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Abstract 

 

 

Following the worldwide shift, partially or fully, to virtual education during the Covid-19 

pandemic, online education has received renewed attention. Bal et al. (2020) noted the issues 

faced by higher degree students during that period in which they struggled with time 

management, access to resources, and balancing work and personal life. Over 61% of doctoral 

students writing their dissertations reported increased hardship during the transition, but not 

necessarily due to online education (Donohue et al., 2021). The most prominent struggles 

involved data collection during times of lockdown (Donohue et al., 2021), but many students 

also struggled with a shift to online mentorship with their chairs and committee members (Niño 

& Martinez, 2022). Given the changes and struggles, Atkinson et al. (2022) pondered the 

professional and societal value of earning a PhD, arguably due to some concerns that the 

partially or fully online process of doctoral education could not support students’ academic 

outcomes and success. Therefore, perhaps the forced shift to virtual education methods 

elucidated a need to better understand the online doctoral education process (Mullen, 2021). 

Given that several online higher educational institutions developed models for providing online 

doctoral education prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, they may present an opportunity to 

understand the long-term online doctoral education experience during times of greater normalcy. 

Exploring how online higher education institutions support students who are writing dissertations 

should provide insight into best practices of supporting online students during their dissertation 

processes. 
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Online Doctoral Students’ Perception of Autonomy Support to Progress in Dissertation 

 

Completion rates of doctoral dissertations have been an area of concern across the U.S. 

Particularly, doctoral students often fail to succeed in their academic goals and program 

completion (Castelló et al., 2017; Cornwall et al., 2019; Skopek et al., 2020). In fact, research 

shows that only 40-60% of doctoral students persist to degree completion (Gittings et al., 2018). 

Further, according to Castelló et al. (2017), the structure and requirements of doctoral programs 

can vary considerably, whereas online master’s programs often share many similarities. 

Differences in degree structures can negatively impact doctoral student performance due to their 

lack of understanding of how to successfully transition into advanced levels of graduate 

coursework. Specifically, doctoral students often lack familiarity with the doctoral processes 

(e.g., dissertation milestones and iterative feedback which can result in uncertainty and struggle 

(Kumar & Johnson, 2017).  

Doctoral students also develop discipline-relevant skills and expertise and are supported 

by the mentorship of dissertation committee members (e.g., the dissertation chair; Lyons et al., 

1990; Rademaker et al., 2016). Effective mentors may mediate the negative outcomes that could 

result from doctoral students’ lack of familiarity, uncertainty, and difficulty. Given the arguable 

at-risk qualification of doctoral students amid high attrition rates and the pursuit of a high-

performance goal process, a mentor or mentors can provide guidance for the doctoral student to 

set and pursue strategic, realistic goals such that they remain engaged, enrolled, and successful 

until degree completion. For example, Jameson et al. (2021) found that supporting doctoral 

students’ autonomy, competency, and formation of a positive working relationship with the chair 

and committee supports the student’s motivation to progress in the doctoral process. Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) suggests that the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, 
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and relatedness to others foster intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Indeed, motivation is 

crucial to self-regulated, autonomous task efforts and success (e.g., theses and dissertations) 

(Andrews, 2016).  

Supporting Motivation 

According to Deci and Ryan (2000), types of motivation span a continuum that represents 

the degree to which a person’s motivation is internal (intrinsic motivation) or external (extrinsic 

motivation) Although extrinsic motivation is substantially necessary and valuable due to 

performance measures that are used to evaluate goal pursuits and success, intrinsic motivation is 

commonly regarded as a more powerful predictor of academic effort, engagement, and 

performance as compared to extrinsic motivation, such that doctoral students may be more 

motivated if their reasons for pursuing the doctorate are internal (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Just as 

soldiers who may have despised sit-ups and push-ups during boot camp (i.e., extrinsic motivation 

via pressure) may eventually do them out of habit or enjoyment (i.e., intrinsic motivation), 

motivation can change over time in terms of how internal or external it is on the continuum. 

However, intrinsic motivation is a better and stronger predictor of perseverance and progress on 

a consistent basis (Jameson et al., 2021; Hidi & Ainley, 2012; Regis, 2019; Sverdlik & Hall, 

2019; Templeton, 2016; Volkert et al., 2018). Precisely, intrinsically motivated individuals 

engage in activities because they find personal value and enjoyment in the task or activity. Thus, 

the behaviors are internally motivated rather than the result of force, pressure, or promise of 

reward from outside sources (e.g., getting a good grade (deCharms, 1968). Thus, intrinsically 

motivated academic activities engage the doctoral student to be more interested and experience 

greater autonomy in their doctoral tasks, which enhances their development, progress, and 

success (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Flavell, 1999).  
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Reciprocally, perceived autonomy as well as feelings of competence can help sustain a 

doctoral student’s intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Autonomy is the perceived ability 

of a student to be in charge of or self-regulate their goals and goal processes such as their choice 

of a problem statement or the way a student intends to collect data, for example (Deci & Ryan, 

2017). The doctoral student, working autonomously throughout substantive portions of the 

dissertation, must have a great deal of self-regulated learning (Kelley & Salisbury, 2016; Hanson 

et al., 2022). However, there is the other side of the dissertation process which is working closely 

with the chair. To the extent the chair has supported the student’s perception of autonomy, the 

greater the likelihood the student will see the chair as someone “on their side” who will support 

and help them complete the dissertation. If that autonomy has not been supported, the student 

may not perceive the chair as being to help the student complete the dissertation which may 

cause setbacks during the dissertation process (Jameson et al., 2019). 

When a person’s autonomy is supported, the behavior will be engaged and internally 

driven. However, external factors will often intervene to adjust behaviors as needed (e.g., a chair 

giving feedback on a dissertation to ensure the study is feasible, research based, etc.) which may 

hinder the student’s autonomy. The student can regain a sense of autonomy by buying in to the 

suggestions and path for the dissertation study, but often requires trust in the chair and the chair’s 

competency to make suggestions that will lead the student on the path to success (Burns et al., 

2018; Deci & Ryan, 2017).  

Autonomy Support 

Prior research provides evidence that educators who provide autonomy supportive 

approaches have students who possess higher levels of intrinsic motivation and perceive 

themselves as more competent (Deci et al., 1981). Ryan and Deci (2010) noted that autonomy 
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supportive environments result in support of competency and relatedness needs. The concept of 

autonomy support is essential for autonomous motivation and is focused on one’s perception of 

having a voice and choice in their learning. Further, autonomy support provides a rationale and 

model for perceptions of meaning and self-relevance (Vansteenkiste et al., 2018). Autonomy 

supportive approaches result in internalization and self-endorsed learning. Students who possess 

autonomous supportive approaches are curious, open, and empathetic to learning. Essentially, 

Vansteenkiste et al. (2018) postulated that the “SDT literature and beyond have indicated that 

providing a meaningful rationale in an autonomy-supportive way promotes internationalization, 

which in turn, contributes to greater engagement and learning” (p. 38). Through autonomy 

supportive instructional styles, faculty promote student motivation and acknowledge students’ 

abilities to learn and grow. Further, supporting students’ autonomy positively impacts and 

promotes self-regulated learning (Sierens, 2009; Jansen et al., 2019; Zheng, 2020) and intrinsic 

motivation (Holzer et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2020).  

Autonomy Hindered 

Research focused on SDT has also examined factors that hinder autonomy (Krettenauer 

& Curren, 2020; Migilorini et al., 2019). Ryan and Deci (2016) cautioned that educators too 

often implement external control strategies to foster learning instead of capitalizing on students’ 

inherent curiosity of learning. Less autonomy supportive environments hinder student 

persistence. Failure to support student autonomy can have negative implications resulting in 

decreased levels of learner satisfaction and achievement (Marshik et al., 2017). Although learner 

autonomy is considered a desirable component for student success, Basri (2020) indicated that 

autonomy is not necessarily considered an innate ability. Rather, students’ autonomy needs to be 

nurtured by educators to develop their support strategies and students’ understanding that their 
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voice matters. Yet, educators who are proponents of student autonomy may have challenges 

providing an appropriate level of support to students (e.g., diversity in backgrounds, dispositions, 

and accountability standards) (Basri, 2020).  

RQ 1: To what extent does a student’s perception of autonomy support their progress in the 

dissertation phase of their online doctoral program? 

RQ 2: How do students perceive their chair supports their autonomy in the dissertation phase of 

their online doctoral program? 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how online doctoral students perceive their 

autonomy in working through their dissertation and how their chair supports that autonomy to 

promote motivation and ultimately completion of the doctoral program. The dissertation chair is 

considered to be the primary faculty support for the student during the dissertation phase. 

Method 

The following sections describe the method designs used for this study including the 

overall design, data collection and data analysis. 

Design 

The methodology for this study was a sequential mixed method study (Fetters, 2020). A 

sequential mixed method approach was most appropriate as the data collection called for a 

survey that included closed and open-ended items (researcher created guided by framework 

constructs) followed by follow on interviews from voluntary survey respondents for more in 

depth information. For this study, participants included doctoral students at the 

dissertation/doctoral study phase of the program at two different online universities.  
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Institution A. University A is a large, private, for profit, online university offering 

degrees ranging from bachelors to doctoral degrees. About 75% of the student population is 

graduate students. The online survey was accessed via a link in a participant pool website to all 

students and faculty currently in the participant pool. Monthly emails were sent to all participant 

pool enrollees to remind and encourage potential participants to engage in the study. Thus, the 

sample could have included any US adults, but the study was only advertised to the large, for-

profit university so all participants were likely students of that university. 

The survey link was included on the participant pool website for six weeks in Fall 2021. 

In that time, 17 doctoral students participated in the survey by completing all (or most) of the 19 

items concerning autonomy (the survey included items concerning another related topic that is 

part of a larger study). The survey items included both open-ended and close-ended items.  

Institution B. University B is a non-profit institution that consists of four campuses, 

which includes an online campus and three on-ground campuses.  Online Ed.D. students at this 

institution were recruited via monthly emails for a three-month period in Fall 2021 requesting 

their participation in an online survey. During this three-month timeframe, 22 doctoral 

students participated in the survey and completed all survey items. The survey consisted of a 

combination of items that were open ended and closed.  

Participants 

Institution A. The sample was drawn from Pond University (pseudonym) came from the 

participant pool of a large, American-based, online university population consisting of students 

and faculty. Students opted in to become participants in the participant pool and receive a login 

and password. As participants, students can participate in research studies posted to the site. 

Participants in the pool receive “credits” for participating in research activities such as surveys 
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and interviews. These credits make participants eligible to post their own studies on the 

participant pool site once that study has been approved by Pond University IRB. The researchers 

posted information about participating in the study on the participant pool website and requested 

that participants be Ed.D. students in the dissertation/doctoral study phase only. 

Institution B. The online Ed.D. program at this institution consists mostly of full-time 

working professionals. This institution does not offer a participant pool for research. Therefore, 

the researcher sent monthly solicitations for study participation to online Ed.D. students.  

Data Collection Technique 

The following section describes the instruments and techniques used for data collection. 

 Survey. The survey instrument initially asked students to verify that they were in the 

doctoral program and in the dissertation/doctoral study phase to ensure only those appropriate for 

the study completed the survey. The ideal sample size for Institution A was 10 students so 17 

participants was above what was expected. The survey items at Institution B were identical to 

those asked to Institution A. A total of 22 respondents participated in the survey, although no 

survey participants agreed to the “follow-up” interview for Institution B. 

Interviews. The semi-structured interviews included the following questions focused on 

autonomy: In what ways has your dissertation shifted since you began the process? How have 

self-regulated yourself to manage the dissertation process? How has your chair supported your 

choice/self-regulation to enable you to continue to make progress on your dissertation? To what 

extent do you feel you have strong perseverance? Follow on questions were asked if the 

participant mentioned anything outside of these questions or anything that needed further 

clarification in regard to these items.  
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Data Analysis 

The following section describes the data analysis used including analysis of surveys and 

interviews. 

Survey. An electronic consent form was presented at the start of the online survey. 

Students who took the survey were providing their consent by “opting in” to participate in the 

study (as approved by the IRB). All results were captured and stored in an online survey 

platform and later downloaded to a spreadsheet for analysis.  

All results and comments were organized in two different ways. The first was an overall 

analysis of all students’ ratings on closed-ended items and review of open-ended comments. 

Early analysis appeared to show that grouping the students by the dissertation phase of the 

process in which they currently belonged was helpful because many of the early responses were 

similar to each other and different from students in later phase groupings.  

Closed-ended items were grouped by phase of dissertation (i.e., initial/early, midway, and 

final) based on if the student was in coursework (initial/early), prospectus or proposal writing, 

but prior to data collection (midway), or final (after data collection, writing final document). The 

item responses were analyzed through the use of Excel using averages for each category by item 

and response type. The response type was also averaged across both institutions for a total for 

each response type for each item. 

The first phase of data analysis for open-ended comments was in vivo coding (Miles et 

al., 2014), wherein words or short phrases are used to capture the main point of the comments as 

provided by the participants. A priori codes from the SDT framework (focused on autonomy) 

were additionally utilized as the initial codes. The second part of the first phase was axial coding, 

wherein codes were grouped to produce overall themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
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In the second phase of coding, open coding was used to find any other emerging codes 

outside of the SDT framework (Creswell, 2014). Open coding revealed other themes outside of 

the a priori codes of the framework that participants mentioned.  

Interviews. Interviews were coded using NVivo coding (Miles et al., 2014). The 

construct of autonomy within SDT was used for the initial phase of coding. Once coding was 

complete, the codes were analyzed for thematic coding to answer the RQs. Any emerging codes 

were also analyzed for additional themes outside of the framework constructs.  

Findings 

The following section describes the findings from surveys and interviews.  

Survey 

Results of the survey showed a number of valuable insights concerning how autonomy 

supports the motivation of a doctoral study student, particularly in the dissertation/doctoral study 

phase of the program. A number of other insights about the importance of the locus of control 

were also found during analysis.  

During analysis, students were grouped into three categories for both closed-ended and 

open-ended items: early phase (in coursework or working on prospectus document), midway 

phase (working on proposal but not yet collecting data), and final phase (working on final 

document having collected data already). Distinct student groupings were quite different from 

each other based on students’ responses to survey items across groups.  

Feeling their autonomy was supported seemed to increase the process (final more than 

midway, midway more than initial/early) the student had made. Institutional B (average=3.29) 

seemed to rate feeling their autonomy was supported more than Institution A (average=2.65). For 

many of the closed-ended items, most students rated feeling fairly supported from their chair for 
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autonomy, being able to work at their own pace and having a chair who supported their progress. 

Table 1 (continued on the following three pages) shows the full averages for all closed-ended 

items.  

Table 1 

Averages for closed-ended items 
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Interestingly, open-ended item responses seemed to voice these same autonomy supports 

with the exception of a few areas. Several students (n=3) in the final stages mentioned that they 

felt they had too much autonomy in the process and actually found it challenging as they felt 

unprepared to handle the level of autonomy (the balance of autonomy and oversight/guidance) 

required to make progress and complete a dissertation. Several students indicated they believe 

they “…would have benefited from more structure earlier in the process” and that “…working on 

the dissertation is much less supported than I expected.” There were over 20 comments about 

feelings of autonomy support in the dissertation; however, there were 10 comments about how 

the dissertation topic was supported with autonomy, but other areas of the dissertation were not 

(e.g., methodology, etc.) and that “…waiting on the IRB was challenging”. There were 10 

comments about the autonomy support from the dissertation committee, while other university 

processes and requirements made progress slow and challenging (e.g., IRB). 
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Interviews 

Of the six interviews conducted, four students had just recently graduated (within the past 

12 months), two were in the late stages of the dissertation process (waiting on IRB or analyzing 

data). The four who had recently graduated spoke of challenges with their chair and committee 

members (two had dissertation chair changes during the process) but had gained enough 

competence in process to continue making progress on their dissertation. All four who had 

graduated spoke of challenges along the way, many expressing that eventually they asked their 

chair “tell me what to do” and in some way relinquished their autonomy but in doing so, they 

showed their trust in their chair and their competency in the research process. However, now that 

they are graduated, all four expressed that although they felt their autonomy was not supported at 

the beginning of the process, by the end they felt they were able to research what they wanted 

and the process worked for them to make progress that lead to completion.  

The two who were in final stages mentioned using outside editors, statisticians and 

seemed to mention more reliance on their committee members and outside consultants rather 

than building their own competency. Not surprisingly, they mentioned low perceptions of 

autonomy by such reliance on others to complete the dissertation.  

The unexpected finding was the continual mention of locus of control. The four who had 

graduated mentioned they “took the bull by the horns” from their chair early on and made 

progress on their dissertation. Others mentioned external locus of control by indicating they are 

“always waiting on others (such as the external statistician)” to complete things and that was the 

reason for their delay in completion. 
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Discussion 

In general, most student participants rated feeling more and more autonomous the further 

they progress in their doctoral study. This aligns with the expectation that as students’ 

competency to conduct research grows, they rely less on their chair and therefore feel more 

autonomous (Chen et al., 2019). There were some comments about feeling too autonomous and 

unprepared to navigate the self-driven process of conducting a dissertation and not having the 

skills or knowledge to do so. Students at both institutions seemed to agree for most items about 

feeling autonomous on their topic and from their chair on how to make progress on the 

dissertation. Research has also shown that providing autonomy supportive environments can help 

students feel more autonomous and engaged in their graduate studies (Shin et al., 2021). Creating 

an autonomy supportive environment includes giving students choices and options in their 

dissertation work, providing relevant information and feedback, and encouraging students to take 

initiative and responsibility for their work. The survey participants were likely students who have 

been successful (particularly the ones in the final stage who are making progress and close to 

completion) and therefore already have self-driven skills and capabilities which might be 

different from students who do not make it to the final stages of dissertation completion. 

Similarly, Zhang and Chen (2020) discovered doctoral students’ autonomy impacted motivation 

and drive in degree completion. Comments such as having a supportive chair who helped them 

ensure they make progress seems to be crucial as well as a chair and committee who supports the 

autonomy of the dissertation topic even if the methodology and other institutional requirements 

are a bit more rigid. Some interviewees mentioned they did not necessarily connect with their 

first chair, but upon having a change in chair, they felt autonomous to make progress in the 

dissertation. Researchers have discovered that doctoral students who possess high levels of 
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autonomy tend to be successful in their academic careers and increases their academic 

performance and overall well-being (Fang & Cheng, 2018; Li et al., 2021). Moreover, the 

relationship between a dissertation chair and their mentee can have a significant impact on the 

student's experience, academic outcomes, professional development, and career trajectory. 

However, similar to the findings of this current study, doctoral students and their chairs may 

have inaccurate information regarding each other’s goals and beliefs resulting in misperceptions 

that impact motivation (Sherman et al., 2021). 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how online doctoral students perceive their 

autonomy in working through their dissertation and how their chair supports that autonomy to 

promote motivation and ultimately completion of the doctoral program. The results of this study 

indicated that the further a student progressed in the development of their dissertation their 

autonomy increased with their capacity to meet the research demands of its development. 

Additionally, they perceived that their dissertation chair also allowed them more autonomy as 

they progressed. The results of this study also demonstrate a need to further examine how online 

doctoral students can be guided to create their own schedule to complete small tasks that lead to 

completion of the dissertation. Particularly, the dissertation chair plays a critical role in providing 

structure and guidance throughout the dissertation process. In addition to reviewing and 

providing feedback on the various components of the dissertation, the chair can also provide 

structure by establishing a timeline, providing feedback, reviewing document drafts, offering 

guidance for data analysis, and facilitating the defense process (Lueck & Kenworthy, 2020). This 

current study found that students often experience initial challenges with the level of autonomy 

necessary for dissertation completion. Therefore, dissertation chairs consideration of the level of 
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structure and guidance needed throughout the dissertation process is vital in completion of a 

high-quality dissertation that meets the requirements of the academic program. While some 

students seem to do this naturally, others indicate they need more support from their dissertation 

chair to do so. More research is needed to better understand how the chair and student can work 

together to develop a reasonable plan to keep the student on task for successful completion. 

Particularly, completion rates for some doctoral programs are approximately 50% and have 

prompted researchers to further investigate how to develop effective mentorship approaches and 

promote student progress and completion (Wollast et al., 2018). Additional understanding is 

further needed on how faculty can better support full-time working professionals pursuing 

doctoral programs since they often experience additional demands that impact their success. 

Particularly, Syerdlik and Hall (2019) suggested that students in full-time professional positions 

typically possess high levels of intrinsic motivation that declines across their program due to the 

challenges associated with sustaining work-life balance.   

Doctoral motivation shapes students’ desire to complete studies. Maladaptive 

motivational patterns can negatively influence student success and may occur at various points in 

students’ program of studies. For example, Sverdlik and Hall (2019) found that students 

possessed the highest levels of well-being and motivation while completing coursework in 

comparison to the dissertation stage of their programs. The dissertation chair's role includes 

mentorship, feedback, and support in navigating the various challenges that students may 

encounter along the way (Houser & King, 2019). However, as was found in this current study, a 

higher level of support may be needed at the onset of the dissertation with the chair gradually 

providing the student more autonomy as they progress through the research process. Therefore, 

other research can examine how the transition from coursework to dissertation can be less severe 
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so students know what to expect and how to move forward to make progress on the dissertation 

before getting too far behind in which they may end up quitting the program prior to graduation. 

Skopek (2022) contended that institutions of higher education can implement supports that 

include seminars, guidelines, dedicated working spaces, and funding to reduce time-to-

completion rates. Researchers could further investigate the impact of these supports and identify 

additional resources needed when students face trouble with dissertation completion.  
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