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Abstract 
Although scholarly interest in doctoral education has increased dramatically over the last two 
decades, much of this attention has focused on the experiences of doctoral students who are en-
rolled full-time in their programs. This study explored the experiences of 10 part-time doctoral 
students in different disciplines. Through semi-structured interviews with these students, we 
found that many of the issues surrounding these part-time doctoral students involved concerns 
related to balance, support, and fitting the mold of a “traditional” doctoral student. Importantly, 
while some of these issues are consistent with the experiences of full-time doctoral students, the 
experiences of part-time doctoral students are more complicated and required sustained and flexi-
ble efforts to adequately address. We conclude by suggesting both institutional and empirical ef-
forts to better understand the complicated experiences of part-time doctoral students as well as to 
develop multi-faceted initiatives to support the experiences of this growing doctoral student popu-
lation.  
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Introduction 
Investigations of the doctoral student experience have continued to populate the higher education 
literature throughout the United States (U.S.) and across the world. In particular, scholars have 
sought to understand how the doctoral student experience may contribute to or detract from what 
has been deemed an alarming rate of doctoral student completion, reported at a mere 57% 
(Council of Graduate Schools, 2008). However, the majority of this literature on the doctoral stu-
dent experience has tended to focus on full-time students, thereby neglecting the growing body of 
part-time doctoral students on U.S. campuses.  

The paucity of literature discussing part-time doctoral students in the U.S. might be attributed to 
several issues particular to this population. First, defining what it means to pursue a doctorate 
part-time can be challenging. For example, part-time status in the U.S. may be temporary or per-
manent, meaning that the student may transition between full-time and part-time status through-

out the doctoral program. At one point 
in the program, the doctoral student may 
pursue coursework full-time and then 
transition to part-time, whereas another 
student may be full-time during the aca-
demic year but part-time in the summer, 
or another who might be enrolled full-
time until the beginning of dissertation 
research. Second, institutions may de-
fine enrollment status differently (i.e., 
anyone registering for fewer than nine 
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credits per semester would be considered part-time at one institution, whereas a different number 
of credits may differentiate such a student elsewhere). Third, because of this elusive status, the 
number of doctoral students who are identified as part-time in the U.S. at any given time is diffi-
cult to ascertain. While the majority of master’s students are now reported to be part-time in the 
U.S. (Syverson, 1999), the majority of doctoral students across disciplines still are largely identi-
fied in a full-time status. In some literature, rough estimates of these part-time doctoral students 
have ranged from 6% (Golde & Dore, 2001) to 10% (Syverson, 1999) and even as high as 12% 
(Nettles & Millett, 2006). The Council of Graduate Schools (2009) explained, “Even if current 
data sources are unable to provide a full picture of the participation of non-traditional students in 
graduate education, it is clear that the population is growing in sheer numbers and that this 
growth will likely persist for at least the next decade” (p. 1).  

Given this growing body of the doctoral student population in the U.S., more research is war-
ranted that better assists faculty, administrators, and policy-makers in understanding the distinct 
needs and experiences of part-time doctoral students. In this study, we sought to provide a base-
line understanding by asking, “What are the experiences of part-time doctoral students at one in-
stitution in the U.S.?” We begin with a discussion of the literature that exists about the part-time 
doctoral student experience in the U.S., followed by the methods used in the study. We then pro-
vide a discussion of the findings as well as implications for policy, practice, and future research. 

Part-Time Doctoral Students: A Literature Review 
Understanding the part-time doctoral student experience is by no means simple. Indeed, the com-
plexity of merely defining what it means to be a part-time doctoral student may explain the lack 
of literature about this population. Many scholars have pointed out the difficulty of accounting for 
enrollment status in understanding doctoral student outcomes such as attrition and completion 
(Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Council of Graduate Schools, 2004), and the lack of national data in 
this regard further exacerbates the problem in the U.S. (Bowen & Rudenstine 1992).  To illus-
trate, The Survey of Earned Doctorates, which collects data on all graduating doctoral students in 
the U.S. each year, does not even ask students about part-time enrollment status (Hall, Evans, & 
Nerad, 2006). At the same time, there is a normative expectation that doctoral study is a full-time 
pursuit in the U.S. The Council of Graduate Schools (2005) comments on this expectation saying 
that full-time study “allows students to concentrate exclusively on course work or research; to 
acquire the habits, attitudes, skills, and insights necessary for attaining the Ph.D.; and to find op-
portunities to work closely with the professors and other students” (p. 21). In fact, many studies 
have found that full-time pursuit of the doctoral program results in higher persistence and com-
pletion rates (Clewell, 1987; Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Nettles & Millett, 2006). Nevertheless, 
up to 12% of doctoral students may choose to pursue their degree part-time for at least a portion 
of their program in the U.S. (Nettles & Millett, 2006), whereas other countries have estimated 
part-time enrollment at even higher rates. Part-time doctoral student enrollment in Australia has 
been documented from 38% (Neumann & Rodwell, 2009) to 47% (Hall et al., 2006), and up to 
63% in the United Kingdom (Deem & Brehony, 2000).  

The proportion of part-time doctoral students tends to vary by discipline. At the doctoral level, it 
is the discipline that most often dictates the student’s experience (Golde, 2005) as the discipline 
encompasses particular cultural and methodological underpinnings that set it apart from other 
fields of study (Biglan, 1973a). In turn, the representation of part-time students in a given disci-
pline can also be thought of as reflecting its culture. For example, a significantly higher number 
of students in professional fields such as education and social work will enroll part-time as com-
pared to those students in the sciences, where part-time enrollment may be all but non-existent 
(Biegel, Hokenstad, Singer, & Guo, 2006; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Smith, 2000).  In other fields, 
such as engineering, this part-time status is becoming increasingly common as universities strive 
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to accommodate working professionals (Davis & McCuen, 1995). In fact, it is the focus on the 
full-time professional that has brought more attention to the part-time doctoral student experience 
(Syverson, 1999). As access to and demand for distance education technologies increase, for in-
stance, one might expect even more attention to be focused on these part-time doctoral students.  

From the research that has been conducted on these students, part-time doctoral students have 
been found to have dissimilar experiences from their full-time counterparts. Specifically, part-
time students have been found to be less satisfied with their doctoral experiences (Nettles & 
Millett, 2006; Neumann & Rodwell, 2009), to be less scholarly engaged than their full-time peers 
(Biegel et al., 2006; Davis & McCuen, 1995; Nora & Snyder, 2007), and are often perceived as 
less committed than their full-time counterparts (Curran, 1987). The reasons for these disparities 
between part-time and full-time doctoral students are multifaceted. Primarily, given their often 
challenging schedules that require full-time employment, part-time doctoral students often find 
themselves struggling to balance their roles as student and professional (Curran, 1987; Davis & 
McCuen, 1995; Smith, 2000; Watts, 2008). As such, Smith (2000) remarked, “The crucial aspect 
of ‘part-timeness’ has very little to do with credits taken. Rather, the issue is one of time pres-
sures because of full-time employment” (p. 362). In addition, the financial pressures that part-
time students face may account for some of these disparities, particularly given their likelihood to 
be older, to have dependents, and be married (Choy & Cataldi, 2006). Since the majority of fi-
nancial support to graduate students is often ear-marked for full-time students (Nora & Snyder, 
2007; Syverson, 1999), part-time students must often find their own resources to subsidize their 
graduate work.  

Taken together, while part-time doctoral students constitute a growing population of graduate 
students in the U.S., relatively little empirical research has been conducted to examine their ex-
periences. In the studies conducted, most utilized part-time status as one variable to consider 
among many (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Nettles & Millett, 2006), rather than focusing solely 
on this population’s experience. Moreover, those studies focusing primarily on part-time students 
were conducted within one discipline at one institution (e.g., Smith, 2000). The remainder of lit-
erature on part-time doctoral students often tends to be anecdotal in nature, thereby limiting the 
scope of understanding of this population’s experience in graduate education. 

Doctoral Student Socialization: A Framework 
The majority of the literature on the doctoral student experience in the U.S. has focused on the 
conceptual underpinnings of socialization (Mendoza & Gardner, 2010). Broadly defined, sociali-
zation is the process through which an individual learns to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, 
norms, and knowledge needed for membership in a given society, group, or organization (Bragg, 
1976; Golde, 1998; Tierney, 1997). Bragg discussed socialization in higher education settings as 
encompassing three major elements: (a) the interaction of students with the structures of the edu-
cational setting, (b) the interaction between students and faculty members, and (c) the interaction 
among students in the same educational program. 

In regard to graduate students, the socialization process is delineated even further as consisting of 
a dual socialization: to the degree program as well as to the future profession (Golde 1998). A 
widely used framework of socialization for understanding the graduate student experience is that 
of Weidman, Twale, and Stein (2001), who based their work on that of Thornton and Nardi 
(1975). As illustrated in Figure 1, the Weidman et al. framework of graduate student socialization 
includes the core experience of the degree program, as framed by the institutional culture of the 
university; the socialization processes of interaction, integration, and learning; and the core ele-
ments of socialization, including knowledge acquisition, investment, and involvement. Specifi-
cally, students are socialized through interaction with faculty and peers and integrated into the 
department’s activities and the culture of their disciplines. At the same time, students are also in-
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fluenced by their own backgrounds and predispositions, their professional communities, as well 
as their personal communities. As the socialization process unfolds, students then transition to 
novice professional practitioners, wherein commitment to and identification with the chosen pro-
fessional career occurs.  
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Figure 1: Based on Weidman, Twale, and Stein’s (2001) Graduate Socialization Framework 

Several key terms in Weidman et al.’s (2001) framework merit definition. The idea of knowledge 
acquisition refers to the student’s ability “to understand and acclimate to the academic culture, to 
meet faculty standards, and to perform role expectations” (p. 55). The concept of investment is 
defined as “the degree of time and energy that graduate students put forth in meeting program 
requirements” (p. 63). Involvement, on the other hand, encompasses the student’s attachment to 
the program, the profession, and the discipline.  

In regard to part-time doctoral students and their socialization process, therefore, the amount of 
time dedicated by the student to the doctoral experience may result in what Weidman et al. (2001) 
expressed as a diminished sense of investment and involvement. One area in which part-time stu-
dents will experience the lessened amount of investment and involvement is with their peers. 
Speaking specifically to the part-time student experience, they commented on the benefit of co-
hort programs that allow for additional peer support: “Cohorts offer much needed consolation to 
the part-time student, who rarely experiences the university beyond scheduled classes” (p. 82).  

While socialization has become a common lens through which the doctoral student experience is 
understood, it is often assumed that the student will be enrolled full-time to reap the benefits of a 
full socialization experience. Given the sparse nature of literature on part-time doctoral students, 
the concept of socialization is one that deserves fuller attention in understanding their experience 
and how these experiences may translate to their socialization outcomes. 
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Methods 
The research question guiding this study was, “What are the experiences of part-time doctoral 
students at one research institution in the U.S.?” The focus on one institutional context was pur-
poseful for several reasons. First, due to the varying definition of part-time enrollment status in 
the U.S. as one that is often based on institutional definitions of credit hours (Hall et al., 2006), 
limiting the scope of this study to one institution was appropriate. Second, institutional context 
will often provide parameters around the doctoral experience in regard to policies and procedures 
as well as the larger institutional culture that influences the individual disciplines and department 
(Gardner, 2010), and thereby the socialization of the students (Weidman et al., 2001). Finally, 
given the relatively sparse nature of empirical data on part-time doctoral students, an exploratory 
case study in one institutional setting was warranted (Maxwell, 1996). In this way, qualitative 
methods were best suited for this study as they allow for:  

(a) An understanding of the meaning, for participants in the study, of the events, situa-
tions, and actions they are involved with and of the accounts that they give of their 
lives and experiences. 

(b) An understanding of the particular context within which the participants act, and the 
influence that this context has on their actions. 

(c) The identification of unanticipated phenomena and influences (Maxwell. 1996, 
pp. 18-19). 

Specifically, the setting under examination in this qualitative study was a mid-sized research uni-
versity located in the U.S.  At the time of the study in the spring and summer of 2010, the doc-
toral programs at the institution numbered close to 40, with the majority of doctoral students in 
the field of education. Graduate students comprise 21% of all enrollment at the university, with 
roughly half of those students enrolling part-time. 

Table 1: Degree-Granting Programs by Biglan’s Classification 

TASK AREA HARD SOFT 

Pure Animal Science, Biochemistry, Bio-
medical Science, Biological Science, 
Chemistry, Earth Sciences, Ecology 
and Environmental Sciences, Marine 
Biology, Microbiology, Oceanogra-
phy, Physics, Zoology 

English, History, Psychology, Clini-
cal Psychology, Communication  

 

 

 

Applied Chemical Engineering, Civil Engi-
neering, Computer Science, Electrical 
Engineering, Food and Nutrition Sci-
ences, Forest Resources, Forestry, 
Mechanical Engineering, Spatial In-
formation Science, Wildlife Ecology 

Counselor Education, Educational 
Leadership, Higher Education, Liter-
acy Education 

 

 

 
Participants for the study included 10 doctoral students who self-identified as part-time in diverse 
disciplines. We discerned and then categorized disciplinary differences using Biglan’s (1973b) 
classification, a commonly used conceptualization of disciplines that categorizes disciplines by 
their emphasis on paradigmatic consensus (hard versus soft) as well as its research mode (pure 
versus applied, see Table 1). From this classification, we sent emails to the graduate program co-
ordinators and department chairs of these representative programs to solicit student participation. 
From these email solicitations, we chose a total of 10 doctoral students to represent the diversity 
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of disciplines at the institution. These students also represented diversity in regard to gender as 
well as their status in the program (see Table 2). 

Table 2: Participants by Biglan Classification, Gender, Age, and Program Status 

PSEUDONYM BIGLAN             
CLASSIFICATION 

GENDER AGE PROGRAM 
STATUS 

Nancy Hard-Pure Female 52 Coursework 

James Soft-Applied Male 41 Dissertation 

Michael Soft-Pure Male 53 Coursework 

Peter Soft-Pure Male 46 Dissertation 

Jeffrey Hard-Applied Male 51 Dissertation 

Robert Hard-Applied Male 33 Dissertation 

Mark Hard-Applied Male 38 Dissertation 

Lisa Soft-Applied Female 42 Coursework 

Thomas Soft-Applied Male 31 Coursework 

Janet Soft-Applied Female 52 Coursework 

 

After receiving informed consent, we conducted interviews with the 10 doctoral students included 
in the study in the spring and summer of 2010 through face-to-face interviews utilizing a loosely-
structured protocol based on the framework of socialization by Bragg (1976) and Weidman et al. 
(2001) (see Appendix). This protocol allowed participants to diverge from the main topics and to 
further explore concepts and ideas. Interviews lasted for approximately 45 to 90 minutes and 
were audio-taped and later transcribed verbatim.  

Analysis of the data was conducted through the use of the constant comparative method, “a re-
search design for multi-data sources, which is like analytic induction in that the formal analysis 
begins early in the study and is nearly completed by the end of data collection” (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2003, p. 66). The study utilized Glaser’s (1978) steps in data analysis, wherein we began 
collecting the data and then sought out key issues, events, or activities in the data that became 
main categories for focus. We then continued collecting data to provide undergirding for these 
main categories. We then wrote about the categories explored, keeping in mind past incidents 
while searching for new, while working with the data and emerging model to discover relation-
ships. Finally, we sampled, coded, and wrote with the core categories in mind. Glaser’s steps for 
analysis also allowed for emergent themes to develop from the data and provided a means by 
which large amounts of data were compressed into meaningful units for analysis. We then util-
ized concepts of graduate student socialization (Bragg, 1976; Weidman et al., 2001) to better un-
derstand the dimensions along which students responses varied.  

We verified trustworthiness of the analysis through peer debriefing, wherein we separately ana-
lyzed the data and then compared analysis to develop the resulting themes. Member checking was 
also utilized, as participants were sent an email encapsulating the themes that emerged from their 
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interviews and asked to verify these themes. All students verified that these themes represented 
their recollection of the interviews. 

Findings 
From the analysis of the data resulting from the interviews with the 10 part-time doctoral stu-
dents, three themes emerged. These themes, each discussed in turn below, include the three inter-
related concepts of (a) balance, (b) support, and (c) fitting the mold.  

Balance 
Reflecting the existing literature on this student population (e.g., Choy & Cataldi, 2006; Watts, 
2008), all 10 of the students in the study held full-time positions while pursuing their doctoral 
degrees. Also reflecting the work of Choy and Cataldi and of Watts, most also had family respon-
sibilities in addition to their graduate education. And, while balance is a common concern among 
all doctoral students (Gardner, 2007), the balance these students feel they have to strike is pro-
foundly different and significantly more intense than their full-time peers.  For example, several 
of the students discussed having to wear different hats, particularly when their professional focus 
and graduate program focus did not align, like Janet, who remarked, “And that constant kind of 
pressure on your mind that, okay, I gotta get this done, gotta get that done. Where am I gonna fit 
it in, when am I gonna fit it in?” In particular, Janet explained the dilemma that many of the other 
students described in regard to their work-academic balance: 

 I’m certainly still expected to carry my weight with all the different projects and things. 
Sometimes there’s a lack of awareness of just how much I have to do outside of school. 
You know, I have this pressure that I’m not going to let what I’m doing in my grad pro-
gram cause my work to suffer. So, sometimes that means foregoing something that I 
might really want to do, because I need to finish something at school before I can go 
home and, you know, finish up a paper. 

In this vein, many of the students commented on the sacrifices and compromises they have to 
make in one aspect of their life or another to be able to balance all of the roles in their lives. 
Thomas explained, “I guess part of what it means to me to be a part-time doctoral student is need-
ing to continually balance the tugs in different directions. It also means not being able to accom-
plish everything I want. There are always compromises that I’ve felt I needed to make.” Lisa 
similarly remarked, “I just I think you let a lot more slip part-time, because the time’s not there; 
the energy’s not there to address things.”  For many students, the sacrifices came into their rela-
tionships with their friends, family, and children. Mark, a single parent, talked about how the 
push and pull of his many demands affects his daughter, “I think there’s a component of, ‘Well, 
none of my friends’ parents are working as hard as you’re working.’”  

As such, the balancing act required to manage their many roles became a source for stress for the 
students. Michael remarked, “It bugs me. I cannot spend as much time as a full-time student, do-
ing as much as I would like to.” As such, the subject of guilt came up a lot for many of the stu-
dents: “I just feel guilty all the time,” Janet explained.  James echoed these sentiments, saying: 

I find that the hardest part is trying to get myself to the place where my – where my con-
centration, where my mindset is sufficiently focused to accomplish something decent. It’s 
not the actual work that’s so hard, it’s getting yourself mentally into the space where you 
can work. And having enough time that’s uninterrupted that you can do that. And not be-
ing able to push aside all the other things. You know, oh, you have a kid who’s not doing 
well at school. Or you’ve got, you know, whatever. 
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As a result, many of the students discussed a level of satisficing in their work, or doing the mini-
mal amount of work they could make it passable or satisfactory. Mark, now working on his dis-
sertation, sighed as he said, “I guess this part-time dissertation experience…I’m glad that I’ve 
been given the opportunity, but I’m not going to look back on this and say this is the point where 
I academically shined.” As such, Mark wondered aloud, “There are times when I think that be-
cause of my part-time status, also because of my full-time job and the teaching and everything 
like that, I kinda got the feeling that sometimes they may be cutting me a little bit of slack.” This 
notion of being cut some slack was also communicated by other students. Nancy remarked, “Be-
ing a part-time student means that the professors are fairly cognizant of the fact that you don’t 
have large number of hours to devote to the coursework. So I think there’s some effort to create 
assignments and work projects that are reasonably doable.” Importantly, the participants framed 
this “cutting of slack” as indicative of flexibility by faculty members to recognize the complicated 
dynamics of part-time doctoral student status.  

Support 
To manage the stress of the balancing act that they all described, these part-time students also 
discussed their sources of support. While most full-time doctoral students will find extensive sup-
port from their graduate advisors (Bargar & Mayo-Chamberlain, 1983; Barnes & Austin, 2009) 
and from their student peers (Gardner, 2007; Sweitzer, 2009), the part-time students in this study 
rarely discussed the support from these entities. Instead, it was most often their partners, children, 
and places of employment that provided them the most support in this endeavor. For these stu-
dents, family members were the most often discussed source of support in their lives. Like Mark, 
who shared, “My 10 year-old daughter has been through everything with me. She is probably 
more supportive than any 10 year-old needs to be.” For others, it was their partners and spouses 
that provided the most support; “It’d be tough to rate the most [supportive person].  I guess if I 
had to pick one, I’d probably pick [my fiancée] because she’s suffering the most, if you will, from 
the hours I spend on this. Her patience with that is extremely important,” Thomas explained.  
Janet also mentioned how important her husband’s role was in providing her support, particularly 
in regard to chores, “My husband bears more of the brunt. My husband has to pick up more things 
around the house, like, literally and figuratively. You know, he does more dishes. He cooks more 
meals. He does more loads of laundry.” 

The second most-discussed source of support for these part-time students came from their em-
ployers and co-workers. “Well, my staff is fantastic. If I did not have those people behind me and 
knowing their jobs, I could not do this. And that makes me feel very good,” said Michael.  James 
offered this advice to other part-time students based on his own experience: 

 If you’re not in a job that is supportive, you need to be in a job that is supportive, because 
if you’re not, I don’t see how you could possibly finish. There’s just no way. So, before 
you start your program, make sure you have a job that’s gonna allow you the kind of 
flexibility that you’re gonna have to have to do this. 

Robert summarized the support he receives at work succinctly, “Work also is very supportive. If I 
didn’t have the flexibility that they’ve afforded me, there is no way I could complete my degree.” 

When students did discuss the support from their faculty, it was often tied to the responsiveness 
of their faculty, the timeliness of their feedback, and their level of flexibility given the many de-
mands in the students’ lives. Mark shared, “I’ve had good response time. Very good response 
time actually. Every time I’ve submitted anything to [my advisor], he comes back quickly.” Simi-
larly, Peter remarked: 

The department’s been pretty good, too. Letting me kind of do this on my own terms, I 
suppose.  Because I didn’t know if that’s the way of things for part-time students or not; I 
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didn’t even really care. I just kind of said, “Well, this is how I’m going to do it, if you 
want to, okay. If not, I’m okay with that, too.” 

The students involved in cohort programs, however, spoke differently of their peer relationships.  
Lisa explained, “I think there’s a big difference between part-time and being with a cohort. Had I 
been part-time and not with a cohort, I don’t know that I would have developed these same rela-
tionships.”  Robert, who was involved with a National Science Foundation Integrative Graduate 
Education Research and Traineeship (IGERT) during his coursework, found his cohort experi-
ence to be his main source of support during that time: “It worked out well that my cohort mem-
bers, a lot of times their availability was more at night or during lunch as well, so everything fit 
together really nicely.”  

Those without this cohort experience, however, felt they could benefit from such a thing, particu-
larly as many of the students talked about the lack of peer interaction they had.  James remarked, 
“It would be so nice to think about going through as a cohort. I mean, wow, wouldn’t that be fun? 
You’ve got common things. You’re on this path together. That would be great, but…” Indeed, 
when asked about his peer relationships, he said, “Peer relationships? I don’t have any.” Feelings 
of isolation were a common point among many of the students in this way. Even, Michael, who 
talked positively about his peer relationships, mentioned, “I’d say that, that my experience has 
been positive, but very, very minimal.”  

Fitting the Mold 
As such, the majority of the students lamented the fact that they did not have closer relationships 
with their faculty and peers, which they realized is a “normal” component of most students’ doc-
toral programs.  This normative idea of what it meant to be a doctoral student was one that most 
of them equated with being full-time and, for some, was a source of internal conflict and struggle. 
For example, Robert mentioned that he was never open about his part-time status in his program. 
He explained, “Many of my peers didn’t know that I was working outside of school. It’s not that I 
kept it hidden. I just never brought it up. I kind of wanted to fit the mold of a traditional student.” 

For others, their lack of fitting in surrounded their age in addition to their part-time status. As 
many part-time graduate students also tend to be older (Choy & Cataldi, 2006; Syverson, 1999) 
than their full-time peers, this awareness of difference may not be surprising. Peter pointed out 
his many differences to his peers, “Me being a full-time teacher and kind of doing it a spare time 
sort of thing, not being on campus, and my age, too. I’m really non-traditional, I guess, for a 
Ph.D. I’m in my mid-forties, so it’s not like a career building block or something that I’m looking 
at it as.” 

This lack of fitting in, however, went beyond the students’ peer interactions. Given the fact that 
the majority of graduate student financial support is often predicated on a full-time enrollment 
status (Choy & Cataldi, 2006; Syverson, 1999), very little financial support is available to these 
students. Nancy explained, “I don’t fit into anything that they could really justify giving me 
money for. I mean, I can’t do work-study. I can’t TA or anything like that. I suppose if they really 
got creative I could maybe do some research for them that’s amenable to my situation.”  

Taken together, the lack of fitting in resulted in some of students feeling they were missing out on 
something. Like Michael, who feels he has had a generally positive experience as a part-time stu-
dent, but wondered, “So it [has been] a positive experience, but yet I walk away feeling as though 
I have missed something and that I couldn’t be a part of the overall process.”  Other participants 
noted that full-time status enabled a greater learning experience that encompassed more opportu-
nities for reflection and sustained engagement with theories, research, and readings as well as 
focused interactions with peers and faculty members.  Specifically, Lisa noted, “It’s very scat-
tered to have a full-time job with lots of responsibilities and then to try and do courses that are 
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more than just the requirements and actually getting the learning, thinking, and processing that 
should occur.” Also, in speaking about how his experiences would be different as a full-time stu-
dent, Thomas commented, “But, certainly, being able to focus on the course work and feel like I 
was reading things as thoroughly as I wanted to and producing project as thoroughly as I wanted 
to would be different.” The opportunity to digest, reflect on and debate the research and topics 
learned during their courses was extremely significant to the experiences of doctoral students and 
an important layer that differentiated the experiences of these part-time doctoral students.   

An important dynamic that complemented these issues related to the learning experience involved 
the perception that part-time students were missing out on important, daily interactions with peers 
and faculty members.  As Robert highlighted, “Where I do have issues is I know that a lot of my 
friends are doing full-time [studies]. They have a lot of opportunities during the day to work on 
research…they are immersed in it throughout the day, interacting with other students in the PhD 
program and peers within our program. I miss a lot of that interaction [when] I’m working during 
the day.” Further, Peter echoed similar themes as he stated, “Full-time would definitely keep me 
on task, bring me more connections, face-to-face time, more opportunity for on-campus re-
search.”  

Translating back to the theme of support, students like Jeffrey explained that they had to forge 
new paths in their programs. He stated, “I have to figure this out as I go. There is no map on how 
to do this.”  Having to forge these new paths resulted in a lack of isolation in some of the stu-
dents’ experiences.  James shared, “What’s interesting is how few people really understand how 
hard it is. So, your family, like my parents will be happy, and my mom will be proud, you know, 
the first kid to do whatever. But there [are] very few people that really understand how much 
commitment this takes to actually bring to fruition.”  Even with support, Mark discussed, it is dif-
ficult:  

I have noted that there are times where, regardless of the support you are getting, where 
there are emotional strains. And, you know, I don’t have resource or infrastructure rec-
ommendations for supporting part-time PhDs. I think it’s perhaps just a game to go 
through. 

Discussion 
The literature on the doctoral education experience tends to chronicle the life of doctoral students 
as one that requires balance and support (Gardner, 2007; Gardner, 2008b, 2009; Grant-Vallone & 
Ensher, 2000; Lovitts, 2001). For the part-time doctoral students in this study, these issues were 
no less prominent but, at the same time, the kinds of balance and support these students discussed 
were very different from the reports of full-time doctoral students in other research. In this way, 
the current study adds to the existing literature by providing one of few empirical investigations 
into the part-time doctoral student experience and its dynamically different nature from that of 
full-time students. Similarly, while Gardner (2008a) briefly touched upon the experience of part-
time doctoral students and their experience of not “fitting the mold” of graduate school, the stu-
dents in this study were explicit in their awareness of their “otherness” in relation to their peers. 
This otherness or marginality can have a significant influence upon students’ feelings of belong-
ing and success (Schlossberg, 1984). In this way, the socialization of these part-time students is 
one that, in many ways, they consider “lesser than” that of their peers. Many questioned what 
they were “missing out on” by not being fully in the world of their full-time peers. This notion of 
“missing out on” encompassed both individual aspects of learning as well as broader issues re-
lated to research intensity, peer networking, and overall engagement with campus life.  

Certainly, discipline does make a difference in this regard. For example, in education, where of-
ten part-time status is the norm (Nettles & Millett, 2006), the students in this study discussed a 
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much less challenging experience as opposed to the students in the sciences and engineering, who 
were more likely to be alone in their experience. Mark explained his difficulty in this experience, 
sharing, “I wouldn’t recommend this for anyone. There will obviously be people who are put in 
this position and will do it. I presume anyone who would do it part-time, they’re doing it because 
they are working.”  

These isolated students were also aware that few understand the burden they carry in trying to 
balance their many roles successfully. The students who were part-time in cohort programs (or 
those programs with a normative expectation that students would be part-time) discussed a tre-
mendously different experience from those students who were one of the few to pursue their de-
grees part-time. The cohort students talked about knowing that their peers and faculty understood 
the many demands of their lives and that the program was designed to fit these needs. In this way, 
the students involved in cohorts spoke to the same level of peer support as full-time students have 
discussed in previous research (Gardner, 2007, 2008b). Those students outside of the cohort ex-
perience, however, talked about finding many obstacles to making their part-time status more 
manageable, such as a lack of funding, a lack of availability of campus resources after normal 
business hours, and a general lack of understanding. James explained his frustration with the lack 
of support for part-time status: 

 I don’t think we do a very good job of supporting people doing this kind of thing. I don’t 
think our society does a very good job of supporting people. I mean beyond just what the 
university could do. You know, it’s like we’re speaking out of both sides of our mouth as 
a nation. We’re saying, “Oh, it’s so important to have people that have a higher degree of 
training. We need people that are doing these kinds of things.” But yet there really aren’t 
a lot of supports to make it happen, not nearly to the degree that would be necessary.  

In regard to socialization, then, the majority of the students in this study discussed a lack of in-
vestment, involvement, and knowledge acquisition, as discussed by Weidman et al. (2001). More 
specifically, the majority of the students discussed how time and other professional and personal 
responsibilities took away from their investment, which then translated to a lack of involvement. 
For some, the lack of these two elements resulted in a feeling of a lack of knowledge acquisition 
or missing out on some other core components of learning in their programs. By contrast, the stu-
dents who were involved in cohort programs, or those designed for their part-time status, did not 
mention a lack of these socialization elements. It could be that these students’ experiences are 
designed purposefully by faculty, who know that these students will have ultimately less time to 
contribute to their doctoral programs. It may also be that the normative expectations for invest-
ment, involvement, and knowledge acquisition are based upon those they observe. Since cohort 
students will rarely engage with full-time students these students may, for all intents and pur-
poses, not know what they are missing. Certainly, future research should examine faculty percep-
tions in regard to the socialization experiences of full- and part-time doctoral students to better 
ascertain such differences in outcomes. 

Not all doctoral programs welcome part-time students and some faculty may even caution against 
pursuing a program part-time. But for those campuses that wish to grow their part-time doctoral 
student populations and to better support their current part-time students, we offer the following 
recommendations for policy and practice.  First, campuses and programs should move beyond the 
level of benign neglect that many of the students in the study discussed experiencing. In particu-
lar, considering what services and supports that doctoral students utilize and making them avail-
able is an important first step. For example, the students in this study discussed how vital their 
access to library materials online and distance were to their experiences. Continuing to expand 
other services such as financial aid and graduate services to more online and distance formats will 
also be valuable to this student population.  
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Similarly, on-campus resources such as writing centers, counseling centers, and childcare centers 
might consider holding evening and weekend hours for the part-time contingent. Second, the lack 
of peer support is a tremendous concern for students who may not be part of a cohort. Providing a 
campus-wide peer group that focuses on part-time graduate students might be helpful. However, 
campuses should be aware that adding other responsibilities and time commitments may ulti-
mately feel like more of a burden than a help to these students. Instead, providing online support 
groups, blogs, and forums might be a better way to access support when they need it and have 
time to pursue it. Also, organizing research or professional-themed events or discussions may 
encourage part-time student participation.  Importantly, considerable commitment to “planning 
ahead” is necessary for this part-time student population.  Having to balance a host of issues, both 
personal and professional, often negates the participation of part-time doctoral students, so efforts 
to arrange and to confirm this programming with considerable notice to students would assist 
with part-time student participation. Third, scheduling courses and other requirements in a fash-
ion that relates to a full-time working professional’s needs is also important. Again, the use of 
distance technologies can be helpful in this regard. In general, offering more targeted support for 
these students may also, in the end, open more opportunities for this growing demographic in 
graduate education. 

This exploratory study offered an empirical perspective into the lives of 10 part-time doctoral 
students but more research must be conducted on this burgeoning population. For example, exam-
ining part-time doctoral student experiences by disciplines, by cohort programs, and by institu-
tional settings is needed, as is examining different demographic segments of this population in-
cluding those with and without dependents, different age ranges, as well as different socioeco-
nomic backgrounds. Moreover, examining the programmatic experiences at different turning 
points (i.e., coursework, examination, dissertation) would also be valuable. Finally, we offered 
only one national perspective in this study. Future studies should examine how different countries 
and their norms differ based on expectations for coursework and enrollment, for example.  In 
short, while the part-time doctoral student contingent continues to grow so should our understand-
ing. 
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Appendix: Interview Protocol 
1. Where are you currently in your program (beginning, end of coursework, exams, disserta-

tion)? 
2. In what field are you receiving your doctorate? 
3. When did you begin your program? 
4. When did you complete your undergraduate degree? (from where/what field?) 

a. Were you enrolled part or full-time? 
5. Did you get a master’s degree first?  

a. If so, in what area, and from where?  
b. For that degree, did you enroll part-time or full-time?  

6. Did you take any time off between your undergrad/master’s and/or master’s/doctoral de-
gree?  

a. If yes, how long?  
b. Why? 

7. What are you planning to do when you complete the degree? 
8. Are you single or partnered? 
9. Any dependents?  

a. If so, how many and ages? 
10. How many credits do you take on average each semester? Summer? 

a. Has this changed over the course of your program? If so, why? 
11. Do you work outside of school?  

a. If so, how many hours?  
b. Has this changed since beginning your program? 
c. Is this work related to your graduate program? 

12. How do you define what it means to be a “part-time” student? 
13. Why did you decide to pursue your doctorate part-time? 
14. Have you received any funding from the program or the university for your studies? 
15. Tell me about your relationships with the faculty in your program. 
16. Have you had the opportunity to conduct research with faculty in your program? 

a. If so, how was this experience? 
b. If not, would you like to do so? Why or why not? 

17. What about your relationships with other doctoral students? 
a. Are these relationships different with other part-time versus full-time students? 

18. If you are working, how supportive is your workplace/boss of your studies? 
19. What do your family and friends think of your studies? 
20. Talk to me about the challenges you face in your doctoral program. 

a. Do you think these would be different if you were enrolled full-time? 
21. From whom or from where do you receive the most support to pursue your doctorate? 

a. Do you think this would be different if you were enrolled full-time? 
22. What services are most helpful to you as a part-time doctoral student? 
23. What more could be done to support part-time doctoral students? 
24. If you had to give advice to a new part-time doctoral student, what advice would you 

give? 
25. What didn’t I ask you about that is important for me to understand part-time doctoral stu-

dents? 
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