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The Problem
• Scholarship often cites a 50% attrition rate for 

doctoral students (with variations across disciplines, 
departments, and modalities; Berelson, 1960; Bowen & 
Rudenstine, 1992; Golde, 2006; Kennedy et al., 2015; Locke & 
Boyle, 2016).

• The dissertation-writing process has become a 
central area of inquiry (e.g., Boote & Beile, 2005; Lavelle 
& Bushrow, 2007; Ondrusek, 2012; Spaulding & 
Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012).

• Program delivery, medium, goals, and support 
all impact this process.



The Scholarship
• Academic self-efficacy is identified as a 

positive mediating factor that correlates 

with positive academic outcomes  (e.g., Caprara 

et al., 2008; Eakman et al., 2019; Fokkens-Bruinsma et al., 2021; 

D. H. Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016; D. H. Schunk & Pajares, 2002).

• Fewer studies have examined writing 

self-efficacy specifically in doctoral writing 

contexts  (e.g., Dupont et al., 2013; Hines, 2011; Varney, 

2010).



The Study
This convergent mixed methods study explored 

changes in writing self-efficacy and writing 

apprehension among 53 doctoral students 

throughout their first semester of a dissertation 

writing course designed to guide them through the 

composition of the first two chapters of their 

dissertation. 



The Research Questions
1. Quantitative RQ: Is there a significant difference in 

graduate students’ writing apprehension, writing mechanics 

self-efficacy, academic writing self-efficacy, or relational 

reflective self-efficacy before and after taking the 1-semester 

dissertation writing course? 

2. Qualitative RQ: In what ways have doctoral students’ 

perceptions of their writing abilities changed after they have 

completed a course to write their literature review and 

methodology chapters? 



The Research Questions

3. Mixed Methods RQ: To what extent do doctoral students’ 

written reflection data help explain their perceived writing 

apprehension, writing mechanics self-efficacy, academic 

writing self-efficacy, and relational reflective writing 

self-efficacy scores?

 



The Institutional Context
● Online Ed.D. in Learning and Organizational Change

● 3 year target time-to-completion, year-round program.

● 500+ doctoral students

● Cohort model (40–90 students each). 

● We designed a department-specific Research and Writing 

Development Center (RWDC) for help with class assignments 

or planning documents leading up to their dissertation. 

● In students’ fifth term, they enroll in a dissertation writing 

course designed to facilitate writing their literature review and 

methodology chapters. 

● The RWDC allows students to book a 30-minute appointment 

once every 21 days subject to consultant availability.



The Findings
•No statistically significant change in 

writing self-efficacy or writing 
anxiety during the course.

• Students reported feeling more 
confident, benefited from specific 
feedback, built relationships 
through their peer working group, 
and identified their academic 
writing strengths and weaknesses.



The Implications
Implications point to the need for 

multiple resources within online 

programs to help support and provide 

targeted, iterative, and personalized 

feedback to students.



Questions to Consider

● What were some of of your “ahas” from our 

presentation today?

● What specific parts of the presentation today 

can you apply and begin using at your own 

institution?

● What questions do you have of us to help you 

begin?
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