Yu-Hui Chen

Faculty/librarian collaborations
enhance doctoral student success

Strategies for retention and graduation

Doctoral study is perhaps the most rigor-
ous educational experience anybody
can have. In higher education, a great amount
of effort has been focused on increasing re-
tention and graduation rates of undergraduate
students. Yet, there has been little discussion
about effective qualitative measures for retaining
and graduating doctoral students. This neglect
masks the reality that doctoral student attrition
rates in the United States have been problematic
for several years. A meta-analysis conducted in
2001 showed that about 50% to 71% of doctoral
candidates in the humanities did not complete
their degrees.!

In a meta-synthesis of research on doctoral
student attrition and persistence in some presti-
gious universities and colleges, Carolyn Richert
Bair and Jennifer Grant Haworth indicated
a dropout rate between 40 and 60 percent.>
More recently, in 2008, the Council of Graduate
Schools showed that in general 57% of doctoral
students did not obtain a doctorate.* Some
factors contributing to this phenomenon are
insufficient mental preparation for the doctoral
training, fear of failure or fear of success, defi-
cient time management skills, poor foundations
for doing independent research, lack of self-
sufficiency, poor student-advisor relationship,
sense of isolation, as well as emotional exhaus-
tion and attrition.*

The idea of doctoral discussion forums

As a subject librarian for education at the Uni-
versity at Albany, I provide one-on-one re-
search consultations for doctoral students on
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a regular basis. Frequently, I have observed
struggles encountered by this student popula-
tion, such as selecting dissertation topics, craft-
ing dissertation research questions, conducting
literature reviews, selecting appropriate re-
search methods, forming dissertation commit-
tees, setting up face-to-face meetings with dis-
sertation advisors, and overcoming loneliness.

Based on my observations, I surmised that
in addition to research consultations with librar-
ians, doctoral students need guidance from
faculty for successfully navigating the path to
their destination. In the library literature, dis-
cussions on doctoral students’ unique needs
tend to focus on information-seeking behavior,
information literacy, and library instruction.’ In
contrast, research on practical faculty-librarian
collaborative approaches to providing needed
advice that can advance students through each
stage of their doctoral study is nonexistent.
Thus, I determined that there was value in the
idea of holding broad-based discussion forums
to guide doctoral students.

Having gone through the journey of doc-
toral study myself, I have observed that certain
faculty members tend to chair many more dis-
sertation committees than others. In summer
2015, I searched the ProQuest Dissertations &
Theses @ SUNY Albany database to find the
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number of dissertations chaired by each teach-
ing faculty member at my institution. Based on
this information, I compiled a list of potential
forum panelists from various academic depart-
ments in the humanities, social sciences, and
natural sciences.

Additionally, since it would be difficult and
overwhelming to cover all stages of the doc-
toral study process in one session, I drafted an
outline of discussion topics and organized them
into two separate sessions. The first addressed
issues encountered by students in their early
doctoral careers, and the second focused on
dissertation and career paths.

Formulating the discussion forum

At the beginning of fall semester 2015, I dis-
cussed this initiative with a distinguished pro-
fessor at our Rockefeller College of Public
Affairs and Policy, who has chaired numer-
ous dissertation committees. Based upon the
themes we discussed, we finalized discussion
topics and the forum logistics. During the first
session, “Developing Your Academic Identity
and Effectively Navigating Your Doctoral Jour-
ney,” panelists would address the following
topics:

e starting a PhD (What do you need to
know for your first year? How does doctoral
study differ from previous academic pursuits?),

e developing your academic identity,

e moving from course focus to research focus,

e choosing a dissertation topic,

e beginning your dissertation,

e forming a dissertation committee (pick-
ing a committee chair and working with a
committee),

e finding resources for dissertation struc-
ture, and

e writing and defending dissertation pro-
posals.

The issues identified for discussion in the
second session, “Strategies for Completing Your
Dissertation,” were:

e conducting a literature review, formu-
lating a problem statement and hypotheses,
applying research methodology, writing the
discussion, and drawing conclusions;
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e defending your dissertation; and
e creating your career path beyond your
dissertation.

Additionally, topics such as dealing with
setbacks, building a support system, and
time management were integrated into each
session.

Collaborating with faculty and other
campus constituents

Based on the planned contents of each ses-
sion, I also invited two college deans to serve
on the panels and solicited their opinions on
potential faculty participants. The deans’ per-
spectives not only generated further interest
in the program, but also helped me to recruit
expert participants and to finalize the panel
make-up for each session.

Next, I emailed the selected faculty mem-
bers, inviting them to serve on the panels. In the
message, I briefly stated the need for and the
purpose of the discussion forums, making it a
point to indicate that they were chosen because
they had been recommended by colleagues
as caring, seasoned dissertation chairs. The
faculty members embraced this initiative with
great enthusiasm, based on recognition of our
common goal of guiding students strategically
through every stage of their doctoral pursuit
and developing them as scholars. Ultimately,
the first session had seven dissertation commit-
tee chairs serving on the panel, and the second
had nine, including the dean of the College of
Arts and Sciences and the dean of the School
of Education.

Scheduling the forum dates and times was
challenging because of the faculty members’
diverse teaching schedules and committee
obligations, as well as the busy calendars of
the two deans. Thus, I kept my own schedule
flexible to minimize conflicts. Finally, I identi-
fied two time slots that worked for all panelists,
and the forums were scheduled for 3 to 4 p.m.
on two Tuesday afternoons in October 2015,
with time allotted for networking prior to each
session, at 2:45 p.m.

In addition, I contacted the dean of graduate
education informing him of this initiative. He,

561 C&RL News



too, gladly disseminated information about
the forums to the directors of graduate pro-
grams at various schools and colleges. Lastly,
I reached out to the programming chair of
Graduate Student Association (GSA) for help
raising awareness of this program by posting
the information on its listserv.

Carrying out the discussion forums
Because different disciplines and departments
within them may have very different ways of
working with doctoral students, I structured
the forums to include two-to-three panelists
from the humanities, the social sciences, and
STEM fields respectively, thereby ensuring that
the needs of students from various programs
would be addressed. Due to time constraints,
instead of having all panelists comment on ev-
ery agenda item, I divided the work among
them. For each topic, there were three pan-
elists from the three distinct disciplines. One
panelist served as the lead speaker, responsi-
ble for starting the talk and summarizing com-
ments at the end.

As the moderator, T used my introduction to
the forums to stress the point that because of
the wide disciplinary representation among the
attendees, participants should keep in mind that
neither the lead, nor any of the other speakers,
had all the “correct answers” for all students.
Those panelists who were not designated as
speakers for a topic in discussion were encour-
aged to add their perspectives on any subject
that might have gotten left out after the speakers
finished their remarks. In order to cover all the
topics and leave time for a Q&A session, I asked
everybody to keep their comments brief.

Twenty-six students attended the first session
held at the Science Library main conference room
with long tables and comfortable chairs. The
panelists were very pleased with the turnout,
especially because of the diversity of doctoral
students’ schedules and the difficulty of finding
a time suitable for everyone. They enthusiasti-
cally shared their own personal experiences and
insights. As a result, the faculty talks lasted longer
than planned, and the Q&A session had to be
shortened. Even so, according to the forms com-
pleted by the participating students, the feedback
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was overwhelmingly positive. Sixty-four percent
of respondents indicated that they found the ses-
sion to be “extremely useful,” while 27% thought
it “quite useful,” and the remaining 9% regarded
it “moderately useful.”

The students’ perceived usefulness of the
forum was also reflected in their comments, for
example:

“It was helpful to hear from people who
represented a range of departments/
subject areas. Their suggestion on choos-
ing a dissertation topic for a clinical
career versus a research career was very
insightful.”

“Have more of these regularly i.e., each
year etc.”

“Make this event a full 90 minutes.”

Likewise, the panelists appreciated that the
forums dealt with the various struggles encoun-
tered by doctoral students. Their heartfelt support
for the forums was revealed by their comments,
such as “This forum has long been needed” and
“Please do not stop.”

Additionally, they appreciated the opportu-
nity to meet with and learn from colleagues in
other disciplines about their research cultures
and practices. Because of the differences in re-
search methods and dissertation requirements in
humanities, compared to those in social sciences
and the STEM fields, a couple of faculty members
suggested that we have a separate forum for the
humanities in the future.

Based on the feedback received from both
students and panelists, I made a minor change
to the format for the second session “Strategies
for Completing Your Dissertation” to allow for
increased interaction between the students and
the panelists in their fields. For the Q&A session,
after the talks, the students and the panelists
gathered at five roundtables organized on three
broad disciplines (one for humanities, two for
social sciences, and three for STEM fields). This
Q&A in round-table format was very much ap-
preciated by both the panelists and the students.
This adjustment also provided extra time, on
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top of the 15-minute networking time prior
to the forum, for the students to meet with
and build a support system with their peers.
Since most panelists were able to spend ad-
ditional time after the forum, I extended the
Q&A session.

As construction work made access to the
Science Library inconvenient, the second ses-
sion was held at a Campus Center conference
room, where more than 40 students partici-
pated. Like the first session, the outcome of
participants’ feedback survey was 100% posi-
tive, ranging from extremely to moderately
useful, with favorable comments, such as:

“The topics were very comprehen-
sive and addressed thoroughly, with
different viewpoints.”

“All panel members offered real,
practical advice.”

“The diversity of the panel was great.
Thank you very much for organizing
this forum. It was very informative
and helpful.”

The discussion forum goes on

After conducting the two forum sessions, I
met briefly with the panelists to share stu-
dents’ feedback with them and to consider
future enhancements for the program. Be-
cause of overwhelming positive feedback
from students and the enthusiasm of pan-
elists, and with support from the Office of
Graduate Education and our GSA, I have re-
peated this program annually since fall 2016.
Further, I replaced the one broad-based dis-
cussion forum with three broad discipline-
based ones, with two sessions for each. GSA
has continued to sponsor this event by gen-
erously providing refreshments.

A strong indicator of the usefulness of
the program is that, typically, the invited
faculty members happily repeat as panelists,
encouraged by the evidence that the program
provides student support in ways that was
not available in the past. For that reason, they

November 2018

strongly urge students in their departments
to attend the forums.

Academic libraries are trying to provide
services relevant to their users and to dem-
onstrate their impact on student success.
The high attrition rate at the doctoral level
encountered by colleges and universities sug-
gests a vehicle through which librarians can
help address this issue. Librarians can offer
point-of-need advice and resources while car-
rying out their unique roles as state-of-the-art
service providers, robust collection builders,
innovative information literacy instructors,
knowledgeable research coaches, resource-
ful support systems, and effective partners.
Collaborating with faculty and other campus
constituents to foster future scholars is one
way to maximize the library’s efforts and
contributions to increasing retention and
graduation rates of doctoral students.
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(“Minimizing and addressing . . .” continues from page 540)

work environment for all individuals to thrive.
Individuals from diverse backgrounds are often
subjected to subtle or overt microaggressions
within the workplace. As our series concludes,
we hope that you will do your part to help iden-
tify microaggressions, recognize the impact they
have on others and yourself, and begin to imple-
ment some of the coping strategies and sugges-
tions within your own institutions. Regardless of
your position, we all have a role to play in help-
ing shift our culture.
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