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Abstract

Literature regarcling advanced clegree completion llustrates multiple factors
attrilouting to completion or abandonment of dissertation research. Contributing
factors are tupicallg linked to the environment associated with the institution in
which a doctoral candidate is enrolleol, or personalitu characteristics held l)u
individual candidates. The purpose of this qualitative case stuolg was to gatl1er
data from current doctoral candidates regarcling factors that inhibited their
completion of the doctor of education clegree.
Initial responses from participants appearecl to confirm tinclings from similar
research studies exploring dissertation non~completers. Most participants noted
personal factors for non~completion, while a few mentioned institutional factors.
In order to improve the success rate of doctoral degree completion, itis important
to explore further the factors intluencing non~completion among, candidates,
incluoling speciﬁcallg examining the transition from coursework to independent

research and t)u seel<ing input from all parties involved in the process.

Kegworols: dissertation completion, doctoral, degree completion, environmental

tactors, per; onal factors
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Introduction

The doctoral dissertation represents a major achievement in a student’s

journeg from novice to expert. In most cases, the dissertation is intended to

eml:)oclu a superior example of a student’s abilitg to engage in self-directed, N
rIgorous research. Indeed, Jones (2009) outlined the major purpose of
dissertation research as a student’s demonstration of his or her aljilitu to think and
write criticallg, clevelop and demonstrate research skills, and to contribute to the
knowledge base of a given field. However, students often encounter numerous
difficulties when engaging in dissertation research. Environmental tactors, such as
institutional program structure, curriculum, expectations, and communication can
affect doctoral candidates’ completion, as well as student-related factors (Green,
1997) such as personal attributes, demograpliics, motivation, and persistence
(Lovitts, 2008; Spaulding & Rocl<inson~Szapl<iw, 2012). These issues, and otl1ers,
contribute to onlg 56.6% of doctoral students in the United States completing
their degrees within ten years of enrollment in doctoral programs (Sowell, Zl1ang,
Bell & Redd, 2008).

Literature regarcling advanced degree completion llustrates multiple factors
attrilauting to completion or abandonment of dissertation research. Contril:)uting
factors are tupicallg linked to the environment associated with the institution
in which a doctoral candidate is enrolled, or personalitu characteristics held
l)g individual candidates. Examples of environmental factors include, but are
not limited to: program type and structure, such as distance learning, cohort,
or residential programs, curriculum, expectations, and support from program
advisor or staff members (Spaulding & Rocl<inson~52apl<iw, 2012). Student-
related factors may include personal attributes, such as intelligence,
motivation, procrastination (Green, 1997), persistence, al;ilitg to balance

responsil)ilities, and coping skills, particularl9 in stressful situations

(Spaulcling & Rocl<inson~52apl<iw, 2012). ﬂU
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Purpose

As Proviclers of the nig]"iest level of education in the United States, doctor
of education c]egree programs serve to Procluce education leaders. Educational
leac[ers, in turn, are resPonsible for “the tninking and research that underlie
the Pnilosoplﬁies and theories of education, the foundations for the Policies)
structures, and programs of education” (D’An&reaJ 2002, = 42). When doctor
of education students fail to complete the degree, consequences can extend
beuoncl the students themselves. Doctor of education graduates often serve as
administrators or teachers of elementaru and/or secon&aru level administrators
and teacners, and when a failure to grao]uate occurs, the link can be broken.
Other consequences of the failure of a student to Persist to graduation include
economic factors for both the student and Ed.D. program, and clamage to the
co”ege reputation (Baird, 1993, D’ Andrea, 2002; Katz, 1997).

In sPite of the consequences, it can be difficult to Preolict whether a
Particular candidate will successtu”u complete the entire process at the time
of enrollment. University tacultu can Provide valuable insignt bu contributing
their Perspectives regarding wnu some of their candidates are able to fulfill all
dissertation requirements, while others do not (Lovitts. 2008) . However, thougl*i
tacultg may be keenlu aware of contributing institutional factors, and may also
recognize contributing Personalitu traits, tneu may not have firsthand knowledge
of Personal factors inﬂuencing their candidates’ abilitu to follow tnrougn to
conclusion. Tneretore, the purpose of this stuclu was to gatner data from current
doctoral candidates regarding factors that inhibited their completion of the doctor
of education (Ed.D.) degree. To that end, the to”owing research question gui&ed
this studg: What factors contribute to degree non~com|:>letion among doctor of

education candidates?

9]

Method

A qualitative case studu metnodologg was used for this studu as it allows for
the exploration of a Pnenomenon, within the context of the Phenomenon, using a
varietu of research tools and data sources (Baxter & Jaci<, 2008). According to A
Yin (2003), a case stu&g aPProacn is aPProPriate when the researcher desires to
investigate the ‘Whu’ of a Pnenomenon, and seeks to uncover contextual factors
believed to be imPortant to the Phenomenon under studu.
Case Identifica tion/ Particll'oants

Particiloants for this studu included students wno, in their EA.D. program,
Persistecl to doctoral candidate status but failed to successtu”u comPIete the
dissertation. All Particiloants were from one sma”J Private universitu, located in the
southwestern United States.
DPata Collection

Data collection for the current stuciy was divided into two stages. Stage
I consisted of the creation of an anonymous, open ended survey, distributed
electronica”u to all candidates who failed to successtu”g complete the dissertation
process. All survey items were based on factors for non~completion suggestecl
bu current literature on the topic (e.g.) Green, 1997; Lovitts, 2008; SPauHing &
Rockinson~52api<iw) 2012). At the conclusion of the survey, Participants were
given the oPPortunitu to Proviole contact information in the event theu were wi”ing
to Participate in a one-on-one interview. Data collection in Stage 2 includes one-
on-one interviews with all Participants who indicated availability in the Stage
survey. Results Presentecﬂ herein are based on data collected in Stage | and
include responses from five Participants.
Data Ana/ysﬁs a
In an effort to enhance data creclibilitu, in addition to survey 09

responses and one-on-one interviews, other data sources will be consulted.

These include Publislﬁecl program cletailsj and interviews with tacultu and ﬂU
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program directors. Data analgsis and collection is concurrent and ongoing‘

Results and Conclusion

Responses from candidates indicated institutional factors affected
comPletion of the dissertation: factors associated with university tacultyj staff, or
advisors, and factors associated with their research toPic. Lovitts (2008) reportecl
advisors assignecl to doctoral students differ in their approacl1e5 with doctoral
stuolents, which may affect progress towards comPletion. l:acultg who model
academic behaviors, coach, and communicate with students may be more effective
in guioling students tl‘nrouglﬁ difficult sections of the dissertation process (Lovitts,
2008). Support for this assertion was found in our stuclg as one Participant
resPondecl that a “lack of timelg communication as stated l)g university tacultg in
response to the candidate or in work submitted” affected completion, also noting
“frustration with communication overall from committee.”

Further, students may have oliiclicultg transitioning from the coursework
lease to inolependent research pl1ase, or lack the intellectual curiosity necessary
to engage and explore their own research topic (Lovitts, 2008). Labaree (2003)
reported students felt a sense of clevelopmental discord as tl1eg move from
“normative to analgtical, Personal to intellectual, and experiential to theoretical”
(p. 13). Our ﬁnolings seem to support |abaree (200%) as one doctoral candidate
contributed, “The limited bacl<grounol information on my topic has made it difficult
to research.”

Responses from candidates also indicated personal factors affected
completion of the dissertation such as: factors associated with my personal life,
and factors associated with my Personalitg. All candidates chose “factors that are

lyegond my ontrol” as a reason aticecting dissertation completion. One Participant

8,

volunteered information about her Personal life that has contributed to non-
completion, stating, “During this process, | have been married, divorced, and [

am] now re-married. | have moved 4 times in 2 years and all the while 1 had a small
child, my nepl1ew, in my care....Additionallg, after writing % cl1apters, my life turned ~
upside down. The process of editing and cl‘nanging the dissertation while teeling

how 1 did in my personal life was too hard...I could not endure another ‘this is not
goocl enouglf response from my cl1apters during that time in my life.”

Other responses from candidates indicated additional Personal factors,
such as work, intertering with completion. Further, Personal factors such as a “lack
of focus and resources esPeciallg with tecnnologg at home” were also reported.
One Participant pointed to alack of structure aictecting progress, explaining, “I
need structure. | think a scheduled time each week to have writing sessions would
be greatlg beneficial.” Altl*nougl*n all participants chose to select, “Factors that are
begond my control.” onlg two Proviclecl more detail. One responclent explained)
“Job rec]uirements and cnanges have impactecl my time and opportunit9 to finish
the dissertation,” while the other merelg wrote, “Work.”

Initial responses from participants aPPearecl to confirm ﬁnclings from similar
research studies exploring dissertation non~completers. Most Participants noted
Personal factors for non~completion, while a few mentioned institutional factors.

In order to improve the success rate of doctoral degree completion, itis important
to explore further the factors inﬂuencing non~completion among, candidates,
inclucling speciﬁcallg examining the transition from coursework to inclepenclent
research and l)g 5eel<ing input from all Parties involved in the process. We continue
data collection using the Stage I survey, Stage 2 follow up interviews, document

review of programmatic Policies, and program director interviews.
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