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Abstract

With the growth of online doctoral programs, administrators are interested in determining the best programmatic
structures to support student success. The structures of online doctoral programs vary widely. Some institutions
require in-person or virtual residency experiences, while others can be completed entirely online without a
synchronous residency requirement. The purpose of this quantitative, ex post facto study was to determine how
attending a virtual in-residence affected the progression and completion of students’ doctoral research. The
study included an exploration of differences in progression between students who attended virtual, or in-person
residencies, or a combination of the two to determine which programming resulted in the highest rates of
student completion. This study found that on average students participating in a mix of in-person and virtual
residency experiences finished their doctoral degree more quickly than student who attended exclusively in-
person or exclusively virtual residency experiences. Future research should be conducted to see if these findings
are generalizable to other institutions and also to determine if progression rates differ for students in programs
that do not require synchronous, residential learning.

Introduction
 

An important part of many online doctoral programs is the in-person residency experience.  In Spring 2020,
concerns about the spread of COVID-19 forced many higher education institutions into an immediate transition
to online delivery, including limited-residency doctoral programs. Thus, it is timely to consider the experience
of one institution that has been offering a virtual option to online doctoral students who could not attend in-
person residences since 2016. 

In a previous study comparing on-campus and hybrid delivery in a doctoral program, the researcher found no
significant difference in student outcomes based on students’ GPA and comprehensive exam performance (Mu
et al., 2014).  Other researchers have identified student and faculty perspectives of on-campus experiences in
limited-residency graduate programs (Hardin-Pierce et al., 2020; Yourous, 2020). However, there is little
published research about the effectiveness of such in-residences, or whether virtual delivery of the face-to-face
residency requirement results in different student outcomes.

The purpose of this quantitative ex post facto study was to determine how attending divergent formats of
synchronous in-residences affected the progression and completion of online students’ doctoral research.  As
such, the guiding research question was:
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RQ1. What differences, if any, exist in doctoral research progression and milestone completion of students who
attended in-person, virtual and a combination of in-person and virtual residency experiences?

Literature review

Blended and hybrid are both terms used to define learning in one or more delivery modes (McGee & Reis,
2012).  Doctoral students require direct instruction to develop academic and professional competencies
(Godskesen & Kobayashi, 2016).  Online doctoral programs commonly supplement online course delivery with
in-person orientations, residences, and other workshops to support competencies needed for learning to conduct
independent research.  Blended learning is pedagogically suitable for such courses, which may be less
structured and tailored to teach aspects of research in graduate degree programs (Bower et al., 2015)

Bates (2019) defined a blended learning mode as any mix of technology with face-to-face instruction.  Faculty
and students interact in mixed delivery formats to accomplish pedagogically supported learning outcomes
through teaching, learning, and assessment activities (McGee & Reis, 2012).  Lakhal et al. (2017) identified four
advantages and three challenges of implementing blended delivery in a graduate program.  Advantages
included: (a) flexibility and access, (b) quality of learning experience, (c) enhanced learning outcomes, and (d)
institutional benefits; while challenges included: (a) course design, (b) student relationships, and (c) technology
issues.

Implementing blended course delivery has been shown to reduce feelings of isolation of online students by
allowing students to get to know each other more fully than when all instruction is conducted asynchronously
(Cunningham, 2014).  Students enrolled in blended, synchronous courses reported higher levels of social
presence due to real-time, spontaneous, and dynamic communications (Bower et al., 2015; Cunningham, 2014). 
Increased program completion rates have been seen in research with Australian and Swedish college students,
who have synchronous interactions with faculty and other students, as compared to those who only have
asynchronous communication (Bower et al., 2014; Norberg, 2012). Blended learning can include both
asynchronous and synchronous formats, including contexts where remote students participate in face-to-face
classes by way of rich-media technologies such as video conferencing, web conferencing, and virtual worlds
(Bower et al., 2015). 

To ensure institutional viability, online doctoral-granting programs must monitor completion and time to
completion data to promote student success (Shaw et al., 2015; Shaw et al., 2016). Online doctoral candidates
present unique challenges including life constraints that hinder program completion (Yasmin, 2013).
Researchers have explored reasons why students in doctoral programs do not complete their degrees. Reasons
for attrition include issues with time mana management, personal constraints, and academic challenges (Zepke
& Leach, 2010; Shaw et al, 2016). As such, institutions struggle to provide the most appropriate academic
environments and interventions to help online doctoral students make continual progress and complete their
doctoral research.

Doctoral programs should include administrative support for students failing to make adequate progress (Leijen
et al., 2016). Online doctoral students often feel isolated and abandoned and so these supports should be tailored
to promote collaboration and engagement (Erichsen et al., 2014). Doctoral students need direct instruction to
develop academic and professional competencies (Godskesen & Kobayashi, 2016). In person or virtual
intensive residencies or workshops may provide students with individualized instruction to support
competencies needed for doctoral degree progression.

Background for the Study

The institution where this study was conducted offered four online doctoral programs – Psychology,
Organizational Development and Leadership, Human Services, and Education, Students complete regular
coursework in an asynchronous online format and attend independent research preparation sessions in three
different synchronous 3-day In-Residence Workshops held at the school’s campus. 

In 2016, the school introduced 2-day virtual, synchronous In-Residence Workshops for students who could not
attend the in-person sessions. These sessions were hosted on the Zoom platform to allow for synchronous
engagement with faculty and students.  Initial virtual Workshops were attended by only 10-20 students;
however, they quickly grew to roughly the same size as the traditional in-person sessions that typically hosted
approximately 50-100 students.  Class sizes in the virtual sessions were limited to approximately 10 students,
while in-person class sizes could be as large as 25-30 students. 



Students originally had to show cause why they could not attend in-person sessions, and financial hardship was
the most likely reason given for seeking virtual attendance.  In 2018, the policy was changed to give students
full choice whether to attend in-person or virtually.  Students could attend either an in-person or virtual
Workshop – there was no hybrid design for the same Workshop. The learning outcomes and curriculum for the
two modalities are the same.

Methodology

Data were gathered for this ex post facto, quantitative study over three years.

The archival data included the following variables:

1. All Ground: Defined as only attending in-person residency experiences.
2. All Virtual: Defined as attending only virtual residency experiences.
3. Mixed: Defined as attending at least on in-person and one virtual residency experience.
4. Average Weeks (Wks) to LOI (Letter of Intent)/PJT (Project Justification Template): Defined

as average number of weeks to obtain approval for the first doctoral research milestone after
coursework.

5. Average Weeks (Wks) to Proposal: Defined as the average number of weeks to obtain
approval for the doctoral research proposal after coursework.

6. Average Weeks (Wks) to Final: Defined as the average number of weeks to obtain approval
for the doctoral research manuscript after coursework.

To determine whether a statistical effect between the three groups (in-person, virtual, mixed) occurred between
the three dependent variables (weeks to the three doctoral milestones), a two-way ANOVA with replication was
conducted in Excel.

Results

RQ1.  What differences, if any, exist in doctoral research progression and milestone completion of students who
attended in-person, virtual, and a combination of in-person and virtual residency experiences?

These results suggest that on average students participating in a mix of in-person or virtual residency
experiences finished their doctoral degree more quickly than student who attended exclusively in-person or
exclusively virtual residency experiences.

Discussion and Conclusion



The results from this study support a comprehensive approach to programming aspects of limited in-residency
online doctoral curricula. The findings reveal that residential components of the program may facilitate student
progression toward completing their doctoral research. Specifically, increased faculty engagement with students
through participation in virtual or blended intensive workshops may predict progression and promote student
completion. 

An assumption was made that student characteristics in all three populations studied – virtual, in-person, and
mixed attendees – were similar.  However, it is possible that the students who chose to attend virtual in-
residences, and subsequently demonstrated quicker time to completion of their overall project, may be more
autodidactic. The fact that they would prefer a virtual online environment to an in-person experience for their
doctoral in-residency could be the result of being more comfortable in a more self-directed format. This idea
supports Kasworm and Bowles’s (2010) conclusions on the importance for doctoral students to master self-
directed learning skills, as well as the importance of self-directed orientation in adult students (Khiat, 2017) and
online learning (Cigdem & Ozturk, 2016).

Online doctoral program administrators may want to build upon this knowledge by expanding the use of virtual
and online options for limited in-residency components of their programs. Overall, other online doctoral degree
granting institutions should build on these results and what is demonstrated as best practices in online doctoral
education to further facilitate student success. The next step for future research includes replicating this study in
other limited in-residency online doctoral programs to ensure the findings are generalizable.
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