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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this manuscript is to present strategies and resources for advisors of doctoral students in online pro-
grams. The strategies include an approach to creating a community of doctoral students, a video initiative to provide 
encouragement to students in the doctoral program, and assignments that enhance students’ writing skills to support 
preparation of dissertation proposals and dissertations. Resources include recommended readings to enhance doctoral 
students’ writing and research skills and recommended readings for doctoral faculty to support their work as doctoral 
advisors. 

Position Statement

Strategies and resources, based on experiences and a series 
of innovations designed to address students’ needs in an 
online doctoral program, follow. The strategies emerged 
from years of work with doctoral students who were adept 
at completing online coursework, but who drifted when 
they finished the classes and faced preparation of a dis-
sertation proposal and a dissertation. The clock ticked as 
students were becalmed in a sea of indecision about a pos-
sible subject for their research, how to begin, and how to 
use research methodologies.

The work with doctoral students in online classes began 
with the genesis of online courses in the college in 1996. 
I was able to design and pilot the first online course for 
graduate students in our program with a colleague. 

The department had offered “distance” opportunities for 
students prior to the advent of the digital revolution. The 
“old” model served cohorts of students throughout a large 
Great Plains state. The cohorts met on a regular schedule. 
A faculty member drove to the site and met a cohort. Each 
cohort meeting typically required an evening class session 
and a full day session. The faculty member returned to 
campus. Roundtrips required significant mileage, often as 
much as 800 miles. The cohort activities, delivered by a 
Land Grant University, were “service to the state and its 
citizens.” They met a need for doctoral education in ru-
ral and distant settings. In this manner, individuals who 
could not attend the courses offered from 7:00-10:00 p.m. 
on the university campus on Monday-Thursday had the 
opportunity to complete doctoral degrees (Grady & Hoff-
man, 1997).

With the leadership of faculty members in the Depart-
ment of Educational Administration, initiatives to offer 
online classes emerged. Faculty members who previously 
had held key administrative roles in the university were 
“well positioned” to establish the program in conjunction 
with the collective efforts of department faculty.

In 2017, there are more 150 than doctoral students from 
throughout the United States enrolled in the Ed.D. and 
Ph.D doctoral programs offered online. Doctoral admis-
sion applications are in greater numbers than the number 
of students admitted to the programs due to faculty load 
limitations.

Although application numbers are high, there is a chal-
lenge with the programs. The challenge is the time to 
degree completion and the degree completion rates. Stu-
dents are capable of completing the online courses, and do 
so in an expected time frame. The “stall,” however, occurs 
at the dissertation-writing phase of the programs.

To address this issue with the students I advise, I imple-
mented strategies to address the students’ challenges. The 
measure of the strategies’ success is the students’ degree 
completion. The approach I implemented typically leads 
to degree completion in five years or less (Grady, 2008; 
Grady, 2016).

There are four aspects to the approach. The underlying in-
tent of the approach is to build student-to- support and 
provide a stronger foundation for dissertation comple-
tion. An annual meeting of my doctoral advisees, past 
and present, occurs annually in October. Former doctoral 
advisees provide video clips that I use in my work with 
current doctoral students. Redesigned course assignments 



Marilyn L. Grady

18 Spring 2018 (Volume 14 Issue 1)

build writing skills and lead to identification of research-
able topics. 

Annual Meeting of  
Doctoral Advisees-Past and Present

A first strategy is to develop a student-to-student network. 
This could be termed a community of learners. Once a 
year, my doctoral advisees-past and present come to cam-
pus for a special meeting. This occurs on a Saturday in Oc-
tober. The goals of the meeting are to create a network for 
the doctoral students. They meet other students who are 
at various stages in their doctoral studies. They meet indi-
viduals who have completed the doctoral program. 

The meeting format follows the guidelines provided by 
Carl Moore, author of Group Techniques for Idea Build-
ing. Each student, seated in the large circle with the group 
leader (convener), participates in the group introduction 
process that begins with the convener introducing herself. 
The individual to her right introduces the convener say-
ing, “This is …… and I am …..” The next person follows 
and introduces the convener and the first individual and 
says “I am …..” The process involves all seated individu-
als. There may be as many as 30 individuals in the room. 
The process is challenging and, to an extent, entertaining. 
The students are quick to “help” each other. It becomes 
somewhat of a collaborative process. Individuals who have 
attended the meeting in previous years are ready to start 
when the group has assembled. They know from prior ex-
perience where to sit before the introductions begin. The 
result: the students have learned the names of all of the 
students in the group. The overall effect is to reduce the 
isolation online doctoral students may experience. Laugh-
ter is a key part of the activity.

The meeting provides a reminder to the students of the 
key aspects of progress toward the doctoral degree. Top-
ics include requirements such as comprehensive examina-
tions, dissertation proposal meetings and doctoral defens-
es. A clear timeline of expectations and benchmarks are 
provided for the doctoral students.

The individuals who have graduated describe their disser-
tations and the experiences they had in completing their 
studies. These stories are often very personal and helpful 
to the students in the program. They are a reminder that 
the graduates were “fully employed” and had families who 
depended on them daily. All the doctoral students are 
adults who have similar responsibilities, so these discus-
sions are reassuring to them.

The graduates report, “what worked for them” that al-
lowed them to complete the program. The graduates high-
light the specific issues they encountered related to family 

and work life in counterpoint to online classes. How to 
make time and take time for writing is a theme of these 
reports.

The students who are in the doctoral program describe 
their status in their doctoral journeys as well. All of the 
individuals in attendance are invited to describe the pro-
fessional roles they have and other personal details that 
they are willing to share with the group.

Part of the meeting includes a visual presentation of dif-
ferent aspects of the campus and its prominent programs. 
By highlighting the details and historical aspects of the 
university, the students are encouraged to spend time ex-
ploring the campus during their time at the university. 

The result of the annual meeting is that the students who 
attend are willing to return to campus throughout the 
year. The students also are willing to return to the annual 
meeting in the fall. The graduates report the contacts they 
have developed with the doctoral students through these 
meetings that persist years after graduation. Social media 
keeps them “in touch.” They are quick to report on the 
status of other graduates and their successes. 

Videos of Doctoral Graduates 

In response to an invitation, graduates provided 2-3 min-
ute videos. The videos feature the individual graduates 
who describe the strategies that assisted them in their 
completion of the doctoral degree. Each individual vid-
eo is unique to the graduate’s dissertation topic, profes-
sional work responsibilities and family/friends support. 
The graduates also note the graduate students they met 
in the program who continue to be part of their profes-
sional networks. The graduates provide their permission 
for the “showing” of the videos to the graduate students 
who attend the annual meeting as well as for selective 
presentation at other events. The student-to-student ap-
proach offers assurance to the students in the program. 
The graduates share their experiences willingly and are ac-
cessible to the students through social media, email, and 
attendance at the annual meeting.

 Enhanced Writing Assignments
Doctoral students have professional roles in a variety of 
educational organizations. Their roles are diverse. Stu-
dents’ ages are between 25-65 years old. 

The students’ professional roles may not include a regular 
writing component. Although students have completed 
other degrees prior to enrolling in the doctoral program, 
the writing of a dissertation is a new and unique experi-
ence. Students with limited research and writing experi-
ence may struggle to develop a dissertation proposal or 
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prospectus. Students who do not have academic writing 
experience may need writing support to be successful.

To address this need, I modified my course assignments to 
emphasize more short writing assignments to create writ-
ers who are more confident. The redesign emphasizes as-
signments focused on writing for research purposes. 

One course for doctoral students titled Leadership in 
Educational Organizations. After several iterations of the 
course, the current format requires writing assignments 
that include one-page applications of articles accessed 
from the Chronicle of Higher Education or Education 
Week. Students must link the articles’ content to their 
current career roles, anticipated next career steps or topics 
they intend to pursue for the dissertation. In a semester, 
they prepare a series of the short application papers. The 
assignments have improved the students’ ability to write 
applications of the articles’ content and have assisted stu-
dents in identifying potential research topics.

Students also read a biography of an educational leader 
in the career role they hold or aspire to hold. A book re-
port based on the book is required and shared with class 
members and the instructor. Students and the instructor 
respond to the book reviews via a discussion board link.

Students read selected articles from the Encyclopedia of 
Leadership. For each reading, students prepare a one-page 
application of the article based on their research interests 
or experiences in their workplace.

Students design and complete a final research project that 
includes the purpose of the study, interview questions de-
rived from the readings, subjects interviewed, identifica-
tion of organizational settings of the interviewees, tran-
scripts of the interviews and a final report of the project 
that includes the findings linked to the literature sources 
that support or challenge the findings of the study. 

The course assignments demand significant reading and 
constant written reports. The student feedback from the 
course indicates that the assignments have been successful 
based on the students’ comments. The manuscripts sub-
mitted by the students are a strong reflection of the im-
pact of these assignments.

The students’ writing skills improve throughout the se-
mester. The students’ papers provide evidence of the 
growth of students’ writing skills and depth of analysis. 
Although the “reader” role in the process has increased, 
the investment has been worth the effort. 

As an advisor of students enrolled in the course, the bene-
fits of the assignments are evident as students develop dis-
sertation proposals. Their writing skills improve through-
out the term and they are more confident in identification 
of a topic for their doctoral research 

Readings on Doctoral Advising and Writing

To meet student needs, intensive reading on advising doc-
toral students and writing was essential. My research area 
is leadership and I am an active researcher as well. I was 
not prepared to teach writing to graduate students.

To address this need, I reviewed a series of books on writ-
ing. Based on my review, I require students to read the 
following texts. The Elements of Style is a recommenda-
tion for all the students I advise. How to Write a Lot: A 
Practical Guide to Productive Academic Writing by Silvia 
is helpful, as well as entertaining, to doctoral students as 
well as professors. Writing Up Qualitative Research by 
Wolcott is useful to the students. Professors as Writers: A 
Self-help Guide to Productive Writing by Boice provides 
structure and a guide for doctoral students and profes-
sors. Making the Implicit Explicit: Creating Performance 
Expectations for the Dissertation by Lovitts is a detailed 
examination of the dissertation and its assessment as well 
as dissertations in the disciplines. It is very useful for pro-
fessors who advise doctoral students.

A reading agenda for advising doctoral students includes 
the following books. Advising & Mentoring Doctoral 
Students: A Handbook by Gardner & Barnes is a use-
ful primer on the subject of advising doctoral students. 
Navigating the Dissertation: Strategies for New Doctoral 
Advising Faculty and Their Advisees by Di Pierro is a 
comprehensive text on the topic of doctoral advising. The 
Graduate Advisor Handbook: A Student-Centered Ap-
proach by Shore provides discussion of critical issues on 
our work as advisors of graduate student.

The strategies for advising doctoral students continue to 
evolve and be tested with each new student I advise. Con-
tinued contact with the graduates of the process is essen-
tial to the revision and redesign. Doctoral advising is not a 
static process. The search for written resources on doctoral 
advising continues as well. 
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