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Abstract

A student faces several challenges when working towards a doctoral degree. Previous 

research has demonstrated that discrimination, lack of support, poor mentorship, funding issues, 

mental health concerns, and minority stress are barriers to degree completion. The available 

research also suggests that these difficulties are especially challenging for underrepresented 

students. Although universities are currently attempting to mitigate certain of these barriers, 

more can be done to understand the doctoral experience as a way of supporting students. Focus 

groups were conducted for this thesis to explore the barriers, strengths, and advice for others that 

doctoral students have at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. Key findings of this study included 

racism, discrimination, and funding as the primary barriers to degree engagement and 

completion. The results also suggested the importance of effective mentorship and community 

support for doctoral students. Implications for students, staff and faculty, and universities are 

discussed. This information is important in creating a more productive and inclusive 

environment for doctoral students at UAF.
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Chapter One

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to uncover the barriers that underrepresented students in 

Ph.D. programs experience when pursuing their degrees. Underrepresentation refers to an 

individual's race, ethnicity, gender, first-generation status, socioeconomic class, or other 

differences that set a person apart from the majority of people in their academic programs. By 

engaging in a discussion with current graduate students at the University of Alaska Fairbanks 

about their experiences, including dialogue about the barriers and supports they experience, a 

deep understanding emerged that may lend itself to informing the university's efforts to increase 

the number of students from underrepresented populations successfully graduating with 

advanced degrees.

Background of the Problem

Doctoral students can experience a variety of challenges when it comes to pursuing 

doctoral-level training and education. The barriers that students face, particularly if they are 

underrepresented in their academic programs, include discrimination of various types, such as 

structural, institutional, situational, interpersonal, and financial (De Welde & Laursen, 2011; 

Hurd et al., 2018; Jairam & Kahl, 2012; White et al., 2018). These experienced barriers manifest 

themselves in themes of not belonging, experienced racism, and microaggression (Gomez et al., 

2011; Weng & Gray, 2017). Many aspects of a graduate program create challenges for students 

that negatively influence their motivation or ability to graduate (De Welde & Laursen, 2011; 

Hurd et al., 2018; Loeb & Hurd, 2019). The basic research question guiding this thesis were: 

What factors do students at the University of Alaska Fairbanks experience in graduate school, 
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regardless of their academic disciplines, and how do these factors influence the student's lived 

experience of pursuing graduation?

Current Understanding of the Problem

Past studies have examined the difficulties that underrepresented students face in higher 

education (De Welde & Laursen, 2011; Hurd et al., 2018; Jairam & Kahl, 2012; White et al., 

2018); however, more research is needed to better understand these phenomena as experienced 

by Ph.D. students at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. Few recent research studies have 

focused on graduate students in the state of Alaska, and, in particular, Alaska native and first- 

generation students (Doyle et al., 2009). Exploring these issues with students at the University of 

Alaska Fairbanks provides helpful insights, particularly for underrepresented students.

Potential Benefits of this Study

As program directors, professors, and faculty members become more aware of the 

challenges that students face in graduate degree programs, additional efforts can be made to 

develop and improve supports that reduce barriers to graduation. The benefits of this research 

study include allowing graduate students to feel heard in discussions surrounding their concerns 

in graduate school, as well as the results being used to improve experiences for matriculated and 

future students. Although the goal of qualitative research is not generalizability, this research 

may inform other educational institutions and organizations serving Alaska and the larger field 

of education through publication in peer-reviewed journals.

The results from this study may also aid in the efforts to increase the number of graduates 

from Ph.D. programs at the University of Alaska Fairbanks (University of Alaska Fairbanks, 

2019), particularly those who are underrepresented at the school. Pinpointing these issues is 

crucial in developing more inclusive academic programs and support systems (Drane et al., 
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2019). This study allowed students to make their challenges known, as well as to identify aspects 

of their experience that have been helpful for them. These issues are also important for staff and 

faculty to better understand and support their underrepresented graduate students.

Conclusion

Staff and faculty play an important role in helping graduate students feel supported and in 

successfully completing their graduate programs. Graduate students often feel overworked and 

experience significant amounts of stress and anxiety (Garcia-Williams et al., 2014). These 

pressures highlight the importance of reducing barriers within an already demanding 

environment. Individuals who play a role in the degree program, including advisors, professors, 

administrative staff, teaching assistants, and others, would benefit from information about what 

works and what does not work for graduate students from underrepresented backgrounds (Drane 

et al., 2019; Weng & Gray, 2017; Wilson et al., 2018). This research may be useful for informing 

and improving many different aspects of Ph.D. programs at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. 

Ultimately, the hope is that the result from this thesis will help to improve graduation rates 

among underrepresented doctoral students.
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Chapter Two

Literature Review

Underrepresented graduate students experience barriers to completing their degrees on 

multiple levels. In particular, students who identify as first-generation, female, ethnic minority, 

or are in other ways underrepresented, are faced with significant institutional, structural, 

interpersonal, and personal barriers. Recent research surrounding higher education success and 

challenges helps in understanding the different experiences that occur in a graduate program. A 

significant amount of research is available that discusses the barriers for students who are under 

represented in their fields. However, further research is needed to uncover additional barriers to 

guide effective interventions to support all graduate students. Student and university strengths 

are also important to note in the literature, as this highlights what helps students to pursue their 

doctoral degrees. Topics surrounding barriers and strengths that will be explored include 

representation, discrimination, microaggression, lack of support, mentorship, financial 

challenges, mental health concerns, and minority stress.

Representation in Doctoral Programs

According to the National Science Foundation (2019), 55,195 individuals received their 

doctorate in 2018 in the United States. Over half of these recipients were White (28,585), while a 

little over a quarter identified as Asian (14,815). Hispanic and Black individuals comprised 

around 3,000 graduates, and American Indian/Alaska native totaled just 116 (National Science 

Foundation, 2019). The representation of American Indian/Alaska native is particularly low in 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) (Johnson, et al., 2017). Gender 

differences were also important. Although men were more likely to receive a mathematics 

degree, women were more likely to receive a degree in the social sciences (National Science
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Foundation, 2019). Only about half of the students who started their doctoral degree actually 

finished them, and many studies suggest that the graduate student dropout rate is anywhere from 

36 to 51 percent (Young et al., 2019). Many factors play a role in persistence—the likelihood 

that a student will return and continue their academic program the following year—graduation, 

and attrition among both represented and underrepresented students pursuing a Ph.D.; however, 

those that identify as underrepresented may experience greater barriers to completing their 

degrees.

Discrimination

Discrimination is a significant barrier to completing graduate school, and a significant 

theme that emerges from recent studies is that underrepresented students in graduate degree 

programs often report discriminatory experiences. Being underrepresented may increase a 

student's likelihood of experiencing discrimination, which can have significant negative impacts 

on the student's success in graduate school (Clark et al., 2012; Loeb & Hurd, 2019). Many 

women in Ph.D. and other graduate programs in STEM experience exclusion, overt sexism, and 

racism within their cohort, and several researchers have explored how discrimination can lead to 

feelings of being an outsider in a STEM environment, which impacts both belongingness and 

persistence (De Welde & Laursen, 2011; Stevens et al., 2018). The experience of discrimination 

and racism can invoke heightened tension and stress to prove oneself, which act as barriers to 

success. Aside from gender, underrepresented racial or ethnic minority students in STEM fields 

face issues with discrimination from other students and the associated feelings of incompetence, 

which suggests that a greater diversity of peers and faculty could help to mediate some of these 

concerns (Wilson et al., 2018). Facing discrimination is an added barrier to an already 

5



demanding academic program and penetrates all aspects of campus life, not just academic 

success.

Microaggression

Discrimination and racism may not always be obvious or blatant. Microaggressions, or 

subtle displays of racism, can impact a graduate student's life in significant ways, and in a study 

by Gomez et al. (2011) graduate students of color expressed that they felt as if White professors 

“approached them as having a particular agenda” (p. 1197). These students also discussed often 

feeling subtly invalidated. It is important to be aware of these experiences and to help provide 

education and training to remove microaggressions from education, as this creates a significant 

barrier to feelings of success. Gomez et al. suggested that these microaggressions led to graduate 

students losing interest in their degree programs. The relationship between lower graduation 

rates among students who experience microaggressions is clear.

Many students from a variety of backgrounds endure microaggression. Researchers have 

shown that microaggressions towards race, ethnicity, and social class are prevalent in doctoral 

and other graduate programs (Harwood et al., 2012; Lilly et al., 2018; O'Hara & Cook, 2018). 

Students often describe the damages and consequences of these experiences, which include 

confusion about their sense of self, harm to relationships, frustration, unequal treatment, and 

minimization of their experiences. Lilly and his colleagues added to the context of these 

implications by showing the correlation between experienced microaggression and higher risk 

for depression, as well as noting that “microaggressions are common, create significant distress, 

and impact depression independently of perceived social status” (Lilly et al., 2018, p. 86). The 

literature on this subject also suggests that microaggressions are committed across all areas of 

campus life, including residence halls, libraries, and classrooms and by students, staff, and 
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faculty members, even at the graduate level. The evidence in this research would suggest that 

this barrier to success is an institutional issue across most disciplines (Harwood et al., 2012).

Lack of Support

The research shows that many underrepresented students experience a lack of support 

within their doctoral programs. African American men are significantly underrepresented in 

higher education, and studies have been conducted to uncover the reasons for this (Tolliver et al., 

2019). Tolliver and his colleagues explored the importance of community and social interaction 

surrounding their educational engagement and found that failing to have like-minded individuals 

or social support increased the likelihood that African American men would drop out of their 

educational programs. Furthermore, comparisons to others in a college program can impact 

underrepresented students' feelings of academic competency and subjective social status, which 

can influence grade point averages and persistence in the field (Loeb & Hurd, 2019). These 

studies reiterate the importance of social support in Ph.D. and other graduate programs.

Social support is clearly important in terms of success for a graduate student. In a study 

that investigated the experience of 31 doctoral students, clear themes emerged that suggested 

how helpful it was to have social support for them to graduate from their program (Jairam & 

Kahl, 2012). These researchers found that three sources of social support—academic friends, 

family, and social friends—provided them with both negative and positive support. Some of the 

recommendations from this study were directed towards graduate students themselves, included 

finding a small group of academic friends, preparing for the “inevitable peer competition,” 

seeking support from family members, and building rapport with an active doctoral advisor. 

Unfortunately, these tasks may be more challenging if the student is underrepresented. As
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Tolliver and his colleagues (2019) suggest, this challenge could be due to experienced 

discrimination and not being around other like-minded individuals.

As we have seen above, a student's family and friends provide an important source of 

support, which has shown to provide a significant protective factor for doctoral students (Jairam 

& Kahl, 2012). According to the literature, students reported less stress and fewer health and 

emotional problems when socially supported. They also reported better success rates compared 

to those who did not have the support of family and friends (Jairam & Kahl, 2012). The three 

sources of support—academic friends, family, and social friends—have also been shown to be a 

positive factor towards persistence among individuals that identify as Alaska Native/American 

Indian (Burke, 2017), who explores these relationships in her dissertation and discusses the need 

for encouragement when “encountering stressful situations in college life and managing 

academic experiences” (p. 42). Without these supports in place, students will struggle to graduate 

from their doctoral programs.

International students particularly face a lack of support in graduate school (Rodríguez et 

al., 2019; Sherry et al., 2010). Adjusting to graduate school in the United States can be 

challenging for international students. This can be due to difficulties adapting to a new culture, 

English language problems, and the financial problems that come from studying abroad (Sherry 

et al., 2010). Without the proper support, this can become a barrier to success in academia. These 

studies reiterated the importance of social support for students while pursuing doctoral or other 

graduate degrees.

Support for International Students During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Another challenge that has developed recently for international students is related to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The stigmas and tension particularly target Chinese students who are 
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studying abroad. According to recent literature, Chinese international students in the United 

States are feeling alienated and more withdrawn due to stigma associated with the virus and the 

need for masks and social distancing (Ma & Zhan, 2020). Interviews with students have shown 

that attendance decreased because their professors and domestic students were not wearing 

masks and even harassed the students who did wear them. Reports from Chinese international 

students indicated they felt like “the other” when trying to protect themselves at their universities 

by wearing masks. Escalating conflicts between the U.S. and China created a climate supporting 

racist comments and behaviors towards Chinese international students (Ma & Zhan, 2020).

COVID-19 also had significant impacts on the mental health of Chinese international 

students studying in the United States (Zhai & Du, 2020). Being away from their families during 

a pandemic is stressful and frightening. The added discrimination and racism toward students 

with a Chinese background, due to assumptions that they responsible for the virus, makes 

pursuing their degree that much more challenging than for other students. While some colleges 

and universities offer support and resources to their international students during this time, the 

literature suggests that improvements must be made specifically for their Chinese students (Zhai 

& Du, 2020) and suggests that college counselors become aware of specific mental health 

concerns related to being a Chinese international student during the pandemic. In addition, the 

authors recommend that free services and walk-in appointments be made available and that 

health centers and student affairs departments advocate for non-discrimination. These 

improvements could help all international students, particularly those with a Chinese 

background, feel more supported and less isolated during the pandemic.
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Lack of Role Models and Effective Mentorship

A major source of support comes from mentors and role models within the educational 

system. Unfortunately, many students do not have effective mentors or role models to look up to. 

A significant institutional barrier in many doctoral programs is the lack of diversity among staff 

and faculty, as individuals have reported experiencing a challenge in finding their academic 

voice or feeling like they belong when they are underrepresented in the graduate faculty (De 

Welde & Laursen, 2011; Weng & Gray, 2017). Furthermore, forming a professional or academic 

identity can be difficult for students without the help and understanding of mentors. In one study, 

students who identified as American Indian women in doctorate programs expressed that having 

American Indian professors and staff in their programs was a critical asset to their success (Fox, 

2009).

Without representation in the faculty and staff, it can be challenging for underrepresented 

students to feel connected and comfortable working in their fields of study. Underrepresented 

students may experience feelings of isolation from others, particularly due to the lack of 

sustained mentorship throughout their academic experience, which reiterates the importance of 

providing diverse role models in graduate programs (Drane et al., 2019). Without diverse role 

models for graduate students in their graduate programs, underrepresented students may receive 

the message that they will not or cannot succeed in the field. Proper mentorship can help with 

program retention, as well as reduce psychological distress and increase feelings of self-worth in 

underrepresented students (Hurd et al., 2018).

Mentorship is an integral part of the doctoral education experience. Without this 

vital relationship, students are shown to be less productive and more stressed, as well as less 

likely to learn (Hund et al., 2018; Linden et al., 2013). Supportive mentorship can help to foster 
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the proper environment for a student to thrive in a doctoral program (Mazerolle et al., 2015). 

Feedback is an important aspect of mentorship; however, most educators and mentors are not 

trained on how to provide this feedback effectively (Hund et al., 2018). These authors suggest 

that most mentors are learning how to mentor informally while on the job, and they note that a 

formal mentorship training program could be beneficial for the students and departments as a 

whole. With effective feedback and proper support, a doctoral student could experience a quality 

education with opportunities for diverse learning experiences (Mazerolle et al., 2015). 

Unfortunately, this type of mentorship is not what many graduate students experience in their 

programs (Hund et al., 2018). This lack of mentorship adds barriers to students completing their 

degrees, and in response to this problem, advisors, committee members, professors, and staff 

members could be trained to mentor more effectively.

Financial Challenges

Along with ineffective mentorship, funding is another prevalent barrier for most 

individuals in higher education, particularly for graduate students, many of whom have already 

taken on the responsibilities of marriage and families. One study explored connections between 

performance-based funding (PBF) and low enrollment of underrepresented students (Kelchen, 

2019). This research showed that barriers to graduation are evident in the admissions and 

financial aid process. Students are wrongly categorized with a “low likelihood of success.” This 

includes students who identify with a minority background and students that have reported being 

homeless, a parent, or experiencing financial problems (Kelchen, 2019). Examples of these 

barriers include only admitting students that have a “high likelihood of success,” denying those 

that have a “low likelihood of success,” and those using the PBF strategy. Admissions and 

financial aid departments that use these methods show less diverse representation among their 
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student demographics (Kelchen, 2019). This suggests that the barriers to completing a degree 

begin with recruitment, admissions, and funding opportunities. Without funding, a student's 

hope and confidence in completing a degree can be diminished (Kelchen, 2019). Researchers 

have found that underrepresented students report that scholarships and student loans are an 

important factor in their ability to graduate (White et al., 2018).

Underrepresented students in higher education may experience more problems related to 

loans and funding than other students. Many students who are from low-income families and 

students who identified as Black or African American reported having to take out more loans 

compared to other students (Wilcox et al., 2019). These researchers also noted that taking out 

these loans creates a significant amount of financial stress for students. Student loan debt and 

financial stress have great impacts on graduate students' personal and professional lives, which 

could understandably create barriers to completing their academic degrees.

Many graduate students face financial barriers, regardless of their representation in their 

academic fields. Sverdlik al. (2018) note, however, that certain degree programs offer more 

access and opportunity for financial support. Students engaged in Ph.D. programs in the natural 

sciences reported greater access to these supports compared to students enrolled in Ph.D. 

programs in social sciences, arts, and the humanities, who reported fewer financial opportunities. 

Access to these opportunities was associated with greater satisfaction and lower attrition, which 

suggests that students' chosen disciplines have a significant impact on their finances and overall 

academic experiences (Sverdlik et al.). One of the largest impacts on doctoral students' 

motivation to complete their degree programs was found to be research grants; The more 

research grants that were available and offered within their academic departments, the greater the 
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student motivation (Sverdlik et al.). This research also reiterates the importance of department 

funding on a student's academic success in their Ph.D. experience.

Another factor influenced by a student's financial situation is whether they are employed 

while seeking their degrees. Students may have no choice but to supplement their finances with 

an on-campus or off-campus job to cover the cost of attendance, which includes tuition, study 

materials, health insurance, and more. The cost of a degree also depends on the school, and 

whether it is a private or public institution. In 2017-2018, the average cost of graduate tuition at 

a private university was approximately $25,000, while the average cost at a public university was 

approximately $12,000 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Working while earning 

a Ph.D. can influence the likelihood of students completing their degrees, especially if they are 

employed off-campus (Bekova, 2019). Researchers have suggested that off-campus employment 

is negatively associated with a student's ability to complete and defend a thesis necessary for 

their Ph.D. degree. However, results for students working on-campus suggest an increase in 

completion rates (Bekova, 2019). Students who are unable to find employment and/or funding 

opportunities within their university face additional barriers to completing their degree compared 

to those students who have secure financial support.

Mental Health Concerns

Along with structural and institutional barriers previously discussed, there are several 

personal challenges that a student may encounter while seeking a doctoral degree. A common 

concern that impacts a student's educational experience includes issues related to mental health 

(Evans et al., 2018; Garcia-Williams et al., 2014; Malcom & Dowd, 2012). Mental health 

concerns can present themselves in a number of ways and can have a significant impact on 

students working towards a doctoral degree.
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Many factors influence a student's mental health, including work-life balance, 

relationships, and even undergraduate debt (Evans et al., 2018; Malcom & Dowd, 2012). 

Understanding variables that play a role in susceptibility to mental health issues can shed light on 

interventions that can help graduate students. While the mental health crisis among doctoral 

students is significant, researchers have found that individuals who have poor work-life balance 

strategies, inadequate mentorship, financial hardships, and/or identify as a member of a minority 

population are more likely to experience severe anxiety, depression, and stress (Evans et al., 

2018; Malcom & Dowd, 2012). These mental health concerns can make completing a Ph.D. even 

more challenging than anticipated.

A significant concern for graduate schools is the high rates of suicidal ideation among 

individuals who are enrolled in graduate degree programs (Garcia-Williams et al., 2014). Garcia- 

Williams and her colleagues found that suicidal behavior among graduate students is 

characterized by anxiety, negative emotions, substance use, and eating disorders. Although 

services may be available, many students do not actively seek mental health resources (Mousavi 

et al., 2018). Encouraging help-seeking behaviors and empowerment among students is 

important to provide a safe and productive educational environment (Garcia-Williams et al., 

2014; Mousavi et al., 2018). A stressful and unsupportive environment can lead to higher rates of 

dropout and negative experiences in graduate school.

Suicide behavior and ideation likelihood also differ by the background of the individual. 

According to the Suicide Prevention Resource Center (2020), American Indian and Alaska 

native adults are the highest at risk for suicide-related thoughts. The next highest group is White 

individuals, followed by Black and Hispanic adults. The suicide prevention center also reported 

that the rates of suicide for all races/ethnicities have increased between 2010 and 2019, most 
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dramatically for American Indian and Alaskan natives, which went from 16.9 per 100,000 in 

2010 to 22.2 in 2019 (Suicide Prevention Resource Center, 2020). Although resources need to be 

available for all students who may experience suicidal ideation, understanding the racial and 

ethnic disparities related to suicide is helpful for mental health workers and university staff and 

faculty.

Another significant factor influencing incomplete graduate degrees and suicidal ideation 

is burnout (Devine & Hunter, 2017; Dyrbye & Shanafelt, 2016; Dyrbye et al., 2010). Emotional 

and physical exhaustion from the demands of a doctoral degree program can be overwhelming 

without the proper support. One reason why Ph.D. students may experience burnout is that they 

feel like they cannot “be themselves” but noted that supportive supervision and mentorship can 

help mediate this concern (Devine & Hunter, 2017).

Minority Stress in Doctoral Programs

Given many of the barriers discussed above, it is clear those individuals who identify as a 

member of a minority group experience significant challenges surrounding their doctoral 

education. Cultural aspects are also examined in the literature and suggest additional difficulties 

for these students. Difficulties may include model minority stress, managing cultural 

responsibilities, and loss of culture.

Model Minority Stress

Stress surrounding the model minority stereotype can be taxing for individuals, especially 

in the educational context. This model minority myth describes Asian Americans and Asian 

individuals as more intelligent and hard working than others, which can be as damaging and 

discriminatory as “negative” stereotypes (Trytten et al., 2012). The research, however, shows 

that academic records of students that identify as Asian and Asian American were not 
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significantly different from participants of other racial or ethnic groups (Trytten et al., 2012). Yet 

the model minority myth also applies pressure to students who do not identify as Asian 

American, for in exploring the myth from the perspective of Filipino Americans, Nadal and his 

colleagues (2010) found that many of those graduate students felt that they were faced with the 

model minority stereotype as well, even though they wanted to be seen as different from Asian 

American students. It would appear that almost any student who looks the least bit “Asian” 

(whatever that means) is subject to discrimination based on the model minority myth.

The model minority stereotype increases stress and has impacts on help-seeking behavior 

(Gupta et al., 2011). The literature suggests that the more Asian individuals felt they were the 

subjects of the model minority myth the more likely it was that they would demonstrate negative 

attitudes towards seeking help (Gupta et al., 2011). This condition is important to consider for 

students within a doctoral program, as students may need assistance and be less inclined to reach 

out.

Managing Cultural Responsibilities and Loss of Culture

Another stressor for students who identify with a minority background includes 

managing cultural responsibilities and feeling a loss of culture. Adapting to graduate school can 

at times clash with cultural responsibilities. For example, there is literature surrounding the 

“good daughter dilemma” among graduate students who identify as Latina (Espinoza, 2010). 

This dilemma refers to the management of family demands within the Latina culture as well as 

expectations of the student's degree program. While some Latina students find it easier to avoid 

conflict and keep both worlds separate, others attempt to express their needs and expectations to 

family and their school to gain support and manage responsibilities (Espinoza, 2010).
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New identities emerge as students begin higher education, which can make it challenging 

to hold onto their cultural responsibilities. This adjustment and management look different for 

each student and can be culturally complex (Paralkar, 2018). Paralkar suggests the importance of 

culturally sensitive approaches in graduate school, which include discussions surrounding 

multiculturalism, as a way to help navigate these experiences.

Strengths

While there are many barriers to completing doctoral degrees according to the available 

literature, it is important to also review the strengths and factors that help students reach 

graduation. Strengths, including cultivating professional networks, being true to oneself, finding 

reliable mentors, accepting deficiencies, and engaging in self-care, are shown to be helpful in 

graduate school (Fernandez et al., 2019; Pabst, 2011). If department members encourage these 

strengths, their students will have a more positive experience and a higher likelihood of finishing 

their degree programs. Understanding the barriers that students face can also create strengths. 

Mitigating challenges that are prevalent in graduate school is one way that educators and 

university staff can create a productive environment for their students. Based on the reviewed 

literature, programs need to be inclusive, diverse, and supportive. It is also important for them to 

offer role models, effective mentorship, funding opportunities, and mental health support for 

graduate students. These aspects will improve graduation and retention rates, as well as the 

overall educational experience for doctoral students (Fernandez et al., 2019).

Mitigating Barriers

While there are many barriers that a doctoral student may face, including those 

previously discussed, universities are attempting to mitigate these concerns in many ways. From 

mental health services to student support services, there are ways that staff and faculty improve 
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the educational environment for graduate students. Examples of these efforts include designating 

support centers for doctoral student success, providing writing and research services, and 

establishing dedicated mental health support services (Jimenez y West et al., 2011; Lim et al., 

2019; Waight & Giordano, 2018). By providing opportunities for doctoral students to connect 

while feeling academically, professionally, and mentally supported, universities can begin to 

break down some of the barriers that exist to graduate school success.

Conclusion

Doctoral students experience a wide range of barriers that impact their ability to pursue, 

engage, and complete their degree programs. The institutional, structural, and personal 

challenges are faced by both represented and underrepresented students in graduate school. 

Examples of these challenges included discrimination, lack of support, financial challenges, 

mental health concerns, and minority stress. The literature provides a solid foundation upon 

which this thesis is built. The research completed for this thesis explores the barriers and 

strengths that are experienced specifically by doctoral students at the University of Alaska 

Fairbanks.
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Chapter 3

Methods

The purpose of this research study was to explore the barriers that graduate students at 

the University of Fairbanks Alaska face in successfully completing their Ph.D. programs. The 

use of a series of three focus groups that were used to explore these concerns and the research 

methodology that was used in this study are described in this chapter.

Institutional Review Board Process

The University of Fairbanks' Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the protocol for 

this study, including the rationale and method for data collection and analysis, on July 17, 2020. 

An exemption letter was provided to the research team in July 2020 (see Appendix A), and an 

approval letter for protocol modification was provided in February 2021. The modification was 

needed to clarify how member checking would be completed following the data collection 

process.

Research Team

The research team included two lead researchers, Hannah Whitaker, the author of this 

study, and Dr. Valerie Gifford (identified as two White women), and, as research assistant, Ms. 

Oslyn Nixon (identified as an African American woman), an undergraduate enrolled in a 

humanities program. Both lead researchers and the research assistant lived and worked in Alaska 

during this research project, with one researcher having prolonged engagement with 

underrepresented students at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. I am a represented member of 

my graduate program and I understand that my background and representation affect the research 

process. Positionality and privilege are important to consider, as these aspects can have impacts 

on the research from the very beginning (Holmes, 2020). Ms. Nixon also noted her influence on 
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the project, and stated: “As an underrepresented student, I am passionate about the purpose and 

findings of this research.”

Research Paradigm and Tradition

The research paradigm for this study is social constructivism, as the belief system behind 

this thesis is that multiple contextual perspectives can impact truth and that this truth is not 

universal (Hays & Singh, 2012). This qualitative study follows the research tradition of 

phenomenology, which focuses on understanding the lived experiences of the participants (Hays 

& Singh, 2012).

The purpose of this study is to uncover the challenges and strengths that doctoral students 

experience, which is congruent with the conceptual underpinnings of phenomenology and social 

constructivism (Andrews, 2012; Hays & Singh, 2012). Core concepts behind social 

constructivism include the understanding that reality is subjective and knowledge is based on 

different cultural experiences and identities (Hays & Singh, 2012). As I was motivated to explore 

themes surrounding students in Ph.D. programs, I understood that this knowledge has been 

constructed through social interactions and personal experiences. Methods for data collection and 

analysis are applied through a phenomenological lens because I value participant perspective. In

depth focus groups provide a way that a researcher can understand the essence of a participant's 

experience (Hays & Singh, 2012). Social constructivism and phenomenology were selected 

specifically for this study to assess the essence that is represented through the constructed 

knowledge of several participants.

Participants and Procedures

The research team facilitated three focus groups involving Ph.D. students from the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks. I served as the lead facilitator. Each focus group consisted of 
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four to six participants, all of whom attended via Zoom. All Ph.D. students were encouraged to 

participate and there were no exclusion criteria for participants, apart from their current 

enrollment in a Ph.D. program at UFA. The focus group facilitators used a semi-structured guide 

to offer direction for the focus groups' discussions while allowing for discourse that was not 

directly prompted by the researchers. The focus groups were recorded for data analysis purposes 

by using features available on the Zoom platform. Two members of the research team then 

watched each focus group recording in its entirety to identify the salient themes for each focus 

group. Additionally, those themes that emerged across focus groups were noted.

A representative sample was established by recruiting underrepresented students from 

multiple degree programs and courses at UFA. Participants were recruited via UAF Graduate 

School listservs, direct e-mail, faculty advisors, and administration in Ph.D. programs at UAF, as 

well as advertising directly to students with a digital flier (Appendix B), which advertised this as 

an opportunity for graduate students to share their experience with a group of other students, 

knowing that this information would be used for research purposes to improve the graduate 

student experience at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. Informed consent was distributed to 

participants and collected via DocuSign before starting each focus group (Appendix C).

Informed consent for the participants provided information about the study, benefits, and 

potential risks associated with participation, confidentiality, and contact information if the 

participant had additional questions. This consent form also queried each participant about being 

over the age of 18 and secured the participant's agreement to participate in the research study. 

This consent form also informed the participants that they could take breaks or choose to stop 

participation at any point during the focus group if they became uncomfortable. One of the 

incentives for participating in this study was that each participant was provided with an 
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opportunity to enter a drawing for one of three $25 Amazon gift cards for their participation. Gift 

cards were awarded randomly following the completion of all three focus groups. Participants 

were split up by focus group, assigned a number, and then a random number generator was used 

to determine the winners. Winners were notified via email and received their gift cards digitally.

Semi-structured Focus Group Discussions

Following suggested phenomenological data collection methods, we used a semi

structured guide to facilitate each focus group discussion (Hays & Singh, 2012). Focus groups 

were conducted through Zoom for about 90 minutes for each group. The research team 

developed the focus group protocol to explore the strengths and barriers experienced by UAF 

doctoral students. The focus group guide included nine topics for discussion:

1. What, if anything, influenced your decision to become a student at UAF?

2. What, if anything, helps you engage in your studies and pursue graduation?

3. As a doctoral student at UAF, what has been more challenging than you expected?

4. What has been the most helpful for you at UAF?

5. What has been the least helpful for you at UAF?

6. If you were to advise incoming UAF doctoral students, what tips, strategies, or advice 

would you give to them?

7. What advice do you have for faculty members advising, mentoring, and teaching 

doctoral students at UAF?

8. What, if anything, makes it difficult for you to continue pursuing your degree at the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks?

9. What do you wish you had, if anything, to better support you as a student?
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These questions were developed by exploring the main areas of concern for this study, 

including challenges and helpful aspects of doctoral experiences at UAF. The questions were 

designed to open up conversations among focus group members regarding why they chose UAF 

and what helps them engage in their program. These opening questions provided important 

information for the study and allowed focus group members to get to know one another before 

discussing their challenges. While one or two focus groups went through each question 

deliberately, there were times where the progression from question to question was more organic 

and led by the participants.

Data Collection/Analysis

The research team recorded and managed data by video recording each focus group 

through Zoom. Contact summary sheets that summarized the data collected in individual focus 

groups were filled out via Google Sheets. The researchers used these contact sheets to outline 

and summarize salient themes based on the focus group discussion process (Hays & Singh, 

2012). Each focus group recording was transcribed and then independently read in-depth by each 

researcher to identify salient themes and observations. Transcriptions were completed by using 

an automated transcription service (Otter.ai), which is directly integrated into Zoom. This 

transcription was then confirmed by checking line by line for accuracy.

Following the in-depth independent reading and analysis, the research team met to 

identify textural descriptions and solidify salient themes to capture each participant's lived 

experience. The same process was repeated for each focus group transcript. Data management 

was used throughout the study, beginning with a within-case display, to better understand the 

data. A within-case display is a graphic depiction of data created for each group (Hays & Singh, 

2012). Finally, a cross-case display was created, which is a graphic depiction of information and 
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concepts across groups (Hays & Singh, 2012). This depiction is important, as it is a way to 

potentially identify further textural and structural descriptions. This step is an important aspect of 

the data collection and research analysis because it allows for an increased understanding of 

themes and patterns. Displays were made using Google Slides that summarized results in an 

easy-to-read format.

Demographic information was collected via email. Participants were notified that this 

information was not required and would be used to supplement contextual data from the focus 

groups. The information that was collected from 12 of the 15 participants included their gender 

identity, age group, and whether they identify as a member of an ethnic minority group. 

Demographic information was used in this research project as a way to provide a contextual 

understanding of participants and their responses.

Strategies for Trustworthiness

Multiple strategies were used to meet several criteria of trustworthiness, including 

credibility, transferability, confirmability, authenticity, coherence, sampling adequacy, ethical 

validation, and substantive validation (Hays & Singh, 2012). An audit trail was used, which 

provided physical evidence of the data and analytic process. This aspect helped to fulfill the 

ethical and professional obligations of research. Reflexive journaling, which included thoughts 

about how this research impacted themes, was completed by each of us in the research team. 

Another strategy that these researchers used included simultaneous data collection and analysis, 

which means that data was analyzed as the data was being collected. Triangulation of data 

sources, investigators, and theoretical perspectives helped the researchers look for 

inconsistencies by including several perspectives, multiple researchers, and theories. These 

researchers used thick descriptions, or detailed accounts of the research processes and outcomes.
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Member checking occurred by keeping a contact list and sending out a presentation with 

key findings for each focus group as created after preliminary analysis. A Zoom video recording 

with presentation slides created by Google Slides was sent out to each participant with the 

preliminary results of their respective focus groups. Participants were offered an opportunity to 

provide feedback regarding the results via Google Forms (Appendix D), in which they were 

asked to include any suggestions, questions, concerns, or corrections. No feedback forms were 

completed by participants, which may suggest that the results and analysis were appropriate and 

did not warrant any changes. The above strategies were use to help maximize trustworthiness.

Trustworthiness is a crucial aspect of this research study in regards to the collection of 

accurate information, according to this research paradigm (Hays & Singh, 2012). It may be 

difficult for graduate students to express their concerns or challenges about their academic 

progress if they do not trust the researchers and environment. With the employment of these 

strategies for trustworthiness, it is the hope of this researcher that the participants felt inclined to 

discuss barriers and supportive factors that they have faced in their degree program.
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Chapter Four

Results

Three main themes surrounding doctoral experiences at UAF emerged from the 

completed focus groups. The subthemes can be categorized into strengths, barriers, and advice, 

and both main themes and subthemes are presented in this chapter. Each focus group was unique 

in their responses; however, certain experiences and topics were overlapping across groups. The 

explanation of each theme is provided below, and each subtheme is described and supported by 

using quotations from the focus groups. These results aim to explore the experiences of Ph.D. 

students across multiple disciplines at UAF.

Demographic Information

Twelve of the fifteen total participants submitted a self-report to identify their gender 

identity, age group, and whether they identify as a member of a minority group. These focus 

groups included ten females and two males. Three participants identified themselves as a 

member of a minority group (ethnic/racial), and nine did not. Lastly, the ages of participants 

ranged from the twenties to the sixties.

Themes

Strengths

Strengths in this study refer to the factors that helped Ph.D. students at UAF pursue their 

degrees. Strengths were explored through the responses to the two questions “What, if anything, 

helps you engage in your studies and pursue graduation?” and “What has been the most helpful 

for you at UAF?” Strengths that were reported by participants included community/relationships, 

having funding, and mentorship. These aspects of their doctoral experiences were noted as 

helpful towards program engagement.
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Community/Relationships

Many participants in the focus groups noted that relationships with individuals in their 

communities had been helpful in pursuing their degrees. The impacts of community relationships 

helped students to feel more motivated and supported while working on their research, 

presenting at conferences, and engaging in their studies. One participant noted that, “the support 

from Indigenous community members about me doing good work is really important.” Another 

participant stated, “I've reached out to friends who graduated, finished a Ph.D. and now I meet 

up with them pretty regularly and it's like, ‘Okay, how did you do this, I'm struggling with 

this.'” A third participant commented, “I think that I have a good community now. . . I have 

found Fairbanks to be particularly good at community building.” These thoughtful responses 

iterate the importance and benefits of engaging with their community while working towards a 

Ph.D. at the University of Alaska Fairbanks.

Having Funding

Participants also mentioned how helpful funding has been in their educational 

experiences and research goals. Topics surrounding funding arose in each focus group and 

reportedly became either a positive factor or a barrier based on the amount that was offered to 

them. Some participants discussed the benefits of having tuition covered, while others noted the 

importance of getting research funding. As one participant said, “I always pretty much have 

funding and that's really helpful in helping me succeed.” Another focus group member pointed 

out that “funding is really helpful in pursuing your research.” Having funding served as a 

significant strength for the participants that had it; however, many doctoral students in the focus 

groups expressed concerns and frustrations with a lack of funding.
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Mentorship

Mentorship emerged as a salient theme from the focus groups. Participants discussed the 

importance of effective mentoring in their doctoral experiences. Relationships with advisors, 

committee members, and other mentors helped students feel supported and motivated in their 

educational goals. Aspects of effective mentorship included the freedom to explore interests, 

enthusiasm, and positive interactions. When asked about helpful factors in graduate school, one 

student noted, “I definitely noticed when I don't have a good mentor and when I do. And I do get 

support from UAF and the professors and just the people on my committee, so I would definitely 

echo that.” The responses from participants strongly suggested that their mentors provided 

significant support in their doctoral studies. As one focus group member emphasized, 

“Specifically the mentor that I've had these past few years has been, I think, the most crucial 

piece that's maybe kept me here or kept me going . . .” Another student stated, “I've had a lot of 

freedom, mostly from my advisor to really spend my time doing what I want and what I think is 

important.” It is clear that many focus group members found effective mentorship as an 

important part of their doctoral experience.

Barriers

Barriers refer to the challenges that made engagement in doctoral studies difficult, as well 

as issues facing the completion of their degree. Three questions guided focus group members in 

articulating their experiences of the barriers they have faced:

• As a doctoral student at UAF, what has been more challenging than you expected?

• What has been the least helpful for you at UAF?

• What, if anything, makes it difficult for you to continue pursuing your degree at the

University of Alaska Fairbanks?
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Salient themes that emerged include racism and discrimination, lack of funding, ineffective 

feedback, teaching methods, structure, amount of work, and lack of community.

Racism and Discrimination

Major themes that arose when discussing challenges included racism and discrimination. 

Many students experienced discrimination for their race, ethnicity, gender, accent, and more. As 

the results indicated, both UAF students, faculty, and staff displayed discriminatory behavior. 

Some students expressed their frustrations with racism, microaggressions, and discrimination 

from others as one focus group member commented, “The undertone, or not so much an 

undertone, of racism that sometimes I've experienced here is more than back home.” Another 

participant queried, “I'm totally getting dismissed, and is it the accent? Is it because I'm a 

woman?”

Other participants discussed their specific experiences of racism and discrimination from 

staff and faculty. One participant noted,

they bullied me many times. I got bullied from people, those who are not grown mentally, 

even though they have multiple degrees. They are the expert in that field. They are well 

known, well established, but they are not ready to accept the students' ideas and thoughts 

because we are different.

Another student echoed these concerns and stated, “I faced 95 percent of the professors that are 

people that don't really agree with me, just because either I'm a minority student or I am from a 

different country.”

The results indicated that students at UAF are aware of and are concerned about the 

racism that is present at both the doctoral level and within higher education in general. Some 

students discussed these frustrations in great detail, with one student offering, “racism is so 
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entrenched in higher education and the way that resources are managed, etc., so in order to kind 

of work towards equity, like we have to be breaking the rules.” Another participant stated, “I'd 

like to just point out diversity and treatment, in general, in higher education could use a little 

improvement.” Racism is just one of many barriers that students explored during the focus group 

discussions.

Lack of Funding

While funding for some students served as a strength, many participants discussed the 

barriers that are created when there is not enough funding for their programs. This topic recurred 

across every focus group and was described as one of the least helpful aspects of their doctoral 

experiences. Funding issues were evident in many contexts, including tuition, research, and 

healthcare. One participant reported, “I don't know any Ph.D. student that hasn't had a horribly 

painful experience right around having to do with funding.” Another focus group member added, 

“I had no funding ever.” A third participant echoed, “It's pretty hard to survive on $20,000 a year 

for four years with no prospects of additional income.”

These concerns surrounding funding were shared among most participants in the study. 

Another significant frustration surrounded a lack of healthcare and insurance for doctoral 

students at UAF. As one participant noted, “[I'm] worried that I won't be able to afford medical 

care if I need it.” Participants in all three focus groups expressed similar concerns. The funding 

issues created stress for students, as well as added challenges to engaging in their degree 

programs and sticking to their timelines. The following was a typical response in regard to this 

issue:

The younger generation doesn't want to be stuck with student loans and all this debt.

They don't want to take out student loans. Their graduate programs are taking longer 
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because they're working either a part-time job or full-time job in order to be able to go to 

school.

Funding can refer to several different concerns that doctoral students experience throughout their 

education. Participants in this study touched on many ways that a lack of funding has impacted 

them directly.

Poor Mentorship

While many students reported positive mentorship relationships in their doctoral studies, 

others described poor experiences with advisors, committee members, and mentors. The students 

who discussed poor mentorship explored primary areas of concern including cycles of abuse and 

ineffective feedback.

Some participants experienced poor mentorship that was attributed to “cycles of abuse” 

within their program. This concept refers to the idea that some mentors are intentionally difficult 

due to their experiences with their own mentors while they were in school. One participant 

stated,

I find that those that were beaten down the hardest are still the toughest ones to deal with 

because their standards are so high, because they went through it. They went through it, 

so like they know you can do it. And ‘look how much stronger you are because of it,' so I 

think it's really important to recognize that and break that cycle.

Other students echoed this statement in reporting similar experiences with their mentors. Some 

students, however, noted that their poor mentorship was less a function of “cycles of abuse” than 

a consequence of the poor feedback and unhelpful criticism they received on their work.

As research and doctoral education requires effective feedback, students noted how 

challenging it is to pursue their degrees without it. Some participants reported overly critical 
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feedback, while others expressed concern about the lack of feedback. The wide range of issues 

related to feedback was evident in all three focus groups. One participant stated, “I think some 

people, in my experience, have been really, really critical. And they thought that they were 

helping me, but they were just really eroding my confidence.” Another participant who had a 

different experience stated, “I don't feel like I was ever set up for failure. I was just ignored.” 

According to the participants in this study, effective feedback is highly important and, 

unfortunately, not always received. These messages refer to mentors, as well as teachers and 

their teaching styles or methods.

Teaching Methods

Another finding regarding barriers for doctoral students at UAF included teaching 

methods. Some participants noted the outdated teaching methods they witnessed, some of which 

involved outdated materials and infrequent feedback. One participant stated,

I think that a lot of faculty here still use pretty outdated teaching methods, which have 

been shown to particularly be harder for underrepresented groups of people to 

succeed. . . . I don't know if it's a training issue or if it's a lack of pressure from 

administration to update teaching methods to be more focused on active learning and be 

more focused on giving frequent feedback to students.

Several participants pointed to outdated teaching methods as an aspect that they would like to see 

changed for future doctoral students at UAF. Another change they would like to see was the 

structure of the administration, academic programs, and graduate school at UAF as discussed 

next.
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Structure

Structure was discussed as a barrier to success in the focus groups. Participants discussed 

different institutional aspects at the UAF that made it challenging to pursue and engage in their 

studies, including the amount of work that falls on the Ph.D. students. One focus group member 

stated, “least helpful is the lack of structure in our program specifically. . . . Most of the work 

falls on, you know, Ph.D. students and in my experience, it was.” Another participant noted the 

challenge surrounding working with graduate school deadlines and paperwork requirements 

when they stated, “I find that the existing structure that does exist, like the graduate school as a 

whole, is very unhelpful, even though I think it's designed to be helpful.” Responses surrounding 

the structure at UAF suggested that more work could be done to better serve doctoral students. 

Amount of Work

The amount of work required of doctoral students from their departments was reportedly 

stressful, as was the amount of work required for research, teaching assistantships, and their own 

studies. An unexpected challenge was the amount of work that students did to teach themselves 

the material needed for research. This challenge was often compared to the work done in their 

Master's degrees. One participant stated, “one thing that I found challenging is suddenly juggling 

all these moving parts, whereas my Master's was just like one chapter one project. . . .” This was 

echoed by another participant who stated, “The biggest difference that I've noticed between my 

master's and my Ph.D. is having to work on a lot of different projects concurrently.”

While many students were not anticipating this level of work, other participants discussed 

this challenge as an expected aspect of their program. As one focus group participant said, “self

teaching is a big thing in a Ph.D. A lot of the times, what you're doing is way too specific for 

classes to be really teaching that and so it's on you to delve into the literature and read things 

33



yourself. . . .” Regardless of whether students expected the amount of work or not, it was clear 

that focus group members found this aspect to be a challenge.

Lack of Community

The final barrier that participants discussed in the focus groups was the lack of 

community and support that they felt in their doctoral experience at UAF. This was also 

impacted significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic. While some students felt like their 

community was hard to connect with, others noted that their studies and workload limited this 

opportunity.

Since my clinical work started it definitely has made it harder to build a community. I've 

also been a teaching assistant for the three, four years that I've been here. So it's 

constantly driven. I think this limited my bubble in terms of support or where I can access 

that, or community support, or both.

Advice

Advice refers to the information the participants in this study would like incoming 

doctoral students to hear, as well as for the staff and faculty at UAF to respond to. Results in this 

area were discovered after asking participants the following three questions:

• If you were to advise incoming UAF doctoral students, what tips, strategies, or advice 

would you give to them?

• What advice do you have for faculty members advising, mentoring, and teaching 

doctoral students at UAF?

• What do you wish you had, if anything, to better support you as a student?
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The responses from participants helped groups to explore such topics as building relationships, 

being true to self, attending training, being respectful, establishing contracts, advocating for 

yourself, and being honest and responsive.

Build and Maintain Healthy Relationships

Participants in the focus groups suggested that building and maintaining healthy 

relationships could help students to pursue their doctoral degrees. Whether these are 

relationships with other students, community members, or mentors, many participants noted that 

they would advise incoming students to consider this advice. Some students noted that healthy 

relationships are a necessity to complete their degree. One participant stated, “You're going to 

need friends in the Ph.D. world to finish.” Another participant echoed this response by pointing 

to the value of “peer students who grow together, encourage each other, and struggle together.” 

The responses indicated that doctoral students found a lot of value in building healthy 

relationships. Those students who did not have many relationships in their community reported 

wishing that they had while working on their degree.

Be True to Self

Another piece of advice that participants had for incoming students was to be true to 

themselves and their passion. One focus group member stated, “Pursue your own interests, 

whatever they are.” Some students discussed the importance of maintaining their identity and 

interests while working on a Ph.D. They stated, “It's very important to remember who you are 

and maintain who you are . . . make sure you keep your touchstone nearby.”

Completing a Ph.D. is a challenging accomplishment, and participants in this study 

advised incoming students not to forget who they are in the process. One student said, “Life and 

all these other personal things matter too. And I think sometimes we forget about that. So, I 
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guess in some ways that's probably my biggest advice to not feel like you have to put away 

pieces of you to pursue this endeavor.” Another participant also suggested the importance of 

choosing a project and degree program that an incoming student is passionate about when they 

said, “Make sure it's something you really love and are motivated by and something that you 

want to stick with from three to seven to ten years.” Participants noted two ways that students 

could stay true to themselves, which included self-advocacy and establishing a contract.

Self-Advocacy

Participants suggested that students should be taking care of and advocating for 

themselves as they pursue their degrees. One individual said,

They should be speaking up and we should have advocates here, whether it's the graduate 

school, or if it's a case of discrimination and bullying going to the student rights and 

responsibilities office because you can report that stuff without repercussion.

Self-advocacy is an important part of taking care of oneself in higher education.

Establishing a Contract

One of the focus groups passionately expressed the importance of creating a contract with 

a committee before starting a program. They noted that this would be a significant piece of 

advice for incoming students. One participant said, “Make a contract with your committee, day 

one.” Another focus group member echoed this when they stated, “I think I would say it's very 

important to have a contract letter. And know the nature of your work.” A third participant added 

that a contract is “something that should have to be UAF-wide or university-wide, just a general 

rule of thumb: everybody has to get one.” Both participants who had a contract and those who 

none agreed on the importance of a contract prior to starting a doctoral program.
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Attend Training

One student suggested that faculty members attend training on advising, mentoring, and 

teaching doctoral students to better serve their students. Participants suggested that faculty could 

become more helpful if they were trained on how to effectively mentor students. One participant 

stated, “I think one thing that would be helpful is for faculty to take trainings on mentorship 

. . . but also, a training on racial equity.” Learning about racial equity, diversity, and inclusion 

were other areas of training from which doctoral students felt the staff could benefit.

Participants in this study discussed ways that teachers, advisors, and mentors could break 

old teaching habits and learn ways to better support their students. One student stated, “I think 

there's a lot of personal education that faculty need to learn about the history of how they were 

able to succeed and get in the position that they're in.” This statement was supported and echoed 

by another participant:

I think there's this historic culture of deference and humility on the part of grad students 

toward professors and I think that's pretty outdated and not helpful and I think maybe if 

professors were trained to start trying to break that down, then we would have better 

relationships with professors.

Teaching methods and relationships would be improved by attending current training, according 

to the participants in this study. This would reportedly also help faculty that teach, advise, and 

mentor students to be more understanding and respectful.

Be Respectful

Participants suggested that faculty, mentors, and professors should respect their students 

more than they currently do. They noted that this would help students to succeed in their 

programs. Simply put, when asked about what they wished that they had in their doctoral 
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experience, one student said, “if I could sum it into one word, I would just say ‘respect'.” 

Participants expressed a desire to be treated fairly and respectfully. One focus group member 

added, “You treat your young people good because you want them to stay and carry on your 

legacy.” Another respondent reiterated the importance of respect towards differences when they 

noted that faculty “should respect and pay more attention to diversity.” Participants also felt that 

along with being respectful, faculty should also be honest and responsive. These responses 

showed that doctoral students want to be respected and heard by staff and faculty.

Be Honest and Responsive

Finally, the participants in this study discussed what they needed and wanted from their 

professors and mentors, which included honesty and timely responses. They said that these 

qualities are most important for staff and faculty when working with doctoral students. Many 

participants reported that they want frequent and honest communication with their teachers and 

committee members. One participant stated, “Checking in early and often with students is such a 

huge, huge deal.” Another participant added: “good advice I'd give to faculty is to be proactive 

in your communication.” Students that reported poor and ineffective feedback noted that these 

were missing pieces in their experience.

Final Results

Themes that were evident for every focus group included lack of funding, racism, and 

discrimination as significant barriers to engaging and pursuing degree programs among UAF 

doctoral students. Additional salient themes that arose in every group included effective 

mentorship and community relationships as strengths in their educational experiences. These key 

findings will be discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter Five

Discussion

Many themes arose throughout the three focus group discussions with UAF doctoral 

students. The purpose of this study was to uncover barriers UAF doctoral students experience 

while pursuing their degrees. This goal was accomplished by identifying key findings that were 

evident across each of the focus groups, which included lack of funding, racism, and 

discrimination as significant barriers to pursuing and persisting in degree programs. Additional 

salient themes that arose from the focus groups included effective mentorship and community 

relationships as strengths in their educational experiences.

Racism and Discrimination

Racism and discrimination were discussed in each group as an aspect of doctoral 

experiences that are significant barriers to completing their degrees. These findings were 

consistent with the relevant national literature and suggest that these issues are prevalent at UAF 

(Clark et al., 2012; Loeb & Hurd, 2019). Participants in this study noted that they have at times 

felt alienated from others, faced mistreatment, and experienced microaggressions.

While some participant experiences were subtle, others were more overt and considered 

“bullying.” It is also noteworthy that students experienced racism from their peers, as well as 

from staff and faculty. The discrimination that was exposed and discussed in the focus groups 

was identified as a barrier that kept students from fully engaging in their program, as well as 

barriers to connecting with others.

39



Funding Concerns

A key finding in this research was how challenging it is to navigate funding concerns 

while pursuing a doctoral degree. These challenges included paying for tuition, lack of health 

insurance, funding issues within the department, and low compensation for their work. The 

accumulation of these problems makes it challenging for students to pursue their degrees. A 

participant even noted that they did not know anyone who has not had issues related to funding 

while working on their Ph.D.

Consistent with the literature surrounding barriers to completing graduate degrees, the 

results of this study indicated that, similar to doctoral students nationwide, doctoral students at 

UAF struggle to pay for tuition and require some kind of employment to cover expenses 

(Bekova, 2019). The focus group members discussed finding it particularly challenging to live 

off the compensation that they receive as a teaching assistant (TA) or research assistant (RA). 

Available research suggested that working on campus as an RA or TA was consistent with 

higher completion rates compared to off-campus jobs (Bekova, 2019). But participants 

encountered other challenges related to their assistantships. Participants expressed frustration 

about contracts that prohibited them from seeking employment outside of their assistantships 

while working on their degree; however, they were reportedly barely making enough money to 

cover living expenses. Another concern that appeared across participant disciplines was the 

uncertainty that they would receive any funding or assistantships each year in the program. The 

stress that these funding issues created was significant for many students and made engaging in 

their studies a challenge.

University and department-wide funding issues were also felt by the students in UAF 

doctoral programs. Some students experienced programs being cut or moving to the University 
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of Alaska Anchorage, a lack of available grants, and not having classes offered when needed. 

These unexpected issues impacted students directly and their timelines for finishing their degree 

program.

Importance of Mentorship

While some participants reported having great mentors and committees working with 

them, others discussed poor experiences related to mentorship. An overwhelming theme that 

arose during the focus groups reflected the importance of effective mentorship among doctoral 

students at UAF. Professional development and constructive feedback are two aspects of 

effective mentoring that were discussed in all three focus groups.

Participants who experienced poor mentorship noted that engaging in their degree 

programs were extraordinarily challenging and that meetings with their committee or advisors 

often created significant stress. Many individuals suggested that advisors and educators attend 

training to better understand how to effectively work with their students, since their current 

methods were described as “outdated.” The participants in this study identified proper 

mentorship as one of the most important aspects of their doctoral education, which included 

respect, flexibility, responsiveness, and feedback within those relationships.

When participants experienced productive and effective mentorship, it became a major 

strength for them. This is congruent with the available national research regarding the impact of 

mentorship while working on a doctoral degree. The literature indicated that students are shown 

to be less productive and more stressed, as well as less likely to learn, without effective 

mentorship (Hund et al., 2018; Linden et al., 2013) and that supportive mentorship can help to 

foster the proper environment for a student to thrive in a doctoral program (Mazerolle et al., 

2015). Given the focus group responses, these insights certainly appear to be true for UAF 
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doctoral students. Additionally, it was common for an already established relationship with an 

advisor or mentor to be a critical factor in choosing UAF. Having a good relationship with their 

mentor helped to mediate some of the challenges that come with pursuing a Ph.D.

Community Support

Support for students, whether from a UAF community or an outside community, has been 

shown to be helpful given the focus group discussions. Participants expressed the benefits of 

having people that provided encouragement and offered support while working on their doctoral 

degree. Some individuals experienced a significant amount of support, while others struggled to 

find any. Either way, these experiences impacted their engagement in their studies in a positive 

or negative way depending on the level of support.

Participants found support at the university level from their academic programs and from 

other doctoral students across disciplines. This support included places on campus where 

graduate students could ask questions regarding their research and even receive help from other 

students without the stress or uneven power dynamic that comes with asking a professor or 

committee for help. Some participants also noted that they trusted their peers and felt seen, 

which was a different experience from schools that they attended before UAF. The literature 

surrounding the importance of peer and academic support is compatible with the responses given 

in the focus groups. For example, the literature discussed the positive effects of these supports, 

including less stress, as well as higher persistence rates among students (Burke, 2017; Jairam & 

Kahl, 2012). Participants mentioned that the city of Fairbanks and the university were 

particularly good places to build relationships and find support.

Outside community support was also discussed as a strength while pursuing a doctoral 

degree. Different focus groups found researchers, Indigenous community members, and workers 
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in the field to be especially helpful supporters. They received encouragement and assistance 

when needed, as well as helped to build connections and networks with individuals that they may 

be working with in the future.

Those participants who did not have community support, either within the university or in 

the outside community, discussed the challenges that arose while working on their degrees. 

Some students also discussed the impacts of COVID-19, which further limited interactions with 

peers. Feeling alone and working from home decreased their ability to connect with others in 

their communities.

Implications and Recommendations

The results from this study have implications for both Ph.D. students and the faculty 

members who advise, mentor, and teach them. Understanding the barriers that doctoral students 

face can dramatically increase their chances for success, as well as provide a basis for necessary 

changes to foster a safe and productive environment in which students can thrive. This research 

is important because it adds valuable information to the literature surrounding the doctoral 

student experience and specifically provides insight into the lived experiences of doctoral 

students at UAF.

Students

According to the relevant literature, many of the issues explored in the UAF doctoral 

focus groups are experienced among many other groups of students across the nation. 

Understanding the barriers and strengths can help students to understand and prepare for certain 

specific aspects of their program prior to matriculation. For example, knowing the crucial nature 

of mentorship and community may influence a prospective student to start building these 

relationships early. These aspects could also impact which university a student chooses to attend.
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Those participants in this study who chose UAF based on already established relationships 

identified positive mentorship and community experiences as strengths.

Funding is another challenge that prospective students should consider prior to beginning 

their doctoral programs. The results of this study indicate that funding is a stressful and 

unpredictable aspect of pursuing a Ph.D. While prospective students may not have total control 

over funding, this information could prepare them for this uncertainty and influence students to 

secure funding as much as possible before beginning a program.

Faculty

Effective mentorship emerged as a salient theme in this research, which is valuable 

information for faculty members who advise, mentor, and teach doctoral students. Participants 

explored aspects of mentorship that were particularly helpful, including constructive feedback, 

responsiveness, and flexibility. Understanding these basic components of a relationship that 

doctoral students at UAF are looking for can help faculty members to fine-tune their skills. This 

information also can provide educators with direction about what they should be incorporating, 

interpersonally, to better serve their students.

Universities

Given that experiences surrounding racism and discrimination were discussed in every 

group, it is clear that they are significant concerns that should be addressed at the university 

level. Emphasizing inclusivity training for faculty, staff, and students is a way that UAF can 

begin to reduce the amount of racism and the number of microaggressions that are occurring in 

the doctoral programs. Sensitivity training was explored as something that participants in this 

study would like to see for the campus community in the future.
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The literature surrounding discrimination and racism at the doctoral level, as well as in 

the focus group discussions, indicated that this issue is a significant barrier for students engaging 

in their studies and completing their programs. It is in the best interest of the students and 

university that racism is addressed and mediated so that students feel accepted, welcomed, and 

safe while working on their degrees.

Limitations

Although valuable information was discovered and explored in the focus group findings, 

there are limitations to this study. A significant limitation that impacted findings is that all 

participants are currently enrolled in their Ph.D. program. If recruitment—or a separate study— 

included students that dropped out of their academic program, more barriers could likely have 

been addressed and explored.

Another limitation is that the representation of participants in their programs was not 

studied. While the focus group members had the opportunity to report some demographic 

information and whether they identified as a member of a minority group, this does not provide 

much insight into whether they were underrepresented or not. Gathering statistical data on each 

participant's academic program could have provided some helpful background information when 

analyzing the themes that resulted from the focus groups.

An additional limitation is that none of the focus groups members submitted a feedback 

form (Appendix D). This could be due to many reasons, including participants feeling 

overwhelmed, feeling too stressed, or a lack of support academically to build confidence to 

provide constructive criticism. Conversely, the lack of returned feedback forms may suggest that 

the results and analysis were appropriate and did not warrant any changes.
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Future Research

Continued research on barriers and strengths experienced by doctoral students is needed 

to further understand changes that can be made to improve experiences and graduation rates. 

Addressing the limitations in additional studies can provide more insight into findings from this 

study. Additional studies could be conducted to explore these issues on the Master's and 

undergraduate levels as well to discover themes that are present throughout higher education as a 

whole.

As COVID-19 has had a tremendous impact on all students globally, it could be 

beneficial to continue researching how the virus has impacted doctoral students specifically. 

Given the importance of community and mentorship within their studies, students may have 

faced additional challenges through remote learning and changes to their degree programs. This 

phenomenon should be researched further to understand more deeply how barriers and strengths 

are changing as higher education continues to adapt to the impact of the current pandemic.

Conclusion

The literature surrounding doctoral experiences has indicated that underrepresentation, 

discrimination, lack of support, poor mentorship, funding issues, mental health concerns, and 

minority stress are all barriers to degree completion. The educational enterprise needs to 

understand the challenges that Ph.D. students face in their degree programs to better support 

them. The purpose of this thesis was to use of focus groups to explore the strengths and barriers 

to the success of Ph.D. students at UAF and to provide advice for current and future graduate 

students and to those faculty and administrators who have the power to improve that experience.

Many concerns and topics were discussed during the focus groups and salient themes 

emerged in the process. Key findings included racism, discrimination, and funding issues as the 
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primary barriers to degree engagement and completion. Additionally, the results suggest that 

effective mentorship and community support, both in and outside of the university context, 

significantly impact a doctoral student's educational experience. This information is important 

for incoming students to know, as well as staff and faculty. Given the responses during the focus 

groups, it is suggested that sensitivity and diversity training be given to staff and faculty to better 

support all students.

This is a topic that should be continually researched and addressed, as barriers and 

strengths continue to change. An example of this change includes the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on doctoral students. Discriminatory behaviors, isolation, and mental health concerns 

have been greatly affected by the pandemic over the last year and a half. As new challenges arise 

for students, more must be done to understand and provide a safe, inclusive, and productive 

learning environment for all students. The subject of the doctoral student experience should also 

be researched in different contexts and locations. This study provided valuable insight into the 

barriers and strengths experienced by a select group of Ph.D. student at UAF, allowing their 

voices to be heard.
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Appendix A

IRB Exemption Letter

(907) 474-7800 

(907) 474-5444 fax 

uaf-irb@alaska edu 

www.uaf.edu/lrt>

Institutional Review Board
909 N KoyuKuk Dr. Suite 212 P.O. Box 757270. Fairbanks. Alaska 99775-7270

July 14. 2021

To: Valerie Gifford 
Principal Investigator

From: University Of AIaska Fairbanks IRB

Re: [1573182-3] PhD Students Experience at UAF

Thank you for submitting the Continuing Review/Progress Report referenced below. The submission 
was handled by Exempt Review. The Office of Research Integrity has determined that the proposed 
research qualifies for exemption from the requirements of 45 CFR 46. This exemption does not waive the 
researchers' responsibility to adhere to basic ethical principles for the responsible conduct of research 
and discipline specific professional standards.

Title: PhD Students Experience at UAF
Received: July 13, 2021

Exemption Category: 2
Effective Date: July 14, 2021

This action is included on the August 4. 2021 IRB Agenda.

Prior to making substantive changes to the scope of research, research tools, or personnel involved on 
the project, please contact the Office of Research Integhty to determine whether or not additional review 
is required. Additional review is not required for small edιtonal changes to improve the clarity or readability 
of the research tools or other documents.

Amekica's Arctic University
LlAF is an AA/EO employer and educational institution and prohibits illegal discrimination against any Individual 

www.alaska.θdu∕i]delXcompltarκef∏ondιscrιmιnatιon.
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Appendix B

Digital Flier

PH.D. STUDENT 
FOCUS GROUP

Join in a discussion with other students 
surrounding your experience at UAF in your 

Ph.D. program

60-90 MINUTES VIA ZOOM 
LET YOUR VOICE BE HEARD!

We are asking you to help us understand the barriers to completing 
Ph.D. degrees at UAF by participating in a discussion with your 

peers.
You will be given chance to win a 25$ gift card to Amazon for your 

participation.

If you would like to participate in this study, please contact: 
Hannah Whitaker: hlwhitaker@alaska.edu or (907) 987-4785

UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA 
FAIRBANKS
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Appendix C

Informed Consent Form

Protocol Number: 1573182-3

Barriers to Completing Degrees in Ph.D. Students

Participant Consent Form

The purpose of this research study is to develop a deeper understanding of the 
experiences of graduate students pursuing their Ph.D. at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. 
Questions guiding this research effort include:

1) What, if anything, makes it difficult for you to continue pursuing your degree at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks?

2) What do you wish you had to better support you as a student?

3) What, if anything, helps you engage in your studies and pursue graduation?

Description of Study:

We are asking you to help us understand this topic by taking part in a focus group. If you 
want to participate in this study, you will be asked to talk with other Ph.D. students at UAF for 
about 60-90 minutes in a facilitated conversation. During this focus group, you will be asked 
about your thoughts, emotional responses, and experiences as a graduate student at UAF. This 
focus group will be recorded and then typed word for word so that we can think about the ideas 
that you shared. Your answers will remain private, and your name will not be revealed in the 
findings or results of the study.

Benefits and Risks of Participating:

You will be provided with an opportunity to enter a drawing for one of three amazon 
giftcards of $25 for participating in the focus group. This is our way of expressing our 
appreciation for your time. We hope the information you give us will help inform us, and others 
working in graduate programs, to develop better supports and programs for Ph.D. students. 
Specifically, these results will aid faculty pursuing a grant that would fund incoming, 
underrepresented Ph.D. students in biomedical fields of study at UAF. Results may be shared 
with other organizations and educational institutions serving Alaska and the larger field of 
education through journal articles.
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We do not expect you to experience risks from participating in the focus group. However, 
some people might experience discomfort with some of the discussion. You may choose not to 
answer any question that bothers you. You can also take breaks as you need. Should you feel 
uncomfortable, you may choose to stop and end your participation at any time.

Confidentiality:

We will safeguard your confidentiality. Your name will not be revealed in any report or 
presentation connected with this research study unless you would like it to. The audio recording 
will be destroyed after we type it up unless you want us to keep it and use it otherwise. Your 
name will not appear on the typed up interviews. Furthermore, your name on the consent form 
will be kept separate from the interview data and stored in a different locked file cabinet.

The researchers for this study are mandated reporters. If you disclose that a minor, 
elder, or person with a disability is being abuse or neglected, this information will be reported to 
the Office of Children's Services, Adult Protection, or law enforcement.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:

Your decision to take part in the research study is voluntary. You are free to choose not 
to take part in the study or to stop taking part at any time without any penalty to you.

Contacts and Questions:

This research study has been reviewed and approved by the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks' Institutional Review Board (IRB). If you have questions now, feel free to ask me. If 
you have questions later, you may contact Dr. Valerie Gifford.

You can contact Dr. Valerie Gifford at:

University of Alaska Fairbanks

School of Education's Counseling Program 

P.O. Box 756480

Fairbanks, AK 99775-6480

Telephone: (907)474-7631

Email: vmgifford@uaf.edu
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The UAF Institutional Review Board (IRB) is a group that examines research projects 
involving people. This review is done to protect the people like you involved the research. If you 
have questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, you can contact the 
UAF Office of Research Integrity at 474-7800 (Fairbanks area) or 1-866-876-7800 (toll-free 
outside the Fairbanks area) or uaf-irb@alaska.edu.

Signing this means that the research study has been told to you out loud or you have read it 
yourself and that you of your own free will agree to take part. Thank you for your help with this project.

I have read the above statement (or have had it read to me) and I understand my rights with 
regard to participating in this research study.

______I agree to participate in this research study.

______I agree that I am 18 years of age or older.

Participant Signature Date

Participant Printed Name Date
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Appendix D

Feedback Form

Preliminary Results Feedback Form
Thank you for watching the video of the preliminary findings for the doctoral focus group that 
you've participated in. This is an opportunity to provide any feedback that you have in regards to 
the results.
We would love to hear your thoughts, suggestions, or concerns!
* Required

1. Describe Your Feedback *

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.

Google Forms
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