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ABSTRACT

Attrition rates for students in doctoral information systems programs average around 50%; this rate can be higher 
in online and limited-residency programs. In order to identify risk factors that the administration and faculty might 
address proactively, prior research by the authors has focused on those issues identified by doctoral students 
successfully completing their degree, as well as students who left their program prior to graduation. This study 
continued this line of research by focusing on the perceived needs and attitudes of students while they were 
conducting dissertation research. Results indicate these students shared many of the same concerns identified by 
students in the earlier studies, and offered input on interventions necessary to address those concerns. The 
development and application of policies, procedures and tools based on results of this research may help 
administrators and faculty better address the needs of their students.
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BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Historically, the attrition rate of doctoral students in traditional, on-campus programs has been 40% to 50% (Bowen 
& Rudenstine, 1992; Litalien & Guay, 2015; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2000; National Research 
Council, 1996; Smallwood, 2004), while attrition rates for distance-based programs (Rovai, 2002) and specifically, 
distance-based doctoral programs (Terrell, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c, 2012, 2015), can be 10% to 20% higher. In 
addition to limiting applicants for jobs where doctoral degrees are required, attrition wastes financial and temporal 
resources of the institution, faculty, and students (Gardner, 2010; Golde, 2005; Litalien & Guay, 2015). 

Studies have shown that the majority of doctoral students are capable of completing their degree and many of the 
barriers that students face pertain to institutional and program characteristics (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Golde 
2005; Lovitts, 2001, 2008; Terrell, 2015). Prior research by the authors (Kennedy, Terrell & Lohle, 2015; Terrell, 
Lohle & Kennedy, 2016) has focused on the identification of policies, tools and instruction that students in the 
program feel would be beneficial and ultimately lead to greater success. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT

The attrition rate of students in the information-systems limited-residency doctoral program at the university where 
the study was conducted is significantly higher (i.e., 60% to 70%) than the 50% attrition rate of students in 
traditional doctoral programs. 

PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTION

The purpose of this study was to better understand the perceptions of students engaged in dissertation research while 
in a limited-residency information systems doctoral program. The study was guided by one overarching research 
question: How can students be better-prepared or supported while conducting dissertation research?  
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METHODOLOGY 

Prior to the onset of this study the researchers applied for and received IRB approval to proceed with the study as 
described. Students working on their dissertations at that time were then sent a recruitment letter and an informed-
consent document; from these, 16 students agreed to participate in the study. At the outset, the researchers described 
the purpose and procedures of the study, the risks and benefits, confidentiality and privacy, as well as their right to 
withdraw from the study at any point. Students agreeing to participate were given an opportunity to ask any 
questions or share any comments or concerns they may have had prior to participation, after which they were 
emailed a link to an online survey asking for demographic data and a response to:  

Due to the anonymity of the responses, the researchers felt that solely using students from their own department 
would not be problematic, thereby resulting in valid data.  

Open and Axial Coding  

Data analysis began with the open-coding of transcripts wherein the researchers read each sentence of the transcript 
and assigned a code reflective of the general ideas underlying the overall phenomenon of the text (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967). These codes represent the highest level of abstraction and allowed the researchers to identify axial codes 
based on one or more common themes within the open codes. The analysis concluded with the development of a 
selective code tying the axial codes into an overarching theme; this selective code is the source of the best practice 
emanating from this study. In this case, data saturation was researched after reading seven transcripts resulting in 46 
open codes; during the process of axial coding, two meaningful codes were identified.  

Academic and Personal Support  

The initial analysis of the surveys led to the development of themes representing the needs of a given student, as 
well as over-arching academic support needs (i.e., meeting the needs of all students). While conceptually distinct, in 
many cases, overlap was evident; this led to a combination of these themes and the development of an overarching 
construct reflecting overall academic and support issues. Among others, persons surveyed described a need for 
clearer program and academic guidelines, better communication between students, faculty and staff, and workshops 
focused on specific topics. Comments subsumed under this category included:  

It would be nice if we could have a short and simple step-by-step dissertation presentation hosted online.  

I suggest creating a full template/sample for the Idea paper and the proposal for the students to follow.  

A possible seminar (maybe required) that thoroughly reviews the Dissertation Guide along with a Q & A.  

Having a single go-to source (non-print, non-PDF) that is interactive and searchable would be really convenient  

So constructing a series of workshops to support a student in developing the concept paper much earlier in the 
curriculum may be what I would suggest.  

When I say substantive, I am talking about a workshop that has a deliverable where I must produce something - not 
just sitting through presentations.  

Please take a few minutes to give me your thoughts on how we can better prepare or support students as they begin 
working on their dissertation.  

I feel that instruction in the proper use of APA might be of significant value.  
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It would be helpful to have a resource that could check Idea Papers, Dissertation Proposals, and Dissertation work 
for APA formatting  

I suggest appointing a tutor for all Doctoral students. The tutor may help in reviewing the submissions before 
actually getting submitted to the Committee Chair.  

I suggest creating a full template/sample for the Idea paper and the proposal for the students to follow.  

Although I understand that each dissertation is different, and the process can vary from chair to chair, it would be 
helpful to have a general sequence/flowchart of events through the dissertation process, whether at the chair level 
or the degree level.  

I think more focused seminars for each section of the dissertation document would have been helpful.  

Research Coursework Needed  

References to changes to the curriculum focused on a desire for additional research methods coursework, as well as 
workshops focused on specific aspects of research methods, data collection and analysis, etc.:  

When I took the quantitative methods course, it started to make the dissertation process a bit more real, at least 
from the perspective of understanding that I would need to collect and analyze data. However, I then ended up with 
a purely qualitative study for which I basically was not prepared for.  

Being able to have prior experience with using statistics would have been very helpful once the dissertation research 
had begun.  

I would suggest including a minimum of two research courses in the program.  

While the research courses offered much about foundations and theories of research, they did not provide 
opportunities for rigorously applying them. Reading about them is not the same.  

I suggest including a course where students can start building the Idea Paper before completing their coursework.  

It would be good for the curriculum to incorporate a required qualitative methods course... at least introduce 
approaches such as Delphi method, case study, etc., and perhaps even practice with tools such nVivo  

Some other programs at other institutions have built-in milestones in the course work that actually allow students to 
produce some of the early dissertation documents, such as the idea paper or the lit review for the proposal. Perhaps 
this is something that could be included in the dissertation procedures  

The same kind of activity needs to be done with the quantitative research methods course. It would have been helpful 
to actually apply some statistic measure or manipulate some sample data and talk about what conclusions could be 
drawn rather than just identify the types of studies.  

I also would like to have examples of data and practical explanations of how to manage and analyze qualitative & 
quantitative data. Such as offering a small set of data, walking through creating an actual code book, coding and 
themes. It would also be beneficial if there were explanations about what each statistical test tells a researcher and 
when and why you would use such as test.  
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The Expansion of Previously Published Best Practices  

In earlier studies (Kennedy, Terrell & Lohle, 2015; Terrell, Lohle & Kennedy, 2016), the researchers developed a 
set of best practices based on data collected during interviews with graduates from the same program (Appendix A). 
When the axial codes in the current study were examined, it was determined that the current students voiced many 
of the same concerns as graduates of the program. At the same time, many felt that the resources needed and 
described by the graduates of the program, could be expanded and should be offered in both online and face-to-face 
workshops. This includes topics such as the dissertation process itself, component parts of the dissertation 
document, and editing and formatting requirements.  

The respondents placed more emphasis on additional requirements from the research coursework by reinforcing the 
call for more courses of this type while, at the same time, expanding on topics covered within these courses. 
Suggestions included embedding a research component in all courses, more attention paid to data collection and 
analysis, and a greater focus on an applied versus theoretical research component. Interestingly, the insight of these 
participants also mirrors that of students leaving the program prior to graduation (Terrell, Snyder, Dringus and 
Maddrey, 2012)  

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to identify factors that students currently working on their dissertation in a limited-
residency information systems doctoral program felt would have better prepared and supported them during that 
phase of their doctoral studies. The results substantiate the earlier work of the authors in establishing a set of best 
practices identified by graduates of the program. In this case, the respondents, most likely because they were 
working on their dissertations at the time of the surveys, further developed several of the themes uncovered in 
interviews with graduates of the same program. As noted, a heavy emphasis was placed on the need for better 
personal and material support, as well as additional research coursework and workshops.  

As noted by Lovitts (2001) and others, attrition from doctoral degree programs is inevitable; up to 50% of students 
do not finish due to personal, financial or academic reasons. The development and application of policies, 
procedures and tools based on results of this research, however, may help administrators and faculty address the 
additional 10% to 20% they have historically experienced at the university where the research was conducted.  
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