in the widely held 

belief that program faculty do not value part-time students to the same degree that they 

value full-time students. This belief may stem from a perception of difference in values 

between faculty members and part-time students who are not seeking academic careers. 

As Pifer and Baker (2014) explain, students who perceive themselves as different from 

faculty members may also feel that they are excluded from the benefits of faculty 

relationships, including support, mentoring, access to academic and professional 

opportunities, and a sense of belonging with their departments. Gardner and Gopaul 

(2012) also found this belief in their study, where part-time participants described feeling 

minoritized and inferior to full-time students.  

In my study, the belief that faculty saw part-time students as less than full-time 

students was expressed by the majority of part-time participants, regardless of program 

discipline or doctoral stage, and it was typically attributed to a belief in faculty 

prioritizing self-replication. In other words, part-time students largely described believing 

that faculty were primarily (if not exclusively) concerned with doctoral students who 

mirrored their own experiences (e.g., attended full-time, received an assistantship or 

fellowship, published and presented research in order to prepare for future tenure-track 

faculty positions).  

While there may be faculty members who hold prejudices against part-time 

students, untested assumptions of this nature are likely to be the result of a lack of 

socialization to faculty roles broadly and individual program faculty specifically. For 

example, part-time students described beliefs that they were low on their advisors’ 

priority lists and had to frequently wait extended periods of time for feedback on paper 

drafts. Participants attributed this lack of attention to their part-time status. However, 
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when taken into consideration alongside the realities of increased faculty workloads and a 

devaluing of advising and mentoring in faculty evaluations (Miller & Seldin, 2014), it 

becomes apparent that delays in responses may be due to factors wholly external to the 

student’s enrollment status.  

Regardless of enrollment status, many doctoral students may begin their programs 

with a misunderstanding of faculty roles and responsibilities (Weidman et al., 2001). 

Typically, students would learn about the varied aspects of faculty careers through the 

socialization process, as this process is considered the first step in preparing future 

faculty members (Sweitzer, 2009), and my findings indicate that part-time students may 

not be experiencing this socialization. Compounding this issue, Pifer and Baker (2014) 

found that doctoral students who do not intend to pursue faculty careers experience 

feelings of professional otherness. In their study, these feelings led to two related 

outcomes: “students judged themselves harshly or they judged their departments 

negatively” (p. 21). In other words, a perceived disconnect between a student’s career 

goals and traditional academic careers can shape the student’s PhD experience in 

negative ways.  

Although Pifer and Baker’s (2014) study focused solely on full-time students, my 

findings indicate that a perceived disconnect in career goals and values also negatively 

affects part-time students. In addition to attributing negative feelings to themselves and 

their departments, students in my study assigned these negative feelings to their 

enrollment status. The belief that faculty are dismissing part-time students because of 

their enrollment status was a common explanation for decreased satisfaction, and 

therefore increasing satisfaction among this student population needs to address 

misconceptions in faculty roles and responsibilities. Similarly, my findings indicate that 
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some part-time students are misunderstanding the purpose and value of the PhD, and their 

assumptions about the degree are also detracting from their overall satisfaction. When 

discussing perceptions of faculty interactions, students frequently explained they were 

experiencing differential treatment due not only to their enrollment status, but also to 

their lack of interest in research. I heard repeatedly from part-time participants that they 

had no interest in research or the associated tasks of publishing and presenting. While the 

latter tasks of publishing and presenting are arguably the result of academic culture and 

pressures associated with academic careers, the PhD is fundamentally and unquestionably 

a research doctorate. Regardless of a student’s interests or career intentions, the emphasis 

on research training is a critical and unifying theme that spans disciplinary boundaries 

and has remained constant for hundreds of years (Radford, 2001). In other words, a 

students’ intention to use the PhD to advance in a non-research focused career does not 

negate the purpose of the degree, nor should it dictate the curriculum they are taught.  

For some part-time students, there seems to be a common assumption that the 

purpose of pursuing a PhD is to attain the “letters behind [one’s] name” rather than the 

skills and abilities associated with advanced research training. Several participants told 

me stories of how this assumption was informed by direct supervisors or mentors who 

told them that they needed the terminal degree in order to advance from their current 

roles. Although many part-time participants expressed an interest in research, the 

participants that had been explicitly told to pursue the degree for professional 

advancement purposes by supervisors or mentors universally expressed a disinterest in 

research. Perhaps more importantly, none of these participants seemed to possess 

scholarly identities, as they all noted they were in the program exclusively for the 

credential and were only concerned with completing bare minimum requirements in order 
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to graduate. Deem and Brehony (2000) found that developing a scholarly identity 

necessitates exposure to research cultures, and Baker and Lattuca (2010) echoed this 

finding, showing how socialization is a key factor in scholarly identity development. 

Seen through this work on scholarly identity development, the tendency of these 

part-time participants to disregard the research aspects of the PhD due to an assumption 

that they only need the credential may come from a lack of socialization into the research 

cultures of their disciplines. Furthermore, this assumption reflects a lack of socialization 

into the field, as the students seemed largely unaware of how the skills and knowledge 

they were gaining in pursuit of the PhD might contribute to their overall abilities to be 

successful in their careers, which were all in fields closely related to their doctoral 

programs. They seemed to assume that the requirement of a terminal degree was a 

technical formality and not indicative of the advanced abilities and knowledge required of 

individuals in the positions they were seeking. In short, their assumptions about the 

degree reflect a fundamental misunderstanding of the PhD’s theoretical purpose, its 

practical use, and its relationship to their own field specific professional goals. However, 

it should be noted that participants focused on credential attainment over skill 

development were a substantial minority in my study participants, and the majority of 

participants expressed a nuanced career driven motivation.  

Career Motivation and Preparation 

Although my quantitative phase indicated that many of the extrinsic aspects of 

career motivation (e.g., seeking a better salary, leaving an undesirable job) are negatively 

associated with satisfaction, the qualitative findings suggest that career motivation in 

part-time PhD students contains both extrinsic and intrinsic elements. I found that career 

motivation among part-time PhD students is frequently derived from a desire to grow 
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knowledge and solve problems in one’s field of study. According to SDT, this type of 

motivation is closely aligned with autonomous motivation and identified regulatory 

behavior, which focuses on performing an activity due to the belief in its importance 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985). Just as full-time PhD students express what Gardner (2008) has 

called “intensive devotion” to their field of study (p. 36), part-time participants in this 

study expressed strong commitments to their disciplines that are reflective of autonomous 

motivation.  

That said, there does appear to be a relationship between career driven motivation 

and satisfaction. Sakurai et al. (2017) found that career motivation is a significant 

predictor of satisfaction in doctoral students, with students who were motivated by 

developing their career prospects reporting higher levels of satisfaction. In some ways, 

my quantitative findings contradict the findings of Sakurai et al., as my findings shows a 

significant negative relationship between career motivation and satisfaction. However, 

their study took a more comprehensive understanding of the intrinsic and extrinsic 

aspects of career motivation (e.g., connection to research interests, expanding career 

possibilities), while my quantitative instrument only contained extrinsic career items 

(e.g., pay increase, promotion). In this way, my qualitative findings, which suggest that 

doctoral career motivation is both intrinsic and extrinsic, support their findings.  

However, my findings also suggest that the relationship between career 

motivation and satisfaction may differ for part-time students. Sakurai et al. (2017) were 

studying full-time doctoral students, and although they did not inquire about career plans 

of these students, it is reasonable to assume that many of them were planning on pursuing 

traditional faculty appointments given that faculty career preparation is the longstanding 

primary purpose of the full-time PhD. Therefore, the participants in Sakurai’s et al. 
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(2017) may have been deriving satisfaction from the alignment between their doctoral 

programs and the preparation for their future careers (e.g., training on publishing, 

presenting). Yet as Pifer and Baker (2014) found, doctoral students who experience 

otherness due to having career goals that deviate from the traditional faculty path 

experience “self-doubt, frustration, and resentment” (p. 21). My findings suggest that the 

relationship between career motivation and satisfaction for part-time PhD students is 

more closely aligned with the findings of Pifer and Baker (2014) rather than Sakurai et al. 

(2017), which is likely due to the difference in career motivation in my study’s 

participants (i.e., the majority pursuing alt-ac careers).  

As predicted by Pifer and Baker (2014), many part-time students in my study 

indicated feeling frustrated and disappointed with the career preparatory aspects of their 

PhD programs. This frustration likely stems from misconceptions about the purpose and 

structure of PhD curriculum. Students who enter PhD programs with expectations that the 

curriculum will prepare them for administrative work in ways similar to professional 

degrees (e.g., EdDs, MBAs) are likely to be disappointed. Heflinger and Doykos (2016) 

found that doctoral programs are not equipped to prepare students for careers outside of 

the traditional faculty trajectory (i.e., alt-ac careers). More importantly, such alt-ac 

professional preparation is not the purpose of the research doctorate. If students pursue a 

degree for reasons outside of the degree’s own purpose, it is unsurprising that they would 

be dissatisfied overall with the experience.  

Regardless of ultimate career goals (faculty or alt-ac), part-time participants in my 

study discussed their frustration with how frequently publishing and presenting were 

emphasized and used as markers of success. For many participants, this frustration 

seemed to derive from a feeling that they were overworked and not logistically capable of 
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taking on additional tasks. For others, however, the frustration stemmed from a perceived 

misalignment between the purpose of the degree and current labor markets. That is, many 

participants noted the increasing decline in availability of faculty careers (Flaherty, 

2020), which made them question the overall purpose of the PhD as a method of faculty 

preparation. Taken together, these findings indicate that an emphasis on traditional 

metrics of academic career preparation may be detracting from part-time PhD student 

satisfaction. The negative relationship between satisfaction and academic career 

preparation was common among all part-time students seeking alt-ac careers, regardless 

of their interest in developing academic skills (e.g., research and analytical abilities).  

At the same time, the lack of socialization that affects many part-time students 

may also be affecting their views of publishing and presenting. Part-time students in my 

study tended to discuss publishing and presenting in terms of faculty career preparation 

without consideration of the purpose behind peer-reviewed publishing (e.g., validation, 

dissemination). In my study, part-time participants were primarily interested in 

conducting research for practical application, but many participants seemed to believe 

that such application did not require that the research be peer-reviewed. This represents a 

fundamental misunderstanding of the purpose of peer-review. Although not without its 

criticisms (e.g., Smith, 2006, Lee et al., 2013), peer-review is a critical process in 

ensuring research validity (Cowell, 2014; Kassirer et al., 1994). A lack of awareness 

about the purpose of peer review further supports the finding that part-time students may 

not be properly socialized into their disciplines.  

Implications for Research and Practice 

Part-time students are a growing population (Department of Education, 2016) and 

the scarcity of research about their needs and experiences represents a considerable gap 
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in the literature about doctoral education and non-traditional student support. My findings 

make progress towards filling that gap and suggest several implications for research and 

practice.  

Implications for Research 

Findings from this study generate numerous implications for research, as this 

student population remains considerably understudied and much remains unknown about 

the part-time PhD student experience. In this section, I present key recommendations for 

future research centered around three areas that shape part-time PhD student experiences: 

student, faculty, and doctoral programs.  

Students. Perhaps more than anything, my findings indicate a need for further 

research into the part-time PhD student population. Part-time PhD students are excluded 

from major inquiries into doctoral education in the United States (e.g., the Survey of 

Earned Doctorates), and the future of doctoral education should consider the effects of 

enrollment status on doctoral student experiences and outcomes. Such research should 

examine part-time student enrollment and persistence, as currently there are no national 

data that show how many students are enrolling in PhD programs on a part-time basis or 

how this enrollment affects their overall persistence. Similarly, national data about part-

time PhD employment outcomes could aid in building knowledge around the career goals 

and outcomes of this student population, as my findings indicate that many part-time 

students may not be pursuing traditional faculty roles, and conflicts in career goals and 

values between students and programs may lead to undesirable outcomes (e.g., 

dissatisfaction, program withdrawal). Many of these data are likely already available in 

the Survey of Earned Doctorates, but without identifying information regarding 

enrollment status, it is impossible to delineate part-time student experiences from full-
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time student experiences. Therefore, instruments used in studying doctoral education 

should be revised to account for enrollment status. 

Beyond the baseline data that enrollment and persistence rates can provide, 

research should also consider how aspects of the doctoral student experience differ for 

part-time students. For instance, the literature about doctoral education emphasizes the 

importance of socialization to doctoral student success, and my findings indicate that 

part-time PhD students may not be properly socialized into their programs and 

disciplines. However, as socialization was not the primary purpose of my study, more 

targeted research is needed in order to understand how, or if, part-time PhD students are 

experiencing socialization. Similarly, although examining the effects of identity on the 

doctoral student experience was not the purpose of this study, findings indicate that 

gender, race/ethnicity, and socio-economic status may affect the part-time student 

experience, as participants frequently spoke of how their individual and familial 

characteristics influenced their decision to enroll part-time and their ability to complete 

degree requirements. Given that the literature about doctoral education also speaks 

overwhelmingly of how identity affects doctoral student experiences broadly, future 

research should focus on how identity shapes the experiences of part-time PhD students.  

Finally, my findings provide guidance around best practices when studying the 

part-time PhD student population. When studying career motivation, for instance, my 

findings indicate a need for nuance in developing career-related survey items. The MPhD 

survey instrument (Litalien et al., 2015) includes career items that are exclusively 

extrinsic (e.g., promotion, raise), yet the findings and the work of Sakurai et al. (2017) 

shows that career related motivations are likely both intrinsic and extrinsic, and thus 

future instruments should account for these differences in order to understand the 
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relationship between career advancement and PhD motivation. In terms of data 

collection, my study showed that part-time students tended to have lots of information to 

share. For instance, one of my part-time exclusive focus groups ran nearly 150% of the 

allotted time (~90 minutes) despite only having 5 participants. Future research should 

account for the possibility of lengthy responses in study designs.  

Faculty. In addition to research on student characteristics and experiences, there 

is a need for research about faculty perceptions, trainings, and experiences related to part-

time PhD students. My findings indicate that many part-time students believe faculty 

view them as inferior to full-time students in a myriad of ways, but my study did not 

include faculty perspectives on this issue. Future research into faculty perspectives could 

help illuminate whether my findings are due to a lack of socialization or 

misunderstanding among the students or if faculty tend to view and treat part-time 

students differentially. Many of the students’ perceptions of faculty roles seemed to be 

rooted in a belief that faculty did not understand what it was like to complete a PhD part-

time, with the assumption being that faculty likely all completed their degrees full-time. 

While research into the career outcomes of part-time PhD students could help either 

dispel or confirm this assumption, more research is needed about faculty training to 

understand why students believe faculty do not understand their experiences, regardless 

of the faculty’s individual background. Just as faculty are trained to advise and mentor 

full-time doctoral students, research should also examine how faculty are trained (or not) 

to work with part-time doctoral students. Given the limitations of faculty workloads, 

research should examine how faculty, particularly at research universities, are 

incentivized and prepared to engage with part-time students.  



108 

Research into faculty experiences and perceptions should also examine how 

faculty are responding to the professionalization of the PhD. Findings from my study 

indicate that many part-time PhD students believe the purpose of the PhD is to advance 

one’s career or to gain professional legitimacy. Although this belief clearly contradicts 

with traditional conceptualizations around the PhD’s purpose (i.e., to create and 

disseminate new knowledge in one’s field), there is currently a lack of research about 

how faculty are understanding and responding to shifts in student perceptions of the 

degree. Research into this area will likely vary considerably between disciplines. 

Although my findings indicate that the tendency to view the degree as a method of 

professional advancement occurs across disciplines, it is particularly common in the 

social sciences. Understanding faculty perceptions of the purpose of the degree can also 

help contextualize programmatic decisions that shape the degree’s curriculum.  

Doctoral Programs. The policies and structures of current doctoral programs are 

enabling students to complete PhDs through part-time enrollment (e.g., having classes at 

night), yet little is known about why programs admit students in this way and how this 

decision affects the programs themselves or the institutions that house them. For instance, 

very little research has been done about the costs and benefits associated with 

institutional policies that enable employees to pursue part-time doctoral education (e.g., 

tuition remission, employee flex time), yet my findings indicate that the vast majority of 

part-time PhD students are not only using these policies to complete these degrees, but 

also identifying the existence of the policies (particularly tuition remission) as one of 

their primary sources of motivation. Compounding this issue, many of the part-time 

students using tuition remission were also studying fields directly related to their 

professional responsibilities (e.g., Higher Education, College Student Personnel) and 
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conducting research that would directly benefit the institution itself through addressing 

current programmatic issues. Future research should take such factors into account and 

examine the return on investment associated with tuition remission and associated 

policies.  

Other research into doctoral programs should examine how discipline-specific 

aspects of the doctoral program influence the part-time PhD student experience. For 

example, students of all disciplines described feeling as if they were a part-time anomaly 

in a primarily full-time program, yet my findings indicate that many programs in the 

social sciences (education, social work, public health) have a considerable number of 

part-time students. Therefore, future research should examine how and why certain 

disciplines attract higher percentages of part-time students and what programmatic 

changes these enrollment patterns may require. Similarly, discipline specific research 

should examine how the credential of the PhD is being valued and used in alt-ac career 

paths. Findings indicate that many part-time students believe that the PhD is required for 

professional advancement, and thus discipline-specific research should examine whether 

this belief is founded on labor market changes and whether such changes necessitate a 

reassessment of program curriculum, structure, or policies. All of these issues also 

provide evidence for needed practice-based changes.  

Implications for Practice 

I identified several implications for practice in doctoral education related to the 

needs of part-time PhD students. While there are likely practical implications for the 

students (e.g., understanding the purpose of the degrees they are pursuing), my practice-

based implications center on aspects of the PhD student experience that are external to 

the students themselves yet shape the student experience. Specifically, I present 
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implications related to the institutions and programs that admit part-time students and the 

faculty that work with them. 

Institutions. Part-time students in my study expressed a universal desire for 

equity in institutional supports. At typical research universities, doctoral studies are 

housed within the academic unit; however, it is also common for there to be a cross-

disciplinary organizing unit (e.g., the Graduate School) whose purpose is to oversee 

admissions, policies, and support functions. For instance, it might be common for 

graduate schools to offer a handbook or student social for new students. Additionally, 

many units exist to support the academic unit (the library, the student health center). Both 

organizing and supplementary units frequently offer events and resources for doctoral 

students, yet part-time students in my study identified feeling excluded from participating 

in such events, as they are typically held during business hours. University units should 

consider their total student body when designing these auxiliary services in order to 

ensure equity across student populations. Specifically, university units should make 

efforts to schedule events when the majority of enrolled students are able to participate, 

which would likely entail hosting events on evenings and weekends. If events must be 

scheduled during business hours, university units should consider providing options for 

virtual attendance or recording the event for later viewing.  

Institutions should also consider the effects and outcomes of part-time PhD study 

when developing policies that enable students to pursue PhDs part-time. For instance, 

tuition remission and flex leave policies should be considered in relation to the additional 

work required to complete a PhD while working full-time. Given that using these policies 

in order to pursue a doctorate degree while working full-time will affect either an 

employee’s job or academic performance (e.g., if a conflict arises between work and class 
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times), supervisor support may be necessary to allow part-time students to be successful 

in their programs. Such support may also help facilitate mutually beneficial research 

between students and employing units, as findings indicate students are performing 

research related to their job functions. Programs admitting part-time students should 

consider requiring that all students who work full-time while completing the degree have 

the written support of their work supervisors. There are similar policy implications 

related to the programs themselves. 

Programs or Departments. Doctoral programs should consider whether 

admissions and graduation policies are applied equitably to full-time and part-time 

students. For instance, if program curriculum follows traditional models of preparing 

students exclusively for future faculty positions, a student’s desire to pursue such a 

position should be factored into their admission decision, as findings indicate that 

dissatisfaction stems from a misalignment between one’s own career goals and the career 

preparatory aspects of the doctoral programs. While it may not be in the best interest of 

the programs to revise curriculum to include alt-ac career preparation, it should be a 

responsibility of the admissions committee to clearly and directly explain these aspects of 

the program’s structure to potential applicants. Similarly, if programs retain publishing 

and presenting at conferences as key aspects of doctoral education, then these aspects 

should be included in degree requirements. The current structure of expecting students to 

publish in journals and present at conferences without requiring them leads many part-

time students to disregard these tasks and thus not experience a fundamental aspect of 

doctoral-level work.  

Like institutions themselves, academic departments should also consider part-time 

student needs when developing extra-curricular events and supports and programmatic 
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materials. As my findings show, some students are currently receiving materials and 

information that are tailored exclusively to full-time students, and this experience led 

students to describe feelings of frustration and alienation. Programs should ensure that all 

programmatic materials (e.g., programs of study) are fully applicable to both full- and 

part-time student needs; when appropriate, these materials should contain separate 

information specifically tailored to part-time enrollment. Students also expressed feeling 

disconnected from their peers, despite the actual percentage of part-time students in their 

specific programs. Extra-curricular activities should seek to further involve part-time 

students in department events and work to connect part-time students with each other to 

help alleviate feelings of isolation. Establishing virtual support networks and other virtual 

events may help part-time students build community despite their frequently full 

schedules.  

Faculty. Echoing the literature about doctoral education, findings indicate that 

strong faculty relationships are critical to part-time PhD student satisfaction, and thus 

likely also critical to the success (e.g., graduation) of these students. Given that many of 

the current sources of dissatisfaction around faculty relationships stem from a lack of 

time and access, there needs to be further consideration about how faculty are enabled to 

successfully advise part-time PhD students. The current structure of faculty evaluation 

which prioritizes publishing, teaching, and service over one-on-one advising does not 

incentivize faculty to work with part-time students, and while many faculty may wish to 

spend more time with their students, the realities of increased workloads in other areas 

makes such time prohibitive. All units involved in evaluating faculty work (e.g., 

departments, colleges, institutions) should consider how current priorities negate advising 

for part-time students and factor in these priorities during admissions decisions.  
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Beyond the primary issues associated with time and work, implications also 

suggest a greater need for dialog between faculty and part-time students. Findings 

indicate that many part-time students do not understand faculty roles and, on the other 

hand, believe that faculty do not understand the part-time experience. While more data is 

needed to confirm or refute the latter assumption, the beliefs of these students indicate 

that more cross-communication is needed in order for these students to understand and 

feel integrated into their departmental and disciplinary cultures. Addressing issues in 

advising and working to better include part-time students in departmental events would 

make progress in this area, and beyond that faculty should work together to identify 

whether part-time PhD students are being fully considered in their programmatic 

decisions and structures (e.g., course offerings, travel funding, degree requirements).  

Conclusion 

This study investigated the relationship between motivation and satisfaction for 

part-time PhD students at one research intensive university in the mid-western United 

States through a mixed-methods design and guided by the theoretical framework of self-

determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). I collected quantitative data from a survey 

using the Motivation for PhD Studies scale (Litalien et al, 2015) and the Doctoral Student 

Satisfaction Scale (Dericks et al., 2019). I collected qualitative data through a series of 

eight semi-structured focus groups. In total, 430 students participated in the quantitative 

portion, and 50 students participated in the qualitative portion.  

Findings largely adhered to previous literature about doctoral education and the 

part-time PhD student experience. Quantitative findings supported the application of self-

determination theory to part-time PhD students, indicating that there was a significant 

positive relationship between autonomous motivation and satisfaction and a significant 
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negative relationship between controlled motivation and satisfaction. Quantitative 

findings further found that enrollment was not a significant predictor of satisfaction, and 

part-time students report higher levels of satisfaction than full-time students. Qualitative 

findings built upon the quantitative portion through adding nuance to the relationship 

between motivation and satisfaction for part-time PhD students. The combined findings 

led to three assertions about the relationship between motivation and satisfaction for part-

time PhD students: (a) community motivates part-time students, but access to community 

may be limited; (b) untested assumptions about the PhD and the part-time student 

experience detract from overall satisfaction; and (c) part-time student career motivation is 

both intrinsic and extrinsic.  

The findings from this study indicate that further research is needed about part-

time PhD students. As this student population continues to grow (Department of 

Education, 2016), further research should examine how part-time PhD students are being 

socialized into their programs and disciplines. The continued decline of academic jobs 

(Flaherty, 2020) also suggests that future research should look at professional outcomes 

of part-time PhD students and alignment between PhD curriculum and alt-ac positions.  

With continued research, part-time PhD student experiences can become a 

normalized sub-population within the literature about and practices of doctoral education. 

Institutions, programs, and faculty can work together to support part-time PhD students in 

their doctoral pursuits, even if this pursuit differs from traditional models of doctoral 

education. Such support will increase access to doctoral programs and allow students 

who might not otherwise be able to pursue the PhD to reach the highest levels of 

education. Perhaps more importantly, considering part-time PhD student needs and 

experiences can help these students feel valued and accepted in their scholarly 



115 

communities. In this way, part-time PhD students can begin to feel that they, too, are 

valid.  
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Appendix A 

Alignment Between Proposed Study and Mixed Methods Recommendations 

Purpose and Definition Relation to Proposed Study 

Triangulation Seeks convergence, corroboration, 
and correspondence of results from 
the different methods 

In the qualitative portion, I 
will seek to corroborate the 
quantitative findings with the 
students’ personal views of 
their motivation and 
satisfaction  

Complementarity Seeks elaboration, enhancement, 
illustration, and clarification of the 
results from one method with the 
results from the other method. 

In the qualitative portion, 
students will be asked to 
expand on their reporting of 
their motivation and 
satisfaction during the 
quantitative section in order to 
provide clarity and context 

Development Seeks to use the results from one 
method to help develop or inform 
the other method, where 
development is broadly construed 
to include sampling and 
implementation, as well as 
measurement decisions. 

Results from the quantitative 
portion will be used to inform 
the development of the 
protocol for the focus groups 

Initiation Seeks the discovery of paradox 
and contradiction, new 
perspectives of frameworks, the 
recasting of questions or results 
from one method with questions or 
results from the other method. 

Due to the lack of research on 
this topic, findings may 
present unexpected results that 
will be clarified and explained 
during the qualitative phase of 
data collection 

Expansion Seeks to extend the breadth 
and range of inquiry by using 
different methods for different 
inquiry components. 

Motivation and satisfaction 
have typically been studied 
either qualitatively or 
quantitatively and thus mixing 
methods will provide a new 
perspective on these constructs 
within doctoral education  
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Appendix B 

Alignment Between Study Purpose, Research Questions, 

Theoretical Framework, and Instruments 

Study Purpose Research 
Question 

Theoretical 
Framework Instruments Data 

Analysis 
The purposes 
of this study 
were to 
investigate the 
relationship 
between 
motivation and 
satisfaction 
among part-
time PhD 
students and to 
build 
knowledge 
about the part-
time PhD 
student 
experience. 

Does motivation 
for doctoral 
studies influence 
overall doctoral 
program 
satisfaction for 
part-time PhD 
students?   

Satisfaction is 
positively 
correlated with 
autonomous 
motivation and 
negatively 
correlated with 
controlled 
motivation 
(Deci & Ryan, 
1985, 2012).  

Motivation for 
PhD Studies 
scale (Litalien 
et al., 2015)  
Doctoral 
Student 
Satisfaction 
scale (Dericks 
et al., 2019) 

Hierarchical 
multiple 
regression 

How do part-
time PhD 
students 
describe their 
motivations for 
persisting and 
pursuing in their 
doctoral 
programs?  

Motivation 
exists on a 
continuum 
between 
extrinsic and 
intrinsic, with 
intrinsic being 
self-determined 
and extrinsic 
being 
controlled 
(Deci & Ryan, 
1985, 2012).  

Qualitative 
protocol 
(Appendix D) 

Holistic and 
eclectic 
coding 

How do part-
time PhD 
students 
describe their 
overall 
satisfaction with 
their doctoral 
programs? 

Satisfaction is 
associated with 
other positive 
outcomes, such 
as well-being 
and persistence 
(Deci & Ryan, 
2012). 

Qualitative 
protocol 
(Appendix D) 

Holistic and 
eclectic 
coding 
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Appendix C 

Quantitative Instrument 

Please answer the following questions to the best of your ability. Your answers will be 
kept confidential. Any questions should be directed to heather.turner@louisville.edu.  

1. What is your age?
a. <25
b. 25-34
c. 35-44
d. 45-54
e. 55-64
f. 65+

2. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Trans-male
d. Trans-female
e. Non-binary
f. Prefer not to answer
g. Other:

3. What is your race/ethnicity?
a. White/Caucasian
b. Asian
c. Hispanic/Latino
d. Black/African American
e. Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
f. Native American
g. Other:_______

4. As of today, what is your marital status?
a. Single
b. Married/Partnered
c. Divorced/Separated
d. Widowed
e. Other:

5. As of today, do you have dependents that you care for at least 50% of the time?
a. Yes
b. No

6. What is the start date of your doctoral program?
a. Drop-down with semesters (fall, winter, spring, summer) and years

(2000-2020)
7. Please indicate your enrollment status in your doctoral program

a. Completely part-time (<9 credit hours every semester of coursework)
b. Mostly part-time (<9 credit hours most semesters of coursework)
c. Mostly full-time (9+ credit hours most semesters of coursework)
d. Completely full-time (9+ credit hours every semester of coursework)
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8. Please indicate your current stage in your doctoral program
a. Coursework
b. Comprehensive exams
c. Dissertation
d. Other:

9. Which doctoral program are you enrolled in?
a. Anatomical Science and Neurobiology
b. Biochemistry and Molecular Genetics
c. Biology
d. Biostatistics
e. Chemical Engineering
f. Chemistry
g. Civil Engineering
h. Clinical Psychology
i. Computer Science and Engineering
j. Counseling and Personnel Services
k. Criminal Justice
l. Curriculum and Instruction
m. Educational Leadership and Organizational Development
n. Electrical Engineering
o. English Rhetoric and Composition
p. Entrepreneurship
q. Experimental Psychology
r. Humanities
s. Industrial Engineering
t. Interdisciplinary Studies
u. Interdisciplinary Studies: Specialization in Bioinformatics
v. Interdisciplinary Studies: Specialization in Translational Bioengineering
w. Interdisciplinary Studies: Specialization in Translational Neuroscience
x. Mathematics, Applied and Industrial
y. Mechanical Engineering
z. Microbiology and Immunology
aa. Nursing 
bb. Pan-African Studies 
cc. Pharmacology and Toxicology 
dd. Physics 
ee. Physiology 
ff. Public Health Sciences: Specialization in Environmental Health 
gg. Public Health Sciences: Specialization in Epidemiology 
hh. Public Health Sciences: Specialization in Health Management and Policy 
ii. Public Health Sciences: Specialization in Health Promotion and

Behavioral Sciences
jj. Social Work 
kk. Sociology, Applied  
ll. Urban and Public Affairs 

10. As of today, what is your employment status?
a. Employed part-time (one job only)
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b. Employed part-time (multiple jobs)
c. Employed full-time (one job)
d. Employed full-time (multiple jobs)
e. Unemployed
f. Other:

11. As of today, who is your primary employer?
a. An employer other than the university (includes self-employed)
b. The university (not an assistantship)
c. The university (in an assistantship)
d. Unemployed/Not applicable
e. Other:

12. Upon graduation, do you plan to pursue a full-time faculty position?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Undecided

13. As of today, how are you funding your doctoral program?
a. Graduate assistantship
b. Graduate fellowship
c. University tuition-remission
d. Non-university employer assistance
e. Student loans
f. Scholarships/Grants
g. Self-funded
h. Other:

The following 15 statements are from the Motivation for PhD studies scale 

(Litalien et al, 2015) and correspond to reasons that can motivate doctoral students to 
persevere in their studies. Please indicate the extent to which each statement corresponds 
to the reasons why you persevere in your doctoral studies according to the following 
scale:  

Does not 
correspond at all 
(1) 

Corresponds 
somewhat (2) 

Corresponds 
moderately well (3) 

Corresponds 
well (4) 

Corresponds 
exactly (5) 

Intrinsic 
1. For the satisfaction I feel when I surpass myself in my learning activities (e.g.,

work, presentations).
2. For the satisfaction I have in facing challenges in my studies.
3. For the pleasure I feel in accomplishing my study project (e.g., thesis).

Integrated 
1. Because doctoral studies are consistent with my values (e.g., curiosity,

ambition, success).
2. Because my doctoral studies are a fundamental part of who I am and my

identity.
3. Because my doctoral studies meet my goals and my objectives in life.
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Identified 
1. Because I want to improve my skills in my field of study.
2. Because it's important for me to advance knowledge in my field of study.
3. Because I have the opportunity to take my first steps in research (e.g.,

publications, collaborations) while benefitting from supervision.
Introjected 

1. Because my supervisor would be disappointed or angry if I gave up.
2. Because I have made commitments that I must fulfill (e.g., with funding

agencies, employers, collaborators, a research director).
3. Because I do not want to be perceived as a quitter.

External 
1. For the prestige associated with a PhD.
2. To find a job with good working conditions.
3. To get a better paying job after graduation.

The final set of questions come from the Doctoral Student Satisfaction scale (Dericks et 
al., 2019). When answering these questions, please think about your overall experience of 
your PhD to date. Please rate your level of agreement with the following words on this 
six-point Likert scale: 

Strongly 
Disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

(3) 

Somewhat 
Agree 

(4) 

Agree 
(5) 

Strongly 
Agree (6) 

1. Good
2. Unhappy
3. Enjoyable
4. Satisfactory
5. Bad
6. Terrible
7. Excellent
8. Disappointing
9. Happy
10. Unsatisfactory
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Appendix D 
Focus Group Interview Protocol 

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me. The purpose of this study is to understand 
your motivation for pursuing a PhD and your overall level of satisfaction with your 
doctoral program. We will begin by reviewing the informed consent, and after that I will 
ask you a series of questions related to your doctoral experience. This session will last 
approximately one hour and I want you to be as honest as possible with your answers. I 
will keep all of the data confidential and I ask that you do not discuss the conversation 
today with anyone outside this room, to respect all participants. 

1. Motivation
a. Tell me about why you decided to enroll in a PhD program.
b. When are you most motivated to complete the degree? When are you least

motivated?
2. Satisfaction

a. How has your PhD experience been going?
b. Would you change anything about your PhD experience?

Thank you for taking the time to speak to me today. Later today, I will be sending each of 
you a link to an anonymous feedback form. This form will allow you to share any other 
experiences or details about your PhD experience. As a reminder, if you have any 
questions about the study, you can always contact me at heather.turner@louisville.edu.  

This Qualtrics form will have one question with an accompanying text box: 

1. Please use this form to add any details or information related to your personal
motivation or your satisfaction with your PhD experience:

[LINK]
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Appendix E 

Relationship between Qualitative and Quantitative Research Strands 

Research Strand 
Decision Points 

Relationship to Study Design 

Interaction This study adopted an interactive approach, as the qualitative 
portion was refined based on the quantitative findings, and the 
results from each strand were interpreted together to generate study 
findings.  

Priority This study prioritized the quantitative strand as this portion of the 
study will allow me to understand the relationship between 
motivation and satisfaction for part-time PhD students and thus 
build the foundation for further qualitative exploration. 

Timing This study followed sequential timing, in that the collection and 
analysis of the strands were carried out separately. The study began 
with the quantitative phase, as this strand maintained priority for 
establishing the relationship between motivation and satisfaction. 

Procedures For this study, mixing strands occurred at the data collection stage, 
as the results of one research strand inform the collection of the 
data for the other research strand. Additionally, the study’s design 
falls on the continuum between fixed and emergent research 
designs.  
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Appendix F 

Coding Structure 

Exploratory Coding First Cycle Code Examples 
Autonomous 
Motivations 

Reasons for pursuing the 
PhD 

Being able to balance PhD with 
career/support family 
Wanting to address a problem 
Personal Goal 

Reasons for persisting Professional Knowledge 
Shared Experiences 
Goal oriented 
Role Modeling 

Controlled 
Motivations 

Reasons for pursuing the 
PhD 

Need the credential 
Career Advancement 
Faculty/Advisor Encouragement 
Career Exploration 

Reasons for persisting Not wanting to let people down 
Believing the PhD confers 
authority and respect 
Career Advancement 
Sunk Costs 
Advisor Supports 
Tuition Remission 

Demotivational Factors Isolation 
Managing Competing Priorities 
Lack of Advisor Supports 
Exhaustion 
Impostor Syndrome 

Contributors to Satisfaction Advisor + 
Knowledge 
Social Support 

Detractors from Satisfaction Faculty prefer full-time students 
Supports are not designed for part-
time students 
Program requirements are unclear 
COVID's impacts 
Universities don't support part-time 
students 
Lack of cohort support 
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Appendix G 

IRB Approval 
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